
More than a fondness for word play went into 
the term “countervading“ 

P.D. 59: The Better Way 

BY ROBERT A. GESSERT 

Within days after Presidential Directive No. 59 was 
leaked to the New York Times (August 6, 1980) and 
reported as “a nciv strategy for nuclear war,” i t  was 
under attack by dedicated arms controllers. Among 
these werc Jcrcmy J. Stone of the Federation of Ameri- 
can Scientists, Herbert Scoville of the Arms Control 
Association, and Bernard T. Feld of MlT. All three 
lamented thc apparent shift away from making popula- 
tion centers the primary targets of nuclear wcapons on 
both sidcs- the dogma of mutual assured destruction 
(MAD)- that had appeared to ensure stability hy m a k  
ing nuclear war unthinkable. 

The original story on P.D. 59 by the Times carried 
the headline, ”a plan for limiting nuclcar warfare” and 
reportSd scvcral “changes in nuclear policy.” (1) Soviet 
military forccs, both nuclcar and conventional, and 
their political lcndcrship would be prime targets for 
”precisc, limited nuclcar strikes‘‘ in thc event of war, 
decmphasizing major strikes against cities. (2) “Fight- 
ing“ with nuclear wcapons might extend over a pcriod 
of weeks or cvcn months with limited nuclear 
exchanges rather than spasm strikes and responses. (3) 
A ncw cmphasis was given to finding and destroying 
new targets, or rctargeting, during a war should the 
situation demand it. 

According to thc Washington Post of August 13, Mr. 
Stone took particular offense at the idea of targeting thc 
Sovict political leadership and command centers. Stone 
evidently prefers to grant the Soviet leaders combatant 
immunity so they “could control the dcvastation‘’ and 
cnd the war. But he apparcntly also believes they would 
“conclude ‘it’s better to fire quickly’ before [their] mil- 
itary capability is impnircd.” 

Mr. Scoville, quoted in the same article, is afraid the 
“new strategy” might make nuclear war more likely 
because “giving the president less fearsome options for 
using nuclear weapons would reduce the inhibitions for 
employing them.” Presumably, this means that it is 
more important to build up the U.S. president’s inhibi- 
tions than the Sovict president’s. In any case, Scoville is 
also sure the “new strategy“ will lead to a new round in 
the arms race. 

Mr. Feld- with an omniscience denied the rest of 
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us- has declared that ”what the decision means is that 
the United States is telling the Soviet Union, and the 
world, that not only arc we prepared to use our nuclear 
weapons first in case of a conflict but also that we 
intend to use them in an cntircly offensive mode ....“ 
Recognizing that there might be some moral problem 
with MAD, Fcld nonetheless instructs us that “if the 
mutually [sic] assured destruction system of civilian 
hostages is thought to be unacceptable on humanitarian 
grounds, to accept these [P.D. 59’s?] arguments for the 
new limited-war strategy is the ultimate in barbarism“ 
(New York Times, August 19). 

DETERRENCE REVISITED 
At the time of this writing, the only official document 
publicly available concerning P.D. 59 is Defense Secre- 
tary Brown’s spcech at the Naval War College on 
August 20, 1980. If Mr. Brown’s remarks arc taken at 
face value, Feld’s type of criticism can I>c dismissed as 
surmisc and wild inference. Stone’s, Scovillc’s, and 
Father J. Bryan Hehir’s criticisms, howevcr, must be 
taken more seriously. 

In his August speech Brown was at pains to 

emphasize that P.D. 59 is not a ncw strategic doctrine; it is 
not a radial departure from US: strategic policy over the 
past deade or so. It is, in fact, a refinement, a codification 
of previous statements of our strategic policy. P.D. 59 takes 
the same essential strategic doctrine, and restates it marc 
clearly, more cogently, in the light of currcnt conditions 
and current apabilitics [emphasis in original]. 

Brown also asserted that “the fundamental premises of 
our countervailing strategy are a natural evolution of 
the conceptual foundations built over the course of a 
generation by, for example, Secretaries McNamara and 
Schlesinger, ... who have bcen most identified with 
development of our nuclcar doctrine.” 

