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Introduction 
 
As the debate over the proper role for nuclear weapons in U.S. national security strategy heats 
up, commentators and analysts continue to mischaracterize U.S. nuclear deterrence policy as 
one based on the deliberate targeting of cities and urban areas—consistent with the policy of 
“Mutual Assured Destruction” (MAD) espoused by former Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara in the 1960s. For example, one analyst recently wrote, “Today, MAD remains at the 
core of strategic deterrence,” noting that both the United States and Russia can “destroy at least 
150 urban centers in each country.”1  
 
In an attempt to determine the appropriate size and configuration of the U.S. nuclear arsenal 
vis-à-vis the Soviet Union, Secretary McNamara developed a series of quantitative metrics that 
were thought to be sufficient to ensure the effective and credible functioning of deterrence. 
Though the actual numbers varied over time in subsequent statements made by McNamara, 
the basic belief was that as long as the United States possessed the nuclear capacity to destroy 
25-30 percent of Soviet population and 50-75 percent of the Soviet Union’s industrial capacity, 
deterrence would be assured, as no Soviet leadership would risk that level of destruction. To 
accomplish this goal, McNamara postulated that the United States required the equivalent of 
400 megatons of nuclear destructive power. This would result in the “assured destruction” of 
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the Soviet Union as a functioning, viable society. Anything beyond this would simply be 
“overkill” and was unnecessary for effective deterrence.2 
 
McNamara’s Assured Destruction criteria became the basis for U.S. nuclear planning 
throughout the 1960s and formed the foundation of a theory of deterrence that came to be 
known as “Mutual Assured Destruction.” The principle of Mutual Assured Destruction (or 
“MAD” as it was called) assumed that because both the United States and Soviet Union could 
cause such massive devastation to each other’s society, neither side would ever contemplate 
striking the other first with nuclear weapons. The resulting “balance of terror” was therefore 
deemed sufficient to ensure the successful functioning of deterrence in perpetuity and became 
the definition of deterrence “stability.” 
 

Lingering Misperceptions 
 
Over the subsequent decades, despite significant changes to U.S. nuclear strategy and targeting 
doctrine, analysts who have an insufficient understanding of the evolution of U.S. nuclear 
policy have continued to suggest that U.S. nuclear weapons strategy is still based on the 
principle of Mutual Assured Destruction—namely, that the essence of deterrence is the ability 
(and presumably willingness) of the United States to engage in “countervalue” strikes that 
target Russian “soft targets” such as urban areas and industrial capacity with its nuclear arsenal 
(as opposed to “counterforce” strikes that target military assets).  
 
For example, a recent BBC commentary declared that mutual assured destruction is “[a] Cold 
War creation that still applies today: the assumption that if one side launches nuclear weapons, 
the other side will respond in kind and everyone dies.”3 A retired Marine Corps officer and 
former Department of Defense employee recently wrote, “The US retains faith in the doctrine 
of mutual assured destruction (MAD). MAD contributed to its Cold War victory, and it is 
assumed to still be effective today.”4 Another commentary explained, “It is this fear that our 
destruction would be mutually assured (MAD – mutual assured destruction – military 
doctrine), that has kept militaries in check throughout the Cold War up until today.”5 Yet 
another analyst declared, “The U.S. has a huge nuclear stockpile…which is designed to deter 
nuclear attacks on America via the doctrine of mutually assured destruction, or MAD. Any 
country that launches a nuclear weapon at the U.S. can expect a swift and overwhelming 
response in kind, that it would find impossible to block.”6 And, as yet another commentator 
suggested, “Deterrence stability…rests on the prospect of Mutually Assured Destruction 
(MAD), as explained by cold war nuclear strategist Schelling, ‘[If] two powers show themselves 
equally capable of inflicting damage upon each other by some particular process of war so that 
neither gains an advantage from its adoption and both suffer the most hideous reciprocal 
injuries, it is not only possible but it seems probable that neither will employ that Means.’”7 
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The notion of Mutual Assured Destruction assumes that the United States deliberately plans to 
target cities in order to maximize the number of casualties in a nuclear exchange, thereby 
making such an exchange too horrendous to contemplate. Ironically, this notion—that the best 
way to prevent nuclear war is to make it as destructive as possible—was seen during the Cold 
War as the morally superior position. Any movement to reduce the level of potential 
destructiveness of a nuclear conflict or to develop effective defenses that could protect at least 
a portion of the American population in the event of a nuclear conflict, was considered to be 
“destabilizing” and morally repugnant, as it suggested to some that the United States could, 
and should, seek to fight and survive a nuclear war—a prospect too unthinkable for some.  
 
