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PRESIDENTIAL CONTROL OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS

IN LIMITED WAR SITUATIONS

Hugh F. Lynch

Since 6 August 1945, when the
United States employed the first alomic
device in warfare, President Truman’s
decision to employ that weapon lhas
been both roundly praised and thor-
oughly condemned. It has been the
subject of apologia by participauts in
the wartime decisionmaking process; it
has been elucidated by the members of
the scientific advisory committee ap-
pointed by President Roosevelt; and it
has been defended by the most promi-
nent statesmen of the ccntury.1

President Truman in his Memoirs has
unequivocally claimed responsibility for
the decision on the use of the bomb in
these words: “The final decision to use
the bomb was up Lo me. Let there be no
nuislake about it,™?

Two decades later an interesting but
somewhat alarming  study contended
that the decision to bomb Hiroshima

and Nagasaki was not really Harry Tru-
man’s. Writing in Political Studies,
Daniel Snowman argued forceflully that
a reasonable alternative was denied the
Commander in Chief, that many lim-
iting decisions had preceded the death
ol Franklin Roosevelt, that wilth only
one cxceplion all of the President’s
advisers favored use ol the new weapon
againsl Japanese cities, and that the
circumstanees and goals of the war and
the investment of 52 billion and 3 years
of work—including that of some of the
most talented scientists in the world—
compelled an affirmative decision.?

In implying that Truman’s political
life demanded acquicseenee in a deei-
sion which was in et outside of his
control, Mr. Snowman postulates 1 com.
bination of e¢ircumstanees which only
the character of a Lincoln could dely.
But the most disquicting element of
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Snowman’s monograph is his asscrtion
that the factors which helped to pro-
duce the compliance of 1945 siill
prevail.*

The United States Loday continues to
fight its longest war, enduring some of
the most restrictive rules of engagement
ever voluntarily endured by a major
power. In our sccond major war since
Hiroshima, the leaders of the Armed
Forces of the United States find that
their political superiors have done whalt
General MacArthur said could not be
done: instead of secking complete vie-
tory, they have pursued limited goals.’
Some military leaders now believe our
nuclear weapons have been ncedlessly
but tightly shackled, with great detri-
ment to our national interests, Promi-
nent among these men is Gen. Curtis E.
Lemay, former Chicf of Staff of the Air
Foree.

While both Mr. Snowman’s conten-
tion and the fears of General Lemay
may well be far from the truth of the
sitnation today, they point up the nced
for investigation of Lhe Presidential
decisionmaking process regarding the
use of nuclear weapons. Qur Chicef
Exceutive should ucither be so re-
stricted by the lack of feasible options
on the battlefield that he is forced to
abandon the caution preseribed by his
own judgment nor so limited by extra-
neous factors that he cannot authorize
the use of nuclear weapons when he
feels they must be employed.

It is the purpose of this paper lo
examine the Presidential decisionmaking
process in order to identify those forces
which restrict the President’s freedom
of action on the nuclear question and,
further, to determine whether or not
freedom of choice actually remains with
the Commander in Chief,

In this decade the element of choice
for the use or nonuse of nuelear
weapons does not demand close exami-
nation in the context of general nuclear
war so much as in the limited or local
war environmenl, for there has been
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worldwide recognition of the irratio-
nality of unrestricted thermonuclear
hombardment under any circumstances.
Many nuclear strategists and ordinary
citizens alike doubt the wisdom of any
bilateral or multilateral use of nuclear
weapons. 1t is a common fear on both
sides of the “Iron Curtain” that any
employment of tactical nuclear weapons
in Europe will introduce an clement of
instability which could rapidly escalate
to the intercontinental nuclear conflict
cqually feared by all. Thus it would
appear more imporlanl to examine the
more templing decision to employ tac-
tical nuclear weapons in limited wars
outside the NATQ/Warsaw Pact arca.
This is the decision which the President
of the United States will most likely
face in the periodic crises and pro-
tracted local wars likely o oceur in the
last third of the 20th century.

Before proceeding further, it would
be useful to define the term “limited
war.” A number of recent books have
provided excellent definitions of the
“limited war”™ concept, one of which is

Robert Osgood’s, published in 1957:

...[a war] in which the bel-
ligerents restrict the purposes for
which they fight to concrete, well-
defined  objectives that do not
demand  the utmost cffort of
which the belligerents are capable
and that can be accommodated in
a negoliated settlement. Generally
speaking, a limited war aclively
involves only two (or very few)
major belligerents in the fighting.
The battle is confined to a local
geographic  arca  and  directed
against selecled targets—primarily
those of direct military impor-
tance. It demands of the hellig-
erents only a fractional commit-
ment of their human and physical
resources. IU permits their eco-
nomic, social, and political pat-
terns of existence to continue
without scrious disruption.”
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This definition adequately deseribes the
coneept of limited war for the purposes
of this paper.

