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Deterrence is once again a topic of discussion and debate among US 
defense and policy communities. Although the concept has received 

comparatively little attention since the end of the Cold War, it seems 
poised to take center stage in America’s national security policy during 
the coming decades. With two ongoing wars already straining the mili-
tary, concerns about a recalcitrant and militarized Russia, Iran’s continued 
uranium enrichment activities, North Korea’s nascent nuclear arsenal, and 
top-to-bottom military modernization in China, adversary-specific deter-
rence strategies will likely become a prominent component of national and 
international security in an increasingly multipolar world.

As part of this renewed interest in deterrence, conventional weap-
ons are playing an important role. The “New Triad,” consisting of both 
nuclear and advanced conventional weapons; proposals for conventional-
ly armed intercontinental ballistic missiles; and, more generally, the con-
cept of Prompt Global Strike all represent a growing belief that advanced 
conventional capabilities can substitute for some missions previously rel-
egated solely to nuclear weapons. Although there has been considerable 
debate over these specific initiatives—for example, the effect that putting 
conventional warheads on ballistic missiles would have on strategic sta-
bility—most specialists agree that conventional forces can help reduce the 
role of nuclear weapons in US security strategy. In fact, in recent years the 
US military has expanded the concept of “strategic deterrence,” a term that 
once encompassed only intercontinental nuclear weapons, to incorporate 
both nuclear and conventional forces, as well as diplomatic, economic, and 
informational tools.1

The recent emphasis on substituting conventional for nuclear 
weapons in selected missions is an important step in developing a cred-
ible and robust twenty-first century deterrent, but it does not fully consider 
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the unique logic and strategy of conventional deterrence. The current de-
bate focuses primarily on the use of conventional weapons for “deterrence 
by punishment,” the threat to impose unacceptable costs, such as the de-
struction of an adversary’s strategic and high-value targets, in response to 
unwanted actions. Yet, one of the most important contributions of conven-
tional forces is “deterrence by denial,” the threat to deny an adversary the 
ability to achieve its military and political objectives through aggression.2 
If some early strategists were accused of “conventionalization” by treating 
nuclear weapons merely as more powerful and effective tools of war, the 
current debate regarding conventional contributions to deterrence may be 
accused of “nuclearization” in that it treats conventional capabilities mere-
ly as a substitute for nuclear weapons.

This article seeks to expand the current debate about the role and 
utility of conventional forces in US deterrence strategies by reexamining 
the traditional logic of conventional deterrence, which focuses on deter-
rence by denial, in the context of the modern international security envi-
ronment. It is primarily concerned with the role of US conventional forces 
in extended deterrence, defined as the threat of force to protect allies and 
friends, rather than “central” or “homeland” deterrence.3 This focus on ex-
tended deterrence—and especially on the role of deterrence by denial in 
extended deterrence—highlights the central importance of protecting ter-
ritory from attack and invasion. Historically, the desire for control over 
specific territory has been a frequent motivator of interstate crises and con-
flict.4 While interstate conventional wars have significantly declined since 
the end of the Second World War, the potential for conflict over Taiwan 
or on the Korean Peninsula, the prospect of future clashes over control of 
scarce natural resources, and the 2008 war between Georgia and Russia at-
test to the continued possibility of conflict over specific territory that has 
important strategic, economic, political, religious, historical, or socio-cultur-
al significance.

Consequently, this article examines how US conventional military 
power can be used to deter conventional aggression against friends and 
allies by threatening to deny an adversary its best chance of success on 
the battlefield—a surprise or short-notice attack with little or no engage-
ment with American military forces. The ability to prevent an opponent 
from presenting the United States with a fait�accompli—that is, from strik-
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ing quickly and achieving victory before substantial US (and perhaps co-
alition) forces can be deployed to the theater—is a central component of 
modern conventional deterrence.

Conventional Deterrence in US Strategy

Broadly defined, deterrence is the threat of force intended to con-
vince a potential aggressor not to undertake a particular action because 
the costs will be unacceptable or the probability of success extremely low. 
This threat has always been one of the central strategic principles by which 
nations attempted to prevent conflict.5 Even so, the development and rigor-
ous analysis of deterrence as a discrete strategic concept did not occur un-
til the advent of nuclear weapons.

