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Strategic stability is undoubtedly one of the most central concepts
in nuclear deterrence theory developed during the Cold War. The
concept refers to a situation between nuclear-armed adversaries where two
conditions are met: (1) neither side has an incentive to launch a nuclear
first strike in a crisis, and (2) neither side has an incentive to expand nuclear
arms.! In the process of the US.~Soviet negotiations on nuclear arms
control in the latter half of the Cold War, this concept came to be regarded
as the desirable state of nuclear deterrence between the superpowers.?
Strategic stability and mutual vulnerability, the tangible reality on which
strategic stability rests, have served as criteria to assess the good or bad of
a particular strategic situation, weapons system, or strategy, and thus have
been repeatedly referenced in the context of nuclear deterrence between the
United States and Russia even in the post-Cold War era.’?

Today, the context in which strategic stability is referred to is not limited
to U.S.—Russian relations. The term “strategic stability” is used not only by
the United Kingdom and France, nuclear powers allying with Washington,
but also by China, which has refused to participate in U.S.—Russian arms
control arrangements developed on this concept. India and Pakistan have
also referenced strategic stability, while maintaining that they will not follow
in the footsteps of the Cold War superpowers in nuclear policy. More
recently, even North Korea uses this concept.” In these contexts, strategic
stability is referenced as a desirable strategic situation. Today, some describe
the concept as “a common frame of reference for how nuclear weapons
affect global peace and security.”

On the other hand, Thomas Schelling, who had played a leading role
in developing the idea of strategic stability from the late 1950s to the early
1960s, raised interesting questions in the foreword to a U.S. Army War
College book published in 2013 that focused on reevaluations of strategic
stability. One of the questions Schelling posed here was: “Is strategic stability
always, usually, or seldom, a good thing?”*

The answer to this question depends on how one defines strategic
stability, of which a common understanding is notoriously lacking. That said,
it has long been argued that strategic stability based on mutual vulnerability
can have negative implications in terms of the stability of overall deterrence
relationship between nuclear-armed adversaries. In particular, there has
always been an awareness of the issue of how strategic stability established
at the nuclear level affects the sub-nuclear level (i.e., conventional level or
below) of the conflict spectrum in a nuclear rivalry.” One archetypal example
is the stability-instability paradox, which holds that stability achieved at the
nuclear level based on mutual vulnerability destabilizes lower levels of
conflict between nuclear-armed adversaries.”

20

Chapter 1  Revisiting Strategic Stability

With nuclear deterrence returning to the fore of international politics in
recent years, various issues of contention have emerged regarding strategic
stability. Among these, the possible negative implications of strategic stability
are undoubtedly an important issue. Many have pointed out that the stability-
instability paradox is operating or is likely to arise in nuclear rivalries in the
contemporary world, such as rivalries between the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) and Russia; between the United States and China;
between the U.S.—Republic of Korea (ROK) alliance and North Korea; and
between India and Pakistan.” Moreover, the possibility that a confrontation
at the sub-nuclear level, the occurrence of which can be explained by the
paradox, could trigger nuclear escalation is stirring international concerns,
as symbolized by the case of the Russo-Ukrainian War.

However, despite all of these debates, we still do not have a clear and
sufficient answer to Schelling’s question on whether strategic stability is
always a good thing. This is due, in part, to the lack of adequate theorization
about what negative effects we can generally expect strategic stability to have
on the stability of the overall deterrence relationship in nuclear rivalries in
today’s context.

While there is a growing body of discussion on the negative effects of
strategic stability in existing cases of nuclear dyads, scholarly attempts to
create a general model of these effects whose relevance extends beyond
individual cases have been far from adequate. We can point out two major
problems in particular. First, with regard to the concept of the stability-
instability paradox, which is regarded as one of the primary side effects
of strategic stability today, scholars have failed to develop a clear and
shared definition of the phenomenon, notwithstanding its wide usage.'’
This problem is particularly prominent regarding the consequences of the
paradox and the mechanism by which it operates.

Second, scholars are paying attention to how some nuclear powers,
driven by their concerns about the (possible) manifestation of the paradox
at the sub-nuclear level, have taken measures that increase the risk of
actual nuclear use. Some of these measures could even directly undermine
strategic stability at the nuclear level, which is a serious source of concern.
However, few attempts have been made to determine the extent to which
such moves represent a generally expected pattern beyond individual cases.

Against this backdrop, the following discussion in this chapter is primarily
about the negative effects of strategic stability on the stability of the overall
deterrence relationship of nuclear rivalries in the contemporary context.
Specifically, this chapter presents a model that can have broad relevance in
the context of contemporary nuclear dyads with respect to two questions:
(1) how strategic stability based on mutual vulnerability affects the situation
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at the sub-nuclear level of conflict; and (2) what are the implications of such
effects, in turn, for the deterrence relationship at the nuclear level. Such a
model can be useful not only for analyzing rivalries that have already been
in a state of mutual vulnerability, but also for predicting the future course of
relations that are moving toward this state, as well as relations involving new
proliferators in the future.

In deriving such a model, one possible method is to inductively extract
generalizable patterns by examining a wide range of relevant cases.
However, existing cases of nuclear rivalries are not only diverse in form, but
also limited in number. For this reason, there are certain difficulties in using
induction to identify generalizable aspects—which might be applicable even
to potential future cases—without being distracted by anomalies that appear
in such a small sample.