Some believe that MAD is a fact of life, similar to an immutable law of physics—a reality that 
cannot be escaped. For example, Graham Allison, a political scientist and Harvard professor, 
stated, “We still live in what strategists called a MAD world, a world of mutual assured 
destruction. So if we ended up in a full-scale nuclear war between Russia and the U.S. both 
nations could be destroyed. That reality is constant across the spectrum.”8 
 

The Evolution of U.S. Nuclear Targeting Strategy 
 
The reality, however, is that U.S. nuclear strategy since the mid-1970s has sought to deliberately 
avoid targeting cities—consistent with the Law of Armed Conflict and “Just War” principles 
that date back centuries and preclude the intentional targeting of civilian populations.9 This 
has been evident in official bipartisan policy pronouncements from the Nixon to the Biden 
administrations. It is also a key principle behind the development of conventional precision 
munitions intended to minimize inadvertent civilian casualties.  
 
For example, in 1974, National Security Decision Memorandum (NSDM) 242—dubbed the 
“Schlesinger Doctrine”—stated that “options should be developed in which the level, scope, 
and duration of violence is limited in a manner which can be clearly and credibly 
communicated to the enemy.”10 NSDM-242 also called for “a wide range of limited nuclear 
employment options which could be used in conjunction with supporting political and military 
measures (including conventional forces) to control escalation.”11 This policy guidance led to 
the development of limited nuclear options (LNOs) intended to provide the United States with 
credible response options short of all-out strategic nuclear war in order to limit the scope and 
extent of any potential nuclear conflict. The desire to control escalation and limit the damage 
caused by nuclear use was the antithesis of the mutual assured destruction policy that was 
predicated on maximizing potential casualties and the level of destruction. 
 
Presidential Directive (PD) 59, signed by President Jimmy Carter in 1980, outlined U.S. nuclear 
weapons employment policy. This “countervailing strategy” called for flexible capabilities that 
could hold at risk “a full range of [Soviet] military targets,”12 to include both nuclear and 
conventional military forces, with “the major weight of the initial response on military and 
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control targets.”13 The guidance explicitly stated that “Methods of attack on particular targets 
should be chosen to limit collateral damage to urban areas, general industry and population 
targets….”14 This clearly represented a further repudiation of the notion that U.S. retaliatory 
forces should initially and deliberately target civilian population centers as part of a policy of 
Mutual Assured Destruction. 
 
More recently, the notion of flexible response options that seek to avoid targeting civilian 
population centers and other “soft” targets has been embedded in various subsequent U.S. 
strategy documents approved by multiple U.S. administrations on a bipartisan basis. For 
example, the Obama Administration’s 2013 Report on Nuclear Employment Strategy of the United 
States explicitly notes:  
 

The new guidance requires the United States to maintain significant counterforce 
capabilities against potential adversaries. The new guidance does not rely on a 
“counter-value” or “minimum deterrence” strategy. 
 
The new guidance makes clear that all plans must also be consistent with the 
fundamental principles of the Law of Armed Conflict. Accordingly, plans will, for 
example, apply the principles of distinction and proportionality and seek to minimize 
collateral damage to civilian populations and civilian objects. The United States will 
not intentionally target civilian populations or civilian objects.15 

 
Subsequently, the Trump Administration’s Report on the Nuclear Employment Strategy of the 
United States – 2020 acknowledged, “The United States has for decades rejected a deterrence 
strategy based on purposely threatening civilian populations, and the United States will not 
intentionally target civilian populations…. U.S. nuclear weapons employment guidance directs 
minimizing civilian damage to the extent possible consistent with achieving U.S. objectives and 
restoring deterrence.”16 And the Biden Administration’s recently released Nuclear Posture 
Review notes that “longstanding U.S. policy is to not purposely threaten civilian populations or 
objects, and the United States will not intentionally target civilian populations or objects in 
violation of LOAC [the Law of Armed Conflict].”17 
 
Nevertheless, the myth that U.S. nuclear strategy—unlike conventional war plans—sanctions 
the deliberate targeting of vulnerable civilian populations endures.  
 

A Double Standard 
 
For years, a double standard has existed regarding the desirability of minimizing civilian 
casualties in combat. When to comes to the employment of conventional forces in U.S. military 
operations, there is little debate or argument over the importance and necessity of reducing 
inadvertent civilian casualties and damage to property (often referred to as “collateral 
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damage”) to the maximum extent possible. In wartime, innocent civilians often suffer as a 
result of military operations, but the United States has consistently sought to adhere to the law 
of armed conflict and avoid the deliberate targeting of civilians. Moreover, the United States 
has often refrained from taking military actions against an enemy if doing so would risk 
creating inadvertent civilian casualties. 
 
