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Minimum Deterrence and its Critics

Three things came to mind while writing “Remembrance of Things 
Past: The Enduring Value of Nuclear Weapons.”1 First, the intent was to 
reinvigorate debate within the policy-making community regarding nu-
clear weapons; second, to introduce the idea of minimum deterrence;2 
and third, to sketch out a force structure suitable for the United States to 
achieve minimum deterrence. Judging from the attention the article re-
ceived, we were successful in our first bid, less successful in the second, 
and largely unsuccessful in our third.3 Before addressing our critics, it is 
important to clarify the meaning of “minimum deterrence” and specify 
how the number 311 was derived.

Minimum Deterrence
Minimum deterrence is an argument about states, security, and nuclear 

weapons.4 It makes three assumptions. First, minimum deterrence as-
sumes that all states strive to survive; all statesmen want a state to rule. 
Second, it assumes that nuclear weapons produce political effects; that is, 
they compel statesmen to behave cautiously in the face of grave danger. 
This cautiousness produces restraint, which shores up international stability. 
Third, minimum deterrence assumes that large arsenals buy statesmen 
little. As in other areas of competition, there comes a point of diminishing 
returns, and with nuclear weapons that point comes quickly. This pre
supposes that statesmen are not sensitive to the actual number of nuclear 
weapons a state may possess. The mere fact that a state may have a nuclear 
weapon or seek to acquire one is enough to condition them to act cau-
tiously, even in times of crises. As Steve Walt aptly put it, “American policy
makers clearly understand the logic of minimum deterrence or they would 
not be so worried when a state like North Korea or Iran makes a move to 
join the nuclear club.”5 In other words, they freely recognize that a hand-
ful of nuclear weapons in the hands of a hostile country can constrain 
what we can do to that country. If a small number of weapons can pro-
duce such sobriety on our part, why do we need thousands?

A small number of nuclear weapons is all that is needed for states to 
achieve relative security. Security is always relative, and deterrence is no 
different. As Bernard Brodie once described it, the effectiveness of 
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deterrence “must be measured not only in terms of the power it holds at 
bay, but the incentives to aggression which form the pressure behind that 
power.”6 In effect, nuclear weapons socialize statesmen to the dangers of 
adventurism, which conditions them to set up formal and informal sets of 
rules that constrain behavior. Statesmen do not want to be part of a system 
that constrains them, but that is the kind of system that results among 
nuclear powers. Each is conditioned by the capabilities of the other, and 
the relationship that emerges is one tempered by caution despite the com-
position, goals, or desires of its leaders. In short, leaders of nuclear powers 
are risk averse; they must act with deliberate restraint, even if this is not 
their preference.7

Leaders in Russia, China, and the United States understand this. Adopt-
ing a minimum deterrent strategy, China’s nuclear numbers remain rela-
tively small compared to those held by Russia and the United States. Yet, 
despite these rather large nuclear inequities, China continues to modern-
ize its conventional capabilities, extending its influence throughout the 
region. How does one explain this behavior? China has reasoned that its 
small nuclear arsenal is sufficient to deter its most powerful rivals. There is 
little Russia or the United States can do, militarily, to dissuade China from 
pursuing its armament program. The three countries have, tacitly, entered 
into a period of mutual deterrence; nothing official has been declared, but 
all know that the stakes are too high for anyone to make a run, militarily, 
at the other.

If leaders of the big three understand this, others do too, which is why 
the slow, steady spread of nuclear weapons is likely to continue. Unlike 
the spread that occurred during the Cold War, however, where the United 
States and the Soviet Union raced to increase nuclear stockpiles, new nu-
clear states will mimic the behavior of India, Pakistan, and North Korea 
and keep their arsenals relatively small. In other words, as the number of 
nuclear states in the world increases, the actual number of weapons in the 
world will decrease. Much has been written about deterrence in the post–
Cold War world, but this has been overlooked: The age of minimum de-
terrence has arrived. 