Therefore, this chapter will study how strategic stability interacts with the
sub-nuclear level of conflict in a deductive manner: examining the logic of
relevant theoretical propositions developed in the Cold War era while taking
into account the context unique to today’s nuclear powers and rivalries. Cold
War-era theories and concepts of nuclear deterrence have often been either
rejected as completely irrelevant to the post-Cold War world, or, conversely,
simply adopted “without due consideration.”!! Both of these stances pose
problems. While there are indeed significant differences between the bipolar
world of the Cold War and today’s great power relations, much of the
existing theoretical knowledge in this area was developed in a deductive
manner, which suggests that its applicability may go beyond the case of
the superpowers. That said, the possibility cannot be entirely ruled out that
its deductive reasoning was based on assumptions unique to the Cold War
period. Also, even assuming the case neutrality of the logic of Cold War-era
theory, today’s discussion in this field often conflates what can be expected
purely deductively from the deterrence theory with what was expected to
happen in the Cold War era by applying the conditions of the U.S.-Soviet
rivalry to the theory. This chapter seeks to remedy these issues and to
improve the contemporary relevance of the existing theoretical knowledge
on the abovementioned questions.

What this chapter can present by taking this approach will remain a
theoretically derived hypothesis. The extent to which this hypothetical
model is valid for contemporary nuclear rivalries will ultimately have to be
tested by follow-up empirical studies of individual cases. Nevertheless, given
the current lack of theoretical discussion on these questions, presenting such
a theoretical hypothesis, which can serve as a basis for empirical works, is an
important contribution to the nuclear literature.

This chapter will unfold as follows. First, Cold War-era debates over
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strategic stability and the stability-instability paradox will be reviewed as
a reference point for discussion in the contemporary context. Following
this, the second section focuses on the function of the stability-instability
paradox in the contemporary context: how strategic stability based on
mutual vulnerability affects the situation at the sub-nuclear level of conflict.
The third section examines what implications are brought to the deterrence
relationship at the nuclear level when the paradox arises. Finally, the fourth
and last section returns the focus to the stability-instability paradox itself,
examining two topics: the limits of the destabilizing effects of the paradox
and the function of the paradox under the condition that a conventionally
superior nuclear power intends to challenge the status quo.

To these questions, this chapter makes the following argument. In today’s
nuclear rivalries, a stability-instability paradox can arise in which strategic
stability based on mutual vulnerability creates leeway for conventionally
inferior nuclear-armed revisionists to intensify their aggressive behaviors.
The occurrence of the paradox can trigger a vicious action-reaction cycle
in which nuclear-armed rivals pursue a variety of options for the limited
use of military force, which implicates an increased risk of nuclear use, as
well as some measures that have direct negative effects on strategic stability.
In light of these points, strategic stability based on mutual vulnerability
can be seen as having certain negative implications on the stability of the
overall deterrence relationship between nuclear armed adversaries in the
contemporary world.

Cold War-era Discussions
Conceptual Development of Strategic Stability

Before examining how strategic stability affects the situation at the sub-nuclear
level of conflict, it is first necessary to understand what the establishment of
strategic stability is meant to achieve. The concept of strategic stability was
formed in the United States in the 1950s and early 1960s."? Subsequently,
in the second half of the Cold War, Washington and Moscow gradually
came to a common understanding that this was the desired state of their
deterrence relationship.

Strategic stability is a concept notorious for the lack of a single, shared
definition, which has become even worse since the end of the Cold War.'
That said, among nuclear deterrence and arms control experts, it has been
largely agreed from the Cold War period to this day that strategic stability
Is a state in which its two subcomponents, crisis stability and arms race
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stability, have been achieved.!* Of these two subcomponents, the former
was regarded as the more important one."” In particular, first-strike stability,
a subset of crisis stability, lay at the core of the Cold War-era debates on
strategic stability.'®

Areport published by RAND Corporation in the late 1980s defines first-
strike stability as a situation in which “after considering the vulnerability of
strategic [nuclear] forces on both sides, neither leader perceives the other as
pressured by the posture of forces to strike first in a crisis.”!” This stability
prevents either side from launching a preemptive nuclear strike out of fear of
incurring a first strike from the other side and being put at a disadvantage.'®
Crisis stability, according to this report, is an extension of this concept:
whereas in first-strike stability, the incentive to launch a preemptive strike
is defined solely by the nature and status of each side’s nuclear forces, in
crisis stability, factors such as “emotion, uncertainty, miscalculation, [and]
misperception” also play a role in determining the incentive (or lack thereof)
to mount a preemptive nuclear strike." Meanwhile, arms race stability,
the other pillar of strategic stability that was seen as supplementing crisis
stability, was understood as a state in which neither side was pursuing
strategic superiority through the buildup of forces, and thus “the costly and
possibly deadly spiral of the arms race could be averted.”*

In the Western strategic debate, these subcomponents were also given
different meanings by different authors. However, what should be noted here
1s that these Cold War-era discussions of strategic stability focused narrowly
on suppressing only a particular pathway to nuclear war: namely, reducing
the risk that, in the event of heightened military tensions, one country would
assume that nuclear war was inevitable and thus hastily launch a large-scale
preemptive nuclear strike to reduce the damage it would suffer from a first
strike by the other side.? Schelling stated in the late 1950s: “We live in an era
in which a potent incentive on either side—perhaps the main incentive—to
initiate total war with a surprise attack is the fear of being a poor second for
not going first.”*

