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T

here has been an upsurge in the
literature considering whether or
not the United States would intervene against a country (as it did
against Iraq in 1990-91) if the latter were
armed with nuclear weapons. Since
much of this literature is intended to
discover new justifications for procurement programs that are under fire as
defense budgets shrink and nuclear testing comes to a halt, it tends to focus on
what weapons would be used, assuming a decision to intervene. Such an
approach is in dramatic contrast with
the discourse of the superpower
stand-off during the Cold War, which
came to see nuclear deterrence as largely
existential, nuclear weapons as "equalizers" for countries, and alliances facing stiff odds in the conventional balance of forces. During this time, the
point of the nuclear spear was treated
as a secondary matter, one of low policy.
Until recently, little attention had been
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paid to the possibility that the United
States might be deterred from projecting power by a new nuclear power despite its nuclear preponderance. In 1992,
however, Les Aspin, then-chair of the
House Committee on Armed Services,
voiced a new realization: “Nuclear weapons still serve the same purpose--as a
great equalizer. But it is the United
States that is now the potential
"equalizee." 1 This essay considers
Aspin’s concern in light of the Defense
Department’s daunting charge to reduce
U.S. defense spending. It begins with a
consideration of crucial changes in the
political milieu inherent in a world with
more nuclear powers that must inform
reasonable defense planning. After that
discussion, military issues are elaborated in general and then discussed in
the light of plausible near- and
middle-term proliferants.

CONTINUITY OR
DISENGAGEMENT?
Much of the commentary in the small
but burgeoning literature on "proliferation contingency planning" accepts the
assumption that the process by which
the United States defines its interests
would be unaffected by the spread of
nuclear capabilities, essentially leaving
the problem to military planners.2 Certainly military planners will be expected
to provide their command authorities
with the option of intervening against a
new nuclear power, but it is far from
clear that political elites would ever
choose to exercise that option. Given
the assumption that U.S. nuclear weapons have deterred attacks on U.S. interests over the last four decades, it is difficult to accept that nuclear weapons
deployed by less-developed states will
leave U.S. decisionmaking unaffected.
This following discussion analyzes the
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ways in which nuclear proliferation
could affect the definition of U.S. interests, examines whether changes in those
interests will be observable, and questions whether these consideration will
have any effect on forces procured and
deployed.
I have argued elsewhere that asymmetries of interest and determination
might lead the United States to abandon a significant interest in the face of
a relatively small nuclear arsenal, despite U.S. nuclear superiority and a carefully articulated strategy of escalation
dominance and flexible response.3 The
generally accepted deterrent effect of
French nuclear weapons offers an important example of a small nuclear force
deployed by an economically less-capable state against a superpower enjoying insurmountable escalation dominance.
The
possibility
that
non-European nuclear powers might
develop a similar concept should not
be disregarded by planners in peacetime
or by political authorities in the midst
of a crisis.4 More importantly, cultural
differences and poor communication
could make it difficult for U.S. political elites to be sure that they were not
crossing a threshold that made nuclear
war unavoidable in the eyes of a regional
rival. U.S. and friendly intelligence on
many of the countries of interest is inadequate,5 as evidenced by Washington’s
inability to predict President Saddam
Hussein’s behavior during the Kuwait
crisis.6 This problem would be aggravated by the unprecedented tensions of
a nuclear crisis, which could be expected to have unpredictable effects on
the behavior of leaders in Western and
less-developed states alike.7 Given that
these uncertainties and risks can easily
be foreseen, the prudent course for U.S.
decisionmakers in many cases would
seem to be to accept deterrence.8
Nevertheless, history is replete with
prudent courses not taken. It is impor-
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tant, therefore, to envision ways in which
the existence of a regional adversary’s
nuclear arsenal could affect the decisions made by U.S. political and opinion elites. Such an analysis must begin
with a consideration of how consensus
about national interests is reached.