Tactical nuclear weapous are more
deliant of accurate description. [ndeed,
it has been said that it appears impos-
sible to draw a sharp line belween the
two classes.® This difficulty is not unve-
lated to the larger problem of escalation
once nuclear weapons have been intro-
duced to the battlefield. Neither the
Joint Chiefs of Staff nor some of the
best authors on nuelear warfare attempt
to  preeizely  define  tactical nuclear
weapons. Bernard Brodie maintains that
even their employment does not clearly
distinguish hetween the two categories.
He has claimed that the weapons
dropped at Hiroshima and Nagasaki
were as much tactical bombs as sira-
legic, “since their yields were of a size
now regarded as [alling entirely within
the tactical range.™

Any attempt al quantification of the
paramelers of tactical nuclear weapons
can only be a very rough approximation
and may be quickly rendered obsolete
by virtue of another generation of weap-
onry. Therefore, at the risk of arbitrari-
ness and in disagreement with Brodie,
the following functional definition by
Glenn 1. Snyder will be aceepted:
“. .. tactical nuclear weapons are short-
range weapons ol relatively low explo-
sive power, deployed on or near the
battlefield area, to be used for striking
al military targets in the combat area or
dircctly behind it

While the above definitions are gen-
eral enough to apply to most compeli-
live situations between a major nuclear
power and the agenl or proxy of
another major nuclear power, direct
conlrontations of two major nuclear
powers simply cannot be calegorized in
this manner. By a process of f{ormal
alliance and repeated  diplomatic pro-
nouncements, the United States has
defined our interest in NATO as “vital.”
An attack by the Warsaw Pact nations
upon our Furopean allies would be

regarded almost as an attack upon the
United States itself. This  presently
unique situation thus defies the defini-
tions and considerations of this paper. A
different set of rules applies. The ability
of cither side to restriet any battlefront
in Burope to “limited war” or to avoid
rapid escalation lo general nuclear war,
following the use of lactical nuclear
weapons is seriously questioned by even
the most otpimistic strategists. In the

future, confrontations with another
growing nuclear foree, that of the
People’s Republie of China, may also

defy the stipulations of limited war, Bul
for now, the one exceplion contrary 1o
the “rules™ of limited war and which,
therefore, is not considered within the
purview of this paper, is the NATO/
Warsaw Pact compelition in Furope.
With that single exception we will pro-
ceed to look at the forees which im-
pinge upon the President in arriving at
his decision on the use of nuclear
weapons.

Advisers, Consenters and Dissenters.
A European, commenting on nuclear
strategy and deterrence in NATO, once
claimed that what really mattered was
not so much to have a finger on the
nuclear trigger, but rather “to partici-
pate Tully in the formulation of ideas,
policy and strategy that together make
up the doctrine on which the decision
ol the American President mast
depend.™ ! It is this process of the
formulation of nuclear doctrine which
we shall now examine in order to
determine if the President is a captive of
the political system which hie heads or a
free agent with full power to employ or
not employ nuclear weapous.

Any President’s decision on the use
of nuclear weapons should be condi-
tioned by many years of experience in
Government, Hopefully, the individual
strategic lenses he wears will be eare-
fully ground by extensive contact with
the more relevant theories of deterrence
and with an intimate knowledge of the

1



game of practical international politics.
Even our more well-prepared Presidents,
however, have usually been belter
trained for the domestic arena through
many years of campaigning and- poli-
ticking. Further, there are practical
limits to any one man’s preparation for
all the decisions referred to a President
for final resolution. The Commander in
Chief must rely to some extent, on the
decisions of his predecessors and the
options presented by his advisers.

One might plausibly assume that
preeminent among these advisers would
be the Joint Chiefs of Stallf and the
large staffs supporting them. However,
this is not true. The most significant
structural evidence of the existing lack
of appreciation for the military view-
point is the absence of the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs from the statutory
membership f the National Security
Council. Although his opinions may be
presented personally upon invitation to
NSC mectings or through the member-
ship on the NSC of the Secretary of
Defense, his presence is not required by
law.

One need only examine the recent
literature on Presidential polities and
foreign alfairs lo find repeated reler-
ences Lo Presidential misirust of military
advice on the use of nuclear weapons
since 1945. Former Secrctary of Stale
Dean Acheson in recalling the out-
spoken, public advice from the Defense
Establishment on employment of the
atomic bomb during the Korcan war
wrolc:

In August, Sccretary of the
Navy Fraucis P. Matthews in a
speech in Boslon called for pre-
ventive war. He was made Ambas-
sador to Ireland. Then General
Omville Anderson, Commandant of
the Air War College, announced
that the Air Foree, equipped and
ready, only awaited orders to
drop its bombs on Moscow. He
was retired.!?
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The doubls of another adminis-
tration in another decade were reflected
in Bobby Kennedy’s book on the Cuban
missile crisis published after his own
death. In Thirteen Days, he wrote of
J¥K’s impressions on the military advice
received:

But he was distressed that the
represenlatives  with  whom he
met, with the notable exception
of Gencral Taylor, seemed to give
so little consideration to the im-
plications of the steps they sug-
gested. . . . On that fateful Sunday
morning when the Russians
answered they were withdrawing
their missiles, it was suggested by
onc high military advisor that we
attack Monday in any
case. . . . President Kennedy was
disturbed by this inability to look
beyond the limited military ficld.
When we talked about this later
he said we had to remember they
were trained to fight and wage
war—that was their life. Perhaps
we would feel more concerned if
they were always opposed lo
using arms or nililary means—{or
il they would not be willing, who
would be? But this expericnce
poinled out for us all the impor-
tance of civilian direclion and
control and the importance of
raising probing questions to mili-
tary recommendations.!3

While this last statement demon-
strates the basic skeplicism among poli-
tical leaders for military solutions, at
the same time it also reveals a respect
for the duty of the Joint Chiefs to “tell
it like it is,” to report the military
situation as military men, and after that
for the political leaders to make the
political decisions and stand responsible
for them,

On the nuclear issuec many con-
flicting positions have been taken by
high-ranking men in uniform. For every



506

one who would recommend the use of
nuclear weapons in limited war, there
has been another like Vice Adm. Charles
E. “Cat” Brown, former Commander,
6th Fleet, who publicly stated: “1 have
no faith in so-called controlled use of
atomic weapons. . . . I would not recom-
mend the use of alomic weapons, no
matter how small, when both sides have
the power to destroy the world.”
Admiral Brown added that he did not
belicve there was any dependable dis-
tinclion between tactical, or localized
and restricted targels or situations, and
strategic or unlimited situations.*