According to Brown, ”deterrence remains, as it has 
been historically, our fundamental strategic objective.” 
But- and here he departs significantly from theorists 
such as Stone, Scoville, and Hehir- “deterrence must 
restrain a far wider range of threats than just massive 
attacks on U.S. cities” (he might better have said “on 
the U.S.”). Brown, like McNamara and Schlesingcr 
before him, is concerned about specific threats and 
actions by a potential adversary, not merely the “worst‘ 
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a s e ”  thrcat of a massive first strike against the U.S. or 
some gcneralized “threat of nuclear war.” The  range of 
threats for which retaliation against Soviet cities may 
be inappropriate strategically as well as morally in- 
cludes attacks against “smaller sets of targets in the U.S. 
or on U.S. military forces ...” and attacks on “our friends 
and allics.” Sclectivc attacks may be deterred more ade- 
quately by a system of selective response options than 
by an uncertain and generalized threat of indiscrimi- 
natc and niassivc rcsponse against cities (assured 
destruction). This was the basic impact of the so-called 
”Athens guidelines” that were instituted by McNamn- 
ra at the NATO ministerial meeting of May, 1962, and 
given publicity in his Ann Arbor speech of June 16, 
1962. This was also thc basic impact of Schlcsingcr’s 
famous first annual report as secretary of defense in 
March, 1974. 

AND IF IT FAILS...? 
Again in echo of Schlcsingcr’s annual report, Brown 
further statcd: “in our analysis and planning, we arc 
nccessarily giving greater attention to how a nuclear 
war would actually bc fought by both sides if detcr- 
rcnce fiiils.” Dctcrrence theorists- and particularly de- 
terrence theorists with a passion for arms control- havc 
always had a problem with what to do if deterrence 
fails, frequently despairing of an  answer. Father Hchir 
suggested in The New Nuclear Debate (A CRIA publica- 
tion, to which I was thc othcr contributor) that if dcter- 
rencc fails, nuclear wcapons usage cannot be sanctioned 
on any moral grounds. O n  the other end of the spec- 
trum arc those who arguc that once the final holocaust 
has arrived, thcrc is no diffcrencc how they are used. 
To cscapc froni this dilcmma, theorists such as Stonc, 
Scoville, nnd Hehir sccm to take moral refuge in 
csclicwing any attempt to define or describe a rational 
use for nuclc;ir wcapoiis on the grounds that the effort 
to do so would make it more likely that they would be 
used! Public officials, such as defense secretaries, are 
denied thc rcfugc of such theorctical argunicnts. 

Astute observers havc pointcd out that P.D. 59 seems 
at variance with carlicr statcments about nuclear war 
by both Prcsidcnt Carter and Secretary Brown, particu- 
larly with respect to the fcasibility of rationally using 
nuclear wcapons in war. Onc can surmise that a reex- 
amination of nuclcar targcting, plus the awesome bur- 
den of deciding what to do if deterrence fails, forccd 
both responsible officials to changc some of thcir carlicr 
opinions. In essence, P.D. 59 seems to be moving in 
exactly the direction Schlcsinger indicated in his first 
annual report. 

How docs onc describc that direction, identify its 
purposcs and cxpected consequcnccs, and account for its 
motivation! Thc  direction is relatively clear. Actual use 
of nuclear wcapons will be limited and selective, 
dcpending on the naturc of the attack. Primc targets, 
says Brown, will be “things the Soviet leadcrs appear to 
valuc most- political and military control, military 
forccs both nuclear and conventional, and the industri- 
al capability to sustain a war.” T h e  purpose is evidently, 
mixcd: partly to punish thc aggressor and partly to dcny 
him some of the things with which war is waged. T h e  
hope is not to ”win” but to limit and end an aggression. 
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Schlesinger called such wartime weapons usage “intra- 
war deterrence,“ which dependcd on retaining as a last 
resort the punitive assured destruction capability 
against cities. He and his colleagues didobject on moral 
grounds to retaliation against cities, but they did not 
completely proscribe such retaliation as a last resort. 

