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Introduction 
 
Are deterrence gaps real or imagined? Does Russia’s 10-to-1 numeric advantage in theater 
nuclear weapons over the United States threaten to weaken deterrence in Europe? What about 
in East Asia, where China maintains hundreds of theater-range dual-capable delivery systems 
and the United States stations none?    

These ontological questions have a long-running history that trace back to debates over U.S. 
nuclear force posture during the Cold War.1 Back then, American defense analysts debated 
whether unfavorable gaps in missile quantity,2 size,3 and range4 weakened deterrence with the 
Soviet Union. Today, they debate everything from targeting gaps to theater gaps between the 
United States, on one side, and Russia and China, on the other. Indeed, one analyst recently 
went so far as to reject the existence of a deterrence gap in the aforementioned European and 
East Asian theaters.5 And in some respects, critics of the whole idea have a point: To say there 
is a veritable gap in certain categories of weaponry may leave the impression that analysts 
know precisely what deters. It could imply that if the United States closes the theater gap in 
Europe and Asia, then problem solved. No gap? No threat of theater nuclear use. 

This of course is not the case, however. Analysts can never know precisely what deters 
because deterrence cannot be readily quantified or reduced to matching the adversary weapon 
for weapon, capability for capability. Nor can analysts have a complete picture of what matters 
most: the political calculus of the deterrence target. In October 1973, for instance, an 
overmatched Egypt went to war with a superior Israeli military not to take the Sinai Peninsula 
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by force but to convince Washington to break the deadlocked negotiations over that disputed 
territory. Launching a war—not winning a decisive battlefield victory—constituted the 
military means to Cairo’s limited political ends.6 In this sense, then, there was no conceivable 
gap favoring a nuclear-armed Israel that could have deterred a non-nuclear Egypt.  

But while the concept of a deterrence gap may have its analytical limits, proposals to 
redress today’s asymmetry in theater nuclear forces do not. To understand this seeming 
contradiction, it is important to recognize what critics past and present have ignored: that U.S. 
nuclear deterrence depends as much on adversary and allied perceptions of the nuclear balance 
as it does on American perceptions.7 U.S. nuclear force posture, after all, is neither structured 
to deter the United States nor lend assurance to U.S. officials alone. Rather, it is structured to 
deter adversaries and lend assurance to allies by exhibiting those qualities that receive high 
ratings in their peculiar national assessments. As U.S. officials came to understand in the 
second half of the Cold War, a failure to structure nuclear forces accordingly could undermine 
the U.S. alliance system over the long run.  

American defense analysts need not “scour” the strategic environment for “chinks in the 
armor of deterrence” to justify new nuclear programs.8 They simply need to pay attention to 
what allies say and what adversaries do. Washington learned this lesson through great trial 
and tribulation during the Cold War, and it would behoove policymakers today to harness 
their forerunners’ hard-earned experience.  

It is thus worth examining the history of U.S. extended deterrence from the late 1950s to the 
present. Asymmetries in theater nuclear forces matter today for the same reason they did 
throughout the Cold War: They matter to those that the United States aims to deter and assure. 
 
Back to the Cold War Past 
 
Handwringing about nuclear gaps certainly has a long history in the United States, but it was 
not always as tortured as some suggest.9 To be sure, prior to the revolution in overhead 
reconnaissance in the 1960s, there was a great deal of anxiety about nonexistent bomber and 
missile gaps in the 1950s.10 Influential voices in Congress accused President Dwight 
Eisenhower of ceding the Soviets a vast advantage in intercontinental ballistic missiles. And 
the U.S. Air Force, in turn, harnessed these accusations to request some 2,300 ICBMs at a time 
when the Soviets lacked a reliable operational capability of their own.11  