It often happens that Presidents will,
in times of crisis, turn for advice not Lo
the military, but to a group of Ameri-
cans not always respectfully referred to
as “the intellectuals.” Since World War
I the number of people outside the
Military Establishment professionally
engaged in the study of defense policy
has grown f[rom a handful to hun-
dreds.'® The President of the United
States can now choose among defense
intelleetuals from rescarch corporations
and campuses for alternative sources of
advice. The growth of “think tanks,”
such as the Rand Corporation, the
Institute for Strategic Studies, and the
Hudson Institute, has been more than
matched by the growth of self-styled
institutes that have appeared on the
campuses of the finest universities in the
country. These academicians have had a
strong impacl on the formulation of
policy in Washington through their
writings and consultative services.

The ““McNamara phenomenon™
introduced a group of these intellectuals
called “the whiz kids,” and it would be
politically naive not to recognize that
this element is here to stay. The military
services should carefully note—as one
professional White House observer has
noted—that the young Ph.D.’s who com-
pose this group have been found quite
uscful. They still hold key positions in
the Office of the Scerelary of Defense

and the burgeoning staff of the National
Security Council.!®

It is very important to remember the
influence of such advisers on the formu-
lation of strategy and in crisis manage-
ment, Their background briefings and
policy papers provide the intellectual
blinders through which any President
will view a crisis.

Although these “defense intel-
lectuals™ can be found in any number of
agencies from OSD (Office of the Secre-
tary of Delense) to OFP (Office of
Smergency  Preparedness), those who
are closest to the President will have
greatest influence. The “President’s
Men™ serve a most valuable function.
Their ability to advise the President
without reference to burcaucratic pro-
cedures or competitions will always
encourage Presidential trust in a small
group of able men. From one adminis-
tralion to another, their colleetive name
may change—for cxample JFK’s
“EXCOM> and LBJs “Tuesday
Lunch”=but their function will remain
the same. The composition of this group
may be virtually the same as the
National Seeurity Council or may in-
clude few of those positions, depending
on the style of the President. He can use
the NSC as little or as much as he
wishes. He is solely responsible for
determining what policy matters will be
handled within its framework.!” 1t is
for this reason that the President can
and should be held accountable for his
decisions. Though the system he uses
may limit the options or advice that are
presented to him, it is the President
himself who determines his working
environment.'® This dominance of the
personalily of one man disturbed poli-
tical scientists in the years belore
nuclear power and now generates even
more concern, In 1941 Edwin Corwin
ol Princelon expressed fear that the
Presidency had become dangerously per-
sonalized in two ways:



... first, that the leadership which
it affords is dependent altogether
on the accident of personality
againsl  which  our haphazard
method of selecting presidents ol-
fers no guarantee; and, secondly,
that there is no governmental
body which can be relied upon to
give the President independent ad-
vice and which he is nevertheless
bound to consult.'?

More recently, Henry Steele Com-
mager expressed his views on Presiden-
Lial power from a dilferent aspect:

.. . the possession of power en-.
courages and even creates con-
ditions which seem o require its
use, and . . . the greater and more
conclusive the power the stronger
the argument\ for ils use. Those
who possess authorilty wanl Lo
exercise il children, teachers,
bosses, bureaucrals, even soldiers
and statesmen. . .. Men who pos-
sess power Lhink it a shame Lo let
power go Lo wasle and sometimes.
perhaps unconseiously, they man-
ulacture  situations in which it
mmst be used. .. Al this was
dangerous bul not intolerable in
the pu--.llmm(, age; it is no longer
tolerable.?

All the foregoing might suggest that
the President has complete freedom,
after all the adviee is in, Lo use or not to
use the nuelear weapons under his com-
mand. Such a conclusion would be
erroneous.  For as one experienced
White House adviser has commented,
“lit) is elear...that a President’s
authorily is not as great as his respon-
sibility and that what is desirable is
always limited by what is possible or
pcrmmnlylc 2!

It would be foolish for a President to
ignore the opposition and limitations hie
f‘l('(‘\ outside the exccutive branch. The
greatest cheek on the President’s power
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is the Congress. Yet it has been in the
ficld of foreign aflairs and stralegy-
making where Congress, at least until
the late 1960’s, showed ils greatest
weakness, The few Congressmen who
have been experts in defense policy have
acted chiclly as lobbyists with the exce-
ufive branch. Inslead of seckmg strength
in Congress {or their point of view, most
have used their rcsour(’ox to get a
hearing with the President.?

()nc study, by James Robinson, in
which he tabulates forcign policy and
defense issues from the late 1930% to
1961, shows dominant influence by
(,on«r( ss in only one case oul of seven,
the l‘)54 decision nol lo intervene with
armed foree (some say including nuclear
weapons) in lndochina.2® That one
decision symbolizes for Congress today
a state of affairs which it hopes to
achieve in the near future,

According to Chalmers Roberts of
the Washington Post, certain congres-
sional lcaders were invited in 1954 to
the State Department to counsider a joint
resolution 1o be presented to Coungress
which would permit the use of air and
naval power in Indochina, Two Senators
are reported to have asked questions of
the bricfers. First, Senator Clements
asked whether the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs had  the support of his
colleagues and was told that none of the
other chiefs approved. Then Senator
Lyndon B. Johnson asked whether any
LLS, allies had been consulted and was
told they had not been. Both answers
were unsatisfactory, and the resolution
was never referred Lo the full Congress
for consideration.>* It is significant
even in this one case of effective con-
gressional persuasion that, of the mili-
tary, Admiral Radford stood alone in
defense of the proposed course of
action, and our allies had not yet
concurred.

