PAGE  
18

Robert Jervis and the Nuclear Question

Marc Trachtenberg
UCLA Political Science Department

December 22, 2011
“Strategic thinking, or ‘theory’ if one prefers,” Bernard Brodie once argued, “is nothing if not pragmatic.”  “The theory of strategy is a theory for action,” Brodie felt;  it had to be concerned primarily with the problems of the real world.
   Robert Jervis would probably not go quite that far.  For him, the intellectual issues are fascinating in their own terms.  But those issues are very much bound up in his mind with questions about policy, questions that loomed so large in the world he was born into.  Even as a young boy in the late 1940s he had wondered about how the Cold War should be waged—about how tough or how conciliatory U.S. policy should be—and that kind of problem, he says, has “remained the focal point of much of my research ever since.”
   One question in particular has long been one of Jervis’s central concerns:  the nuclear question—the question of the role that nuclear weapons play, or should play, in international political life.  Two of his books and a number of his articles deal with it directly, but the question comes up in one way or another, or at least lies just a bit below the surface, in practically everything he has written.
The first of those two books, The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy (1984), was a critique of the “countervailing strategy,” America’s official nuclear strategy from 1974 on.  That strategy, as he points out, was based on the idea that the western powers had to be able to “deny the Soviets a military advantage from any aggression they might contemplate”—that “the United States must be prepared to meet and block Soviet force at any level of violence.”
  America and her allies could no longer rely on a threat to destroy Soviet society.  Since the Soviets would certainly respond in kind, a massive strike would be suicidal, and the threat to launch it would not be credible.  Instead, the argument ran, nuclear forces, if they were used at all, had to be used in a more limited, more discriminate, way.  Nuclear strategy needed to become more flexible and more attuned to what the Soviets valued—superiority in numbers of weapons, for example, or the ability of the Soviet leaders to control their own society.

For Jervis, that strategy did not really make sense.  He had seen the classified papers in which the rationale for the strategy had been laid out and was somewhat taken aback.  The architects of the strategy, it seemed, did not know what they were doing.  It was that experience that led him to write his first major article on the nuclear question, “Why Nuclear Superiority Doesn’t Matter,” and that article led to the Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy book.

What exactly did he find so appalling?  As that book title suggests, the main problem was that the various strands of the strategy simply did not hold together intellectually:  when you studied it closely, you found a “maze of incoherence and contradictions.”
  The two major elements of the strategy were simply “incompatible” with each other.  The basic problem the strategy was supposed to meet was that if the Soviet urban-industrial base were destroyed, the USSR would respond by destroying America’s urban-industrial base;  an attack which destroyed what the Soviets really valued would be suicidal and therefore unimplementable and devoid of credibility.  It was for that reason that America needed the ability to use its forces in a more limited way.  But that logic, Jervis writes, “would apply equally well if we substituted ‘leadership and political control’ for ‘the industrial urban base of the Soviet Union.’” “There would be no reason for the Russians to hold back once American forces had destroyed what they value most,” and that was true whether we were talking about their society or about the Soviet leaders’ ability to control it:  “The threat to destroy Communist control of the state, then, does not meet the countervailing strategy’s criterion for credibility;  it is not an ‘implementable’ threat.”
  The whole goal of the strategy, moreover, was to strengthen deterrence, and it might have had that effect, he points out, if the Russians could actually be made to believe that the Americans really meant was they said about the controllability of nuclear war.  But top U.S. officials, Jervis shows, actually admitted, as one Secretary of Defense from the period put it, that “in the event of a limited nuclear exchange, ‘avoiding escalation to mutual destruction is not likely.’”

For Jervis, these problems were rooted in what (borrowing a term from Hans Morgenthau) he calls “conventionalization”:  “the attempt to understand our world by employing the intellectual tools of the prenuclear era.”
  In fact, the “main theme” of the book is the idea that the emphasis of the countervailing strategy on “blocking and seeking to destroy Soviet military power,” which “makes perfect sense in the prenuclear world, is profoundly misleading in the current era of abundant weapons of mass destruction.”
  It is clear what Jervis has in mind here, and in fact the basic phenomenon he is pointing to is deeply puzzling.   For both the United States and the Soviet Union, planning for general war was originally based on the idea that one should try to destroy as much of the enemy’s nuclear capability as one could as quickly as one could, and during the 1950s and into the very early 1960s, the U.S. government, at least, might have reasonably hoped that with such a strategy the enemy might be kept from doing really heavy damage to American society.  The puzzle is that people, especially in the military, continued to think that that was the way to conduct a general war even after it became clear that the most massive counterforce strike would not neutralize the enemy’s ability to destroy American society.  It was as though the fundamental aim of protecting the country had receded into the background, and that the goal of destroying as much of the enemy’s strike force as possible had now become an end in itself:  success would be determined by how well the plan achieved its own internal goals—that is, by how effectively the specific enemy assets it targeted were destroyed—and not by what happened to the country after the attack was executed.