Then in the 1970s and 1980s, talk of a “window of vulnerability,” in which the Soviets could 
disarm the U.S. ICBM fleet in a first strike and then blackmail Washington with follow-on 
threats, was certainly overblown. Team B, a panel of outside experts appointed by the 
President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board in 1976, did in fact overrate the Soviet 
technical capability to conduct a disarming first strike while downplaying America’s own 
offsetting capabilities. As the following sections demonstrate, however, it is important to note 
that, while Team B incorrectly assessed some Soviet technical capabilities, the outside panel of 
experts correctly assessed Soviet strategic intentions.12 The accuracy of Soviet SS-18 and SS-19 
ICBMs, for example, ultimately fell short of Team B’s estimate, as did the inventory and range 
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of the Soviet Backfire bomber fleet.13 As a joint net assessment conducted by the Central 
Intelligence Agency and Office of Net Assessment concluded in November 1983, “The strategic 
nuclear balance is probably adequate to deter a direct nuclear attack on the United States and 
a major attack on Europe.” The Soviets, the joint assessment continued, likely perceive 
favorable asymmetries in the nuclear balance, but they “do not see their advantage as being as 
great as we would assess.” Nevertheless, the CIA/ONA study still found good reason for 
concern: “The shift in the strategic balance over the last 15 to 20 years,” it warned, “has made 
the Soviets more willing to try to coerce the Europeans and try to split them from the United 
States.”14      

History thus bears out that the voices of undue alarm in the Cold War were checked by 
more cautious assessments. Eisenhower held at bay the Air Force’s most extravagant demands, 
and his program for an ICBM buildup was comparatively measured.15 And in the 1970s, 
defense secretaries on a bipartisan basis—like James Schlesinger and Harold Brown—
downplayed claims that the United States lay vulnerable to a disarming first strike.16 Though 
Schlesinger was certainly concerned that the Soviets would be able to hold a larger portion of 
the U.S. ICBM fleet at risk by the mid-1980s, he nevertheless prioritized the development of the 
highly accurate Peacekeeper ICBM that could strike first and thereby limit damage to the U.S. 
homeland. He also seeded money for an extended-range theater ballistic missile that could 
range the western Soviet military districts directly from NATO-Europe.17 Brown, in turn, 
advanced Schlesinger’s nuclear modernization program and handed it off for the Ronald 
Reagan Administration to run with in the 1980s.18 

Although President Reagan depicted the 1970s as the “decade of neglect,” in which the 
Pentagon had ceded the Soviets a position of strategic superiority,19 it is more accurate to say 
that Schlesinger and Brown chose to focus not on hyperbolic fears but on modernizing U.S. 
nuclear forces for the long haul. Their quiet and painstaking work ironically laid the 
groundwork for Reagan to offset the Soviet SS-18 and SS-19 ICBMs and to neutralize the Soviet 
theater nuclear advantage by deploying extended-range theater missiles. And, as the following 
sections demonstrate, it was Schlesinger and Brown’s highly accurate theater ballistic missile 
that ultimately thwarted the Soviet bid to split NATO-Europe from the United States.20  
 
Perceptions of Theater Asymmetries in an Era of US Strategic Superiority 
 
In growing the ICBM fleet for the 1960s and modernizing theater forces for the 1980s, neither 
Eisenhower nor Schlesinger nor Brown were contriving imaginary deterrence gaps into 
existence. They simply understood that the credibility of the U.S. nuclear umbrella depended 
on non-American perceptions of the nuclear balance.  

Consider the Federal Republic of Germany, one of America’s most important Cold War 
allies. Following the Soviet launching of Sputnik in 1957, West German officials fretted about 
the wisdom of relying on the U.S. nuclear umbrella.  Sputnik for them meant that the Soviets 
now had it within their grasp to hold the U.S. homeland hostage with ICBMs. This raised alarm 
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bells across Western Europe that the Kremlin might wield its emerging capability to isolate 
U.S. nuclear forces from NATO-Europe and make the continent safe for conventional war.21  