Parenthetically, General Ridgway’s
comments on this episode, written in
1956, include, among other things, this
relevant stalement:
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... that same old declusive idea
was advanced—that we could do
things the cheap and easy way, by
going into Indo-China with air and
naval forces alone. T'o me this had
an ominous ring. For 1 felt sure
that if we commiltted air and naval
power to that area, we would have
to follow them immediately with
ground forces in support.

I also knew that none of those
advocating such a step had any
accurate idca what such an opera-
tion would cost in blood and

. 25
money and national effort.

It is also interesting Lo look back at
the Cuban missile crisis to find Senators
Richard B. Russell and ). Williain Ful-
bright arguing foreefully, alter being
bricfed on-the action contemplated by
the administration, that blockade was
not a strong enough course.?$

Other instances of congressional
weakness could be recited, ad nauseum.
The situation has not changed in Viet-
nam. Congress and congressional com-
mittees have been singularly inelfective
in cither forcing the administration to
apply “the force that is required” to the
bombing of the North “to sce the job
through,” or to require the rapid with-
drawal of our troops by any specific
deadline.2” When the executive branch
makes up its collective and individual
mind to do somecthing in international
affairs, it still appears that Congress is
unable to successfully oppose it.

Domestic public opinion docs have
some cffect on the decision to usc
nuclear weapons. Although the exee-
utive branch, especially during the
Eisenhower years, has on occasion
threatened their use rather subtly with-
out suffering at the polls, the irreparable
damage incurred when a candidate is
effectively labeled “nuke-happy™ is a
lesson which will not be forgotten by
presidential  candidates  for years to
come. This political fact of life was

recognized early in the 1964 campaign.
Said Time magazine: “While Goldwater
vehemently protests that he is nol nuke-
happy, it is this reputation that is
ruining his chances for election. Unless
and unll he can rid himsell of the
image, he hasn’t a hope of entering the
White House.”®® Whether such a cam-
paign prohibition appreciably affects
Presidential decisions once in office is
probably known only by the office-
holders themselves. Certainly there have
been outstanding demonstrations of
political independence by Presidents not
faced with reelection. Harry Truman
faced a strong reaction in his handling
of General MacArthur and his accep-
tance of limited goals in Korea; Lyndon
Johnson is said to have acquicseed in a
“process of national impeachment” in
deciding not Lo run for reelection.?
While pressures [rom American public
opinion would not restrain an Amecrican
President in a sudden and serious emer-
gencey, cerlainly they would have some
restrictive effect on the decision for a
first use of nuclear weapons againsl a
nonnuclear enemy, such as we have
opposed in Korea and Vietnam,

The words of Jefferson’s caution Lo
pay “a deeent respect to the opinions of
mankind,” still is valid today. Qur allies
will certainly influence any decision to
use or not use nuclear weapons. World
public opinion also will have some
measure of influence on the President.

In late 1950 there occurred a demon-
stration of close inleraction among the
members of the NATO alliance upon
the U.S. prosecution of the Korean war.
When Harry Truman hinled on 30
November that, if necessarcy, the atomic
bomb would be used in Korea, not even
a tactful “clarification” in a press re-
lease later the same day could mullle
the reaction in Burope. Two days later
the Prime Ministers of France and Great
Britain lelt for Washington to communi-
-ate their coneern.™?

President Eisenhower also responded
to British pressures on the malter of



Quemoy and Matsu in 1957, When
artillery picces capable of firing nuclear
weipons were transporled to Quemoy,
the message was not lost on the main-
land Chincse. Their shelling of the island
dropped off precipitously.>! But the
message was also received in Great
Britain, and Harold Macmillan was
quick to point out, quoting Winston
Churchill’s statement during the
1954-1955 crisis: “A war to keep the
coastal islands for Chiang would not be
defensible” in Britain.*? Eisenhower
also noted in his memoirs: “The usc of
even small atomic bombs could scarcely
fail to result, for a while, in a worldwide
feeling of revulsion against the United
States, a feeling which might be lessened
if these relatively small weapons were
used solely against mililary installations
minimizing fallout and civilian casu-
alties.”™3

From the [orcgoing it is reasonable
to conclude that, on the nuclear issue,
the President is responsive to many
pressures from many quarters: Congress,
public opinion, our allics, and different
voices within the administration. He can
undoubtedly be influenced in his deei-
sion, bul that is nol the same as
controlling it. He may have less thau
perfect freedom because of these pres-
sures, but they by no means preempt his
authority. He will always have lwo
oplions: to use or nol to use nuclear
weapons. In a crisis siluation, when the
need for such weapons is greatest, he
will have the ability to choose either
option.

The Influence of Strategy. “The
attractiveness of limited war as an alter-
native to total war,” Brodie has written,
“starts from the fact that as a matter of
national policy we have counclusively
forsworn preventive war,”*# This policy
may be questioned by some of our more
extreme “hawks,” but we should con-
sider briefly the comment of General
Ridgway on the efficacy of the bomb as
a tool of war on the Asian Continent:

509

On this enormous land mass
true victory in war could only be
oblained by defeating the enemy’s
armed forces, destroying his hope
for victory and his will to resist,
and eslablishing conlrol over his
land and people. Mass destruction
of his industrial resources is only
one way to nculralize his capacity
to wage war. Such destruclion
may not destroy his will to resist;
it may strengthen his determi-
nation. It may have but little
cffect initially on his forces in the
field. It establishes no ultimate
conlrol over his land.