During two decades of counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and the Middle East, 
there are numerous instances where U.S. military forces withheld firing on enemy targets 
because of the risk of injuring or killing civilian noncombatants. Recognizing this, U.S. 
adversaries frequently sought to attack U.S. forces from locations that deliberately exposed 
innocent civilians to risk, expecting this would place U.S. forces at a disadvantage. Enemy 
combatants hiding behind “human shields” or operating from religious or cultural sites whose 
deliberate destruction could be considered a war crime under international law often placed 
U.S. forces in a situation where they could not engage militarily in accordance with the law of 
armed conflict. The damage to American credibility by inadvertently killing innocents was 
acknowledged by General David Petraeus, the commander of the International Security 
Assistance Force in Afghanistan, who issued a directive stating: 
 

We must continue - indeed, redouble - our efforts to reduce the loss of innocent civilian 
life to an absolute minimum. Every Afghan civilian death diminishes our cause. If we 
use excessive force or operate contrary to our counterinsurgency principles, tactical 
victories may prove to be strategic setbacks.18 

 
In addition to doctrinal guidance, the United States has also sought to develop technological 
solutions that would mitigate the risk of inadvertent civilian casualties. These include 
significant investments in more accurate precision munitions and conventional precision strike 
capabilities that are more discriminate, and which lessen the risk of collateral damage. They 
also include investments in non-lethal technologies that can be employed in a targeted manner 
to disrupt adversary operations without causing unwanted fatalities. Directed energy non-
kinetic systems that use high-powered microwave and radio frequency technology to disrupt 
engine electronics, dazzling lasers, and acoustic hailing devices are some of the non-lethal 
capabilities have proven useful in military operations.19 In addition, the millimeter wave Active 
Denial System (ADS) is one such technology that—if size, weight, transportability and power 
concerns can be successfully addressed—“could prove useful in a counterinsurgency operation 
where avoidance of civilian casualties is essential to mission success.”20 
 
The development of these kinds of advanced conventional capabilities has enjoyed strong 
bipartisan support and is generally seen as consistent with the desire to limit unnecessary 
noncombatant casualties in U.S. military operations. When it comes to nuclear weapons, 
however, the approach taken by some, particularly those who still appear to endorse MAD, 
stands this paradigm on its head. 
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Nuclear weapons are clearly the most destructive weapons ever invented by man, and it is that 
destructiveness that has fostered a belief in their disutility for military purposes; however, the 
magnitude of the consequences depends on a range of variables, including numbers, types, 
yields, targets, environmental conditions, and a host of other known and unknown factors. 
 
While deterrence is the primary mission of the U.S. nuclear arsenal, recent events suggest the 
prospect of adversary use of nuclear weapons is not unthinkable. Indeed, both Russia and 
China have engaged in brazen nuclear threats against the United States and its allies, including 
the threat of nuclear first use, and have conducted military exercises simulating nuclear strikes 
against the West. Such events have exceeded in scope, magnitude, and frequency similar 
actions that occurred during the Cold War. 
 
Russia poses a particularly worrisome challenge as it has sought to employ nuclear threats as 
a coercive tool to prevent stronger Western actions in support of Ukraine—a democratic, 
independent country whose sovereignty and territorial integrity was flagrantly violated by 
Russia’s occupation of Crimea in 2014 and its subsequent brutal aggression and invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022. Consequently, in the face of Russian military setbacks in Ukraine, 
there is growing concern that Moscow may see the limited use of “tactical” nuclear weapons 
as a viable option to restore its military advantage on the ground and to further message the 
United States and NATO to stay out of more direct involvement in the conflict or, as Vladimir 
Putin himself warned, “the consequences will be such as you have never seen in your entire 
history.”21 Indeed, President Biden has ominously warned that “We have not faced the 
prospect of Armageddon since Kennedy and the Cuban Missile Crisis.”22   
 
Therefore, the question that needs to be asked is: If nuclear weapons are used by Russia and 
the United States must respond, shouldn’t that response be designed to minimize societal 
damage as much as possible rather than to execute a massive strategic-level strike that ensures 
cataclysmic results? This was the rationale behind the Trump Administration’s support for the 
low-yield ballistic missile warhead and the sea-launched nuclear cruise missile (SLCM-N). As 
then-U.S. Strategic Command head Adm. Charles Richard stated, “the current situation in 
Ukraine and China’s nuclear trajectory convinces me a deterrence and assurance gap exists.”23 
Yet, opponents of these programs argue that anything that seeks to close that gap or that 
reduces the level of destruction caused by nuclear weapons makes nuclear use more 
“thinkable” and nuclear war more likely. Such reasoning stands logic, and any commitment to 
limit damage in war, on its head. 
 

Why Mischaracterize U.S. Deterrence Policy? 
 