Deterrence theory was developed against the backdrop of the Cold 
War nuclear arms race and focused on the prevention of nuclear conflict. 
Yet, while the majority of academic research and public debate was con-
cerned with the prevention of nuclear war—the net result was that deter-
rence became synonymous with nuclear weapons—conventional deterrence, 
appropriately, assumed an increasingly important role in the development 
of military strategy during this period.6 As the Soviet Union began to amass 
a large and survivable nuclear arsenal that was capable of global reach in 
the late 1950s and early 1960s, the credibility of the Eisenhower Adminis-
tration’s policy of “Massive Retaliation,” which threatened an overwhelm-
ing nuclear response to virtually any Soviet aggression, was brought into 
question. Once the Soviet Union developed survivable nuclear capabilities 
that could reach the US homeland, many defense officials and analysts ar-
gued that the threat of Massive Retaliation lacked credibility against any-
thing other than an all-out Soviet nuclear attack.7

As a result, western military strategy eventually shifted from total re-
liance on nuclear weapons as a means of deterring both Soviet conventional 
and nuclear aggression to a strategy of “Flexible Response,” which includ-
ed conventional and nuclear elements. From the mid-1960s onward, NATO 
relied on conventional power, backed by the threat of nuclear escalation, 
to deter any conventional assault on Europe by the numerically superior 
Warsaw Pact, and relied on nuclear weapons to deter nuclear attacks.8 By 
incorporating “direct defense”—the ability to respond to Warsaw Pact ag-
gression, especially conventional aggression, with proportionate (i.e., con-
ventional) force—into NATO strategy, the concept of Flexible Response 
sought to create a more credible means of deterrence across the entire spec-
trum of conflict.
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Following the Cold War, conventional deterrence earned an even 
greater role in US national security strategy. With the demise of the So-
viet Union and significant advancements in conventional precision-guided 
munitions, many defense analysts concluded that “smart” weapons could 
provide a powerful deterrent against a wide variety of threats. While some 
commentators argued that nuclear weapons were still necessary to prevent 
nuclear attacks, and others contended that conventional weapons were “the 
only credible deterrent” even against nuclear threats, almost all agreed that 
technologically advanced conventional weapons could now take the place 
of nuclear weapons in many missions.9 Following the remarkable suc-
cess of sophisticated conventional firepower in Operation Desert Storm, 
William Perry declared, “This new conventional military capability adds a 
powerful dimension to the ability of the United States to deter war.”10

In the current international security environment, conventional de-
terrence can be useful against nonnuclear and nuclear-armed adversaries. 
For regimes that do not possess nuclear, chemical, or biological weap-
ons, US conventional capabilities will likely be the most credible and po-
tent deterrent. History suggests that, in general, nations without weapons 
of mass destruction (WMD) are not intimidated by an opponent’s nuclear 
capabilities. For example, nuclear weapons did not give the United States 
significant advantages before or during the Korean and Vietnam wars; nor 
did they dissuade Egypt from attacking Israel in the 1973 Yom Kippur 
War11 or Argentina from attacking the British-controlled Falkland Islands 
in 1982.12 This circumstance is due in part to the perceived impact of the 
“nuclear taboo,” a moral and political aversion to using nuclear weapons 
that has emerged due to the long absence of nuclear use in time of war. 
The nuclear taboo reduces the credibility—and therefore the utility—of 
nuclear weapons, especially against regimes not possessing nuclear weap-
ons or other WMD.13

Although implicit or explicit nuclear threats may lack credibili-
ty against non-WMD regimes, many potential adversaries believe that the 
United States will use conventional firepower, especially because Ameri-
ca has conventional superiority and a demonstrated willingness to use it. 
Consequently, when dealing with non-WMD-related threats, conventional 
deterrence will be the most likely mechanism for deterring hostile actions. 

A potential enemy is more likely to attack  
neighbors if the regime believes it can accomplish 

its objectives before US forces respond.
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According to Admiral Michael Mullen, the current Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, “A big part of credibility, of course, lies in our convention-
al capability. The capability to project power globally and conduct effective 
theater-level operations . . . remains essential to deterrence effectiveness.”14

Conventional deterrence also plays an important role in preventing 
nonnuclear aggression by nuclear-armed regimes. Regional nuclear pro-
liferation may not only increase the chances for the use of nuclear weap-
ons, but, equally important, the possibility of conventional aggression. 
The potential for conventional conflict under the shadow of mutual nucle-
ar deterrence was a perennial concern throughout the Cold War, and that 
scenario is still relevant. A nuclear-armed adversary may be emboldened 
to use conventional force against US friends and allies, or to sponsor ter-
rorism, in the belief that its nuclear capabilities give it an effective deter-
rent against US retaliation or intervention.15  For example, a regime might 
calculate that it could undertake conventional aggression against a neigh-
bor and, after achieving a relatively quick victory, issue implicit or explicit 
nuclear threats in the expectation that the United States (and perhaps coali-
tion partners) would choose not to get involved.