311—All the Nukes you Need
Nothing has drawn more attention than the number 311, so it is impor-

tant to explain how it was derived.8 First, we assumed that deterrence and 
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war winning are not the same thing. Second, we assumed that the nuclear 
triad is worth maintaining. Lastly, we assumed that the political effects pro-
duced by nuclear weapons do not stem from countervalue or counterforce 
targeting but from the destructive power of the weapons themselves.

A state does not have to demonstrate a capacity to win a nuclear war 
to deter one, because the devastating consequences of nuclear war are 
transparent, well understood, and universally recognized. Reflecting on 
this, McGeorge Bundy commented, “A decision that would bring even 
one hydrogen bomb on one city of one’s own country would be recog-
nized in advance as a catastrophic blunder; ten bombs on ten cities 
would be a disaster beyond history; and a hundred bombs on a hundred 
cities are unthinkable.”9 Along these lines, Brodie observed that “few 
people were unexcited or unimpressed with the first atomic weapons. 
That something tremendously important had happened was immedi-
ately understood by almost everyone.”10 That the United States would 
propose to turn over its nuclear weapons to an international governing 
council under the Baruch Plan at a time when it enjoyed an unbroken 
monopoly of nuclear weaponry testifies to the collective realization that 
these weapons were, in today’s parlance, game changers. From the very 
beginning, nuclear weapons and policy were devised to prevent the out-
break of a nuclear war, not to win one.

Even in an age of minimum deterrence, readiness, survivability, and 
flexibility are vital ingredients of nuclear deterrence, and the nuclear triad 
appears to be the most effective scheme to achieve those aims. That a small 
state like Pakistan can achieve deterrence without one does not mean that 
the United States ought to abandon its. On the contrary, if small states 
could afford a nuclear triad, they would probably opt for one, because it 
enhances flexibility and complicates an adversary’s task.11 Therefore, it 
makes sense to maintain a land, sea, and air leg. The land component 
would be comprised of two ICBM squadrons of 50 Minuteman III mis-
siles located at two different locations. These missiles would be spread over 
a large area in two wings, complicating enemy targeting. The naval com-
ponent would be comprised of 192 SLBMs with 24 weapons loaded on 
each of eight Ohio-class submarines, with four in port at any given time. 
This would allow four fully armed submarines to simultaneously patrol 
both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. The air component would include 
19 B-2 bombers, which would provide the needed flexibility for escalation 
control and strategic signaling. While it would be ideal to enable the B-2s 
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to carry air-launched cruise missiles (ALCM) to give them standoff capa-
bility, this is not necessary to ensure a viable triad.

Lastly, the political effect of nuclear weapons does not stem from counter
value or counterforce targeting but from the destructive power of the 
weapons themselves.12 Put another way, the mere prospect of the punish-
ment delivered by nuclear weapons tames the most bellicose of statesmen. 
This cannot be overstated: one 300 Kt weapon is more than enough to 
destroy a city the size of London. If a bomb of that size were detonated 
above Trafalgar Square on a workday, approximately 240,000 people 
would die instantly and 410,000 casualties would be sustained. Nearly 
everything within a 3 km radius would be destroyed, with burn victims 
reaching out as far as Victoria Park. The same bomb detonated above 
Mumbai on a workday would kill over one million people and produce 
more than two million casualties.13 Even if one were to assume the worst, 
a “bolt from the blue” where a state loses 50 percent of its nuclear capability 
to a first strike, a force of 311 weapons would allow that state to strike 
back over 150 times before it had to negotiate.14 There is not a state on the 
planet that could withstand that sort of punishment or a leader who would 
run that sort of risk. So why would a state need thousands?  

311 and Its Critics
Apparently, there are several reasons.15 First, critics contend that we over-

look or downplay the importance of large numbers when considering deter-
rence. That Russia holds thousands of weapons and China hundreds makes 
a force of 311 untenable; fewer weapons means less target coverage, which 
means less deterrence in an uncertain world. Secondly, they claim a smaller 
force would be less efficient and more difficult to maintain than a larger one; 
a smaller force means a smaller industrial base, which means greater depen-
dencies on a relatively small number of suppliers. This would result in a 
situation where one supplier’s actions could have a devastating impact on its 
competitors. Lastly, there is the issue of force management. Just how small 
can a force become before it does not resemble a force at all?