Much of the literature on this subject
assumes, whether implicitly or explicitly, that interests are well understood,
and slow to change. In reality, few interests are understood, and it is only
through political processes that governments decide whether what is on their
agenda constitutes a core interest. This
should be evident from the inconclusive public debate during the Kuwait
crisis about whether the emirate’s independence was a U.S. interest and, more
interestingly, why it was a U.S. interest.9 In retrospect, it is easy to see that
the determination of a single actor,
President George Bush, brought the
international political process to the consensus that war with Iraq was a preferable course of action, without securing
agreement about what interest was being served. Thus, it should not be difficult to accept that a future president,
facing a similar crisis involving a
nuclear rival, could accept a course of
action other than war, in part because
of his fears about the risk of a nuclear
war that could ultimately reach U.S.
territory, without ever explicitly confirming that a core U.S. interest had
been abandoned. In the case of Kuwait,
this hypothetical president would have
sided with the faction that saw only the
defense of Saudi Arabia as a core U.S.
interest and pursued a less activist approach to liberating Kuwait, which
would have been seen as a peripheral
U.S. interest.10 Although this development is unsettling, it should not seem
unfamiliar to observers familiar with
Western Europe’s doubts about the U.S.
nuclear guarantee. These doubts persist despite a strong alliance and cul-

tural ties, a clear consensus on the enemy, the development of policies like
Flexible Response, and the shared drama
of the Euromissile crisis.
The debate among U.S. elites that
preceded the Kuwait war points up one
international interest that is indisputably
ascending. After some misgivings about
Israel’s attack on Iraq’s nuclear facility
in 1982, mainstream opinion seems by
1994 to have accepted that violent
anti-proliferation measures are warranted in some cases. It is in determining in which cases they are warranted
that complications arise. Commentators
in the field now apparently agree that
such measures--variously described as
"coercive arms control" (perhaps more
grammatically "coerced arms control"),
"early
"de-proliferation," 11 or
pre-emption"--are the most reliable
measures in the Middle East, where
sabotage, murder, and bombing have
been practiced by at least four countries in the past, including the United
States.
A more interesting question that has
arisen in the nonproliferation literature
is whether concerns about proliferation
will lead the United States to retain otherwise untenable interests. The most
frequently cited example is that of South
Korea, which is seen as likely to deploy nuclear weapons if U.S. security
guarantees are weakened. In one scenario, U.S. nuclear weapons are unequivocally withdrawn from the South,
but the North deploys nuclear weapons
anyway, setting off a proliferation chain
reaction that eventually reaches Japan.
Regardless of the plausibility of this
scenario,12 it is difficult to accept that
U.S. political elite and mass opinion
about the diminishing value of the commitment to South Korea would be affected by this rather hypothetical and
abstract line of argument, given the
more immediate concerns seen to be at
stake. Similar conditions are present in
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the other relevant cases, for example,
Pakistan and Taiwan. The United States
does not agree to help defend its partners simply in order to keep them from
acquiring nuclear weapons, and security guarantees offered in that spirit are
unlikely to offer much real reassurance.
Given the subtle mechanisms through
which U.S. political elites might accept
deterrence, it would not be necessary
for this acceptance to be acknowledged
publicly. In fact, it may not be acknowledged privately either. For these reasons, it will be difficult for future social scientists and historians to decide
whether U.S. intervention has been deterred or U.S. interests affected.
Still, it is possible that widespread
nuclear proliferation will strengthen the
anti-interventionist or isolationist strain
in U.S. political discourse. If so, the
image of the United States as the
"world’s policeman," already of ambiguous utility in domestic politics,
might be replaced by that of the
"couch-potato superpower." This is not
to say that Washington will be able to
avoid international conflict altogether,
just that support for it might be granted
only grudgingly. In any case, such a
change of national character appears
unlikely in the near future.
It is sometimes argued that possession of a nuclear arsenal would
embolden some leaders to such an extent that they would undertake aggression otherwise not in their interests.