So the problems Jervis talked about were quite real.  But suppose the countervailing strategy had been cleaned up a bit.  Suppose the Soviet political control structure had not been targeted, and suppose U.S. officials had taken the line (as in fact they sometimes did) that escalation, although certainly possible, was by no means certain.  Would the strategy then get a passing grade?   Jervis, following Thomas Schelling, thinks it is rational for a state to be willing to run a certain risk of escalation;  its willingness to do so might allow it to defend its interests no matter what the local military balance is like.
  And he also thinks it would have strengthened the U.S. position if the Soviets really thought the Americans were prepared to run those risks.
  Would he therefore approve of that cleaned-up strategy?
One has the sense that the answer is no—that his distaste for the countervailing strategy rests on something more basic.  For in The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy, he was not simply taking potshots at the official policy that the U.S. governments of the day had put forward.  His critique was rooted in a certain theory of how international politics works in the shadow of nuclear weapons, what he calls the theory of the nuclear revolution.

For Jervis, the nuclear revolution itself has two elements:  “the overwhelming power of the weapons and the existence of mutual second-strike capability, meaning that neither side can eliminate the other’s retaliatory capacity by launching a first strike.”
  The theory of the nuclear revolution, on the other hand, is a set of arguments about what all this means.  The key claim is that we can be fairly relaxed about living in this kind of world:  “If nuclear weapons have had the influence that the nuclear-revolution theory indicates they should have, then there will be peace between the superpowers, crises will be rare, neither side will be eager to press bargaining advantages to the limit, the status quo will be relatively easy to maintain, and political outcomes will not be closely related to either the nuclear or the conventional balance.”

These conclusions, however, have by no means been universally accepted.  Many people have taken the view that while massive, survivable forces have made all-out war extremely unlikely, they have at the same time made it easier for states to use force in more limited ways.  As Jervis himself puts the argument:  “if an uncontrolled war would lead to mutual destruction, then neither side should ever start one.  But this very stability allows either side to use limited violence because the other’s threat to respond by all-out retaliation cannot be very credible.”
  (This, as he points out, is what Glenn Snyder called the “stability-instability paradox.”)  But that kind of argument, he says, is based on a fallacy.  It assumes that a general war can break out only if at least one side deliberately decides to start one.  But a conflict can escalate even if “no one wants it to.”
  “Undesired escalation” is by no means impossible;  “events can readily escape control.”
  As Brodie pointed out, “violence between great opponents is inherently difficult to control.”
  “There is an irreducible minimum of unpredictability that operates,” Jervis writes, “especially in situations which engage a state’s highest values.”
  And, as odd as it might seem, this whole state of affairs has a stabilizing effect.  It was because things could escalate without anyone wanting them to that both sides would have to behave cautiously, no matter what the local military balance was.  That danger of inadvertent war would keep any potential enemy at bay.  “Paradoxically,” he writes, “stability is in part the product of the belief that the world is not entirely stable, that things could somehow get out of control.”

But that risk of inadvertent war was not just something that was built into the system and had to be accepted as a fact of life.  It was also something that could be consciously exploited—and in this context Jervis builds on Thomas Schelling’s well-known arguments about the “manipulation of risk” and the “threat that leaves something to chance.”
  Even if statesmen would never do anything that they knew would lead directly to a general nuclear war, they could still rationally take actions that involved a certain risk—say, a ten percent chance—that things would spin out of control.
  Indeed, they could take actions which they knew would increase the risk of escalation in the hope that their adversaries would find that level of risk unbearable.  But both sides could play that game, and the outcome of the dispute would depend on which side had the greater resolve—that is, on which side was the last to find the level of risk intolerable.  The balance of resolve would therefore play a key role in international political life.
And one of Jervis’s main points here (again building on Schelling) was that “the ability to tolerate and raise the level of risk is not closely tied to military superiority.”
  In a world where both sides have the ability to destroy the other no matter who struck first, the strategic nuclear balance (as measured by numbers of weapons, megatonnage, throw-weights, and so on) does not mean much in any case, and imbalances at lower levels of violence are of relatively minor importance because the losing side can always take measures that increase the level of risk—and given what was at stake, the fear of a nuclear holocaust, and not what was going on in the ground war, was bound to dominate the situation.
  So it was not important, for example, that the West be able to hold off a Soviet conventional attack on Europe with conventional forces alone.
  It could rely on the deterrent effect created by the fact that no one could be sure that the war would not escalate;  it could if necessary use nuclear weapons not for any direct military purpose but rather to “generate risks that further escalation will occur.”
  The basic argument here is thus rather far-reaching.  This was, quite explicitly, an argument against flexible response strategies in general, and not just against the “countervailing strategy” of the post-1974 period.