Worse yet, Eisenhower officials began to sense a palpable anxiety among Europeans “that 
the US may gradually withdraw” from the continent or “enter bilateral negotiations with the 
USSR” at NATO’s expense.22 The prospect of American abandonment was especially 
unnerving for a frontline ally like West Germany, which lived next door to a massive 
concentration of Soviet conventional forces that outnumbered NATO’s own. Even after it 
became clear that the Americans—not the Soviets—would enjoy strategic nuclear superiority 
well into the 1960s, West German officials continued to pay close attention to changes in the 
nuclear balance they perceived as damaging to U.S. extended deterrence.23  

The West Germans were especially attentive to emerging asymmetries in the theater 
nuclear balance, where the Soviets enjoyed a clear numerical advantage in medium- and 
intermediate-range ballistic missiles (M/IRBMs). Through the 1960s, Bonn routinely expressed 
concern about America’s ability to hold at risk Soviet theater missiles and, should deterrence 
fail, limit damage to West Germany by destroying them.24 Yet West German priorities 
ultimately ran up against the John F. Kennedy Administration’s determination to build out a 
conventional force that could stymie a Soviet armored assault without resort to nuclear 
weapons.25 Kennedy officials urged Bonn to forget about developing theater missiles and “face 
up to immediate tasks” like growing conventional forces to meet the Soviet tank armies that 
dwarfed their own. In a meeting with NATO Secretary General Dirk Stikker in June 1961, 
Kennedy himself depicted the development of a modern theater missile force as a “fairly 
distant” problem.26  

Bonn nevertheless remained attached to its perception of the Soviet threat. It continued to 
press for assurances that Washington assigned the “same priority” to deterring theater nuclear 
attacks on Europe as to strategic attacks on America.27 As Defense Minister Franz Josef Strauss 
relayed to his American counterpart Robert McNamara in December 1961, West Germans 
“want to be assured of effective coverage of Soviet MRBMs in a way which formed a credible 
deterrent.”28 And through most of the 1960s, extending that assurance to Bonn demanded of 
Washington no major adjustment in theater capability; at that time, America’s strategic 
superiority lent just enough residual coverage of Soviet MRBMs to impress the Germans.  
 
Perceptions of Theater Asymmetries in an Era of Strategic Parity  
 
Soon enough, however, a shift in the strategic nuclear balance gave new life to old fears. In the 
mid-1970s, Bonn’s cautious faith in Washington eroded as the Soviets erased America’s 
strategic superiority and upgraded their theater forces by deploying a more advanced IRBM. 
The Soviet SS-20 ballistic missile, introduced in 1976, placed every port, air base, and 
command-and-control center in NATO-Europe at risk for the first time. The following year no 
less than Helmut Schmidt, the West German Chancellor, warned in a public address that the 
deployment of the SS-20 and the end of U.S. superiority “magnifies the significance of 
disparities … in tactical and conventional weapons.”29 Schmidt thus raised in public what West 
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German officials had, up until that point, raised only in private with their American 
counterparts: the fear that Europe now fell outside the U.S. nuclear umbrella, leaving Bonn 
exposed to the coercive power of Soviet tank armies shielded by the SS-20.  

The West Germans had good cause for concern. The Soviets, too, weighed carefully changes 
in the nuclear balance, and they ultimately saw an opportunity to translate the disparity in 
theater nuclear and conventional forces into political leverage and military advantage. As one 
Soviet official boasted years later, the SS-20 represented “a breakthrough, unlike anything the 
Americans had. We were immediately able to hold all of Europe hostage.”30 Soviet military 
planners even came to believe that the SS-20 provided a “roof” under which they could win a 
conventional war in Europe while deterring NATO’s nuclear forces.31 They initially planned 
for an armored blitz all the way to the English Channel “based on the fact that [Soviet 
conventional] forces greatly outnumbered the forces of NATO.” And though their wartime 
ambitions were ultimately scaled back in the early 1980s, the Soviet general staff still exuded 
confidence in successfully waging a conventional war for more limited objectives. As one 
Soviet planner stated bluntly, “We thought it was realistic to achieve victory in Europe using 
our strategic advantages.”32 