In this context, conventional deterrence can be an important mech-
anism to limit options for regional aggression below the nuclear thresh-
old.  By deploying robust conventional forces in and around the theater of 
potential conflict, the United States can credibly signal that it can respond 
to conventional aggression at the outset, and therefore the opponent can-
not hope to simultaneously achieve a quick conventional victory and use 
nuclear threats to deter US involvement.  Moreover, if the United States 
can convince an opponent that US forces will be engaged at the beginning 
of hostilities—and will therefore incur the human and financial costs of 
war from the start—it can help persuade opponents that the United States 
would be highly resolved to fight even in the face of nuclear threats be-
cause American blood and treasure would have already been expended.16  
Similar to the Cold War, the deployment of conventional power in the re-
gion, combined with significant nuclear capabilities and escalation dom-
inance, can help prevent regimes from believing that nuclear possession 
provides opportunities for conventional aggression and coercion.

The Logic of Conventional Deterrence

There is comparatively little theoretical literature on conventional, 
as opposed to nuclear, deterrence, but what scholarship does exist provides 
a useful baseline for analyzing the utility of conventional deterrence in the 
emerging international security environment. The few scholars who have 
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studied conventional deterrence generally agree on its basic logic, offer-
ing refinements, additional insights, and supporting evidence rather than 
competing theories. Consequently, the existing literature can be readily 
synthesized into a broader, more complete, and more robust theory of con-
ventional deterrence, effectively incorporating arguments from important 
works on the subject.17

The logic of conventional deterrence is based on three interrelated 
arguments. First, states contemplating conventional aggression typically 
seek relatively quick, inexpensive victories.18 The history of conventional 
warfare demonstrates that most nations desire and develop military strate-
gies designed for rapid, blitzkrieg-style wars rather than protracted wars 
of attrition.19 Long and costly wars can ruin economies and create politi-
cal instabilities undermining the effectiveness, reputation, and survival of 
the government or state.20  War is inherently unpredictable, and most lead-
ers do not want to get trapped in a costly and bloody conflict with no end 
in sight and an uncertain final outcome.

Second, conventional deterrence is primarily based on deterrence 
by denial, the ability to prevent an adversary from achieving its objectives 
through conflict.21 If states typically seek short and low-cost conflicts, then 
conventional deterrence largely depends on convincing an adversary that it 
cannot achieve its objectives rapidly or efficiently. In this context, the de-
terrent effect is achieved in large part by the possibility of getting bogged 
down in a long and costly war of attrition. According to John Mearsheimer, 
one of the principal architects of conventional deterrence theory, “. . . de-
terrence is best served when the attacker believes that his only alternative 
is a protracted war: The threat of a war of attrition is the bedrock of con-
ventional deterrence.”22 Thus, if a state believes it can achieve rapid vic-
tory, deterrence is more apt to fail; conversely, deterrence is more likely to 
succeed when an aggressor state believes it cannot achieve its goals in rel-
atively short order.23

Although the strategy of conventional deterrence primarily depends 
on deterrence by denial, the usefulness and applicability of deterrence by 
punishment should not be overlooked, especially in light of significant ad-
vancements in conventional precision-strike capabilities. In practice, a ro-
bust and flexible conventional deterrence strategy should combine both 
mechanisms, as some adversaries are more likely to be deterred by the 
threat of punishment and others by the threat of denial. For example, some 
leaders may believe that they can simply withstand or “ride out” whatev-
er punishment the opponent’s conventional forces can inflict. For these re-
gimes, threats to deny success may be a more potent deterrent than threats 
of punishment. On the other hand, some aggressors may convince them-
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selves that US conventional forces will not be able to successfully deny 
their objectives. These leaders may believe that they can achieve their aims 
in spite of the opposing conventional power because they have greater re-
solve and are willing to fight longer and harder, and accept greater casual-
ties. Often, they base this resolve on the belief that they can achieve their 
goals before substantial US conventional power arrives, a fait� accompli.�
These opponents may perceive that they have a better conventional war-
fighting strategy or a “home field advantage” since the conflict is on their 
territory. Their resolve is often based on strategy that incorporates the em-
ployment of asymmetric tactics to offset US conventional advantages, such 
as supporting terrorism or acquiring WMD. In all these cases, the threat of 
punishment may be the most effective deterrent.24