Jervis, of course, understands that there are problems with his approach to strategic issues.  In a world where crises, to use Schelling’s phrase, are “competitions in risk-taking,” confrontations, Jervis writes, would “resemble the game of Chicken,” and in that situation no one can be sure that the outcome will be peaceful.
  And even if war is avoided, it is by no means certain that the status quo power would prevail.  The poker game of risk manipulation, after all, could be played by both sides;  “the fear of war could be used as a lever to change the status quo as well as to preserve it.”
  In a clash of wills, moreover, no one can tell how far each side would go;  the process could quite conceivably lead to “mutual devastation.” 
  And finally, in a world where a willingness to take risks plays such a central role, “small issues will often loom large, not because of their intrinsic importance, but because they are taken as tests of resolve.”
  In that kind of world, “it was both crucial and difficult to make plausible the threat to trigger” all-out war;  “extraordinary measures” would be “necessary, such as behaving unpredictably and committing oneself to defend exposed positions like West Berlin.”
  
But in practice he does not think that these problems loom very large.
  One of the basic reasons is that the balance of resolve in his view favors the status quo power:  “Risk, of course, puts pressures on both sides.  But a given level of risk may be acceptable to the defender of the status quo and intolerable to an aggressor;  the threat to raise the risk to a given level may be credible when made by the former and not credible when made by the latter.”
  That whole way of looking at things—and this is characteristic of Jervis’s approach to these issues—is reinforced by an argument drawn from cognitive psychology to the effect that fear is a more powerful emotion than greed—that a loss hurts more than an equivalent gain gratifies.
  All of this serves to support the general conclusion that, at least for a country like the United States during the Cold War, deterrence is relatively easy to achieve, and that American defense policy should be based on a relatively straightforward risk manipulation strategy.  This was a situation that Jervis was quite comfortable with.  Indeed, from his point of view, a certain degree of instability—that is, a certain risk that a limited war could develop into a nuclear holocaust, even if neither side wanted it to—was desirable:  “While both sides have an interest in eliminating extreme crisis instability, they need to see that there is some chance that events could get out of control once violence is employed because this is the main generator of caution and the primary means of exerting pressure on the other side. . .  . If security is linked in part to the danger of inadvertent war, then too much stability could make the world safe for coercion and violence.”
 
How Risk is Generated
What is to be made of that whole line of argument?  The concept of risk plays a central role in Jervis’s basic approach to nuclear issues, but why, in a world of secure second-strike forces, should there be any real risk of all-out war, given that both sides know very well what such a war would mean?
There are two ways, Jervis writes, in which escalation can occur in such a world.  It can happen “either as the result of an unintended explosion to all-out war or in a controlled manner, as one sides intensifies the violence to bring pressure to bear on the other.”
  A strategy of controlled escalation could in principle lead to utter devastation, as each side gradually and deliberately increases the level of destruction in the hope that if it goes just a bit further its adversary will give way.  In such a conflict, where the willingness to take punishment as well as to inflict it would be crucial, “states could destroy each other piecemeal” because the process “had no upper limit”:  there was no reason in theory why it could not continue until both sides were destroyed.
  But such a war, as Jervis says, “strains the imagination,” and he tends to place much greater emphasis on the risk of unintended escalation, viewing it in fact as the only real basis for a policy of deterrence.
  A threat to take action “could lead to great violence even though no one wants it to”;  that threat, he writes in one particularly striking passage:

can be credible even when the threat to actually start a major war would not be because the action might not lead to war;  the threat can be effective because the action could lead to war.  Thus the commonsense claim that a “credible policy of [nuclear] first use implies an ability . . . to control the process of escalation” has it backwards.  A high degree of control would defeat deterrence since it would mean that all-out war would occur only if the state sought it;  it is the other side’s knowledge that escalation is not completely controllable that gives the threat of limited military use great potency.

Indeed, he sometimes argues that a nuclear holocaust, if it ever occurred, could only come about through a process of inadvertent escalation—that “as long as each side maintains a second-strike capability, the highest levels of violence now can  be reached through no other path.”