Many who mischaracterize U.S. nuclear targeting policy as relying on massive countervalue 
strikes appear to do so in order to generate opposition to the U.S. nuclear modernization 
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program. By focusing on the immense horror that the deliberate destruction of cities and urban 
populations would bring, the intent is to foster a belief in the minds of the public that the size 
and capability of the U.S. nuclear arsenal is excessive and that because the level of destruction 
that would result from any nuclear exchange is “overkill,” arms control is necessary to reduce 
the size of (and eventually eliminate) nuclear arsenals. Indeed, those who promulgate such 
misinformation appear to have a broader political agenda in mind; namely, to rally public 
opinion against continued reliance on nuclear weapons for deterrence and to undermine 
support for modernizing the ageing U.S. nuclear arsenal.24   
 
For example, former Secretary of Defense William Perry and Tom Collina argue that “The US 
nuclear-armed submarine force alone is sufficient for assured deterrence and will be so for the 
foreseeable future…. just one boat can carry enough nuclear weapons to place two 
thermonuclear warheads on each of Russia’s fifty largest cities.” Therefore, they conclude, “The 
United States should build only the weapons it needs for second-strike deterrence and should 
not go beyond that for obvious reasons: the weapons are expensive and dangerous.”25 In their 
view, this means that the U.S. ICBM force should be eliminated, as “ICBMs are simply not 
needed for an effective response, which would be carried out by submarine-based weapons.”26 
And it means that the low-yield ballistic missile warheads deployed on strategic submarines—
an initiative undertaken by the Trump Administration and supported by the Biden 
Administration27—are unnecessary and “dangerous,” even though they would lessen collateral 
damage in the event of a nuclear exchange. As Perry and Collina state with unwarranted 
certainty, “The United States can deter the unlikely Russian use of its low-yield bombs with its 
current arsenal. There are no “gaps” in the US deterrent force, and there can be no doubt in 
Russia’s mind that the United States is serious about maintaining an unambiguously strong 
nuclear deterrent.”28  

 

The International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) has also argued that a 100-
kiloton airburst nuclear weapon, detonated over 10 international capitals—including 
Washington, DC, Beijing, Moscow, London, and Paris—would kill or injure more than 9 billion 
people.29 As the study notes, “While modern nuclear weapon targets are not public 
information, de-classified targets from the Cold War indicate that major cities have been the 
target of nuclear weapons and so it is not unreasonable to conjecture that they may still be 
targets.”30 Apparently, the authors of the study are either unaware or deliberately dismissive 
of the fact that U.S. nuclear targeting policy has since the middle years of the Cold War evolved 
away from intentional countervalue attacks against soft targets. However, the shock value of 
estimating casualties from such countervalue attacks is intended to generate support for the 
nuclear disarmament movement. As ICAN concludes: 
 

It is clear that there is no mitigation strategy or response capacity that could adequately 
respond to a nuclear attack on a city: even a single moderately sized bomb over a single 
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city would be a humanitarian catastrophe…. The only solution is to prevent the risk to 
any city by eliminating nuclear weapons.31 

 
Such statements are clearly intended to increase public opposition to the nuclear 
modernization program of record—a program initiated by the Obama Administration and 
supported by both the Trump and Biden Administrations. Yet, despite clear evidence that U.S. 
deterrence policy is not based on intentional strikes against populated urban-industrial areas, 
such mischaracterizations endure—apparently for political purposes. 
 

Conclusion 
 
There is no question that contemporary U.S. nuclear targeting policy has transitioned 
significantly away from the Cold War metrics outlined by then-Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara, who suggested deterrence could be assured through the capability to hold a certain 
percentage of the adversary’s population and urban-industrial capacity at risk. This “assured 
destruction” criteria, based on the ability to cause unacceptable damage to an opponent’s 
civilian population, contradicts basic principles in the Law of Armed Conflict and no longer 
serves as the basis for U.S. nuclear deterrence planning. Yet, it continues to be portrayed as 
such by those who oppose nuclear weapons in general, current plans for nuclear 
modernization, and theories of deterrence based on anything other than the “balance of terror” 
standard that was the hallmark of Cold War thinking. 
 
Moreover, those who cite the “inhumanity” of nuclear weapons and the devastating human 
consequences of their use are also the most vocal opponents of any efforts to lessen their 
destructive potential based on a misguided belief that more accurate, more discriminate, and 
less destructive nuclear weapons capabilities make nuclear use more plausible and nuclear war 
more likely. Such views stand in stark contrast to the decades-long bipartisan support for more 
accurate and more discriminate precision-guided conventional munitions that are less likely to 
causes unintended collateral damage. 
 
The issue of nuclear weapons and nuclear war is understandably an emotional one. However, 
those who seek to play on the abhorrence of nuclear war by deliberately mischaracterizing U.S. 
nuclear targeting policy in ways that suggest it is immoral are playing on fear to advance public 
support of their preferred disarmament agenda. Such mischaracterizations do a disservice to 
the need for informed public debate on such a critical issue. 
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