Furthermore, to my mind,
such mass destruction is repug-
nant to the ideals of a Christian
nation. It is incompatible with the
basic aim of the [ree world in war
which is to win a just and lasting
peace. Lasting peace can only be
won by changing the defeated
aggressor inlo a constructive mem-
ber  of the society of free

. 35
nilions, 5

It is to be hoped that these feelings
are shared not only by our own national
lcaders, but also by the national leaders
ol our opponents. If the encmy first
resorts Lo the use of nuelear weapons,
our oplion to refrain from similar use is
almosl certainly foreclosed. 1t is incon-
ceivable to this writer that any President
could resist the imperative to retaliate.

Several circumstances might en-
courage a President to consider the use
of nuclear weapons when his own better
judgment dictated otherwise. Any man
faced with respousibility for a large-
scale local defeat, a loss of “face,”
prestige, national honor, and the lives of
“American boys” may well conclude
that the attendant risks of escalation are
now less important. This situation is not
without historical precedent. lu late
1950 American troops in Korea were
threatened  with expulsion  from  the
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peninsula  unless reinforcements soon
arrived to bolster their defenses or a
political settlement could be achieved
with the North Koreans. Here the de-
mands of mililary necessity could have
forcefully argued for the use of nuclear
weapons. A Pusan evacuation might
have ended a disastrous campaign. Yet
the extremity of that situation still did
not guarantee that nuclear authorization
would be forthcoming.

We may not necessarily be correct in
assuming the enemy will again recklessly
push us to the wallin the future. In this
regard we musl heed the example of
President Kennedy who, in the events of
QOctober 1962, cautioned: “We don’t
want to push [Khrushchev] to a precipi-
lous aclion—give him time to consider. |
don’t want to put him in a corner from
which he cannot cscapc.”36 Likewise,
the autocrats of Soviet Russia and Cuba
may have learned an important lesson
from the same expericnce. As Schelling
has pointed out, they may have come to
realize, in the wake of their under-
estimation of the U.S, reaction to the
crisis, that “however peaceable the Pres-
ident may want to be, there were
political limits to his patience.”®7

Another common reason {avoring the
use of lactical nuclear weapons is their
“cost effcetiveness.” By now the price
of nuclear weapons is less than the cost
of high explosive weapons of equivalent
yield and effectivencss.®® More relevant
is the fact that tens of thousands of
tactical nuclear devices are already
“paid for” and stockpiled. American
generals have claimed that this reason
alone dictates the use of such cconom-
ical means.>® Any such urging ignores
the considerations of the increased costs
in human and material resources re-
sulting from the higher levels of destruc-
tion obtainable through nuclear warfare,
The availability of the cheap nuclear
weapons to many slales argues against a
cost-cffective nuclear stralegy.

There is no question of the necessity
for tactical nuclear weapons in our

arsenal. They will always serve, just as
our strategic ICBM’s do, as deterrentls to
blackmail by any nuclear-armed enemy.
They have been and are being used to
physically define our most vital interests
in Europe. They will always provide the
nuclear umbrella under which we can
meet limited aggressions with conven-
tional force.

There are many valid reasons for
refraining from the first use of nuclear
weapons, Perhaps the most obvious
brake is acknowledgment that “the
momenl we slart visualizing them being
used reciproeally, their use ceases to
look overwhelmingly advantageous to
us.”*? Nuclear capabilitics may prolif-
crale, and it is not inconceivable that
nuclear arms will someday be made
available to many smaller slates. In
these circumstances it would be unwise
to “break the ice” by employing nuclear
weapons for a nonvital purpose.

In The Year 2000, Herman Kahn
conlends thal as many as 50 countries
may have access to nuclear weapons.*!
Long before that time the Chinese
People’s Republic will develop and
brandish tactical nuclear weapons. Their
behavior wilh respect to  their small
neighbors on the “rim of Asia” will be
in part conditioned by the previous
performance of other nuclear powers,

An observation of “local wars” indi-
cates thal fanatical local leaders often
are determined lo achieve their own
political goals with little regard for the
controls and agreements of the Great
Powers. The very obvious conclusion is
that “indigenous self-restraint cannot
always be counted on to keep local
conflicts either local or limited.”*? The
dangers that will accrue when and if
these leaders possess crude nuclear
weapons arc obvious,

Also restraining the President is the
tradition of nonuse which has grown
and is growing. Bach yeae the “fire-
break”  belween  counventional and
nuclear weapons becomes more difficult

lo cross. One proponent of the



“firebreak™ theory, Thomas Schelling,
maintains that upon the first use of
nuclears the participants  will  have
moved out of the realm of the “tac-
tical” into the highest levels of strategic
bargaining.*® He cautions:

This is not an event to be squan-
dered on an unworthy military
objective. The first nuclear deto-
nation can convey a message ol
ulmost scriousness; it may be a
unique means of communication
in a momenl of unusual gravily.
To degrade the signal in advance,
lo depreciate the currency, lo
crode gradually a tradition that
might someday be shattered with
diplomatic effect, to vulgarize
weapons thal have acquired a
transcendent status, and to de-
mote nuclear weapons to the
status of merely efficient artillery,
may be to wasle an enormous
asset of last resort.**

The restrictive factors listed above
would scem to weigh more heavily on
the President than the factors which
cncourage laclical nuclear warfare. The
capital investment and cost-elfectivencss
arguments have been set aside in both
major limited wars in which we have
been engaged, as well as in numcrous
lesser engagements. During this lime,
the nuclear capabilities of both the
Soviet Union and the People’s Republic
of China have grown. Now the hazards
of engaging the proxies of these two
Communist powers in a bipolar nuclear
confrontation are increased. If the
reasons for avoiding the use of nuclear
weapons were compelling in the past,
they are, therefore, even more compel-
ling now.