As for the peacetime competition, the Soviets believed their asymmetric theater advantage 
“allowed political pressure to be brought to bear” on Western Europe.33 And this pressure, they 
hoped, would gradually unravel transatlantic ties between the United States and NATO-
Europe. Due to widespread public opposition in the West to deployments of theater-range 
missiles,34 the Soviets did not anticipate an offsetting U.S. counter-deployment that would 
restore European trust in Washington.35 Thus, while Team B certainly overrated some Soviet 
technical capabilities, it was far closer to the mark regarding the Soviet intention to lock in a 
decisive advantage by exploiting chinks in the armor of America’s deterrence. And this 
explains why the CIA/ONA assessment warned, in 1983, that “[Soviet] policy is paying off; 
there has been an edging of many Europeans toward a position of neutrality, coincident with 
the buildup of Soviet strategic forces and of other Soviet forces focused directly against 
NATO.”36 

Thus, until Washington could muster the political will to restore NATO’s cohesion with an 
offsetting theater deployment, the transatlantic alliance found itself mired in an existential 
crisis over America’s credibility. The first attempt to reextend the U.S. nuclear umbrella over 
Western Europe backfired dramatically in 1978, when President Jimmy Carter rescinded his 
promise to deploy the Enhanced Radiation Weapon to West Germany. Thereafter, NATO fell 
into a tailspin that nearly tore the alliance apart,37 and it leveled out only after Reagan closed 
the transatlantic gap with Schlesinger and Brown’s theater-range missiles in the mid-1980s.38 

Even then, however, the resolution of the Euromissile Crisis succeeded only in channeling 
the nuclear competition into new areas. After the Soviets agreed to remove the SS-20 from the 
field in 1987, NATO was left to grapple with the Soviets’ shorter-range nuclear forces that 
outnumbered its own and remained uncontrolled. If not for the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 
1989, NATO surely would have found itself mired in another heated debate pitting those—like 
Great Britain—who favored rapid modernization of short-range nuclear forces against those—
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like West Germany—who favored a more gradual process.39 Even among allies, then, there was 
no one-size-fits-all approach to deterrence. Rather than a uniform perception of the nuclear 
balance, NATO was buffeted by clashing national perceptions, each shaped by distinctive 
geographies, political circumstances, and historical experience.  

As the Cold War historian Hal Brands concludes, “The military balance mattered in reality 
precisely because it mattered in the minds of policymakers.”40 Deterrence was not a self-
regulating system for the United States. The changing character of the nuclear balance—its 
slowly evolving asymmetries—called for periodic adjustments tailored to ally and adversary 
perceptions. And the sensitivity of allies to emerging asymmetries was arguably the greatest 
driver of those adjustments. As British defense minister Denis Healey famously observed in 
1969, just as U.S. strategic superiority was coming to an end, “It takes only five percent 
credibility of American retaliation to deter the Russians, but ninety-five percent to reassure the 
Europeans.”41  

Today, U.S. officials would do well to remember Healey’s theorem. The dilemmas of the 
Cold War past endure in our Cold War present. As the enduring counterweight to nuclear-
backed coercion across the Eurasian rimland, Washington finds itself in another situation 
where asymmetries in the nuclear balance demand a periodic adjustment in force posture. 
 
Back to the Cold War Present 
 
Many of the basic ingredients of the 1970s Euromissile Crisis are present today. A shift in the 
strategic nuclear balance has raised doubt among allies about the U.S. nuclear umbrella. An 
unfavorable asymmetry in the theater nuclear balance has intensified those doubts. And 
adversary coercive strategies are attempting to exploit those asymmetries to split the United 
States from vulnerable allies along the Eurasian rimland. To understand these very real 
dynamics and their implications for U.S. extended deterrence, one need only account for non-
American perceptions of the eroding security environment. 
 