Indeed, the support and prestige with
which President Saddam was lauded
after his April 2, 1990 speech, in which
he extended his chemical deterrent over
all Arabs, 13 appears to have been responsible in part for his willingness to
consider the invasion of Kuwait. It is
not clear that the declarations of U.S.
political elites prior to a crisis would
have much effect on leaders subject to
such beliefs, nor that any change produced would be the one intended.14
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I would argue that military planning
in response to nuclear proliferation
should have little effect on U.S. force
structure. An equally interesting question that cannot be answered definitively
is whether continued nuclear proliferation will affect the willingness of U.S.
political elites to fund military programs. On the one hand, the deterrent
effect of new nuclear arsenals makes
U.S. intervention less likely in the longterm. On the other hand, the newly acknowledged importance of violent
anti-proliferation efforts may increase
the frequency of U.S. intervention in
the near-term.15 Although attitudes may
change because of proliferation during
the interim between the near- and longterms, other factors--especially fiscal
factors and issues of competitiveness--are likely to have a more pronounced effect. Forces adequate for effective intervention should be able to
defend themselves against plausible
nuclear threats (at least to the extent that
nuclear attacks can be defended against
at all), but it is possible that declining
defense budgets and the foreseeable
squeeze on funding for acquisition will
leave the United States with intervention forces so small that other,
non-military options will be pursued in
the event of a future crisis.
COROLLARY ISSUES FOR
MILITARY PLANNERS
Whether or not U.S. political elites
decide to intervene against a new nuclear
power, U.S. military planners must assume that they might.16 With the waning of the Cold War, attention to proliferation issues has increased in military
circles, so "counterproliferation" programs have a greater probability of being funded. This section considers three
military missions--pre-emption, defense,
and retaliation--that the services might
be expected to carry out in the event

that intervention against a new nuclear
power is ordered. In discussing these
missions, the importance and characteristics of appropriate military responses to the threat posed by proliferant
arsenals is considered. Some programs
that have been put forward elsewhere
for consideration are found to be inappropriate.
The ability to successfully preempt a
new nuclear arsenal depends strongly
on adequate intelligence, the size and
basing mode of the arsenal, and the
delivery technology brought to bear by
the United States. Significantly, the
political elite’s decision to intervene may
imply that pre-emption is necessary as
the first blow of a campaign. The Iraqi
case notwithstanding, it may not be
politically or strategically desirable to
strike first. As was true during the Cold
War, command and control processes
will have to be designed to address the
delicate tension between waiting for
unambiguous warning of incipient attack and the possibility that such an attack would not be detected in time. In
cases where U.S. political elites and
military planners cannot take the initiative and strike first, the requirement to
wait for warning could decrease the
probability that a pre-emptive attack
would be successful.
Even with adequate warning or in circumstances where the United States is
free to strike first, pre-emption is unlikely to succeed completely. Moreover,
planners are unlikely to have confidence
that it will, even against relatively small
arsenals. Further, the leadership of the
state attacked by the United States might
believe that a pre-emptive attack on a
military capability that safeguards its
national existence is a sign that a war
of annihilation had begun. The additional risk of nuclear retaliation engendered by attempting pre-emption against
such a state could deter U.S. political
elites otherwise complacent about the
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nuclear shadow thrown across a seemingly familiar conventional war.
To support a pre-emptive strike on a
new nuclear arsenal, the U.S. intelligence community would need to provide data on the existence, size, and
disposition of the arsenal. As demonstrated by the data emerging from the
regime of inspections imposed on Iraq,
only human intelligence can provide
much of the necessary data. Technical
means, though useful, missed entire
Iraqi development and manufacturing
efforts related to nuclear and chemical
weaponry. U.S. intelligence efforts,
which have emphasized both technical
means over human intelligence and the
monitoring of the Soviet Union at the
expense of monitoring potential regional
adversaries, are likely to be poor in most
other countries.17 In addition, because
the countries of concern are closed,
militarized societies, they will be more
difficult to monitor. Unfortunately, Israeli intelligence efforts have also been
less effective than they once were in the
recent past against countries of concern
in the Middle East.
In some cases, the disposition of the
arsenal will be fluid. Prompt intelligence
collection, fusion, and dissemination
would then be crucial. As was demonstrated during the Kuwait war, all three
of these are difficult under the conditions imposed by war, even if circumstances are relatively favorable. Some
improvement can be expected as the
result of applying lessons learned during the war and the new emphasis on
technologies relating to the War Breaker
program and the Military Technology
Revolution.18 However, some problems
are no doubt irreducible and the solutions to others will involve trade-offs
that leave the prospects for successful
pre-emption highly uncertain.
