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N 3 DECEMBER 1996, Gen Lee But-

ler, USAF, Retired, the last com-

mander in chief of the StrategicAir

Command, stunned a National
Public Radioaudienceby call ing for the near-
term elimination of all nuclear weapons.
Speaking to a National Press Club audience,
he told them:

I have spent years studying nuclear weapons
effects; inspected dozens of operational units;
certified hundreds of crews for their nuclear
mission; and approved thousands of targets for
nuclear destruction. | have investigated a
distressing array of accidents and incidents
involving strategic weapons and forces. | have
read a library of books and intelligence reports
on the Soviet Union and what were believed to
be its capabilities and intentions—and seen an
army of experts confounded. As an advisor to
the President on the employment of nuclear
weapons, | have anguished over the
imponderable complexities, the profound
moral dilemmas, and the mind-numbing
compression of decision-making under the
threat of nuclear attack. | came away from that
experience deeply troubled by what | see as the

burden of building and maintaining nuclear
arsenals.!

Gen eral But ler was joined on the ros trum by
Gen Andrew J. Goodpaster, the former NATO
commander and advisor to a half-dozen presi-
dents during his 70 years of national service.
They were there to an nounce the re lease of the
“Statement on Nuclear Weapons by Interna-
tional Generals and Admirals,” a document
signed by 63 former flag officersadvocatingthe
abolition of nuclear weapons. The signatories
read like a Who’s Who of cold-war militaries,
including such notables as Bernard Rogers,
John Galvin, Chuck Horner, Lord Carver, Vla-
dimir Belous, and Alexander Lebed—20 Ameri-
cans, 18 Russians, and 17 nations in all from
every corner of the globe. They were not the
first to make such a recommendation, how-
ever. As General Good paster pointed out, every
US president since Dwight Eisenhower has
taken a similar position with respect to atomic
weapons.

But the generals seemed perplexed. De-
spite the long widespread questions about
the utility of atomic weapons, the world was
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steadily marching along the path towardsnu-
clear proliferation while the perceived win-
dow of op por tu nity broughtabout by theend
of the cold war slipped away. It was as if the
lessons of the past 50 years were too hard to
swal lowandtheeliminationofnuclearweap -
ons just too hard to do. Other than garnering
afewsmall ar ti clesin the national press, their
warn ingsseemed to have little im pact. Where
the generals erred was in simply challenging
the nuclear bombs, rather than the strategy
behind the weapons—a strategy oddly known
as mutually assured destruction (MAD).
MAD, of course, is an evolutionary defense

MAD is a product of the 1950s’ US
doctrine of massive retaliation, and
despite attempts to redefine it in
contemporary terms like flexible
response and nuclear deterrence, it
has remained the central theme of
American defense planning for well
over three decades.

strategy based on the con ceptthat nei ther the
United States nor its enemies will ever start a
nuclear war because the other side will retali-
ate massively and unacceptably. MAD is a
product of the 1950s’ US doctrine of massive
retaliation,anddespiteattemptstoredefineit
in contemporary terms like flexible response
and nuclear deterrence, it has remained the
central theme of American defense planning
for well over three dec ades.?2 But MAD was de-
veloped during a time of unreliable missile
technology and was based on a mortal fear of
Communism, aggravated by ignorance of an
unknown enemy that lurked behind an iron
curtain. Times have changed. Missile guid-
anceimprove mentshaveeliminated the need
for multiple targeting by redundant weapon
systems. Moreimportantly,ourene mieshave
changed as have our fears about Communist
domination. It is time to rethink our baseline
defense strategy and the doctrine behind it.

The normal reaction to such a suggestion
is the often heard: “Why tinker with some-
thing that has kept the peace for the past
half-century?” Gen Henry H. “Hap” Arnold
perhaps best answered this by asserting that
modern equipment is but a step in time and
that “any Air Force which does not keep its
doctrines ahead of its equipment, and its vi-
sion far into the future, can only delude the
nation into a false sense of security.”™ Fur-
thermore, nuclear weapons did not keep the
peace in Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, the
Middle East, the Balkans, Africa, or Latin
America, even though one side in those wars
often possessed “theBomb” andtheoretically
should have coerced the other side into sub-
mission.* By one estimate, 125 million peo-
ple have died in 149 wars since 19455 Well
then, what about Western Europe? NATO’s
threat to use atomic weapons against invad-
ing Warsaw Pact forces is said to have pre
served the peace in a region where two world
wars broke out this century.

Not to take anything away from the Com-
munists, but it was German militarism that
led to those conflicts. The Soviet Union did
not even exist in 1914 and actually came
aboutasaresultofan an tiwar move ment. Af-
ter World War |, it was the Euro peansthatin-
vaded Soviet territory in an unsuccessful ef-
forttosuppressBolshevismbysupportingthe
WhiteArmycounterrevolution.Stalinwasno
peacemaker for sure, but neither he nor his
despotic regime was the cause of World War
Il—a cataclysmic event that cost 27 million
Soviet lives.