One reason that the idea of strategic stability evolved with a focus on
preventing this kind of hasty preemptive strike was that its development was
mediated by the fear of surprise attack, which was particularly acute in the
first half of the Cold War.* When the U.S. nuclear monopoly was broken
in the 1950s, the United States became increasingly apprehensive about
the vulnerability of its Strategic Air Command (SAC)—the bedrock of its
nuclear strike capability—to a surprise attack by the Soviet Union. This led
Washington down the path of developing a less vulnerable strategic force,
but since this entailed a great deal of time and cost, the immediate solution
they settled on was to adopt a posture of mounting a preemptive strike at

24

Chapter 1  Revisiting Strategic Stability

the first sign that Moscow was preparing
to strike. The Soviet Union, for its part,
was keenly aware of the vulnerability of
its own nuclear forces and the possibility
of a surprise nuclear attack by the United
States to exploit that vulnerability, which
encouraged Moscow to develop a doctrine
in the 1960s that envisioned a large-scale
preemptive nuclear strike.?*

However, this process resulted in an

extremely dangerous situation in which each

U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara (in  office:  1961—

side was wary of a surprise attack and was

seeking to preempt an attack from the other 1968), who played a major role in
side. Consequently, the United States and  establishing the concept of MAD
(UIG/Jiji Press Photo)

the Soviet Union began discussing measures
to reduce the risk of surprise attacks.
Although these discussions themselves were not very fruitful, they did create
an awareness among U.S. strategists of the importance of freeing not only
Washington but also Moscow from the fear that the other side might be
preparing a surprise attack. This resulted in the conception of strategic
stability.

Strategic stability itself is an abstract proposition that does not presuppose
any particular concrete situation in terms of nuclear strategies or forces of the
concerned parties. But in Cold War discussions, this concept was associated
with mutual vulnerability—or mutual assured destruction (MAD), a variant
of mutual vulnerability—which was supposed to be the tangible reality
on which stability would rest.” Vulnerability in this context did not refer
to nuclear capabilities, but to the vulnerability of the societies or states of
the contenders. A state of mutual vulnerability exists when neither side in
a conflict is able to sufficiently destroy the other’s nuclear capability with a
first strike, and thus each side is certain to suffer catastrophic damage from a
retaliatory nuclear strike by the other. This vulnerability effectively removes
the rationale for being the first to mount a nuclear attack and discourages
either side from launching a surprise nuclear strike. This, in turn, eliminates
the need for either side to rush into a hasty preemptive strike out of fear of
incurring the other’s first strike.”® As this logic was accepted, albeit gradually,
by both sides, the question of how to achieve strategic stability between
the superpowers effectively turned into the one of how to ensure a state
of mutual vulnerability, where both sides had a second-strike capability
that would allow them to launch a devastating retaliatory strike even after
absorbing a first strike from their adversary.
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The arms control efforts pursued by the United States and the Soviet
Union since the middle of the Cold War can be seen as attempts to
“Institutionalize™ strategic stability based on mutual vulnerability.?” In these
efforts, mutual vulnerability became the ultimate criterion for determining
the good or bad of particular types of nuclear targeting and weapons
systems. Gountervalue strikes targeting the population and industrial centers
of an adversary were seen as consistent with mutual vulnerability, and
thus weapons systems that could only serve this purpose, such as long-
range ballistic missiles with low accuracy, were considered conducive to
stability. Conversely, counterforce strikes targeting an enemy’s strategic
nuclear forces, along with the interception of strategic nuclear strikes by
the other side, were seen as jeopardizing mutual vulnerability, which led
to the view that weapons systems suitable for these objectives—such as
multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles (MIRVs) and strategic
anti-ballistic missile systems—would be destabilizing.?

Stability-Instability Paradox

As mentioned above, the primary focus of the concept of strategic stability,
developed in the Cold War era, was to ensure first-strike stability. Hence, it
was not intended to suppress all possible nuclear war scenarios between the
superpowers, much less to envision a situation in which all pathways to East—
West wars in general were blocked off. The limits of strategic stability in this
regard were aptly summarized by Albert Wohlstetter and Stephen Prowse
right before the end of the Cold War. According to them, the mainstream
discourse on strategic stability at the time was problematic on two counts.
Firstly, it was premised on the assumption that “the primary motive for
one country to attack another springs simply from a misunderstanding
that the other side might attack.” Secondly, its logic focused “solely on the
binary relations between the United States and the Soviet Union,” which
meant that achieving the stability would make it difficult for NATO to deter
the Warsaw Pact’s nuclear and non-nuclear aggression against Western
European allies.”