There is something quite puzzling about this whole approach to the issue.  The idea is that both sides are under no illusions about what a general nuclear war would mean:  it would be such an enormous disaster that both sides would very much want to avoid it if they had any real control over the situation.  But at the same time the assumption is that a conflict could “easily” escalate, that “whenever violence is set in motion .  .  . events can readily escape control,” that “dangerous situations can lead to escalation even if both sides desire to keep them under control”—that “the outcome that everyone wants to avoid” can actually “come about.”
  Is it possible that a disaster of this magnitude could really come about in this way?
How exactly could this happen?  As Jervis sees it, at the heart of that process of inadvertent escalation lies the incentive to preempt—that is, to strike the enemy in full force before the enemy has the chance to do the same thing to you.  “Total war,” he says, “could not occur in the absence of the belief that war is imminent and inevitable and that, as terrible as striking first would be, receiving the first blow would be even worse.”
  “If all-out war comes,” he argues, “it can only come through preemption, loss of control, and each side’s belief that the other is about to strike.”
  But the problem here is that preemption scarcely makes sense in a world where both sides have secure second-strike capabilities.  The nuclear revolution, that is, should have made preemption an absurdity.  As Jervis himself points out,  “when offensive advantage is slight (i.e., when even striking first will lead to disaster) it is hard to see how an all-out nuclear war could start”;  “as long as both sides believe that all-out war would result in mutual devastation, first-strike incentives are negligible and crisis stability is relatively easy to attain.”
  In a rational world, “a state whose leaders believe that war will lead to total devastation will have no incentive to preempt even if many of their missiles are vulnerable.”  A country would be tempted to preempt only in a world where “being struck first is much worse than getting the first blow in”—or if it believed, rightly or wrongly, that it was living in such a world.

Was Jervis correct to believe that with survivable nuclear forces neither side had any real incentive to preempt—that if a risk of preemption existed it was only because of people’s inability to think rationally about nuclear issues, or to act rationally in time of crisis?   Beginning in 1978, with the publication of an important article by John Steinbruner, a major challenge was mounted to that whole line of argument.
  The basic claim there was that common notions about the stability of a world in which neither side could essentially wipe out the other side’s strategic forces were highly problematic.
  The problem, according to analysts like Steinbruner and Bruce Blair, was that people had thought in terms of the vulnerability of the weapons, whereas the vulnerability of the command, control and communication (or “C3”) system was actually far more important.  The direct effects of C3 vulnerability, they argued, were quite serious.  An attack on the U.S. command structure, Blair wrote, “would have severely impaired and possibly blocked U.S. retaliation”; this created incentives for both sides to preempt in a crisis.
  
But the indirect effects played a more fundamental role in this analysis.  The risk that the C3 system, and especially the political leadership, could be destroyed or paralyzed at the start of a war meant that the authority to conduct military operations would have to be predelegated to military commanders.  But predelegation would increase the risk of escalation, and the problem was particularly serious when the forces are put on alert.  C3 vulnerability, moreover, “produced powerful incentives within the U.S. military planning system to conduct full-scale strategic operations at the outset of any serious nuclear engagement.”
  The country’s ability to mount an organized, systematic attack—the sort of attack the forces had been prepared to execute and which the military, somewhat irrationally, believed in—would be compromised when the command and control system collapsed.
  But that emphasis placed on rapid response might lead a country to strike before it was actually under attack.  It might have to act on the basis of faulty or inadequate or ambiguous information.  The political leadership might find it hard to resist the pressure for decisive action—to agree to the implementation of the plan the military had been primed to put into effect:  “the most serious threat of war under current circumstances,” Steinbruner writes, “probably lies in the possibility that organizationally and technically complex military operations might override coherent policy decision and produce a war that was not intended.”
  It is in this sense that command and control vulnerabilities could lead to an “accidental nuclear war.”
Jervis tends to take his distance from that set of arguments, even though they purport to explain how risk might be generated.  The problems those writers have talked about, he says, “should not be exaggerated”: “the first-strike incentives created by C3  vulnerability are sharply limited,” since the destruction of the C3 system “probably would not prevent retaliation.”
  And in my view at least that judgment is clearly correct.  Given the vulnerability of the command and control system, authority to order a nuclear attack obviously had to be predelegated;  the predelegation arrangements would almost certainly include guidance about how and when that authority would be used; and indeed that guidance provided for an “all-out, unrestrained” response in the event the enemy launched a decapitation strike—or at least that is what former Secretary of Defense Harold Brown claimed in his memoirs.
  And what that means is that the political authorities, and the top military leadership as well, could afford to hold back if the evidence of an enemy attack was not absolutely unambiguous;  instead of ordering an attack, it could always take much milder measures, like getting the bombers in the air and taking action to reduce the vulnerability of submarines.  The whole argument that the leadership would be under enormous pressure to act quickly might have had a certain validity if the missile force was all that the country had—that is, if bombers and submarines did not exist, or could be paralyzed by the destruction of the C3 system and the absence of predelegated authority to their commanders.
  But in a world of survivable forces, in which effective predelegation arrangements had been worked out, it is hard to believe that strategic preemption of any sort really made sense.  It is hard to believe, in other words, that C3  vulnerability meant that the risk of an accidental nuclear war was very real.
So where does this leave us?  There might have been no incentive for either side to strike first in a crisis;  the problem of “inadvertent war” was probably a good deal less serious than many people think.  But perhaps all this is beside the point.  The real risk might be negligible—in large part because people on both sides would think it was so great.  And they would think it was quite substantial, not because they had reached any particular conclusion about how much of an incentive there was to preempt.  They would be impressed instead by the fact that the two nuclear giants were confronting each other, that fundamental political interests were engaged, that the level of tension had intensified:  they would be struck by the simple fact that the world had gone up a step or two on the ladder, and that the top rung was therefore getting closer.  To be sure, that effect could be undermined (and the political consequences could be serious) if policy makers made it too clear that they were unwilling to run any risk whatsoever.  But generally speaking the sense of risk would be rooted in the simple fact that things seemed to be moving in the direction of all-out war.
  It is that visceral feeling, and not the “reality” itself, that would be crucial, and that is all that you need to make the argument that a sense of risk is important.  In this area, as Jervis notes—and this, I think, is a point whose full meaning takes a while to sink in—“there is no reality to be described that is independent of people’s beliefs about it.”