It is naive to assert that the Soviets would
have initiated a third major European war
this century absent NATO’s threat to use nu-
clear weapons. Wars do not go off at sched-
uled intervals. There is always a political ob-
jective at issue, and it has yet to be defined
what vital Soviet interest could have existed
to cause the Soviets to bear the burden of
even a conventionally fought World War lIl.
During the heyday of Communism’s expan-
sion in the 1950s, Adm Arthur W. Radford,
chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, rec-
ognized that “Communism, when seeking a
meanstoapo liti calendisre luc tant to use or-



ganized armed forces in an overt aggression
exceptasalastresort,” and thenonlyif “there
is a reasonable chance of quick victory with-
out— in the opinion of its leaders—apprecia-
ble world reaction.” Towards the end of the
cold war, MichaelHoward, RegisProfessorof
History at Oxford, pointed out, “It is a basic
principle of Marxism-Leninism that the revo-
lu tion can not be car ried abroad on the points
of foreign bayonets. . . . It would be quite un-
realistictoassumetheRussianshave beende-
terred from attacking us solely by their per-
ception of the military costs involved or by
fear of nuclear retaliation.”” Henry Kissinger
put it more bluntly in his 1994 treatise Diplo-
macy: “The much advertised Soviet invasion
of Western Europe was a fantasy . . . a fear
widely recognized by posterity as chimeri-
cal.”s

Soviet military actions in Europe from
1945 to 1990 sug gestmore of apolicy toward
preservationofbufferstatesthanofterritorial
expansion.® Hav ing been over run twice in his
lifetime, Stalin “intended to turn the coun-
tries conquered by Soviet armies into buffer
zones to protect Russia against any future
Germanaggressions.” *°Thehegemonysubse-
quently imposed on the states of Central
Europe by the Brezhnev Doctrine was thus
understandable, if lamentable, in light of the
unprecedented Soviet suffering at the hands
of invading German, Italian, Hungarian, and
Rumanian armies during World War Il. One
wonders how Americans may have reacted
had the Japanese invaded California after
Pearl Harbor and destroyed everything west
of the Mississippi. The United States lost a
quarter of a million men in World War II; the
Soviets lost one hundred times that number,
including millions of women and children. It
should not be difficult to understand the
paranoiatypified by the Iron Cur tain and Ber-
lin Wall. Conversely, the Soviet’s postwar
evacuationand laissez-faire treat mentof non-
strategic Austriaand Fin land stand in the face
of the popular notion of the Soviets as a
mono lithicleviathanbentonconqueringthe
West through military aggression. To argue
that nu clear weap onswere the only thing that
held the Soviets at bay is simply unfounded.
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Nuclear weapons have only deterred nu-
clear war, and, ironically, very nearly caused
one in the process. Everyone remembers that
itwasKhrush chev’splace mentofshort-range
nuclear missiles on America’s doorstep that
created the Cuban missile crisis, but most
people are unaware that it was a similar US
move on the Soviet peripherythatcausedthe
Kremlin’s deployment decision in the first

“The much advertised Soviet
invasion of Western Europe was a
fantasy . . . a fear widely recognized
by posterity as chimerical.”

. __________________________________________________________________|

place. The American postwar policy of “con-
tainment,” which aimed at meeting the
Marxists on their doorstep, had resulted in a
network of US bases and naval fleets that
ringed the Communist empire with conven-
tional and nuclear armed forces. When
Khrushchev tried to match the US deploy-
ment of missiles to Turkey by placing Soviet
weapons in Cuba, the world came very close
to catastrophe.* The world went to the brink
of war over nothing more than nuclear pos-
turing. The Soviets blinked, we are told, but
the US also quietly removed its nuclear mis-
silesfromastride the USSR’s south ern flank.:?
The Russian loss of face, unfortunately,
added fissionable fuel to an already aggres-
sivearmsrace thateitherside couldillafford.
Itisdifficult,ifnotimpossible,tocalculate
the costs of the strategic arms race of the last
50years. Notonly arethe bombsand delivery
systems expensive to produce, crisscrossing
numerousUSdepartmental budgets, butsur-
vivabilitymeasuresneededtoinsuretheiruse
duringwar arestagger ing, nottomentionthe
environmental, psychological, and opportu-
nity cost factors. A 1988 Department of De-
fense (DOD) study indicated that nuclear-
club nations typically spent more than twice
as much on defense as did nonnuclear coun-
tries with similar requirements.* A more re-
cent Brookings Institution report put the
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costs of the 70,000 US nuclear weapons built
thus far at a minimum of four trillion dol-
larst“—or very nearly equal to our national
debt. While some analysts argue that those
areeconomic, notsecurity, considerationsthe
demise of the Soviet Union has shown most
clearly that the two issues are not mutually
exclusive. Moreover, the historical response
to a superior nuclear threat has been a coun-
tervalue strategy adopted by the enemy.
There has been an inverse relationship be-
tween national security gained and money
spent.

Isthere a safe way for the West to re duce its
reliance on nuclear weapons without endan-
gering national security? The question might
better be posed by asking if we can eliminate
our reliance on nuclear weapons without en-
dangering our national existence anymore
than it is threatened right now by the thou-
sands of Soviet warheads still on alert, or in
the near future when unstable nations like
North Koreaor Iragac quire theirownbombs.