The stability-instability paradox, which is often cited today as the
primary negative implication brought about by the establishment of
strategic stability, was originally raised in this context. The most widely
cited source on the idea of the paradox is Glenn Snyder’s 1965 piece.
Regarding interactions between the nuclear level (“balance of terror”) and
the conventional level (“balance of power”) in the U.S.—Soviet/West—East
deterrence equation, Snyder observed that “the greater the stability” of
the former, “the lower the stability of the overall balance at its lower levels
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Figure 1. The function of the paradox presented by Snyder
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Source: Prepared by the author based on discussion in Snyder, “The Balance of Power and the Balance of Terror.”

of violence,” and that “if neither side has a ‘full first-strike capability,” and
both know it, they will be less inhibited about initiating conventional war,
and about the limited use of nuclear weapons, than if the strategic balance
were unstable.”*

Snyder’s argument was premised on the strategic environment in Europe
during the Cold War. The Western strategic debates at the time assumed
the conventional superiority of the Warsaw Pact on the European front,
which forced NATO to rely on the threat of US. nuclear retaliation
against the Soviet homeland to deter any Soviet aggression, including a
conventional invasion against Western Europe, in the early stage of the
Cold War. The Massive Retaliation strategy announced by the U.S. Dwight
Eisenhower administration in 1954 was an embodiment of this approach.
However, as the Soviet Union’s nuclear capability grew, consolidating the
state of mutual vulnerability, implementing this threat became suicidal for
the United States. This sparked Western fears that the perceived erosion
of the credibility of the American threat of nuclear retaliation vis-a-vis
non-nuclear aggression might destabilize the sub-nuclear level of the East—
West deterrence relationship, encouraging the Pact’s conventional onslaught
against Western European countries.”

While this argument was presented as an illustration of Western
strategic concerns, it also represented the theoretical dilemma that arises
in the pursuit of strategic stability. The situation of mutual vulnerability
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on which strategic stability rests significantly reduces the rationality of
resorting to any use of strategic nuclear weapons—mnot only ones intended
to neutralize the adversary’s strategic retaliatory capabilities, but also ones
striking countervalue targets in the adversary’s homeland in retaliation for
conventional aggression—unless faced with first use by an adversary. The
reasoning is straightforward: the use of strategic nuclear weapons, which
would surely invite a similar retaliatory nuclear strike from the other side,
is tantamount to an act of suicide. As a result, (strategic) nuclear weapons,
which ensure deterrence at the nuclear level of the conflict spectrum,
cannot exert a deterrent effect on the sub-nuclear level. This effectively
means that the situation at the sub-nuclear level, including the conventional
level, becomes quite close to a situation in which neither side possesses
nuclear weapons. If there is a conventional imbalance in this situation,
the conventionally superior side will have leeway to exercise its superior
conventional might without being bothered by nuclear deterrence.*?

During the Cold War, it was the conventionally inferior West that was
supposed to be on the receiving end of the paradox. There were huge
debates in the West at the time about whether the Warsaw Pact would
actually resort to conventional aggression in line with this logic and how the
Western allies should deal with the risk. People who took the risk of Soviet
conventional aggression seriously advocated bolstering deterrence. Charles
Glaser classified these arguments into two schools of thought.” One was the
damage limitation school. This school sought to restore the credibility of
the threat of nuclear retaliation vis-a-vis large-scale conventional aggression
by overcoming mutual vulnerability through the acquisition of a damage
limitation capability that combines preemptive nuclear counterforce
strikes with strategic defense. The other position, called the military denial
school, accepted the state of mutual vulnerability and sought to ensure
the effectiveness of nuclear deterrence against conventional aggression by
enabling fighting and winning a limited nuclear war through a wide range
of calibrated nuclear options, while avoiding full-scale nuclear escalation.

Although these two schools differed in their stances on mutual
vulnerability, they both sought to restore the deterrent effect of nuclear
weapons at the sub-nuclear level by making Western first use of nuclear
weapons less irrational. Their arguments, especially those of the damage
limitation school, contained elements at odds with strategic stability. The
state of mutual vulnerability, from which the damage limitation school
hoped to break away, was the very basis of strategic stability. Hence, should
it be achieved, it would jeopardize strategic stability, especially first strike
stability at its core.

On the other hand, there was also the argument of the punitive
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retaliation school, which Glaser contrasted with these two schools. This
argument accepted mutual vulnerability as the basis for the superpower
deterrence relationship and asserted that no special measures to enhance the
perceived rationality of Western nuclear first use were needed to deter sub-
nuclear aggression expected by the paradox. Its premise was the recognition
that even the slightest risk of escalation to all-out nuclear war—which could
happen even if neither side wanted it—could have a significant deterrent
effect beyond the nuclear realm, which would be sufficient to deter the
Warsaw Pact’s conventional aggression against Western Europe.

Western debates over the seriousness of the threat of conventional
aggression from the East and the best approach to deal with this risk
were never fully resolved during the Cold War. The logic of the punitive
retaliation school supported the pursuit of nuclear arms control to achieve
strategic stability. Meanwhile, the arguments of the damage limitation and
military denial schools also remained influential, and thus were reflected
in the various nuclear use options espoused in successive Western nuclear

strategies.™
Theory Versus Reality during the Cold War

The concepts of strategic stability and the stability-instability paradox,
which evolved against the backdrop of the superpower rivalry, have been
referenced repeatedly up to the present. However, some caveats are necessary
when we look back today on these Coold War discussions.