The probability of successfully preempting a new nuclear arsenal can be
understood as a product of the prob-
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abilities that each of the elements of the
arsenal can be destroyed. Large arsenals decrease the probability of success
by increasing the number of factors (on
a scale between zero and one), and appropriate basing can decrease the value
of the individual factors. Mobile missiles, submarines, and unconventional
means of delivery present the most challenging basing modes from the perspective of the military planner interested
in pre-emption.19 Collocating elements
reduces the number of independent factors, and is therefore unattractive to
militaries possessing few weapons. Further, fear of pre-emption and decapitation could lead planners to deploy forces
that, while secure in times of peace,
would feature rapid devolution of release authority in crisis or under attack,
complicating attempts to preempt
through decapitation. The survival of
even a few nuclear weapons would leave
U.S. command authorities to consider
the possibility of unconventional delivery to targets on U.S. territory.
U.S. conventional delivery technology
is insufficient to assure the destruction
of even fairly small nuclear arsenals,
especially in the absence of much better intelligence. Three alternatives that
could improve the odds are frequently
discussed: nuclear pre-emption, insertion of commandos, and the promise of
future conventional weapons. Unfortunately, these cannot significantly improve the prospects that pre-emption
will succeed. Although low-yield
nuclear weapons are sometimes seen as
possible contributors to a pre-emptive
attack, the radius of destruction for any
nuclear weapon is much smaller than
the likely uncertainty about the position of mobile launchers; those launchers that were located could be attacked
with conventional weapons. The demonstrated effectiveness of non-nuclear
earth penetrators makes nuclear weapons unnecessary for attacks on fixed

launchers and facilities, even if they are
hardened. Similarly, although commandos have some capability to seek out
and destroy nuclear weapons that have
not been located accurately or precisely
by intelligence means, they rely heavily
on prior knowledge about probable operating areas. Finally, innovations in
conventional technologies are not likely
to be so dramatic that previously
untargetable systems will become vulnerable. Particularly stubborn problems
remain in the fields of locating mobile
missiles and anti-submarine warfare. In
this vein, claims that future cruise missiles will be able to autonomously find
and destroy mobile missiles should be
treated with skepticism.20 One need
only recall that JSTARS, essentially a
commercial airliner full of sensors, computers, and trained personnel, was unable to locate Iraqi mobile missile
launchers at any time during the Kuwait war, and the F-15E "Strike Eagle,"
the world’s most advanced attack
bomber, found few, if any. Future cruise
missiles will have less endurance, carry
fewer and smaller sensors, and be much
less adept at target recognition and other
judgements for at least as long as the
intelligence of the human brain exceeds
that of the silicon-based alternative.21
To some extent, the predictable failure of any attempt to preempt a new
nuclear arsenal can be compensated for
by defenses. Defenses are traditionally
referred to as "passive" (those that do
not involve the destruction of the attacking weapon or platform) and "active" (those that do). Passive defense is
often incorporated into a defending
platform’s design. Active defense usually requires additional investment and
may involve the inadvertent destruction
of incorrectly identified objects. Both
types of defense are of limited feasibility, though their effectiveness may be
exaggerated in the perceptions of political elites.
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U.S. naval vessels are not very vulnerable to nuclear attack originating
from a less-developed country.22 This
is primarily because of their mobility
and their ability to perform their key
missions (for example, blockade and
aerial bombardment) from long ranges.
In addition, the Navy has begun a program under which ships will be hardened against nuclear and chemical attack. In some scenarios, however, ships
must operate in confined areas or closer
to shore (to provide artillery support,
to clear mines, to decrease the
time-to-target for carrier-based bombers, or to participate in amphibious operations), and would therefore require
additional, active defense. Amphibious
landings provide excellent, concentrated
targets for nuclear weapons, and therefore would be imprudent against a
nuclear-armed foe.23 Fixed installations,
allied territory, and U.S. territory are
also difficult to defend passively.