Arms control negotiatorswouldtell usthat
the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START)
agreements are doing just that. But even if af-
ter the yet to be ratified START Il and Il are
implemented in 2007, the United States and
Russia will still have five thousand nuclear
weapons on alert, more than enough to de-
stroy civi lization aswe know it. What isworse
is that by simply reducing the excess inven-
tory of nuclear weapons, the superpowers
send the signal thattheybe lieve nucleararse-
nals to be a vital part of national security and
integral to status as a world power. The con-
stant admonition to developing nations to
forgo their own weapons programs comes
acrossaselitisthypocrisy,routinelyfallingon
deaf ears.

Proponents of national missile defense
(NMD) systems argue their ideas will counter
the emerging threat from nuclear prolifera-
tion, but promised technology appears far-
ther and farther away. Even if Star Wars (the
Strategic Defense Initiative) were to succeed,
it would only defendagainstdeliverysystems
and not the bombs themselves. Any nation
unable to secure its borders against drug-

running cartels will remain vulnerable to
weapons that can fit in a suitcase, diplomatic
pouch, or Ryder rental truck. Noble as it may
be, NMD is no panacea.

Even so, itis not really the nuclear missiles
or warheads that are the problem: It is the
flawedstrategy be hindtheweaponsthatjustifies
noncombatants as targets, and in so doing
makes all weapons of mass destruction so spe-
ciously attractive that is the greatest threat to
national security. Many Americans may be
surprised to learn that it was a fundamental
shift in US military strategy 60 years ago that
has led to the current dilemma.

Duringthe 1920sand 1930s, air men in the
United States and Europe became enamored
with strategic bombing. They believed the
stalemated trench warfare of World War |
could be avoided by directly attacking and
destroying the enemy’s center of gravity—its
population’s will to resist.'s “In stead of wear-
ing down the morale of the enemy civilians
through the attrition of surface operations,
air power, its pro tago nists be lieved, would be
able to attack and pulverize it completely.”6
The localized panics caused by the German
Gotha bomber attacks against London in
World War | led airmen to believe that any
nation could be brought to its knees by sim-
plydestroyingtheindustrial baseand causing
widespread deprivations. The populations, it
was argued, would rise up against the enemy
government and cause it to sue for peace. It
was even postulated that the threat of strate-
gic bombing would “deter” an enemy from
ever starting a war.t’?

World War Il put these theo ries to the test.
When it was over, strategic bombing propo-
nents argued the destruction of German and
Japaneseindustrialsocietieswas“decisive.”8
Many independent analysts disagreed.’® The
facts were that despite the heroic sacrifices of
the aircrews involved, strategic bombing
never came close to its prewar predictions;
and the costs in manpower, material, and
moral factors posed serious questions about
its value.?° In fact, the bomb ing of civil ianar-
eas was actually found to increase the enemy
population’s will to resist rather than defeat-
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Symbols of deterrence or MAD? Clockwise from upper right: the famous “Red Phone” of the primary alerting system at
the SAC command post; the battle staff aboard “Looking Glass,” SAC’s Airborne Command Post; a B-52 crew races the
clock to their aircraft; a Minuteman missile on alert at Ellsworth AFB, South Dakota; and B-58 crew members sprint to
their plane.
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ing it. It was widely acknowledged, for exam-
ple, that the Luftwaffe lost the Battle of Brit-
ain when it switched from attacking military
targets to attacking London?* The German
Blitz also angered many neutrals in the
United States and eventually led to the entry
of the United States into the war on Britain’s
side, afatal mistake for the fascists. Still, many
Allied airmen remained unconvinced, cling-
ing to their dogmatic beliefs that bombing
alone could win a war against the Nazis. City
after city was flattened, but the bombing had
negative impact in forcing a German surren-
der. After the war, airmen argued that devel-
opment of the atomic bomb vindicated their
claimthatstrategicbombingcouldatleastde-
ter future wars. But as we have seen, this has
not been the case.

The way to curtail our dependence on nu-
clear weapons is to first recognize that strate-
gic bombardment is counterproductive. Carl
von Clausewitz, the grandfather of contem-
porary military strategy, wrote that the ob jec-
tive of war is to force an opponent to accept
one’s political will. His statement that war is
“an extension of political activity by other
means” is often quoted.?? The means, how-
ever, have to support the ends. Professor
Howard explains:

Clausewitz had described war as a “remarkable
trinity” composed of its political objective, its
practical instruments and of popular passions,
the social forces it expressed. It was the latter, he
pointed out, that made the wars of the French
Revolution so different in kind from those of
Frederick the Great and which would probably
so distinguish war in the future. In this he was
right

While strategic bombing may have some
positive,usuallyindirect,effectontheenemy
instruments of war, it is also known to have a
decidedly negative and immediate effect
upon achieving the more important political
objective, for it inflames enemy social pas-
sions into militant, often irrational, resis-
tance.2* One need only think of Pearl Harbor
(“Aday thatwill liveininfamy!”),the London
Blitz, Stalingrad, or a similar campaign to ap-
preciatetheeffectofstrategicbombingonthe
national will to resist.