Past Presidential Decisions. Strategic
planners have voiced concern over the
question of whether political leaders
would have the necessary will and deter-
mination to use nuclear weapons in
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situations where they were required.
One man who confounds such blanket
indictments is Harry Truman. With no
well-defined nuclear strategy to consult
and little time for reflection on the
subject, he made the decision to drop
alomic weapons on lwo Japanese cities.
Yet, when American troops were com-
mitted to combat in Korea, the same
man used the utimost restraint even
when his forces were being badly
beaten.

In crilicizing the theory of “massive
retaliation,” General Taylor reviews this
decision, noting that, cven though the
United States had a virtual monopoly of
nuclear weapons, “for reasons sufficient
unto our responsible leaders at the
time,” the United States chose Lo fight a
limited war for limited objectives. He
also commented that “this was, and still
is, a hard fact for many military pole-
mists to swallow.™*

Among them was Lt. Gen. James M.
Gavin, who wrote in retirement:

...when the Korean situation
broke and the prospects of the
defeat of the 8th Army were real
and compelling, General Nichols
and T...urged...that we use
nuclear weapons against the North
Korean Forees, 1t would have
been  militarily  inexcusable o
allow the 8th Army to be de-
stroyed without even using the
most powerful weapons in our
arsenal. Yet we almost did so! . ..
The situation in the summer of
1950 offered us a number of well
worthwhile tactical nuclear targets
if we had the moral courage to
make the decision to use them,4$

Harry Truman had certainly demon-
strated the requisite “moral courage™ in
the past. And in a careful analysis of the
Korean  case, Bernard Brodie docu-
menled four good reasons why Truman
declined their use this time. They were:
(1) the Joint Chiefs of Staff and civilian
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policymakers believed that the Korean
war was a [cint by the Soviets for the
principal threat which would come later
in Burope; (2) local Air Force com-
manders reported that there were no
suitable targels for alomic weapons in
Korea; (3) our allics were strongly
opposed to the use of alomic weapons
in Korea; and (1) we also feared the
retaliation of the Soviets, with their
small stock of atomic wc'_})ons, against
Pusan or largets in _]ap;m.4

When we consider the public seati-
ment in favor of the “old soldier,”
MacArthur, it might be said that the
Man from Independence carned thal
title and demonstrated greater moral
courage by desisting from the use of the
atomic bomb in Korea. The [ull measure
of his fortitude can only be appreciated
when one considers the restraint the
administration was contemplating. Gen-
eral Collins wriles of the concern of the
British in the conference of December
1950, previously referred to, and the
resulling agreement:

In the final conclusions of the
conferees it was agreed that a
cease-fire and peacelul solution of
the conflict were desirable in the
immediate future, if they could be
seceured on honorable terms. How-
ever, such a solution would not be
bartered wilh the Chinese Com-
munists in exchange for our with-
drawing protection from Formosa
or Indo-China, If no solution
could be obtained, the American
and British troops would fight on
in Korea unless they were forced
out. The Secretary of State so
informed General MacArthur.
(Emphasis added)*®

In the famous press statement which
prompted the allied conlerence, Truman
had hinted that, now that the Commu-
nizt Chinese were in the Korean war, he
might use nuclear weapons, In the up-
roar that followed, the White House

released a second statement designed to
correct the situation: . ., by law, only
the President can authorize the use of
the atom bomb and no such autho-
rization has been given,”?

President Truman had revealed his
attitude toward nuclear weapons in
previous  statements. “You have to
understand  that this isn’t a military
weapon™ he said firmly, “so we have gol
to treat this differently from rifles and
cannon. . . .70

President Eisenhower, on the other
hand, has been held up as an adherent
to the philosophy that nuclear weapons
ought to be used like artillery, on the
basis of efficiency.>! Some would
doubt, however, that these were his true
feclings and cite his willingness to nego-
tiate the suspension of nuclear testing as
clear evidence thal he was influenced by
the psychological and symbolic status of
nuclear weapons.

But it was in this basic difference of
attitudes, real or posed, that the nuclear
issue first became a political football in
the 1952 clection. Prior to the Repub-
lican Convention, lke had seen no easy
way to end the war. On § June he
declared: “1 do not believe that in the
present situation there is any’clean-cut
answer Lo bringing the Korean War 1o a
successful  conclusion.”™? Two weeks
later, when meeting with the delegations
from Oregon and Arizona, he refused lo
advocate escalation of the war. He
warned the delegates that sceking a
military viclory on the peninsula would
mean risking a general war’* In thus
slating his position, General Eisenhower
broke publicly with the MacArthur-Taft
strategy and that wing of the Repub-
lican Party which had been berating the
Democratic administration’s limited war
philosophy.®*

Yet when he became President, Tke's
threat to widen the war and use atomic
weapons was eredited with being the
most important element in improving
armistice  negotiations.’® It was this
willingness to threalen the use of



nuclear weapons which also turned the
tide at Quemoy in 1958. After three
nuclear-capable 8-inch howitzers were
brought ashore on the coastal island, the
Chinese rescinded their test of the will
of the United States.’” Likewise in
Korea in 1958, after similar capabilitics
were introduced there by the US.
Army, Chinese troops wilhdrew from
North Korea.%®

To point to such successes*is not to
impute recklessness to the Eisenhower-
Dulles game of brinkmanship. While Ike
threatened the use of nuclear weapons,
he was fully aware of the asymmetry of
his adversary’s arsenal. And his olher
moves demonstrated a healthy respect
for the essential difference between
conventional and nuclear weapons. It is
significant that during the Lebanon
landing in 1938 the U.S. Army had an
Hounest John' rocket afloat off Beirut
but was not allowed to land it because it
could fire an atomic warhcad as well as
a conventional one.>®