From what Secretary Brown disclosed in his Naval 
War College speech, the essential Schlesinger argu- 
ments have indeed k e n  adopted and refined. With. 
greater modesty about what the strategy may be able to 
accomplish, however, it is now called a “countervailing 
strategy.” This  is a wclcomc rcfinemcnt. Among other 
things, it  helps to reinforce the point that it is not 
properly a ”war-fighting” strategy. Its main aims arc (1) 
to strengthen peacetime dctcrrcnce by communicating 
that we have the capability, a set of not-irrational 
options, and the will to respond to any major attack on 
us or on our allies; and (2) by maximizing both the 
aggressor’s negative incentives (denial of cheap victory) 
and his positive incentives (control of escalation and 
avoidance of assured destruction), to  create or prescrvc 
the possibility in war for the aggrcssor to cease the 
aggrcssion. 

THEN AND NOW . 
These double aims arc indced not ncw to officials who 
hold moral and political rcsponsibility for fashioning 
nuclear strategy. I n ’ h i s  Ann Arbor spcech in 1962 
McNamara had noted that, “given the current balancc 
of nuclcar powcr, ... a surprisc nuclear attack is simply 
not a rational act for any enemy.“ But, he  continued, 
“equally important, the mcrc fact that no  nation could 
rationally take steps leading to 3 nuclcar war docs not 
guarantee that a nuclcar war cannot take place.“ For 
these reasons: 

The United States has come to the conclusion that to the 
extent feasible, basic military strategy in a possible general 
nuclear war should IJC approachcd in much thc same way 
that morc convcntional military opcrations havc k e n  
regarded in the past. That is to say, principal military objcc- 
tives, in the cvcnt of a nuclear war stemming from 3 major 
attack on thc alliance, should be the destruction of the 
enemy’s military forces, not of his civilian population. 

The very strength and nature of the alliance forces 
makes i t  possible for us to retain, even in the face of a 
massive surprisc attack, sufficicnt rcservc striking powcr to 
destroy an encmy society if driven to it. In othcr words, wc 
are giving a possiblc opponent the strongest imaginable 
incentives to rcfrain from striking our own citics. 

What is different now is principally ”the current 
balancc of nuclcm powcr.” Sincc tllc early ’60s the Sovi- 
et Union has developed and deployed a strategic, nucle- 
ar triad of ICBMs, long-rangc bombers, and submarine- 
launched missiles that matches and in some ways 
exceeds our own in dcstructivc power. 

From a narro3ly military point of view there seems 
now to Ix: even morc reason to emphasize selectivity 
and the targcting of specific elcmcnts of the vast array 
of military forces that could threaten us. T h e  Soviets 
have apparcntly tricd to increase significantly their 
options for attacking or threatening our capabilities and 
interests. Since disruption of the vast array of Soviet 
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nuclear power is more feasible and desirablc than its 
total destruction, there is also justification for the genu- 
inely new emphasis on targeting political and military 
command and control centers. From a political point of 
view also, there Seems to be more reason now to stress 
“countervailing” aspects of stratcgic posture and doc- 
trine. For some time there has been widespread recogni- 
tion that Washington way not want to sacrifice New 
York City to save Paris-or even to invite the destruc- 
tion of New York City along with Moscow aftcr Paris 
was destroyed. An alliance system of deterrence that 
can withstand threats and intimidation to any part of 
the alliance- especially if it includes nonnuclear 
parts- requires something other than sole reliance on a 
"counter-city" MAD posture and stratcgy. 

If the military and political logic of McNamara’s 
”city-avoidance” approach, Schlesinger‘s “intrawar de- 
terrent” approach, and Drown‘s ”countervailing“ ap- 
proach havc bccn as consistent and as compelling as I 
have portrayed them, why are they vociferously 
opposed by sume deterrent theorists and arms control- 
lers? The attractiveness of MAD lies in two wished-for 
advantages. The first is the belief that, if any use bf 
nuclear weapons would predictably result in uncontrol- 
lable disaster for the entire world, their actual use 
would be not only unthinkable but “undoable.” Scc- 
ond, and probably more important, MAD appears to 
offer a more plausible basis for limiting the size and 
variety of required nuclear fords, thus providing ‘a 
basis for arms control negotiation. 