If the objective of war is, as Clausewitz
states, to convert the enemy’s political will,
attacking his home, his family, his means of
existence—in other words, his passions—is
clearlyantitheticaltotheaim. Thereis,unfor-
tunately, the popular myth that massive and
unrestricted application of strategic air-
power, such as occurred in Japan in August
1945 or North Vietnam during Christmas
1972, can secureanhonorable peacewithout
the need for further action.?® This is nothing
more than wishful, perhaps dangerous,
thinkingthatfallsapartunderexamination.2¢

Lessons from the Strategic
Bombing of Japan

Whilemosthistoriansrecognize1lSeptem-
ber 1939, the day that Adolf Hitler invaded
Poland, as the beginning of World War II,
Americans remember 7 December 1941, the
day the Japanese bombed Pearl Har bor, asthe
start of their war. The Japanese had, in fact,
been at war for some time. They had been in-
vading their East Asian neighbors uninter-
ruptedly for most of the twentieth century.
Their attacks on Manchuria and China in the
early 1930s brought them into confrontation
with the United States. As the decade pro-
gressed, relations grew tense. Embargoes and
ultimatums finally brought the crisis to a
head, but thoughts of war with the United
States was not something Japanese leaders
cherished.

Six months before the attack on Hawaii,
Japanese militaryanalystsconcludedthatifa
war with the United States were to last more
than 18 months, it could only end in defeat.
The only Japanese hope was for a series of
rapid crushing blows against Allied forces in
the Far East followed by a decisive naval bat-
tle against the remaining Americanfleet. Suc-
cessive quickvictorieswereto be fol lowed by
negotiations and settlement that ceded the
Western Pacific to Japanese hegemony. A
similar strategy had been successfully em-
ployed against the Russians in 1904.

For the first three months after Pearl Har-
bor, the Japa nese strategy worked. The Philip-



11

MUTUALLY ASSURED DESTRUCTION REVISITED

Bombs away! B-29s drop incendiaries on Yokohama.

pines fell, and Singapore was captured. A re-
lieving British Royal Navy task force was
quickly sent to the bottom. Japanese codes
had, however, beenbrokenbyAmericancryp-
tologists, and the US Navy could not be lured
into a trap. The war dragged on. Emperor Hi-
rohito instructed his ministers to “miss no
chance for concluding an advantageous
peace.?” But the attack on Hawaii had hit an
unexpected nerve, and Americans were in No
mood for compromise. The United States be-
gan to mobilize forces such as the world had
never seen. The worst fears of Japanese war
planners came to be realized. By the end of
1943, independent Japanese army and navy
studies re ported that the war had been ir revo-
cably lost, the only factor yet to be deter-

mined being the terms of surrender.?® Thus,
long before the first strategic bomber came
within range of Japanese shores in late 1944,
its lead erswere re signed to de feat. As one his-
torian wrote:

The majority of Japanese officials had long
recognized the need to surrender but their will
was frozen. They did not know how to admit to
one another that they were beaten. They only
knew what they had done in their own
conquests, and they feared vengeance in
kind.%

When the strategic bombers did arrive in
the winter of 1944-45, the ef fect was, asithad
been in Europe, to add to the level of anxiety
rather than to assuage it.
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The US Army Air Forces saw in Japan a
uniqueopportunitytoredeemitsprewardoc-
trine of victory through strategic bombing
and spared no effort establishing Pacific is-
land airfields for its new long-range B-29
bomber. Japan appeared the ideal strategic
tar get, having noairde fensetospeak ofwitha
highly urbanized population offering “vital
centers” of commerce. At first, the B-29s
struck industrial targets from high altitudes
with measurable success, but with no appre-
ciable effect on the governing body politic.
Resistance increased sharply on lwo Jima and
other island fortresses with the advent of ka

Japan appeared the ideal

strategic target, having no air
defense to speak of with a highly
urbanized population offering “vital
centers” of commerce.

mikaze and similar desperation tactics.
American casualties grew in proportion with
each passing month.

Having failed to produce any sign of ca-
pitulation, planners changed bombing tac-
tics. In mid-March the B-29s came in low un-
der the cover of darkness, dropping
incendiaries on the densely populated urban
districts of Tokyo as well as 58 other metro-
politan districts.3® Hundreds of thousands
perished, but the Japanese will would not
crack. War losses on Oki nawa in April reached
record levels for both sides and for the first
time, the Japanese inflicted more casualties
than they suffered.! One scholar, citing the
US Strategic Bombing Survey, wrote:

The (Tokyo) fire convinced the Japanese lower
classes, as no propaganda ever could, that
surrender was, indeed, out of the question and
that Americans really were demons bent on
exterminating all Japanese3?