In the strugglé over Quemoy, lke and
Dulles had prepared a memo for the
record which considered the options
short of tactical nuclear weapons. In
part, it rcad:

If the Communists, acting on the
supposition that we will not
aclively intervene, seck to take
Quemoy by assaull... there
might be a period between the
beginning of assault and irrevo-
cable commitment when prompt
and substantial U.S. intervention
with conventional weapons might
lead the Chicoms to withhold or
reverse their assaull effort. Other-
wise our intervention would
probably not be effective if it
were limited to the use of conven-
tional weapons.®®

Further, in considering the challenge
to Formosa by Chairman Mao in the
late summer of 1958, tke noted the
change of circumsiances since the
previous threats of 1955.
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For one thing, the Soviets had
used the intervening years to build
up their nuclear strike force,
which now included a more formi-
dable arsenal of hydrogen
weapons. I did not doubt our
total superiority, but any large-
scale conflict stimulated here was
now less likely to remain limited
to a conventional use of power.6 !

If the Eisenhower administration had
learned that nuclcar weapons could be
purchased with rubles as well as dollars,
subsequent Presidents would have to
acknowledge in their strategies that they
also can be purchased for francs, yen,
and undoubtedly many other curren-
cies.

The distinctlive philosophy of the
Eisenhower years was first introduced
by Secrctary of State John Foster
Dulles when he used the term “massive
relaliation™ in a specch before the
Council of Foreign Relations in January
1954.%2

Dulles emphasized that the policy
was a new one, resulling from some
basic policy decisions made by the
National Security Council. “The basic
decision,” he said, “was to depend
primarily upon a great capacity Lo retal-
jale, instantly, and by means and at
places of our own -choosing.” The
benefit was to be “more basic sccurity
at less cost.™3 .

This philosophy was to come under
fire from an Army man, Gen. Maxwell
Taylor, in his writings published be-
tween his term as Army Chiel of Staff
for Eisenhower and later service as
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs for Ken-
nedy. But the first official and public
break in the application of this philos-
ophy came from within the ranks of the
aclive-service military serving the Kisen-
hower administration. On 12 November
1957, in Cincinnati, Ohio, General
Lauris Norstad, then Supreme Com-
mander of NATO forces in LEurope,
delivered a speech in which he stlated:
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“If ... we have means to meet less-than-
ultimate threats with a decisive, but
less-than-ultimate response, the very
possession of this ability would dis-
courage the threat, and would thereby
provide us with essential golitical and
military mancuverability.”

This was not then called the “strate-
gy of flexible response,” but it did
include the basic philosophy of a paper
entitled “A National Military Program™
which General Taylor had prepared for
the JCS in 1956.5% This strategy was to
become the hallmark of the Kennedy/
McNamara years.

Before he took office, President Ken-
nedy had rcad and was impressed by
Taylor’s book The Uncertain Trumpet.
He had campaigned on the so-called
“missile gap,” and once in office he
initiated a review of U.S. and Soviet
ICBM capabilities. Before the results of
this survey were known, JFK, in four
separate passages of his first defensc
message to Congress on 28 March 1961,
renounced any intention to exercisc a
first-strike option.®® It was a speech
mtended as much for Russian cars as
any others. And it, like future policy
statements and actions, was caleulated
to remove much of the instability of the
nuclear arms race.

On tactical nuclear weapons the mes-

sage was clear. Maxwell Taylor’s out-
look had been clearly stated in his
proposed “New National Military Pro-
gram.” “The question of using atomic
weapons in limited wars would be met
by accepting the fact that primary
dependence must be placed on conven-
tional weapons while retaining readiness
to use tactical alomic wcapons in the
comparatively rare cases where their use
would be to our national interest.”®”
The same attitudes were pervasive in
the Defense  Establishment.  Deputy
Seerclary Roswell Gilpatrie said on 6
June 1901 that he, for one, had “never
believed in a so-called limited nuclear
war. 1 just don’t know,” he continued,
“how you build a limit into it once you

start using any kind of nuclear bang.™3

And there was concern in Defense
that we might not have adequate con-
ventional defense to refrain from using
nuclear weapons when we would have
preferred to limit our response to ag-
gression. “The decision to employ tacti-
cal nuclear weapons,” testified Secre-
tary McNamara before the House
Armed Services Committee in January
1963, “should not be forced upon us
simply because we have no other way to
cope with a particular situation.”®?®
Another “defense intellectual,” Alain
Enthoven, stressed Lhe same view in a
major statement later the same year:

We will have no sensible alter-
native to building up our conven-
tional forces Lo the point at which
they can safely resist all forms of
non-nuclear aggression. Our forces
will be adequate if we can never
be forced because of weakness to
be the first to have to resort to
nuclear weapons.”®

After leaving the Defense Depart-
ment in 1908, MeNamara reealled:

... strategic nuclear forces in
themselves no longer constituted a
credible deterrent to the broad
range of aggression, if indecd they
ever had in the past. ... we could
not substitute laclical nuclear
weapons for conventional forces
in the types of conflicts that were
most likely to involve us in the
period of the 1960s,

We agreed, of course, that an
cffective  tactical nuclear  capa-
bility was cssential Lo our over-ull
strategy. But we also felt very
strongly that the decision to em-
ploy such nuelear weapons should
not be foreed upon us simply
because we had no other means to
cope with conflict. We recognized
then what has become so obvious



now, that there would inevitably
be many situations in which il
would be neither feasible nor ad-
visable to usc tactical nuclear
wcapons.7 1

When [aced with the tough decision,
President Kennedy was not at all in-
clined to usc the nuclear weapon except
in dire circumstances. In 1901, when
considering inlervention in Laos, the
question of the possible alternalives for
rescuing a conlingent trapped in the
landlocked country was raised. The
response from the military was that
Hanoi would have lo be destroyed,
probably using nuclear weapons. Presi-
dent Kennedy opted for diplomatic
measures.”? Again, during the Cuban
missile crisis, a member of the Joint
Chiels argued that the United States
could usc nuclear weapons on the basis
that our adversarics would use theirs
against us in an attack. To this Bobby
Kennedy would comment: “I thought,
as [ listened, of the many times that [
had heard the military take positions
which, if wrong, had the advantage that
no one¢ would be around at the end to
know.””3  The diplomatic-military
combination was used instead.