In general, however, denial has an important advantage over pun-
ishment: If conventional deterrence fails, a force designed for deterrence 
by denial is more able to engage in conventional conflict, control esca-
lation, and exercise a winning strategy. Given that a credible deterrence 
by denial strategy requires that an adversary believe that U.S. forces are 
actually capable of denying victory on the battlefield, this force posture 
is inherently designed to fight and win a conflict in the event of a deter-
rence failure.25 According to Lawrence Freedman, “In principle, denial is 
a more reliable strategy than punishment because, if the threats have to be 
implemented, it offers control rather than continuing coercion. With pun-
ishment, the [adversary] is left to decide how much more to take. With 
denial, the choice is removed.”26

Third, and finally, the “local” balance of military power—the bal-
ance between the conventional forces of the attacker and those of a de-
fender in the area of conflict—often plays a critical role in conventional 
deterrence, since it is local forces that will impact an aggressor’s calcula-
tions regarding a quick victory.27 If US adversaries seek relatively short 
and inexpensive wars, and if the key to deterring conventional aggression 
is convincing those adversaries that they will not be able to achieve such 
an objective, then credible and effective deterrence requires that US forc-
es be in or near the region, or readily able to deploy, for an immediate re-
sponse. When the local balance favors the adversary, deterrence is more 
likely to fail because the regime will calculate that it can achieve a rapid 
success. When the local balance favors the defender, deterrence is more 
likely to succeed.28

The importance of the local power balance in deterrence calculations 
suggests that US conventional superiority in and of itself is not as relevant 
as some analysts have suggested.29 In fact, the available evidence suggests 
that overall superiority may be insufficient to establish deterrence. Despite 
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the apparent advantage of conventional superiority in the macro sense, deter-
rence may still fail if the opponent believes it has a local advantage.

Challenges for Conventional Deterrence

The existing scholarship, previously outlined, provides a framework 
for how conventional deterrence works. The majority of this literature, how-
ever, is now decades old. While the core elements of deterrence theory, 
both conventional and nuclear, remain relevant, it is necessary to reexam-
ine some of the theory’s assumptions and arguments in the context of to-
day’s security environment.30

Quick�Victory,�Deterrence,�and�the�“Fait�Accompli”

In the future, the desire for relatively quick, low-cost victories may 
lead states that are considering conventional aggression against the United 
States to employ a “fait�accompli” strategy.31 The purpose of this strategy 
is to rapidly achieve limited objectives, such as seizing a piece of territo-
ry, with little or no military engagement. A fait�accompli strategy hinges 
on strategic surprise; the goal is to attack swiftly and achieve victory be-
fore the United States has time to mobilize and deploy forces.32 Following 
the accomplishment of limited objectives, the adversary may switch to a 
defensive posture designed to repel any counterattack. By striking quick-
ly and then exercising a defensive posture, the adversary hopes to deter or 
complicate US attempts to reverse any gains or restore the status quo.33

The fait�accompli strategy—and, more generally, military planning 
for rapid victory—is an important component of strategic thinking in sev-
eral nations. China’s concept of “Local Wars under Modern High-Tech-
nology Conditions” envisions localized, short-duration, and high-intensity 
conflicts using technologically advanced weapons for both symmetric and 
asymmetric combat, including cyber, space, and information warfare.34 
According to some analysts, China’s military strategy for its Taiwan con-
tingency approximates a fait�accompli-type strategy. China would attempt 
to rapidly defeat, or at least incapacitate, Taiwan, perhaps through a mas-
sive conventional missile strike, thereby forcing Taiwan to capitulate be-
fore US forces could arrive.35 Similarly, according to a high-ranking North 
Korean defector in 1997, Kim Jong-il apparently believed that he could 
achieve a quick victory against South Korea by launching a massive mis-
sile strike against Seoul, while at the same time forestalling US interven-
tion by threatening missile attacks on Japan.36