First, despite strong Western concerns, the West’s worst fears anticipated
by the logic of the paradox did not materialize. As noted by Snyder, in the
Western strategic literature at the time, the stability-instability paradox was
supposed to undermine the credibility of the threat of nuclear retaliation
against aggression below the (strategic) nuclear level, thereby allowing the
conventionally superior side to use its conventional might without fear
of nuclear retaliation.” Nevertheless, large-scale conventional aggression
against Western Europe by the Warsaw Pact forces never materialized as the
paradox suggested it would.*

Why the East did not conventionally invade Western Europe has been
controversial among scholars—even whether the Soviet Union had any
revisionist intentions at all is debatable. However, it should be noted here
that, in the Cold War era, there was a widely shared understanding in the
United States that its strategic nuclear forces were playing at least some role
in deterring the Warsaw Pact’s aggression against Western Europe, in spite
of a situation of mutual vulnerability.*

According to Snyder’s theoretical formulation of the stability-instability
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paradox, a state of mutual vulnerability should undermine the effectiveness
of the nuclear threat in deterring aggression at the conventional level and
below, while ensuring strategic stability, a stable deterrence relationship at
the nuclear level. However, what the above understanding suggests is that,
in reality, even when the nuclear level is in a state of mutual vulnerability,
a deterrent effect arising from the nuclear weapons of the adversaries can
be exerted on the sub-nuclear level and discourage some actions, including
large-scale conventional attacks.

Meanwhile, although aggression by the Eastern bloc against Western
Europe did not occur, the concern that it might served as one of the primary
drivers of the superpower arms race, which had negative implications on
strategic stability. Neither Washington nor Moscow fully embraced the idea
of mutual vulnerability during the Cold War. As already mentioned, even
after Washington began its pursuit of strategic stability, the United States,
concerned about the implications of the paradox, still sought options that
could make its nuclear use “rational”—counterforce strike capabilities for
damage limitation and limited nuclear options, in particular.”® The Soviet
Union, for its part, saw such U.S. moves as preparations for a nuclear first
strike. Moreover, Moscow did not see mutual vulnerability as a desirable
goal 1n itself, and in Soviet military strategy deterrence remained based on
the ability to win a nuclear war.*® As a result, the Soviet Union sought to
limit the damage it would sustain in the event of nuclear war by acquiring a
more powerful counterforce strike capability and strategic defense than the
United States.*

Given the vast numbers of nuclear warheads that the two superpowers
eventually accumulated, it is debatable whether, even with a vigorous
effort to achieve a damage limitation capability, the crisis stability of their
deterrence equation could have been aflected in any meaningful way."
However, such moves were clearly problematic in terms of arms race
stability. The direction of the nuclear force buildup by both sides, which
entailed elements of damage limitation, was nothing other than a quest for
strategic superiority that spiraled into an arms race."?

Discussion in the Contemporary Context: Implications
on the Sub-nuclear Level

Having covered the Cold War discussions, this chapter will move on to the
implications of strategic stability in the context of contemporary nuclear
rivalries. First, this section will discuss the stability-instability paradox,
especially focusing on how it works in today’s circumstances.
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The Stability-Instability Paradox between India and Pakistan

The concept of the stability-instability paradox is being actively cited
today in the context of various nuclear rivalries. Most recently, this trend is
particularly prominent in studies on NATO—-Russia relations since the start of
the Russo-Ukrainian War.*® That said, the paradox has also been mentioned
in the context of the rivalry between the U.S.-ROK alliance and North
Korea, the United States and China, and even a potentially nuclearized
Iran and Middle Eastern countries with the backing of Washington. Many
of these discussions refer back to Snyder’s formulation of the paradox,
presented in the 1960s.*

Having said this, interest in the stability-instability paradox has not been
consistently high in security debates in general from the Cold War period to
the present. At least from the end of the Cold War through the mid-2000s,
interest in nuclear deterrence among great powers waned, and the concept
of the paradox was not as widely mentioned as it is today.

Against this backdrop, the only place where the stability-instability
paradox continued to be discussed was South Asia: the India—Pakistan
rivalry, which has been seen as a pioneering case of post-Cold War nuclear
deterrence relationships. Both India and Pakistan are believed to have
attained de facto nuclear status in the late 1980s, and in May 1998 both
declared their possession of nuclear weapons overtly with a series of nuclear
tests. Although no conventional war has occurred between India and
Pakistan since their nuclearization, violence has continued at lower levels
of the escalation ladder. In particular, Pakistan’s proxy war against India—
supporting insurgency and terrorism in India—and its lower-level tactical
aggression along the Line of Control in the disputed Kashmir region were
observed to be intensifying from the 1990s to the early 2000s.

The stability-instability paradox was pulled out to explain this
contradictory situation in the subcontinent, where mutual nuclear deterrence
at the strategic level coexisted with violence at the lower levels of the conflict
spectrum. Beginning with Sumit Ganguly’s article in 1995, a number of
studies emerged from the late 1990s to the 2000s that applied the stability-
instability paradox to the situation in nuclear South Asia.*

In concrete terms, what these discussions saw as a manifestation of
the paradox was the strategy of Pakistan, the conventionally weaker side.
Islamabad was seen as intensifying its challenges to the status quo at the
sub-conventional level of the escalation ladder, while leveraging nuclear
deterrence to deter India from responding with its superior conventional
might to Pakistan’s lower-level actions.” Contemporary discussions that cite
the stability-instability paradox tend to portray an image of a conventionally
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inferior state attempting to change the status quo in its favor while leveraging
nuclear weapons as a shield, as in the case of North Korea against the U.S.—
ROK alliance and Russia against NATO.* The prototype for this image can
be found in the case of Pakistan, not the Soviet Union in the Cold War era—
there was no need for the conventionally stronger Soviet to utilize nuclear
weapons as a deterrent against the use of conventional forces by the West.