The war dragged on throughout the
summerasAmericanspre pared foramuch
dreaded invasion of the Japanese home is
lands.Negotiationsthroughneutralcoun-

triesproduced nopositiveresults. AtPotsdam
inJuly, Al lied lead erstried to clar ify the terms
of surrender by puttingaliberal face on post-
war occupation. But doubts about the
status of the em peror contin ued to be the
primary obstacle to peace. Even the
atomic bombs, dropped on Hiroshimaand
Nagasaki in early August, were insuffi-
cient to convince the Japanese Peace
Cabinet, as American diplomats had
dubbed it, to submit to an “uncondi-
tional surrender.” In vote after vote, they
rejected the Allies’ ultimatum as “a relig-
ious article of faith.”33 Only personal in-
tervention by the emperor changed the
calculus.

What finally convinced Hirohito to act
was not the atomic bomb or the threat of a US
invasion but an event more compelling than
both. On 8 August 1946, two days after Hi-
roshima and on the eve of Nagasaki, the So-
viet Union declared war on Japan. The long-
established foe of Japan in the Far East at-
tacked across a broad frontier with a ruthless
million-man Red Army in coordination with
their MaoistChinesecomrades.? De- cades of
humiliating Japanese triumph and aggres-
sion over its East Asian neighbors were com-
ing to fruition. “The thought of a Russian in-
vasion was terrifying enough, but the
thought of a Chinese revenge raised cold
sweat.”*> The emperor, fully aware of what
had hap pened tothe czarand hisfamily atthe
hands of the Bolsheviks, wasted no time in
coming to a decision.

Facedwiththeal ter nativesofeitheraUSor
Sino-Soviet occupation, Hirohito intervened
and overruled the Peace Cabinet, directing
the foreign minister to accept the Potsdam
Ultimatum “with the understanding that the
said declaration does not compromise any
demandwhich prejudicesthe prerogatives of
hismajestyasasovereignruler.” The United
States accepted in substance, if not in form,
the conditional surrender proffered. The
semideified emperor, himself having been
spared, ordered his disbelievingarmedforces
to lay down their weapons, but not before an
unsuccessful coup threatened his life.
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Haiphong, 1972. There is, unfortunately, the popular myth that massive and unrestricted application of strategic airpower
such as occurred in North Vietnam can secure an honorable peace without the need for further action.

“Japan was beaten as thoroughly as any
nation had ever been beaten in history.”3”
The last aircraft carrier had been sunk, the
last battleship sent to the bottom. Its air
forces had long since sacrificed its pilot corps
in kamikaze attacks, and its once proud army
had retreated into fighting from island caves.
The Japanese were not defeated by strategic
bombing but by the cumulative weight of Al-
lied land, sea, and air power that had disarmed
itsmilitary ofitssinewsand itsgovernmentof
its credibility. If anything, strategic bombing
delayed the inevitable by alienating diplo-
macy. The atomic bombs were but a conven-
ientscape goat, for “inthe un fore seenand un-
answerable bomb, Hirohitosawaface-saving
excuse for Japan’s fighting men, one which

could be used to ease the humiliation of de-
featand smooth the pathwaytosurrender.”38

Lessons from Strategic
Bombing in Vietnam

Duringthelast25years, strategicbhombing
pro po nentshavear guedthatthe 1972 Christ-
mas bombing of North Vietnam is what
caused the Communists to finally accept the
American peace proposals to end the war in
Vietnam.®® Again, the facts dispute this con-
clusion.

The history of war in Vietnam is too well
known to re peat here ex cept to say that it be-
ganduringtheJapaneseoccu pationin World
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War 1l and proceeded unabated until 1975,
when North Vietnam overran the South.
American involvement began in the 1950s, a
consequence of the previously discussed US
cold war policy of containment. It peaked
dur ing the late 1960s with over a half- million

“The thought of a Russian invasion
was terrifying enough, but the
thought of a Chinese revenge raised
cold sweat.” The emperor, fully
aware of what had happened to the
czar and his family at the hands of
the Bolsheviks, wasted no time in
coming to a decision.

US troops deployed throughout Southeast
Asia and ended in the early 1970s following
loss of public support.

Negotiations to end the Americaninvolve-
ment began in Paris in the spring of 1972. By
October of that year, a draft agreement was
reached with North Vietnam that called for an
in-place cease-firefol lowedbyaunilateral US
withdrawal. “Peace is at hand” was the widely
touted aphorism used to describe the situa-
tion leading up to the American presidential
election that November. South Vietnam’s
president Nguyen Van Thieu, who was not
partofthe negotiations, subsequentlyletitbe
known, however, that he would not sign any
agreement that left 149,000 North Vietnam-
ese regulars inside his country’s border ready
to attack after the Americans left.+°

Back in Paris, US negotiators, buoyed by
the Nixon landslide electoral victory, tried to
inject Thieu’s demands for a Communist
withdrawal into the October agreement. The
North Vietnamese stalled and walked out of
the talks. The agree mentbe gantounravel. To
pressure the North and reassure the South,
President Nixon ordered an unprecedented
round-the-clock aerial attack on North Viet-
nam, stating he would continue the attacks
until the North showed a more constructive
negotiating attitude. In the end, it was Thieu

who was made to show flexibility. After 12
daysofbombingwithnoCommunistconces-
sions in sight, Thieu was told by Nixon to ac-
cept the October agreement or else go it
alone. South Vietnam had little choice but to
accept the fait accompli. The Christmas sea-
son bombing did not materially change Ha-
noi’s previous position, and at the January
1973 conference table, it was the US negotia-
tors who capitulated.*