As a result, conventional deterrence puts a premium on forward-de-
ployed combat power, as well as forcible entry, force sustainment and re-
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inforcement capabilities, and regional base access. Compared to deterrence 
by punishment, which relies primarily on precision-strike capabilities, de-
terrence by denial involves a number of complicated logistical issues that 
impact an adversary’s calculations regarding success. With deterrence by 
denial, not only might an adversary question America’s political willpower 
but, equally important, it could question whether the United States is capa-
ble of responding, and, if so, how quickly. These types of calculations will 
be especially important for states hoping to achieve a fait�accompli, since 
this strategy is predicated on the ability to accomplish objectives before 
substantial US forces can arrive.

Rapid-response and force sustainment may present increasing-
ly complex challenges in the coming decades, as current and potential ad-
versaries develop both symmetric and asymmetric means to counter US 
power projection. China, for example, is developing a range of anti-access 
and area-denial capabilities intended to diminish the capacity of extra-re-
gional nations to deploy, operate, and sustain forces in its geographical re-
gion.37 The ability, whether real or perceived, to prevent or weaken US 
power projection capability and operational effectiveness can undermine 
deterrence efforts. Consequently, the credibility of conventional deter-
rence—and execution of the threat if deterrence fails—requires convincing 
potential aggressors that the United States can and will rapidly respond to 
aggression against its global interests, and that there is nothing the regime 
can do to prevent or hinder the response.

Deterrence�by�Denial�and�Deterrence�by�Defeat

In the emerging international security environment, the concept of 
denying victory has to be carefully evaluated. There is an important dif-
ference between the threat to merely deny a rapid victory and the threat to 
completely defeat the opponent. The traditional logic of conventional de-
terrence hinges almost exclusively on the former. It is important to note 
that this threat does not necessarily require defeating the opponent. Rath-
er, the deterrent effect is derived by convincing the aggressor that it cannot 
accomplish its objectives within an acceptable timeframe and cost. Even 
if an adversary believes it could achieve success through a protracted war, 
Mearsheimer argues, “deterrence is nevertheless likely to obtain, largely 
because the protracted nature of the conflict will result in high costs.”38

In some future scenarios, however, this threat might be insuffi-
cient to obtain effective deterrence. One central challenge for both con-
ventional and nuclear deterrence in the twenty-first century is that the 
United States faces challenges from a variety of states with varying mo-
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tives, objectives, cultures, and propensity for risk-taking. Most important, 
while some future adversaries may be motivated to aggression by oppor-
tunity and the prospect of profit and gain, others might be motivated by 
some perceived necessity. According to Richard Ned Lebow, internation-
al crises and conflicts can result from a leader’s perception of an impend-
ing and detrimental change in the external security environment, such as a 
shift in the regional or international balance of power that jeopardizes the 
nation’s long-term security, or from a leader’s attempt to divert domestic 
attention away from internal political instabilities and turmoil to generate a 
“rally around the flag” effect.39 In these situations, the regime believes that 
it must act to prevent an even more dire outcome that might occur if they 
did nothing.

The distinction between states motivated by opportunity and those 
motivated by necessity has important and far-reaching implications for the 
design and implementation of effective conventional (and nuclear) deter-
rence strategies.40 In particular, states motivated by opportunity or neces-
sity are likely to have different risk calculations and tolerances to costs.  
According to Prospect Theory, an influential model of decision-making 
under risk, decision-makers tend to be willing to accept significant risks 
and costs to prevent losing something of great value, and are more risk-
averse and sensitive to costs when attempting to gain something new.41 
Based partly on insights from Prospect Theory, it is now well known that 
decision-makers consider not only the potential costs and risks of action, 
but, equally important, the potential costs of inaction.42 Consequently, a 
state that is motivated by some perceived necessity may be willing to take 
substantial risks, especially if inaction is believed to result in a certain and 
intolerable loss. In these circumstances a leader may calculate that the 
costs of doing nothing outweighs the potential costs and risks of action.43

Prospect Theory suggests that the concept of denying victory will 
apply differently depending on the adversary’s motivations for aggres-
sion.  Since nations motivated by opportunity and the prospect of prof-
it and gain are likely to be relatively risk-averse and sensitive to costs, 
the threat to prevent rapid and low-cost success will be sufficient for de-
terrence. Even if victory is attainable in the long-run, the prospect of a 
long and expensive conflict often is enough to induce caution and restraint. 