However, S. Paul Kapur’s article, which can be seen as an important
milestone among studies of the paradox in the South Asian context, pointed
out that this image of a conventionally weaker revisionist exploiting the
paradox could not be explained by the logic of the Cold War-era paradox
presented by Snyder. Kapur took issue with the fact that while scholars at
the time mostly agreed that the paradox was responsible for the lower-level
violence in nuclear South Asia, they did not explain the mechanism of “how
the phenomenon has actually caused such violence.”* He then argued that
the structure of stability and instability that generated the paradox in the
Cold War is “reversed” in the subcontinent.”

As suggested by the understanding of the paradox in the Cold War
era, the stabilization of deterrence at the nuclear level, which makes
nuclear escalation from conventional warfare irrational and thus reduces its
likelihood, erodes the effectiveness of Pakistan’s nuclear threat in deterring
India from exercising its superior conventional forces. It is too dangerous for
Pakistan to engage in serious lower-level violence under these conditions,
because India would not hesitate to escalate the situation into a conventional
war and strike back. Rather, what is required for Pakistan’s lower-level
aggression to be facilitated is exactly the reverse: contrary to the assumption
of Snyder’s paradox, there must be a serious possibility that a large-scale
conventional war, if it occurs, will lead to a nuclear war. Only under such
conditions would a conventionally inferior Pakistan be able to engage in
lower-level violence in the expectation that India would not resort to a
serious conventional counterattack that would turn the situation into a
major conventional war.’' This is the logic of the paradox posed by Kapur,
which facilitates conventionally inferior Pakistan’s challenge to the status
quo.

Conventionally Inferior Revisionists and the Paradox

Notwithstanding Kapur’s attempt at theoretical refinement, the concept
of the stability-instability paradox employed in the context of the India—
Pakistan rivalry has still remained conceptually ambiguous, lacking a
single, shared definition.”* Meanwhile, from an empirical perspective, some
have questioned the utility of this proposition in understanding Pakistan’s
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behavior, given Islamabad’s record of engaging in this kind of low-intensity
conflict against India since far before its nuclear possession.” However, the
theoretical works accumulated in the context of studies on subcontinental
nuclear dynamics can serve as a starting point for discussing how the
stability-instability paradox works in contemporary nuclear rivalries in
general.

As noted by Kapur, while the logic of the stability-instability paradox
posited by Snyder during the Cold War works in favor of a conventionally
superior revisionist power, in the Indo-Pakistani conflict the paradox
is understood as having benefited Pakistan, the conventionally inferior
revisionist in this dyad.’* The latter image has been more relevant in today’s
nuclear discourse, because, with the sole exception of recent U.S.—China
relations, all of the contemporary nuclear rivalries where the stability-
instability paradox has been invoked have involved a revisionist state with a
clear conventional inferiority vis-a-vis the enemy state or camp.” This point
raises the need to focus on the function of the latter paradox—mnamely, how
mutual vulnerability as a basis for strategic stability works to destabilize the
sub-nuclear level of conflict in favor of weaker revisionists.

In this version of the paradox, its “destabilizing” effect comes from the
fact that the revisionist side, placed under the state of mutual vulnerability,
leverages the risk of nuclear escalation to restrict the other side’s response
options at the sub-nuclear level. At the sub-nuclear level, the status quo side
would be inhibited from taking a forceful retaliatory action as it would in the
absence of nuclear weapons, leaving the revisionist side with less need to fear
a conventional counterattack. This creates leeway for the revisionist side to
intensify its aggressive behaviors to challenge the status quo, meaning that
the conflict dynamics at the sub-nuclear level undergo changes influenced by
the deterrence relationship at the nuclear level, which is in a state of mutual
vulnerability.

That said, as we saw in the Gold War discussions, mutual vulnerability
was originally understood as significantly reducing the rationality of using
nuclear weapons in retaliation for actions at the sub-nuclear level. Therefore,
the revisionist side exploiting the paradox must credibly demonstrate the
risk that a military response by its adversary, implemented in response to
the revisionist’s initial aggressive action, will lead to nuclear escalation,
despite the original implications of mutual vulnerability. How serious the
consequences of the paradox can be depends on how effectively this risk
can be posed.

It 1s on this point that the key to Kapur’s argument—that the revisionist
powerisinferiorin conventional forces—makes a difference. Strictly speaking,
a conventional imbalance is not an absolute necessity for the paradox to
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Figure 2. The stability-instability paradox in the Indo-Pakistani conflict

(1) Function of the paradox in the Indo-Pakistani conflict as expected under Snyder’s logic
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work in this manner. There may be other forms of leverage that can be
used to pose the risk of escalation from the sub-nuclear level, and in the first
place, the possibility of nuclear escalation cannot be entirely ruled out when
a large-scale conventional war between nuclear powers occurs, regardless
of the balance of conventional forces. However, for a revisionist power, its
own clear conventional inferiority vis-a-vis the adversary enables it to pose
the risk of escalation from the sub-nuclear level more easily and effectively.
After all, when a state’s national survival is at stake in a conventional war, it
could be rational for the state to resort to nuclear retaliation in response to an
adversary’s conventional onslaught, despite knowing that such strikes would
surely invite massive nuclear counter-retaliation.”® Leveraging this possibility
of “rational nuclear escalation,” the revisionist can more effectively restrict
the status quo side’s conventional options with nuclear deterrence. In turn,
such reduction of the risk of facing a grave conventional counterattack
creates leeway for the revisionist to take actions that would be inconceivable
in the absence of nuclear weapons.