When Resolve Is King

The sense that matters might escalate is thus bound to weigh heavily in a major confrontation between nuclear powers.  But the real question here has to do with policy.  To the extent that we have any choice in the matter, how much would we want to rely on “threats that leave something to chance”—that is, on taking actions, if the time comes, that increase the probability of an (unintended) nuclear holocaust?  Many people, of course, do not find that sort of strategy particularly attractive.  The nuclear left never really embraced that Schellingesque approach:  the whole idea of relying on a “doomsday machine linked to a roulette wheel” (to use Morton Halperin’s phrase) had very little appeal in those quarters.
  And the nuclear right was scarcely more enthusiastic.  According to people on that part of the political spectrum, control over escalation should never be deliberately abandoned.
  From their point of view, the risk of escalation was not a phenomenon to be exploited:  it was a danger to be minimized.

So what are we to make of the risk manipulation strategy?  To the extent that we have a choice—and Jervis is certainly right to think that in the nuclear era we have much less of a choice in this regard than we did in the past, although he obviously assumes we have some—would we want to live in a world where political outcomes are determined by which side is willing to run the greater risk of general war—where victory would go to the side with the strongest nerves?  Such a world, I think, could be quite dangerous.  The reason is simple.  In international politics, as in other areas of life, what you reward is what you get:  there would be a great premium on resolve, on risk-taking, and perhaps ultimately on recklessness, as each side is led by competitive pressure to toughen its own stance.
   As Jervis himself points out, moreover, in this kind of world, where “each side wants to stand firm if and only if it believes that the other will back down,” the two sides have a strong incentive to adopt tactics that strengthen their bargaining positions:  to overstate how strongly they feel about an issue, to pretend to be foolhardy, to act as though “they do not understand the risks they are running.”  At the same time, each side has a strong incentive to adopt counter-tactics—to suggest, for example, that the impression one’s adversary is trying to give is not to be taken at face value, but rather has to be understood in bargaining terms, or at least that one believes this to be the case.
  This sort of thing is obviously bound to play a certain role in international political life, and especially in relations between nuclear powers.  But do we really want it to play a greater role than it absolutely has to?  To the degree we have any choice in the matter, wouldn’t we want something more tangible, less purely subjective, to play a greater role in shaping political outcomes?
Those problems with the way a system based on resolve would work strike me as very fundamental.  To be sure, during the Cold War period they never really came into play in a major way.  In theory the problem could have been quite serious—a Berlin Crisis during the period of nuclear parity might have been very dangerous indeed—but in practice political differences were never great enough to generate a true “competition in risk-taking.”  Even in the Cuban missile crisis, you don’t really find either side playing that kind of game.
The real problem was somewhat different.  It had to do not so much with actual resolve as with posturing—and especially with each actor’s attempts to manipulate not just its adversary’s beliefs about the controllability of an armed conflict, but even more the adversary’s beliefs about whether that actor really believes what it says about the controllability, or uncontrollability, of the fighting, once it reaches a certain level.   People’s minds become the battlefield and this gives international political life a rather odd character.  And the question again is whether, to the extent we have any choice in the matter, this is the kind of nuclear world we want to live in, or whether some alternative would be better.
Jervis, of course, is quite aware of this sort of problem, and in fact a real sensitivity to the importance of what each side thinks about what the other believes and to the efforts each side makes to manipulate the other’s beliefs about what it itself is thinking is one of the hallmarks of his work.
  Thus note, for example, his discussion of the question of what the U.S. government should say about limited nuclear war:
The threat of a limited response can be more credible than that of all-out war only if the Russians believe that American leaders believe that escalation can be avoided. . . . What is crucial for the added credibility that the ability to carry out limited strikes brings is not the Russians’ beliefs about whether nuclear war can be kept limited, but their beliefs about what the American decision-makers think about this question.  Indeed, deterrence would be maximized if the Russians thought control was impossible, but believed that the United States thought it was relatively easy.