When dealing with non-WMD-related 
threats, conventional deterrence is the most likely 

mechanism for deterring hostile actions. 
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Leaders motivated by the necessity to prevent losing something of value, 
however, may be willing to engage in a long and expensive conflict, espe-
cially if the stakes are deemed critical to national security or domestic po-
litical survival. In such cases, the ability to deny a swift and inexpensive 
victory may be insufficient for the purpose of achieving deterrence, since 
the leadership might calculate that the objectives are sufficient to run the 
risk of a protracted conflict. While they might still prefer a short and inex-
pensive conflict, and may attempt a fait�accompli-type victory, they would 
probably be willing to engage in a longer and harder conflict if the final 
objectives are worthwhile. Consequently, in these cases the United States 
must credibly threaten to defeat the adversary, rather than simply deny the 
prospect of a quick and cheap victory, in the early stages of conflict so that 
the opponent cannot hope to eventually achieve its objectives in a protract-
ed war. For regimes motivated by necessity, credible deterrence will not 
hinge on the ability to deny only a quick victory, but rather on the ability 
to completely defeat the opponent quickly.

The Credibility of Conventional Deterrence

Credibility, according to Sir Lawrence Freedman, is the “magic in-
gredient” of deterrence.44 Deterrence credibility is a function of an adver-
sary’s assessment of a nation’s military capability and political resolve. For 
deterrence to be credible, an adversary has to believe that the United States 
has both the military capability and the political willpower to carry out its 
announced objectives.45 Of all the concepts and theories associated with 
deterrence, the issue of how to demonstrate or signal credibility has been 
the dominant theme in academic and policy literature.

Whereas in the nuclear context discussions about deterrence cred-
ibility have centered on political willpower and resolve, in conventional 
deterrence the issue of credibility has focused on the military capabili-
ties component of the credibility equation. The almost exclusive emphasis 
on resolve for credible nuclear deterrence and on capabilities for credible 
conventional deterrence is the result of the inherent differences between 
nuclear and conventional weapons. There is little doubt that nuclear weap-
ons are extremely destructive.  The pertinent question for credible nucle-
ar deterrence is not whether one can inflict significant costs for unwanted 
actions (assuming, of course, that the nuclear forces are survivable and 
there are appropriate command, control, and communications), but rath-
er whether one will use nuclear weapons, since the execution of the threat 
might risk retaliation in kind. As Herman Kahn argued, in the nuclear are-
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na “credibility depends on being willing to accept the other side’s retalia-
tory blow. It depends on the harm he can do, not the harm we can do.”46

In the conventional setting, it has been advocated that the situation 
is essentially reversed. Given the comparatively limited power of conven-
tional weapons, an adversary may doubt whether conventional forces are 
capable of denying a rapid victory or inflicting the associated costs that 
outweigh the benefits of aggression. As Richard Harknett explains:

The nature of conventional forces invites skepticism at a level that few deter-
rence theorists have emphasized—that of capability. Due to the contestable na-
ture of conventional forces, it is a state’s capability to inflict costs that is most 
likely to be questioned by a challenger. In a conventional environment, the is-
sue of credibility is dominated by suspicions about the capability to inflict costs 
rather than on the decision to inflict costs . . . . In the end, a state evaluating a 
conventional deterrent can assume that the deterrer will retaliate. The pertinent 
question is how costly that response will be.47

The importance of the credibility of US conventional capabilities 
remains relevant. Future adversaries may discount conventional threats in 
the mistaken belief that they could circumvent US forces via a fait�accom-
pli strategy or otherwise withstand, overcome, or outmaneuver the United 
States on the conventional battlefield. But a singular focus on the capa-
bilities part of the credibility equation misses the critical importance of an 
adversary’s judgment of US political resolve. In future conventional deter-
rence challenges, perceptions of US political willpower are likely to be as 
important for deterrence credibility as military capabilities.