That said, even though the status quo side is constrained in its
conventional response to lower-level aggression, there are limits to the
degree of that constraint. Since the revisionist side also does not actively
desire nuclear war, the threat of “rational nuclear escalation” cannot deter
the other side from taking any kind of response at the sub-nuclear level. In
particular, it would be difficult to deter counterattacks that are proportional
in nature and gravity to the initial action committed by the revisionist side.
A scenario in which such counterattacks lead to tit-for-tat violence and result
in a conventional war is what a conventionally weaker side would hope to
avoid, given the conventional asymmetry.

In light of these considerations, it is safer for a weaker revisionist to
challenge the status quo with actions at the sub-conventional level, which
1s lower on the escalation ladder than the conventional level. For example,
tactical and localized probing on the front lines of disputed territories, the
use of paramilitary forces, or proxy wars using non-state actors may be
employed. Alternatively, certain forms of conventional-level actions, which
can be considered equivalent to sub-conventional warfare in terms of the
risk of escalation to the higher level, may be chosen, such as a conventional
aggression targeting a partner state—especially a marginal partner, rather
than a treaty ally—of the conventionally superior nuclear-armed adversary,
instead of the adversary itself.”’

With these in mind, the consequence of the stability-instability paradox
can be summarized as creating leeway for the conventionally inferior
revisionist side to increase the frequency and intensity of aggressive behaviors
in such forms. Of course, it is up to the revisionist power to decide whether
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to actually take advantage of this leeway and ramp up its challenge to the
status quo.”® But if it does, the situation will literally be a nuclear-level
deterrence relationship in a state of mutual vulnerability, which serves as
the basis of strategic stability, causing destabilization at the sub-nuclear level.
The function of this paradox is consistent with the concern raised
by discussions citing the paradox in the contemporary context—that the
establishment of mutual vulnerability encourages conventionally inferior
revisionist states (not limited to Pakistan) to take unprecedented or more
aggressive actions than before.”® What should also be noted here is that the
existence of a conventionally inferior revisionist power is likely to continue
to be a defining feature of contemporary nuclear rivalries, although this may
not be true in all cases. This is suggested not only by the continued existence
of nuclear-armed states in this category—Pakistan, North Korea, and
Russia—but also by the fact that nuclear weapons are now widely seen as a
powerful equalizer for conventionally inferior nations.® Hence, the stability-
instability paradox, which enables a conventionally weaker revisionist to
intensify its challenge to the status quo, can be seen as a widely observable
phenomenon in the context of contemporary nuclear rivalries.

Discussion in the Contemporary Context:
Implications on the Nuclear Level

When, in today’s nuclear rivalries, the paradox works to intensify the lower-
level aggression of a conventionally inferior revisionist power, what reactions
can logically be expected from the other side of the rivalry? And what are
the implications of such action-reaction dynamics for the stability of the
deterrence relationship at the nuclear level? This section will focus on these

points.

Competition over the Nuclear Threshold and
the Risks of Limited Nuclear Use

For the state of mutual vulnerability at the nuclear level to benefit the
weaker revisionist challenging the status quo, the deterrent effect of its
nuclear weapons must extend to at least parts of the sub-nuclear level of
the conflict spectrum, thereby inhibiting the status quo power from staging
a conventional-level counterattack that might be possible in the absence of
nuclear weapons. However, since the revisionist side does not actively desire
nuclear war either, there is always a limit to the kind of counterattacks that
can be constrained by the threat of nuclear escalation.
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Therefore, it is natural for a status quo power faced with intensifying
violence at the lower-level of the escalation ladder to pursue conventional
retaliatory options that leverage its superiority as much as possible without
inviting nuclear retaliation, rather than simply renouncing conventional
responses. In other words, it will search for limited conventional war options.
Specific measures include developing a doctrine and tactics and acquiring
capabilities to enable such operations, as well as signaling its conviction that
such a calibrated use of military force is entirely possible without triggering
nuclear escalation.® This is an attempt to test—or even push up—the limits
of the nuclear threshold of the inferior side.*

On the other hand, if the status quo side makes such moves, the inferior
revisionist side, which stands to benefit from a situation in which the
deterrent effect of nuclear weapons extends to the sub-nuclear level, is likely
to try to either prevent its own nuclear threshold from being pushed up or
to even lower the threshold. Of course, little credibility is gained by simply
reiterating the threat of nuclear retaliation against limited conventional
operations. Rather, a more viable measure to lend credibility to such threats
is to signal a lowering of the nuclear threshold with the introduction of non-
strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) as a means of enabling limited nuclear
use that carries a relatively low risk of immediate escalation to all-out
nuclear war. Tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) are a typical example of this.