On the other hand, if a country wanted to deter its adversary from adopting a limited nuclear war-fighting strategy, it should pretend that it believed that matters were bound to escalate and that it would therefore not fight a limited nuclear war (no matter what its true policy was).  The goal would be to get one’s opponent to conclude that it was too dangerous to use nuclear weapons in even a limited way.
  So given that both sets of calculations could come into play, you might have a kind of tug-of-war, with each actor trying to convince its rivals not so much that its way of viewing the problem of escalation was correct, but rather that it really believed it was correct, and had not just adopted that way of talking about the issue for bargaining purposes.
As it turns out—and this point would not have registered on me if I had not been exposed to Jervis’s way of thinking—strategic discourse during the latter part of the Cold War is to a considerable extent to be understood in those terms.  When you look at the new material that has come out on nuclear strategy in that period, you are struck by the degree to which both sides were playing that kind of game.  The countervailing strategy, it now seems, was something of a fraud.  President Nixon, for example, made it clear to his top advisors that the United States would not use nuclear weapons even tactically in a purely European war:  “We will never use the tactical nuclears,” he said;  the “nuclear umbrella in NATO” was “a lot of crap.”
  Given that attitude, a large counterforce attack aimed at targets within the Soviet Union was scarcely conceivable, and indeed it seems that National Security Decision Memorandum 242 of January 1974, the document calling for the development of limited nuclear war-fighting options, was never really implemented, at least not in a strategically meaningful way.
  The main point of the strategy was to influence Soviet perceptions of American thinking, or at least that was what former Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger, one of the architects of the strategy, told an interviewer in 1991:
Schlesinger did not care whether the Soviets believed in LNO [limited nuclear options], so long as they believed that the U.S. was convinced of the feasibility of LNO.  Even if the Soviets refused to believe that a nuclear war could be limited, they would still be deterred because in their view, a limited U.S. strike would lead to an all-out war, a very self-deterring prospect.  In this connection, Schlesinger volunteered that he never passed up an opportunity to announce and clarify the LNO doctrine—before Congress, to the press, in official and informal speeches.  He explained that the way in which the concept was presented—that is, the body language, tone of voice, general seriousness of manner—was almost more important than what was said.

The USSR’s policy of pretending that a nuclear war would be uncontrollable, it now appears, was also intended to influence its adversaries’ perceptions.  The point of taking that line, according to some key former Soviet officials (including high military officers), was to “enhance deterrence.”  All the talk about a rapid expansion of a European war to include targets in America was not to be taken at face value.  If that had been the Soviets’ real policy, “people would not have known about its existence.”  The real Soviet reaction, in the event a small number of weapons were used against them, would probably have been quite limited;  they certainly would not have opted automatically for a nuclear holocaust in such a case.
  Nuclear strategy thus had a certain air of unreality, a point noted by Vitalii Tsygichko, who had been deeply involved with Soviet nuclear policy from 1962 on:  “please bear in mind that, although we planned operations with the use of nuclear weapons in case of a first strike from the West, nobody seriously believed that such a war could take place.  It was like a confrontation, a struggle of ideas, and a kind of intellectual competition, because everybody knew what would happen if such actions were undertaken in reality.”

In this sort of world, one takes a position in the hope of affecting one’s adversary’s beliefs, and not just beliefs about abstract and rather hypothetical issues of nuclear strategy.  The premium placed on resolve and (perhaps even more) on perceptions of resolve can also have a profound impact on the actual conduct of policy.  The Nixon-Kissinger period (1969-1974) is of particular interest in this connection.  As U.S. leaders saw it at the time, the situation in Europe was not rock-solid.  Given that the West Germans were not allowed to develop a nuclear capability of their own, the nuclear defense of western Europe was America’s responsibility.  But as the Soviet arsenal grew, the American nuclear guarantee became increasingly problematic:  the Nixon comment quoted above about how the United States would “never use the tactical nuclears” is just the most striking manifestation of a very fundamental shift.  But that situation, where western Europe was increasingly exposed to Soviet nuclear power, was bound to have major political repercussions.  It was one of the main causes of the shift in German policy toward accommodation with the USSR in this period;  given the strategic situation, the German leadership did not want to come anywhere close to risking a European war.
  