Perceptions of a Shifting Strategic Balance 
 
China’s relentless buildup of strategic nuclear arms looks set to transform Beijing from a “lesser 
included” threat into a full-fledged nuclear peer of the United States. By 2035, Beijing will have 
matched the roughly 1,500 warheads that Moscow and Washington deploy across their 
respective strategic forces. Worse yet, several hundred of China’s new warheads will arm 
hundreds of new ICBM silos that Beijing has laid down in its northern and northwestern desert. 
It is these blast-hardened silos that place upward pressure on US nuclear posture, as America’s 
strategic force has long been structured to hold at risk the ICBMs of just one nuclear peer—not 
Russia’s and China’s simultaneously. A shift in the strategic balance is thus underway that calls 
into question America’s ability to threaten adversary ICBMs and, if deterrence fails, limit 
damage to the U.S. homeland by destroying those missiles before launch.  
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Allies like Japan have taken note of this discernible shift in the strategic balance and are 
eager to see how Washington responds. Japanese officials frame the emerging security 
environment in terms of the “stability-instability paradox,” in which China’s strategic nuclear 
buildup has neutralized America’s strategic forces and lowered the threshold for conventional 
aggression in East Asia.42 Now that China’s sprint to peer nuclear status is stretching America’s 
targeting coverage to the limit, they fear Washington might fold up its nuclear umbrella and 
leave Japan at the mercy of China’s growing conventional forces.43  

That Beijing has reversed or cut into America’s longstanding conventional dominance in 
East Asia only heightens Tokyo’s fear of abandonment. As one Japanese defense expert warns, 
the erosion of the nuclear and conventional balance “may have changed the strategic game in 
the region.”44 Others in Tokyo are therefore watching closely to see whether Washington loads 
additional warheads onto its strategic nuclear forces—enhancing its ability to limit damage to 
the U.S. homeland and thereby increasing the prospect that America comes to Japan’s defense 
in a conventional fight.45    

But if allies believe the strategic game has changed, they fear it will ultimately be lost in the 
theater nuclear balance. At both ends of Eurasia, U.S. allies live in the shadow of Russian and 
Chinese theater nuclear forces that vastly outnumber America’s. And like the Soviet SS-20 
before them, some of these adversary forces can range the full depth of allied territory while 
sparing the U.S. homeland of catastrophic damage. Allies in Europe and Asia are thus 
concerned that a shifting strategic balance will leave them isolated and exposed to nuclear-
backed coercion. 
 
Perceptions of Theater Asymmetries at Both Ends of Eurasia 
 
Since China’s buildup threatens to neutralize “the US nuclear umbrella at the strategic level,” 
Japanese officials have suggested Washington open up “a nuclear umbrella at the theater level” 
via a low-yield, nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise missile (SLCM-N).46 They perceive a “gap” 
in theater-range strike forces, as Beijing can field several hundred dual-capable missiles but 
Washington presently deploys none within the region.47 They fear that Chinese IRBMs will 
hold farther-flung U.S. military bases hostage, even as Chinese MRBMs simultaneously bring 
coercive pressure to bear on Japan. With the erosion of the conventional balance and Tokyo’s 
lack of strategic depth, Japanese officials are thus eager for Washington to fill the theater gap. 
And given that training manuals for China’s missile forces have instructed that simply 
demonstrating their readiness can “create a great shock in the enemy psyche,” offsetting 
American theater deployments like SLCM-N would help Tokyo withstand China’s 
psychological pressure.48  

These Japanese perceptions, moreover, track broadly with those in Europe, where countries 
bordering Russia are acutely aware of disparities in theater nuclear and local conventional 
forces. European anxiety about the theater imbalance is further aggravated by Russian 
doctrine, which stipulates that the coercive utility of nuclear weapons spans all phases of 
competition. Whether in peacetime or wartime, the Russian way of “strategic deterrence” aims 
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to both dissuade NATO from making certain moves and to compel a change in its behavior.49 
As a recent report of the European Nuclear Study Group points out, Russia has wielded its 
nuclear forces to sow divisions within NATO and coerce Ukraine into capitulating. And in a 
direct conventional fight with the transatlantic alliance, the study group warns that Moscow 
“could exploit its regional advantages, seize limited NATO territory, and shield its gains with 
threats of limited nuclear use.”50  