With respect to the first line of criticism, one must ask: How many 
nuclear weapons are needed to prevent nuclear war? Theoretically, the 
smallest number is two: one that an adversary might be able to take out 
with a first strike and one that it knows it cannot. Because deterrence 
holds as a result of a viable second-strike capability, that capability need 
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not be large. From a practical perspective, several second-strike nuclear 
weapons are more than enough to keep the most aggressive adversary at 
bay. To make this logic dramatic, let us put it to the test. Suppose an ad-
versary was contemplating a first strike. The second question put to the 
leader would be: And which of our cities are you willing to give up in ex-
change? The example is illustrative for two reasons. First, strategy is not 
contingent upon the first move but the following ones.16 Second, in high-
stakes games like nuclear war, there are no viable second or third moves. 
Everything turns on deterring the first move, which makes the game rela-
tively easy to understand and simple to play. Moreover, leaders understand 
this, which is why during the Cold War no one dared to move first.17 But 
suppose someone did; what then? In a situation where deterrence broke 
down and an attack occurred, one need be prepared to fight a nuclear war. 
How many weapons does one need to fight a nuclear war? Again, the an-
swer is simple: enough to muster a viable second-strike capability against 
your most dangerous opponent. Twenty-five years ago that meant thou-
sands. But if the gradual spread of nuclear weapons has taught leaders 
anything, it is this: while numbers count, a small number of them are 
more than enough to deter an adversary, even one with comparatively 
larger numbers. The relative peace between India and Pakistan illustrates 
this idea.

Prior to the arrival of nuclear weapons on the subcontinent, India and 
Pakistan fought three times. In the summer of 1999, one year after nuclear 
tests were successfully conducted within both countries, another war 
erupted in the mountains along the line of control in Kashmir. Yet, the 
war in Kargil did not escalate beyond small-scale fighting. Why? Nuclear 
optimists stress the pacifying effect nuclear weapons played in resolving 
the crisis; pessimists claim both sides got lucky by avoiding nuclear war.18 
The truth might be somewhere in between, which is why Kargil should be 
considered a close call. Even in a close call like this one, both sides opted 
for something other than nuclear war, which says something about the 
pacifying effects of nuclear weapons. Because nothing threatens survival 
more than nuclear war, leaders restrain themselves from engaging in con-
flicts that could lead to all-out war. Although critics disagree, it seems fair 
to conclude that nuclear weapons have conditioned leaders on the sub-
continent to act cautiously in the face of grave danger, even if they would 
prefer not to do so. Moreover, leaders on both sides seem to understand 
that while the use of nuclear weapons is to be avoided, that does not render 
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them useless. Quite the opposite; nuclear weapons might be the most po-
litically useful weapons a state can possess.

Related to this idea is extended deterrence. Critics contend that a small 
number of nuclear weapons will prevent the United States from extending 
its nuclear deterrent to allies and friends who might be threatened by 
other nuclear states. One might think, “Thank goodness.” Throughout 
the Cold War, America’s policy of containment rested squarely on the 
shoulders of an extended deterrent regime, but that relationship was not 
always a happy one.19 Despite American guarantees, France developed 
nuclear weapons of its own, highlighting the fact that security consider-
ations are but one of many factors contributing to the development of a 
nuclear weapons program. In Taiwan, a reluctant America extended a se-
curity guarantee that took many forms over time and was reinforced by 
substantial arms sales and foreign assistance. In South Korea, the United 
States entered into a bilateral commitment reinforced with a large troop 
deployment and integrated military command. As is typical with such ar-
rangements, America became something of a junior partner, having to 
yield to the demands of its ally, which is why alliances should be consid-
ered matters of expediency, not principle. Generally, states will shun alli-
ances if they are strong enough to go it alone or think the burden of the 
commitments resulting from them outweighs the advantages. Therefore, 
when considering the virtues of extended deterrence, policymakers ought 
to ask: Are alliances useful?20