From the U.S. point of view, this whole situation was quite troubling.  The Americans could not pursue a relatively relaxed policy in Europe, confident that a very effective counterweight to Soviet power there was already in place.  They had to be far more active.  Their China policy is to be seen in this context:  their goal was to “play China” against the USSR; their ability to hold the line in Europe, they thought, depended on China remaining an independent great power, and indeed one that was hostile to the USSR.  As Kissinger told French president Pompidou in May 1973:  “If the Soviet Union managed to render China impotent, Europe would become a Finland and the United States would be completely isolated.”
  

And partly to make sure that the United States was able to pursue that policy toward China and partly because the U.S. government felt it needed to make up for the weakness of its position in Europe by cultivating the appearance of toughness, Kissinger thought the United States would have to take a hard line if the Russians challenged the American position anywhere.  “When aggressive action occurs, we will act decisively, and if necessary brutally,” he told the Chinese in November 1973;  the danger of Soviet expansionism could be “reduced if not eliminated” if “we resist brutally whenever there is the slightest military threat.”
  Two years later, in another meeting with Chinese leaders, he was still singing the same song:  “if the Soviet Union should stretch out its hands, we will be brutal in our response, no matter where it occurs—and we won’t ask people whether they share our assessment when we resist.”
  It was therefore important to make the Soviets believe that the United States would rather go nuclear than accept a major political loss:  “It is in our interest to make the Soviet Union believe that we will not acquiesce in an overturning of the equilibrium no matter what weapons are involved.”
  
And actual policy in regional disputes was framed with these considerations in mind. A number of episodes here— especially the Yom Kippur War nuclear alert in 1973, and now also the “madman” nuclear alert of October 1969—are fairly well-known.
    But the story of U.S. policy during the 1971 South Asia Crisis is also quite revealing in this context.  What is striking here is the importance that was placed on psychological phenomena—on who was perceived as tough and who was thought of as weak—and the sort of posturing that kind of mentality led to.  Given the fact that the inhabitants of what was then East Pakistan were welcoming the Indian troops as liberators, why, Nixon wondered, did the United States have to take such a strong anti-Indian stand?  A big part of the answer, Kissinger replied, was that the U.S. government needed to try to “prevent a complete collapse of the world’s psychological balance of power, which will be produced if a combination of the Soviet Union and the Soviet armed client state can tackle a not insignificant country without anybody doing anything.”  “I have to tell you honestly I consider this our Rhineland,” he added;  “if the Russians come out of it totally cocky, we may have a Middle East war in the spring.”
  The Russians, Kissinger had told Treasury Secretary Connally a few days earlier, had to be shown “that it’s too risky to kick us in the teeth.”

So the U.S. government sent a carrier task force into the area, and on December 9 Nixon warned the Soviets in no uncertain terms that a continuation of the war (into West Pakistan) might lead to a “confrontation” with the United States.
  Kissinger told a Soviet diplomat the next day that the United States was “moving some military forces, but it will not be visible” until the 12th;  that meant, he told Nixon, that the Soviets were in effect being given “a sort of veiled ultimatum.”
  And the U.S. government also encouraged the Chinese to move troops to their border with India. “I tell you a movement of even some Chinese toward that border,” Nixon told Kissinger, “could scare those goddamn Indians to death.”
  Kissinger met with the Chinese on December 10.  He hinted that they should take action, and said that if they did so, “the US would oppose efforts of others to interfere with the People’s Republic.”
  This, Kissinger later suggested, was tantamount to saying that “we will prevent pressures on you from other countries”—that is, from the Soviets.
  
Up to that point, the U.S. leaders did not think they were running much of a risk.  They were not really putting all their chips in the pot;  it was clear that if the Soviets were unaccommodating—“brutal,” in Kissinger’s language—that the United States would give way and accept the situation.
  The United States, in other words, had been bluffing:  “I must warn you, Mr. President,” Kissinger told Nixon on December 8, “if our bluff is called we’ll be in trouble.” And when Nixon asked how, Kissinger replied:  “Well, we’ll lose.”
  But on the 12th they learned that the Chinese “wanted to meet on an urgent basis,” and they assumed this meant that China was “going to move.”  This put them on the spot.  What if the Soviets responded by moving against China?  If the United States then just sat on its hands, Kissinger said, “we’ll be finished.”  Did that mean, Nixon wondered, that the U.S. government should “start lobbing nuclear weapons in”?  Kissinger hesitated.  “We better call them off,” he said, but then quickly corrected himself: “I think we can’t call them off, frankly,” because that would put the administration’s whole global strategy in jeopardy.  Once again, he emphasized the psychological implications of a weakening of the U.S. position:  “If the Russians get away with facing down the Chinese, and if the Indians get away with licking the Pakistanis,” the situation would be disastrous;  “we may be looking right down the gun barrel.”  China would be humiliated;  the world balance of power would shift dramatically;  the Soviets would be emboldened;  and there would be a “ghastly war in the Middle East.”  So if push came to shove and the USSR attacked China, America needed to take a tough line—not “lobbing in” nuclear weapons, but going on alert, putting forces in, maybe giving the Chinese “bombing assistance” (whatever that meant).
  