No clearer statement of Hanoi’s inten-
tions, or of strategic bombing’s limitations,
need be found thaninthe North’sactionsim-
mediately following the signing of the Paris
Accords. Before the United States had time to
fully withdraw, the Communists began the
buildup in the South for their final offensive
in direct violation of the peace agreement;
and despite American threats to again bring
strategic airpower to bear*? North Vietham
was never deterred, and the Christmasbomb-
ing’s only real effect was to open a window
for the United States to “leave with honor.”
AsProfessor Howard observes, “lItwasonlyan
episode in a strategic defeat.”*3

Lessons from Strategic
Bombing in the Persian Gulf

Some pundits have asserted that after 70
years of unfulfilled promises, airpower fi-
nally came of age in the 1991 Persian Gulf
Warwith Irag. Certainly, ifstrategicbombing
ever had the opportunity to prove itself, it
was during Desert Storm. Air planners had
five months and nearly limitless resources to
prepare for what was clearly going to be a
one-sided battle in terms of numbers, tech-
nology, intelligence, communications, air-
manship, and geopolitical advantage. Allied
aircommandersalso had the luxury ofattack-
ing from numerous directions in an environ-
ment of generally excellent flying weather.
Furthermore, American aircrews had spent
the last two decades conducting large-scale
exercises over simi lar ter rain in the US South-
west. They were at the top of their cold-war
form. They could not have been better pre-
pared or better led.
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The Desert Storm air planning staff, affec-
tionately dubbed the “Black Hole,” had con-
siderable freedom in planning their strategic
campaign. They were also greatly assisted by
the Air Staff at the Pentagon. A prioritized list
of strate gictar getswas “aimed atwin ningthe
warbydestroyinglrag’sgoverninginfrastruc-
ture and causing Saddam Hussein’s over-
throw.™* Targets included command and
control, telecommunications, electric power
production, oil refineries, railroads, and
bridges. It also targeted suspected nuclear,
biological,andchemicalweaponsfacilitiesas
well as Scud surface-to-surface capabilities.>
Theplannershopedtoapplyindirectpressure
on Saddam by causing economic depriva-
tions on the Iraqgi population who would, in
the words of the plan’s chief architects, get
the signal that “Hey, your lights will come
back on as soon as you get rid of Saddam. ¢

The thousand-hour air war began on 16
January 1991 and continued unabated until
24 February, when the ground war com-
menced. During the six-week interval, most
of Iraq’s infrastructure was destroyed as
planned.

Yet, at the war’s end, Saddam Hussein was still
alive and his Ba’athist regime still in power. . . .
Thus, the results of these attacks clearly fell
short of fulfilling the ambitious hope,
entertained by at least some airmen, that
bombing . . . might put enough pressure on the
regime to bring about its overthrow and
completely sever communications between the
leaders in Baghdad and their military forces.*”

On the battlefield in Kuwait, and along the
lines of communication leading into it, tacti-
cal airpower did play the decisiverole,asithas
in every major war of this century. In fact, ta-
cair “devastated the Iragi army . . . and all but
won the war.””#8 But, in the strategic sense, in
the abil ity to force ade cision inand of itsown
accord, airpower was incapable of driving
Saddam Hussein from power or his troops
from Kuwait as strategic bombing advocates
first suggested. Nor was strategic bombing
able to destroy Saddam’s nuclear, biological,
and chemical program as originally
claimed.*® As before, strategic airpower fell
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well short of its goals while tactical airpower,
inconcertwitharmyand navalsurfaceopera-

“Yet, at the war’s end, Saddam
Hussein was still alive and his
Ba’athist regime still in power.”
|

tions, secured the victory.

Itisdifficult, perhapsdangerous,todraw
too many lessons from so one-sided a war
that in reality is not yet over, but if one ax-
iom emerged, it was “rooted in the perva-
sive view that nuclear weapons, in any
form, were politically unacceptable, except
as an instrument of last resort.”® Not only
was the civilized world repulsed by Sad-
dam’s threat to use weapons of mass de-
struction, but coalition planners also redis-
covered how apolitical their own nuclear
arsenals were in the context of a real war.
Staff proposals to develop nuclear options
were quickly shot down at every decision
level. In the political arena where real war
strategyisvetted, thetrillion-dollarnuclear
arsenals had little utility. Curiously, this
importantgeopoliticallessonwaslostonits
way back to Western capitals where war
plan ners, NATO’schieflyamongthem, dog-
matically clung to cold-war nuclear doc-
trines as if

the technological capabilities of nuclear
arsenals are treated as being decisive in
themselves, involving a calculation of risk and
outcome so complete and discrete that neither
the political motivation for the conflict nor the
social factors involved in its conduct—nor
indeed the military activity of fighting are
taken into account at all 5*