Alliances can be indirectly linked to the outbreak of war.21 They have 
been related to an increase in arms expenditures, and serious disputes tak-
ing place during an arms race tend to escalate into wars. Beyond this in
direct linkage, alliances have been associated with an increase in the num-
ber and types of belligerents who enter a war once it has begun.22 As 
scholars have noted, “They engender larger, more complex conflicts, par-
ticularly when the war in question involves the key ally of a larger country. 
Alliances can decrease the interaction opportunities available to states and 
may stimulate intense competition over the acquisition of additional part-
ners. Additionally, should competition for new allies result in the creation 
of extremely rigid blocs, the magnitude and severity of any war that is 
fought will be high, especially if these blocs possess relatively equal capa-
bilities.”23 When nuclear weapons are added to this equation, things do 
not bode well for any state seeking to avoid nuclear war, which is why 
policymakers ought to be careful when devising security arrangements 
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based on alliances. Put another way, alliances might be necessary but they 
are not always useful. The corollary to this is simple: while extended deter-
rence might have been our fate, it should not automatically be our policy.

The second charge appears to be more problematic. Presumably, a 
smaller force would be less efficient and more difficult to maintain than a 
larger one because a smaller force would result in a smaller industrial base, 
which means greater dependencies on a relatively small number of sup-
pliers. Theoretically, this is cause for concern, but in reality it is not. The 
entire nuclear weapons complex has been a government enterprise since 
the beginning. It currently consists of eight sites that research, develop, 
produce, procure, assemble, maintain, disassemble, and test the nuclear 
and nonnuclear components of the arsenal.24 The production of nuclear 
weapons requires a very large capital investment and is characterized by 
the predominance of fixed costs and a single consumer of its products, the 
US government. Indeed, the same physical plant would be necessary to 
produce 10 or 1,000 nuclear weapons. This suggests it is a natural mo-
nopoly that has been controlled by the government for its entire existence. 
The supply of delivery vehicles, such as long-range bombers, booster rock-
ets, and SSBNs, however, is subject to the vagaries of the marketplace, as 
consolidation of the defense industrial base over the past few decades 
makes clear.25

Lastly, there is the question of force management. Just how small can a 
force become until it does not resemble a force at all? That is a difficult 
question to answer. Certainly, large numbers can lead to organizational 
competencies and the development of a professional cadre. However, as 
originally suggested, a small force can also achieve those aims. The Navy’s 
SEALs are selective, well funded, and effective. One might wonder how a 
nuclear force with similar qualities might look. For starters, it would at-
tract the best candidates. To enhance recruitment, incentives might be 
offered; bonuses being one, prestige another. The services are expert at 
managing both, so this should not be too problematic. Nuclear warriors 
also deserve the best equipment, which gets back to designing, testing, 
and deploying new systems, if required. Lastly, there is effectiveness. In the 
nuclear arena, effectiveness is synonymous with security. Once upon a 
time the Strategic Air Command had a simple imprimatur: “Peace is our 
profession, deterrence is our mission.” Those eight words galvanized 
American nuclear policy, operations, and security for some 50 years. What 
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words are used today to convey a similar message? The answer rests ably in 
the hands of others to decide.

Conclusions
Security has always been relative, and deterrence is no different; a small 

number of nuclear weapons are all that is needed to achieve relative secu-
rity. To be fair, 311 may not be the answer, but a smaller force is in our 
future. Importantly, a smaller force does not preclude designing, testing, 
or deploying new weapons and delivery systems, if required. Moreover, 
not all of the political or logistical challenges associated with reducing or 
redesigning the force have been factored into this analysis. These chal-
lenges will be substantial. However, if the United States makes nuclear 
reduction one of its goals, these challenges can be overcome. Small states 
have found ways to cope with small numbers for some time; countries like 
Britain and France have effectively sustained small nuclear forces; India, 
Pakistan, and China do so today. We are living in an age of minimum 
deterrence; American nuclear strategy can be devised accordingly. 
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