Consensus on the first of these wished-for advantages 
is probably impossiblc to achicvc. In the final analysis, I 
think onc is forced to choose between (a) a belief that 
officials anywhere who are responsible for nuclear 
weapons are prone to usc them and can be deterred 
from doing so only hy a mutual threat of worldwide 
catastrophc and (I)) a bclicf that officials rcsponsiblc for 
nuclear weapons arc, on the whole, exceedingly wary 
of thcir actual usc in war and of their potcntial as 
instrumcnts of political intimidation. Those who hold 
the former belief will support the MAD dogma; those 
who hold the latter belief will nut. If the lattcr belief is 
”the ultimatc in barbarism,” as Fcld contends, I am a 
barbarian. 

Having made this choice, I~owcvcr, I must concede 
that it docs complicate the arms control issue. If one 
believes that deterrcnce is best supported by a range of 
selective response options and that highly circum- 
scribed or limited uses of nuclear weapons are possible 
and necessary if deterrence fails, then it requires rigor- 
ous self-discipline to resist the temptation to prcss for 
every conccivablc response option. One may hope that 
P.D. 59 addresses this problem better than its predeces- 
sors. The choice of thc term “countervailing” strategy 
suggests at lcast that its authors arc deeply aware of the 
problem. 

Both McNamara and Schlcsinger versions of nuclear 
strategy could be described to some degree as “counter- 
force” doctrines as compared to MAD ”countervalue” 
doctrine. Doubtless critics will continue to l a k l  P.D. 59 
as just another counterforce, evcn “first-strike” doc- 
trine, as Fcld has already done. However, presumably 
more than a fondness for word play went into the 

choice and frequent use of the tcrm “countervailing,” 
which connotes equalizing, counteracting, or offsetting 
rather than a full capacity to destroy a11 of the adver- 
sary’s forces-least of all in a first strike. Within a 
countervailing strategy it should be possible to set rca1 
limits on what is enough and even attempt to develop a 
framework for negotiating what is mutually enough. 

P.D. 59 seems clearly in thc tradition of thoughtful, 
sober attempts by responsible officials to deal with one 
of the most nearly intractable problems this nation 
faces. It is, in short, a move in the right direction. So 
saying, I conclude by making two proposals with 
respect to nuclear strategy (which may or may not tn: 
dealt with in P.D. 59) that do not appear to bc inconsis- 
tent with the new directive and could further clarify 
some restraints in our national and alliance posture. 

First, the time may have come for u s  to make abso- 
lutely clear- preferably through NATO- that we fore- 
swear a strategic first strikc with nuclear weapons. We 
have little or nothing to lose and much to gain by 
making clearer to ourselves, our allies, and our adver- 
saries that our strategic nuclear weapons are, indeed, 
strictly retaliatory weapons, to be used only if we or our 
allies are first attacked with nuclear weapons. I would 
include in such a declaration the prospective long-range 
theater nuclear forces to he based in Europe according to 
the NATO decision of December, 1979. A “first-use” 
option for NATO in dealing with a massive conven- 
tional-only attack on Western Europc must rem?’ . in a 
ccntral feature of NATO policy, but we should make 
clear that such first use would be with tactical nuclear 
weapons directed at attacking conventional forces at 
shallow depths inside Warsaw Pact territory. [Sec the 
author‘s ”NATO and the Warsaw Pact,” Worldview, 
Novembcr, 1979.- E&.] 

The second proposal dcrives more from moral consid- 
erations than from strategic-political ones. That is to 
drop cities as such from thc target list‘altogether. I 
would not pretend that noncombatant immunity can be 
guaranteed in a war with nuclear weapons. nut to 
acccpt that tragic fact docs not require that we condone 
it and even elevate it to a major position in our policy or 
strategy. 1. applaud McNamara, Schlesinger, and Brown 
for moving us away from reliance on a deliberate coun- 
ter-city strategy. I would go further, however, and aban- 
don the “last resort” of deliberate and intended assured 
destruction against noncombatants- whatever the pu- 
tativc risk to detcrrencc..l am all for maintaining a 
retaliatory rcserve in wartime to deter or to dissuadc 
further aggression, hut I v.mld make its sole-’not just 
primary- targets the aggressor’s military forces, politi- 
cal and military command and control centers, and his 
primary war-making potential. 

SOME PROPOSALS 