Lessons from the Cold War

NATO’s long-established threat to go nu-
clear if conventional defense fails has always
beenblusteringatbest, suicidalatworst, forit
ignores the very so cial fac tors fromwhence it
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gathers its authority.>2 Can anyone seriously
believe that the same nations who refuse to
consider the use of nuclear weapons in a far-
off desert scenario would initiate employ-
ment of such weapons in their own commu-
nities? Put in another context, would the Al-
lies have used atomic bombs to stop Hitler’s
invasion of Poland in 1939 or even France a
half year later? Great Britain repeatedly
threatened the use of strategic chemical
bombs prior to 1939 but quickly backed

Nuclear weapons have been no
more useful in stopping war than
the vaunted Maginot line at
stopping Hitler.

down when real war came.>® France went so
far as to de clare Paris an open city to pre clude
its destruction when its territorial defenses
crumbled.

President Truman did authorize the use of
atomic weap onsto try to shock Ja pan into the
unconditional surrender (American intelli-
gence knew the Japanese were working
through neutral intermediaries for more fa-
vorable terms), but would he have done so at
the beginning of a war against an equally
armed opponent given the perspective we
have now? Truman fired Gen Douglas Mac-
ArthurforpubliclyadvocatingtheiruseinKo-
rea. Nu clear weap ons have been no more use-
ful in stop ping war than the vaunted Magi not
line at stopping Hitler.

ThedangerinNATO’sthreatto use nu clear
weaponsifconventional defensefailsisthatit
sanctions widespread collateral damage as a
factor of modernwarandtherebyen courages
Third World militaries to acquire their own
nuclear arsenals on the basis of legitimate
self-defense. It also compels a first-strike doc-
trine by way of a use-or-lose logic. Analogous
to the irreversible mobilizations that led to
World War I, nuclear war once started will
prove almost impossible to stop. As General
Butler put it, “Nuclear war is a raging, insatia-
ble beast whose instincts and appetites we

pretend to understand but cannot possibly
control.” % The tens of thou sands of war heads
nowpositionedonalertcreateatinderboxat-
mosphere not warranted by current diplo-
matic relations.

In January 1996, Russian strategic rocket
forces, reacting to a scheduled launch of a
Norwegian scientific rocket, went on full
alert thinking they were under attack. Boris
Yeltsin is said to have activated “his nuclear
briefcase” coming within 60 seconds of a
massiveoffensiveresponse>5BallisticMissile
Defense Office officials in Washington ac-
knowledged the incident but placed the
threat of an accidental Russian launch at no
more then 3 percent. For many Americans
that is unacceptably high, particularly in to-
day’spost-cold-warregime *¢Thesecondstep
toward nu clear with drawal should be ane go-
tiated removal of all, not just obsolete,strate-
gic weapons from their immediate launch
postures. This is the position adopted by the
international generals and admirals.

Thisisnotasdestabilizingasitmaysound.
Wars do not simply occur like some unpre-
dictable natural phenomena; theyarethelast
eventinalongstring of failed dip lo maticand
economicties.Warningtimeisintegraltothe
process to which military preparedness can
and should be correlated. But the scope of
readiness cannot be from instant overkill in
peace to superannihilation in crisis if we in
tend for political diplomacy to prevail over
military necessity. Stability comes from the
former, notthe latter, foritistherelationship
between forces that counts57 It should be re-
membered that World War | was not caused
byinsolublepolitical differences, butwasthe
result of militarymobilizationschedulesthat
could not be stopped once started.

We cannot “disinvent” atomic weapons,
but we can holster their potential to drive
events rather than respond to them. Verifi-
able measures could be instituted over time
to the point where nuclear weapons could be
removedfromtheirthreateningmissilesilos,
submarine launch tubes, and aircraft bomb
bays to be safely stored in survivable loca-
tions for recall if ever needed. In 1991, Presi-
dent George Bush took a positive step in this
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direction by ordering the tactical weapons
denuclearization of the US naval surface fleet
and the stand-down of the strategic bomber
alertforce. Since then, little prog ress has been
made despite the current administration’s
claims that Russian missilesare no longer tar-
geted at the United States, a dubious claim
that galls many critics.>®

To accomplish such a fundamental change
in strategy, we must first dislodge the institu-
tional inertia that relegates the Triad (the
three-layered redun dancy of land, sea, and air
nuclear forces) to off-limits, closed-door dis-
cussions. Too many politicians, afraid to be
labeled as weak on defense, hide behind the
dual shield of secrecyandarmstalks,abrogat-
ing their constitutional responsibility to pub-
licly debate and set nuclear war-fighting pol-
icy. Many senior military leaders, concerned
with day-to-day operations against a mirror-
imaged foe, have simi larly taken a “not on my
watch” hard line, describing as destabilizing
anything but the same old doctrine. Some
boldly suggest that what supposedly worked
against secular Soviets will work against radi-
cal religious fundamentalists. It is as if MAD
and the Triad were sacrosanct. But this is not
the 1960s.