The Johnson administration con-
tlinued in the same nuclear stralegy. In
opening his campaign on Labor Day,
1964, LBJ crilicized his opponent by
implication in the most important cle-
ment of his speech:

...Make no mistake, there is
no such thing as a conventional
nuclear weapon. For 19 peril-
filled ycars no nation has loosed
the atom against another. To do
so now is a political decision of
the highest order, and it would
lead us down an uncertain path of
blows and counterblows whose
outcome none may know. No
President of the United States ean
divest himself of the responsibility
for such a d'ccision.74
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He eriticized Senator Goldwaler
throughout the 1964 campaign, re-
peating his theme on this most sensilive
subject. He obviously subscribed to the
theory of a nuclear firebreak when he
added later in the campaign: “Let no
one think atomic weapons are simply
bigger and more destructive than other
weapons, .. .73

Secretary of State Rusk reiterated
the administration’s fear of nuclear csca-
lation when he commented that once
you introduce nuclear weapons for tac-
tical purposes, “you begin lo move
promptly and very fast inlo a general
nuclear exchange.” ¢

For 20 years, then, the United States
has ruled out of its options the use of
nuclear weapons, save to protect those
nations the loss of which would dras-
tically revise the world balance of
power.

The continuing tradition of nonusc
of nuclear weapons in limited war,
which we have traced above, is widening
the nuclear “fircbreak™ each year. And
there are no signs at present which
would indicale any adwinislration in
the near future would resort to nuclear
weapons to guarantee “victory™ in such
a war. While there may be subtle or
overl brandishments of nuclear arma-
ments in definition” of our most vital
fronticrs with militant Communists,
even there the circumstances and tliming
of their employment remain subject to
scerious debate,

Conclusions. The American political
process has been described as a struggle
between clusters cutting across govern-
mental structure, political parties, and
interest groups and forming and reform-
ing around various causes or specific
proposals.”? The decision for usc or
nonuse of nuclear weapons in limited
war is fully exposed to this process.
Indeed it is, and should be, primarily a
political decision. The “military neces-
sity” for nuclear weapons in limited
conflicts has been and will be secondary
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in importance to many overriding con-
siderations of domeslic and interna-
tional politics, as well as other consid-
erations of our overall national strategy.

But as important as the influences of
the domestic political scene and the
opinions of our allics and fricnds may
be, they ean be controlled or overruled
by a strong President convinced of the
necessity for employment of taclical
nuclear weapons.

Our nuclear strategy, however, is
conditioned by many faclors nol as
casily manipulated in the exceutive
branch of our Government. The growing
capabilitics of our encmices, the known
weaknesses of other free nations, the
potentialities of the yel undeveloped
nuclear arsenals of medium and minor
powers—all these eclements must be
weighed carelully by a President about
to release authority for the employment
of nuclear weapons. They all tend to
discourage his sclection of the nuclear
oplion.

The historical precedents and advice
of five Presidents will undoubtedly have
substantial influence on the decisions of
future Presidents, Their restraint over
the last 25 years will make it more
difficult for any successor to choose
nuclear weapons as a means of gaining
our objectives in limited war.

The impact of all these factors, for-
eign and domestic, on this decision-
making process musl be understood hy
our military leaders. At least in the
higher levels of command, our generals
and admirals must know under just
what circumstances th(:y can expecl to
be permitied the use of nuclear weap-
ons. The case for this clear definition
was made by Mort Halperin at the time
of the Berlin crisisin 1961.

If we do intend to rule oul the use
of tactical nueclear weapons in

cerlain situations, we need Lo
make that clear to the military
long before the time arises when
the nuclear weapons might be
used. The military needs to under-
stand the kinds of pressures which
the civilian leaders must take into
consideralion in detcrmining the
proper role of military force. 8

The intelligent formulation and ecffec-
tive execution of our worldwide strate-
gy depend on mutual understanding of
our nuclear intentions by both military
and civilian leaders.

Realization of all these facts of poli-
tics and war does not, however, exclude
the effective use of Presidential judg-
ment on the employment of tlactical
nuclear weapons. As long as we remain
within the context of limited war, the
foresceable circumstances which could
compel the President to authorize the
first use of nuclear weapons are very
difficult to project. Even the possibility
of defcat in limited war would not sway
a strong President iT he fell other factors
rccommended abstention rather than
employment. The clamor and cries at
home might be stronger than those in
the MacArthur episode. But the require-
ments of our national stralegy  and
consideralions ol international polities
would sustain a President convineed of
the correctness of his decision.

On the other hand, when the stakes
are raised, when the threal is redelined
as a serious and unfavorable readjust-
ment of the world balance of power,
only overriding elements of our world-
wide strategic posture could restrain the
President from employing tactical nu-
clear weapons. Such a threat could grow
out of a war begun as a local aggression
employing only conventional weapons.
It might well end with the first nuclear
detonation in combat since Nagasaki.
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