One of the key challenges facing the United States in future con-
ventional deterrence contingencies is the perception that American pub-
lic and political leaders are highly sensitive to US combat casualties and 
civilian collateral damage.48 Regardless of the actual validity of this be-
lief—and there is some evidence suggesting that the US public is willing 
to tolerate casualties if the conflict is viewed as legitimate or the public be-
lieves the United States has a reasonable chance of prevailing49—this view 
appears to be relatively widespread.50 If conventional deterrence is largely 
based on the threat to rapidly engage the opponent’s forces in combat, then 
the credibility of this threat depends on an opponent’s belief that the Unit-
ed States is willing to accept the human and fiscal costs of conventional 
conflict. Consequently, perceptions of casualty sensitivity can undermine 
the credibility and potential success of conventional deterrence. A nation 
might be more inclined to attempt regional aggression if it believes that a 
sufficient US military response would be hindered or prevented by the po-
litical pressures associated with America’s alleged aversion to casualties.

A potential aggressor likely will try to exploit this perceived aver-
sion to casualties in its deterrence and warfighting strategies. For example, 
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in future conventional contingencies an opponent may attempt to deter US 
intervention by threatening to execute a protracted war of attrition, thereby 
inflicting heavy casualties on US forces. In this scenario, the adversary is 
essentially turning the hallmark of conventional deterrence, the ability to 
execute a rapid and inexpensive victory, against the United States. Saddam 
Hussein tried this strategy in the run-up to the first Gulf War by threatening 
to create “rivers of blood” if US forces intervened. Saddam reportedly told 
US Ambassador to Iraq April Glaspie, “Yours is a society which cannot 
accept 10,000 dead in one battle.”51 In fact, perceptions of casualty aver-
sion might actually encourage future adversaries to adopt protracted strat-
egies in an effort to prevent US intervention. These strategies are based on 
the belief that such aggressors can accomplish their objectives by wearing 
down America’s political will through a long and bloody war of attrition.

The Conventional-Nuclear Nexus

The emphasis on conventional capabilities in America’s deterrence 
strategy has to carefully balance the benefits with potential risks. Most im-
portantly, efforts to capitalize on and operationalize conventional contribu-
tions to deterrence may in fact create or strengthen incentives for nuclear 
proliferation. One of the primary motivations for a nation to seek nucle-
ar weapons vis-à-vis the United States is to deter America’s conventional, 
rather than nuclear, capability. For some regimes, nuclear weapons are an 
attractive means to offset US conventional superiority and deter interven-
tion in regional conflicts.52 In this context, nuclear proliferation is an asym-
metric response to US conventional superiority.

This incentive for nuclear acquisition underscores the continued 
necessity of nuclear deterrence as long as nuclear weapons exist. As the 
United States seeks to reduce reliance on nuclear weapons by strengthen-
ing conventional forces, it has to also work to offset the asymmetric op-
tions used to balance against its conventional power. Consequently, as the 
United States expands the role of conventional capabilities in deterrence, 
a credible nuclear deterrent is still required, at least for the foreseeable fu-
ture, to help convince current and potential adversaries that nuclear weap-
ons are not an effective tool to restore freedom-of-action or gain coercive 
leverage over its neighbors or the United States. 

Conclusion

In his 5 April 2009 speech in Prague, President Obama stated that 
the United States intends to “reduce the role of nuclear weapons in our na-
tional security strategy.” This reduction, if achieved, does not signify the 
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beginning of unilateral nuclear disarmament. The President was careful 
to note that nuclear deterrence would be necessary as long as other nations 
possess nuclear weapons, and that the goal of a nuclear-free world “will not 
be reached quickly, perhaps not in my lifetime.”

A reduction in the role that nuclear weapons play in America’s na-
tional security strategy requires a corresponding increase in conventional 
capabilities. Whereas nuclear weapons dominated the research and debate 
on deterrence in the twentieth century, conventional weapons will likely 
occupy a significant portion of the discourse in the new century.

This increased role for conventional forces demands new thinking 
related to the kinds of conventional capabilities, targeting doctrines, warf-
ighting strategies, deployment of forces, and strategic communication nec-
essary to deter both conventional- and WMD-armed opponents. Placing 
greater emphasis on the role of conventional forces in deterrence requires 
an understanding of the unique logic and strategy associated with con-
ventional deterrence, as well as how, when, and where it might be imple-
mented. In some cases, nuclear weapons will still be essential; in others, 
however, conventional capabilities are likely to play a much greater role. 
Despite the many challenges inherent in any conventional or nuclear de-
terrence doctrine, there are opportunities to incorporate the United States’ 
conventional capabilities into a robust and comprehensive deterrent strat-
egy that is credible and effective across the range of potential contingen-
cies.
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