In the near-term, air defense against
piloted aircraft and cruise missiles will
be the most important type of active
defense against nuclear attack. U.S. E-2
"Hawkeye" and E-3 "Sentry" aircraft
and the "Aegis" naval air-defense system, in partnership with appropriate interceptors, seem to be adequate to furnish a reliable defense against even relatively large air-delivered arsenals. This
capability should be expanded to include
defenses against tactical ballistic missiles as that becomes feasible, but tactical defense of fixed sites against nuclear
missiles is likely to remain a daunting
problem. Further, it is not clear that
deploying dedicated anti-tactical ballistic missile (ATBM) interceptors on Aegis vessels is the best use of either the
interceptors or the vessels’ launch tubes.
Thus, to the extent that the Navy’s current "Standard" air-defense missile can
be modified for the ATBM mission, it
is preferable to the more specialized (and
still unrealized) theater high-altitude air
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defense (THAAD) interceptor, which
will be sized to the Navy’s vertical
launch system.24 The Aegis system’s
SPY-1 radar would require a software
upgrade for the ATBM mission, though
its power-aperture product is greater
than that of the current "Patriot" radar.
It is unlikely that missile defenses will
be as effective as air defenses for the
foreseeable future, and the special threat
posed by nuclear ballistic missiles of
very short ranges will be difficult to
counter for ground forces in some theaters.
In the long-term, submarines armed
with nuclear weaponry will present projection forces with an important threat.
Submarines can be used to deliver small
nuclear warheads by launching cruise
missiles against targets on land or at
sea, firing torpedoes at coastal targets,
or inserting commandos. At present, the
submarine fleets of the most plausible
potential adversaries are poor or
non-existent, and nuclear forces are
more likely to be deployed with land
and air services, which generally can
offer more flexible means of delivery
and have greater prestige in the relevant
states. As submarines with longer ranges
and greater stealth proliferate, the number of targets they are able to threaten
will increase. Appropriate anti-submarine warfare (ASW) measures should
therefore be pursued. U.S. ASW has
until recently focused on forward
submarine-to-submarine operations and
defense of the aircraft carriers, and has
suffered a diminished emphasis under
Frank Kelso’s tenure as chief of naval
staff.
Given U.S. conventional capabilities
and the prestige of paramilitary organizations in a number of potential regional
adversaries, it is likely that unconventional means of delivery will be considered for some new nuclear arsenals
of concern. These could be as straightforward as the use of commandos, or

as ambiguous as the use of apparently
civilian aircraft or surface vessels to
penetrate U.S. defenses. Accurate intelligence about the existence and disposition of paramilitary nuclear forces
would be crucial, but cannot be counted
on. 25 Some unconventional means of
delivery could be defended against actively, but the use of apparently civilian platforms would present a difficult
operational problem. Rules of engagement would have to include less strict
proscriptions on the interception of
ambiguous targets in theaters where
commingling of military and civilian
traffic is common, for example, the
Mediterranean Sea, the Persian Gulf,
and the Sea of Japan. False positive rates
are likely to be high, resulting in more
frequent attacks on civilian aircraft.
This is already a significant concern in
theaters of actual or latent combat, for
example, the Persian Gulf, the Sinai
Peninsula, and the Sea of Okhotsk. It is
not self-evident, however, that the increased probability of such incidents
would affect the decision processes of
U.S. political elites in choosing to initiate a build-up or actual hostilities. In
some scenarios, the political effect of
such an incident could be important,
either by undermining support for the
operation in the United States or raising the concern in the rival leadership
that a war of annihilation was beginning.26
During the Kuwait war, political and
opinion elites frequently referred to the
inherent threat of nuclear retaliation
embodied in U.S., Israeli, and coalition forces in the theatre. Since the war,
commentators have speculated on the
deterrent effect that this capability may
have exerted on the thinking and planning of Iraqi elites who had previously
demonstrated that chemical weapons
had been integrated into their doctrine
and planning. The separate issue of
whether nuclear weapons would--or, for
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political reasons, could--be used in retaliation also received attention. Similar speculation would no doubt accompany any future nuclear crisis.
If nuclear force were used against U.S.
forces or installations, U.S. command
authorities would certainly respond.
Two key corollary questions are not so
easily answered. What would be the
targets of a retaliatory strike? And what
weapons should be used?