To grasp the degree to which the specter of nuclear-backed aggression weighs on NATO-
Europe, consider recent decisions taken by some of its most vulnerable members. Poland has 
purchased F-35A strike aircraft that can be certified to carry U.S.-controlled nuclear weapons, 
and Warsaw has lobbied Washington for years to extend that certification to its pilots. 
Lithuania has reportedly joined Poland in discussions on nuclear-capable assets deploying to 
the Baltic.51 And Finland, for its part, has undergone a remarkable transformation from a non-
NATO partner with a longstanding nuclear weapons ban to a full-fledged NATO member 
ready to accept U.S. nuclear weapons in a crisis. Indeed, following Russia’s nuclear saber 
rattling in Ukraine, President Alexander Stubb explained his country’s decision to join NATO 
simply: “I would start from the premise that we in Finland must have a real nuclear 
deterrent.”52  

To be sure, the disdain that some in the Donald Trump Administration harbor for 
America’s allies—particularly those in Europe—has negatively impacted transatlantic and 
transpacific relations. But concerns among allies about asymmetries in the theater nuclear 
balance ultimately predate the Trump Administration. Indeed, they are longstanding in some 
cases. Tokyo first expressed its anxiety in 2010 when the Barack Obama Administration retired 
the sea-launched Tomahawk Land Attack Missile-Nuclear. And in the intervening years, 
Japan’s anxiety has only grown, spread to South Korea, and—since Russia’s full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine—enveloped frontline countries in NATO-Europe.  

Thus, if the Trump Administration aspires to shore up America’s extended deterrence, it 
will have to adjust U.S. nuclear force posture to account for the peculiar perceptions of ally and 
adversary alike. But adjustments of what kind, exactly? 
 
Conclusion: Toward a Modern Theater Nuclear Deterrent 
 
It has been said that deterrence lies in the eye of the beholder.53 The same can be said of 
deterrence gaps. As the history of U.S. extended deterrence underscores, allies and adversaries 
will abide by their own distinctive perceptions of the nuclear balance. And since it is these 
countries that Washington aims to deter and assure, their perceptions invariably bear on the 
size and composition of U.S. nuclear force posture. 

At both ends of Eurasia, allies are increasingly concerned about the U.S. nuclear umbrella. 
China and Russia, meanwhile, are determined to brandish their asymmetric theater nuclear 
capabilities in ways that stoke allied concerns and undermine America’s credibility. 
Fortunately for the United States, however, the foundation already exists to build out a modern 
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theater nuclear force and strengthen the cohesion of the Free World. To shore up its extended 
nuclear deterrence, all that Washington needs to do is lean into its global alliance system. 

Washington should explore ways to bring frontline allies in Europe and Asia into a nuclear-
sharing arrangement, in which the United States maintains custody of its nuclear weapons in 
peacetime but transfers them to ally delivery systems in crisis or wartime. Such an arrangement 
already exists in NATO, so the main task for Washington in Europe would be certifying Polish 
and Finnish F-35A strike aircraft for the nuclear mission and, in the interests of expediency, 
having them operate from existing air bases with B61 gravity bombs.  

Washington could establish a similar program on a bilateral basis with Japan and South 
Korea, whose strike aircraft would operate from Guam or, in the latter case, the Korean 
peninsula. Whether in NATO-Europe or East Asia, however, Washington and its allies should 
explore a co-development consortium for a dual-capable air-launched cruise missile and a 
ground-launched hypersonic weapon, as standoff missiles would pose a more credible threat 
to adversary air defenses than gravity bombs.    

All of these moves would help offset unfavorable asymmetries in the nuclear balance. None 
of them will be possible, however, unless non-American perceptions are taken into account. 
Deterrence gaps exist today because they exist in the minds of those being deterred and 
assured. As history bears out, the Trump Administration—like its Cold War forerunners—
would be wise to mind those gaps and close them. 
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