The factors that generated MAD and its
doctrines no longer exist, if they ever did.
During the 1950s, Air Force leaders, almost
tothe man, did notbelieveinthestabil ity of
mutual deterrence, describing the concept
as “a dangerousfallacy”and“atremendous
disservice.” One leader wrote, “I suggest
that the so called atomic ‘stalemate’ or
‘standoff’ is more of a psychological than a
real deterrent. At best it is a cliché born of
thenaturaltendencytorational izeawaythe
pros pectsoftotalatomicwar.”*Thoseindi-
viduals were arguing for more, not fewer,
atomicweap ons, buttheircon clusionswere
drawn when dramatically few weapons ex-
isted.

The perennial argument that we must
modernize be cause otherswill whetherwedo
so or not ignores the histori cal fact that it was
the United States that was first to develop or
conceive every major innovation in the nu-
clear arms race. We developed the atomic
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Is there a safe way for the West to reduce its reliance on
nuclear weapons without endangering national security?

bomb, the hydrogen bomb, the neutron
bomb, and the multiple independently tar-
geted reentry vehicle (MIRV) warhead. We
werealsothefirsttode ploy long-rangestrate-
gic bombers, intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles (ICBM), sea-launched ballistic missiles
(SLBM), and cruise missiles..°We continue to
innovate with the B-2and itsnew weap ons. If
the rest of the world has done anything, it is
to try to play catch- up ball in agame that can-
not be won. The notion that the Soviets tried
to acquirenuclearsuperiorityandinthepro-
cessaccel erated the de mise of theireconomy
isaPyrrhicvictorygiventhe missile threatwe
still face, the burdens General Butler de-
scribes, and the inevitable proliferation of
nuclear weapons into unstable terrorists’
hands.

Many militaryleadersdonotbelievewe
need to maintain and modernize our cur-
rent nuclear capabilities, certainly not at
the cost of future conventional weapons
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or more cuts in force size. The world is chang-
ing, and so must we. We need a strong mili-
tary, but we need one that is equipped with
quantities of superior weapons it can use to
defend our long-term national interests. We
must spend our limited defense dollars
wisely.

Finally, we needtode velopandenforcein-
ternational laws regarding the use of nuclear
weap ons. Militaries, both hereandabroad, al-
ready categorized nuclear bombs with other
unconventionalordnanceusingthecommon
label “NBC” for nuclear, biological, and
chemical devices. The term unconventional
belies the characteristics of the class that as a
rule constitutes inhumane weapons causing
severe and lasting collateral damage. Strate-
gists have been confounded for eight decades
to define a clear set of circumstances where
use of these types of weap ons can be justi fied,
and thus civilized nations have established
treaties to outlaw the latter two elements of
the NBC set as an unacceptable means of de-
fense.

Nuclear weapons, like chemical and bio-
logical devices, should be banned from civi-
lized warfare, as envisioned in Article VI of
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, to
which we are a principal signatory. We need
not wait until some Third World nation deci-
mates its enemy’s capital before we collec-
tively label the development and/or use of
chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons a
criminal act of war punishable by interna-
tional sanctions. Of course, this may require
that we abandon strategic warfare altogether,
for it goes to the very heart of the question of
what war is really all about. The truth is we
would be better off militarily and economi-
cally, for there are far more productive ways
of convincing opponents to accept our politi-
cal will than by attacking their passions. We
might even find it more civilized.

We must, in the end, recognize that it was
the United States that led the world down the
strategic nuclear warfare path, and it is only

the United States that can lead from the preci-
pice upon which we are now lodged. The
United States developed atomic weapons
not in response to a military need but as a
hedge against Nazi terror. The Soviets de-
veloped their arsenal in response to the
United States; the Chinese in response to
the Soviets; the Indians, the Chinese; the
Pakistanis, the Indians;andsoon. Itisfruit-
less for developed nations to continue to
decry the nuclear proliferation of Third
World countries while simultaneously
maintaining their own arsenals. If the
United States, the world’s only remaining
superpower, provides the leadership, other
nations will fol low, foritisin their pri mary
interests to do so. To continue in the same
direction is to defy the process of history.

Since the seventeenth century, wars have
progressively become more destructive and
inhuman, no doubt the resultofanindustrial
revolution that put a weapon in every peas-
ant’s hand. De mocracy hasbeennocure,and
in fact may have added to the inhumanity by
fomenting intense nationalism and partisan-
ship as in the American Civil War, when six
hundred thousand fellow countrymen lost
their lives over the democratic question of
states’ rights. World War | saw 10 million
men killed in the trenches of a sense less stale-
mate egged on by nationalistic pride. World
War Il saw an other 50 mil lion per ish, most of
them civilians in bombed-out cities and con-
centration camps, justified in the name of
“total war” that was started by a free and
democratically elected chancel lor of the Ger-
man Third Reich. If the world is to re verse the
tide of history and sur vive the atomic age, we
must soon recognize the incompatibility of
weapons of mass destruction with the politi-
cal nature of war fare. Only thenwill we begin
to change the counterproductive strategies
that threaten us all. O
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