Although some commentators have
rather glibly speculated that the United
States would be obligated to devastate
the society of any state that used nuclear
weapons against U.S. forces,27 such a
step cannot be justified. When the option was publicly discussed during the
Kuwait war, President François
Mitterand eloquently and correctly condemned it as "a retreat toward barbarism." Punishing civilians for the actions
of a small, possibly unpopular nuclear
elite would be unconscionable. Even the
military personnel of the adversary state
may not be blameworthy. U.S. targeting policy has striven to accommodate
these moral issues.28
Targeting the nuclear infrastructure is
a compelling alternative, though it is likely
to be under attack anyway. Whether publicly acknowledged or not, such attacks
would probably include the organization
responsible for nuclear planning, including the national leadership, in addition to
production and storage facilities. Public
support for and U.S. compliance with the
proscriptions on targeting political elites
is obviously eroding.
Nuclear retaliation is unlikely to be authorized by U.S. command authorities and
is unnecessary and undesirable.29 Targets
for retaliatory bombing will be vulnerable to conventional attack. Many will be
in populated areas where even low-yield
nuclear weapons would inflict unnecessary civilian casualties. Further, the symbolism of nuclear restraint is likely to be
more compelling to U.S. political elites
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than that of nuclear tit-for-tat for a variety of reasons. The idea that de-legitimizing the use of nuclear weapons is in
the U.S. interest already enjoys broad support. That support is likely to increase as
nuclear weapons continue to proliferate.
While the concept of de-legitimization is
murky and is often spuriously used to
justify policy goals pursued for other reasons, its logic should be compelling to a
leader considering the problem of retaliation. A U.S. nuclear response in kind
should be deterred by the prospect of
nuclear counter-retaliation unless irrefutable intelligence indicates that the entire
nuclear arsenal has been destroyed or
expended. Absent such an assurance from
the intelligence community--and none is
likely to be forthcoming--the risk of providing an additional goad to an enemy
who might be considering a nuclear attack on U.S. territory would be difficult
to justify.
CONCLUSION
The Clinton administration’s Defense
Counterproliferation Initiative emphasizes
redirecting defense and intelligence activities in response to the possibility of
hostile nuclear proliferation. Perhaps surprisingly, the discussion in this essay implies that little in the way of special hardware need be procured in anticipation of
projecting power against new nuclear
states or those on the threshold for the
foreseeable future. The systems that might
be required -- improved conventional
air-to-ground weapons, intelligencegathering technology, air-defense systems
capable of engaging tactical missiles, and
appropriate ASW equipment -- are already
deployed or under development for conventional missions.
With respect to intelligence, this analysis supports the administration’s decision
to strengthen attempts to collect intelligence regarding hostile nuclear capabili-

ties, but also suggests that these efforts
should not be allowed to crowd out analysis of proliferants’ intentions and likely
responses. Such a crowding out was a
hallmark of Cold War organizations, and
organizational predilections reinforced
and rewarded during that era may not be
dissipated simply by creating and enlarging the CIA’s Nonproliferation Center. As
secretary of defense, Aspin has emphasized that additional defense intelligence
staffing detailed to the center under the
counterproliferation initiative would be directed to explore military rather than diplomatic issues.30 In any case, the limitations of intelligence, especially its predictive power, and the bureaucratic propensities of intelligence organizations
must be taken into account in drawing
conclusions about hostile proliferants and
making appropriate policy.
Operationally, the armed services must
continue to prepare to fight for limited
objectives against proliferants, avoiding
the simple assumption that a war started
by, say, Pyongyang once it has acquired
nuclear weapons will necessarily entail
removal of Kim Il Sung or widespread
destruction in North Korea. Rules of engagement and attendant requirements for
command and control must be tailored to
the special tensions of nuclear crises in
the developing world, especially with regard to unconventional delivery.
Pre-emption, whether nuclear or conventional, should not be the assumed tactic
of choice.
Looking beyond the counterproliferation debate, the Clinton administration
should be thinking now about how to signal a nuclear North Korea that the United
States will support its interests in the region without explicitly threatening the existence of the government in Pyongyang,
as it has in the recent past. Similar considerations, though less urgent, should inform U.S. policy toward other potentially
hostile countries. More generally, strategists and policymakers should not assume
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that U.S. interests will remain unaffected
by nuclear proliferation, whatever military preparations have been made.
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