As it turned out, however, the Chinese did not move and the crisis soon subsided.  It is thus hard to know what would have happened if American resolve had been tested in a serious way.  Perhaps the U.S. government would have pulled back before matters had gone too far.  But even if that were the case, the story still tells us something about how things work in a world where resolve plays such a fundamental role.  It shows, I think, how right Jervis was when he talked about the downside of that kind of world—about how small issues could get blown out of proportion “because they are taken as tests of resolve,” and about how people could be led to behave in an at least apparently irrational way, in order to “make plausible the threat to trigger” a nuclear war.

But doesn’t all this suggest that, to the extent that we have any choice in the matter, we should not want to live in such a world—that is, one in which governments are led to behave the way U.S. leaders did during the Nixon-Kissinger period?  Even if one assumes that all the posturing was pure bluff and the American government would never have run a real risk of war with the Soviet Union even if that country attacked China, one still has to wonder about whether alternatives were available and, if so, whether they would have been better.  For suppose a more solid defense had been in place in Europe—one in which the West’s ability to defend the status quo did not rest too heavily on a threat to risk a nuclear holocaust.  The U.S. government could then have been fairly relaxed in its dealings with the two great Communist powers;  it would not have had to be so concerned with the “world’s psychological balance of power” in every regional dispute.  It would not have had to rely so much on deception and pretense—on feigning greater resolve than it itself felt, on trying to bluff its way through every regional conflict that came up.  Policy could have been more open and more honest; a genuine meeting of the minds would have been easier to reach.  Communication between rival powers is hard enough—generally harder than policy makers think at the time—even without the kind of posturing one sees in a world where resolve is so important.
  But given the seriousness of the problem, do we really want to make it even more difficult for rival powers to understand each other by choosing to live in a world where bluff and deception are bound to lie at the heart of international political life?
A Mind in Motion
It is hard to judge Jervis’s work the way you would another scholar’s.  You don’t associate him with a particular well-developed theory of international politics—that is, with a particular set of claims about how the world works.  You don’t think of him the way you think of someone like Kenneth Waltz or John Mearsheimer.  His whole approach is remarkably undogmatic.  He looks at a problem in a certain light and he makes certain points about it.  The points are often quite striking, but after making a certain argument, you can practically hear him saying to himself:  “Now wait a minute, isn’t there another way of looking at it?”  The perspective shifts, and soon everything appears in a rather different light.  Again, the points might be quite perceptive, and indeed they sometimes lead you to rethink your own basic understanding of things.  But given his intellectual restlessness, his insistence on looking at things from a variety of angles, his refusal to do what most scholars would do and just wrap things up in a nice neat package, it is not hard to find him saying things that run counter to some of his basic arguments.  
I used to think that this was to be understood in terms of Jervis’s personal style.  But now I think that the appearance of eclecticism is somewhat misleading, and that the sort of analysis he engages in is rooted in a certain vision of how things work and of how the world should be studied.  That vision is laid out most explicitly in System Effects, which to my mind is his deepest, most interesting but also most under-appreciated book.  One of his basic arguments there was that people tend to think too much in terms of direct effects.  They are too quick to draw straight lines, for example, from intentions to consequences.  But in systems—and the international political system is a good case in point—the indirect effects are so wide-ranging and so important that one is never quite sure what impact a particular action would have or how a particular development is to be explained.   Our whole way of analyzing things, in Jervis’s view, is fundamentally misguided:  we think, for example, that we can understand the effect of something by looking at situations that are the same except for that one variable;  but “when we are dealing with systems,” he says, “things cannot change one at a time—everything else cannot be held constant.”
  The world is much too complex to focus on just one set of effects, especially since people are inclined to focus on those effects which for one reason or another they happen to find congenial.
  Given how easy it is to miss so much of the picture, you have to make a real effort to look at things from different angles—to do the kind of analysis that might lead to conclusions that run counter to what you would like to believe.
My own teacher, Raymond Sontag, once said to me that there are no answers in history.  It took me a long time to understand what he had in mind.  It is that when we study international politics, we have to deal with some very difficult issues, in intellectual terms and in moral terms as well.  But it is an illusion to think that there are solutions to those problems “out there” just waiting for us to discover them.  It is the journey that matters, even if it doesn’t lead to any particular destination, or even to any destination at all.  We grapple with the core issues of the field as honestly and as carefully as we can, and in doing so we almost automatically develop a deeper understanding of how things work;  just working in that way, we somehow end up seeing beyond our own preconceptions.  That was Sontag’s view, and I think it is Jervis’s as well.
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