Such tit-for-tat moves increase the risk that nuclear weapons will actually
be used. The introduction of NSNWs by the conventionally inferior side
raises the hurdle for the use of conventional forces by the superior side, but
it does so precisely by setting the stage for the earlier and more certain use
of nuclear weapons in the event of a conventional war. At the same time,
the superior side’s pursuit of the maximum possible response options it can
exercise without inviting nuclear retaliation increases the likelihood that
the lower-level violence committed by the weaker revisionist will lead to
conventional war. Although such responses are supposed to be calibrated so
as not to provoke nuclear retaliation, there is always the risk that the superior
side could misread the other side’s redline and trigger early nuclear use by
the inferior side. This risk increases, whether proportionately or not, as the
possibility of the superior side resorting to a conventional response increases.

In addition, these moves constitute a security dilemma. When the
conventionally superior side secks to maximize its conventional response
options in this way, its goal is to deter the revisionist side from exploiting
the paradox and challenging the status quo. However, since the revisionist
1s inferior in conventional terms, the superior side’s search for conventional
options not only affects the revisionist power’s cost-benefit calculations
In engaging in revisionism, but also aggravates the revisionist side’s sense
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of vulnerability. If this leads the inferior revisionist state to take actions
that indicate a lowering of its nuclear threshold, the status quo side
may perceive these moves as doubling down on aggression, rather than
strengthening deterrence against conventional retaliation—regardless of the
actual intention of the weaker side. This is a classic security dilemma, which
makes it even more difficult for both parties to break away from the vicious

action-reaction cycle.
Implications for Strategic Stability

The increased risk of nuclear use as a result of such a pursuit of limited
options by both sides is primarily related to the use of NSNWs. Therefore,
it does not immediately imply the erosion of strategic stability, which is
basically the state of the deterrence relationship with respect to strategic
nuclear forces. It is not impossible to envision a situation in which, as a result
of the establishment of robust mutual vulnerability, the nuclear level of the
conflict spectrum splits into strategic and non-strategic nuclear levels, with
strategic stability being assured at the former level while limited nuclear use
through NSNWs occurs at the latter level.®

However, even if one assumes that the use of NSNWs is not in itself a
strategic stability issue, the pursuit of limited options by both sides, along
with the intensification of lower-level violence in accordance with the
paradox, can be expected to have negative impacts on strategic stability. This
section raises the following three points in this regard.

(1) Adverse Effects on Arms Race Stability
Firstly, arms race stability may be undermined when both the stronger
status quo and the weaker revisionist sides pursue respective limited options.
Given the complementary relationship between arms race stability and crisis
stability, arms buildups that are problematic in terms of arms race stability
are, strictly speaking, those that threaten the second-strike forces of either
side, thereby undermining the basis of mutual vulnerability at the strategic
nuclear level—such as counterforce capabilities and strategic defense
systems. Since the Cold War era, however, some have viewed arms races in
general as problematic because they can increase the likelihood of war by
amplifying mutual hostility and fear, even if the race itself has no chance
of eroding mutual vulnerability.®* In terms of this viewpoint, an arms race
that occurs below the strategic nuclear level would also carry political risks,
although its impact would be limited compared to those involving both sides’
strategic weapons systems.

Moreover, while the distinction between strategic and non-strategic
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weapons, as well as between weapons intended to target an adversary’s
nuclear retaliatory capability and those that are unintended, may be
conceptually clear, it inevitably becomes blurred when applied to reality.
The case of the US.—Soviet/Russian rivalry, where there is sufficient
distance between the primary contenders and the distinction between
strategic and non-strategic weapons has historically been established based
on their particular circumstances, is rather exceptional. Problems can arise
when there is no such agreed-upon distinction and the rivals are contiguous.
Tor instance, it is quite possible that TNWs and other low-yield, short-range
weapons intended for limited nuclear use can also target an adversary’s
strategic second-strike forces. Highly accurate missiles are suitable not only
for calibrated nuclear use but also for disarming counterforce strikes to
neutralize enemy strategic forces.

Hence, the acquisition of NSNWs can be perceived by the other side
as a threat to its own second-strike capability, even if they are not intended
to be used in that way. In this case, not only would it create problems for
crisis stability, but it would also create doubt and mistrust on the other side
about one’s intention to accept the state of mutual vulnerability, thereby

undermining arms race stability.

(2) Limited Nuclear Use and Crisis Stability

Secondly, the relationship between the risk of the actual use of NSNWs and
strategic stability may pose another issue. How the use of NSNWs relates
to the maintenance of strategic stability is a tricky question. On the one
hand, it can be said that, despite their classification as “non-strategic,” their
actual employment undoubtedly constitutes nuclear use and thus increases
the likelihood of escalation to strategic nuclear war, which is what strategic
stability seeks to prevent. On the other hand, as articulated by Snyder, the
limited nuclear use of NSNWs can also be seen as an option that becomes
employable when robust strategic stability exists.

This point is closely related to the question of the role played by NSNWs.
The reason why this type of nuclear weapon is sought separately from
strategic weapons under conditions of mutual vulnerability is that it enables
limited/ calibrated nuclear use that generates a relatively subdued impact,
which satisfies two conditions: (1) it can be clearly distinguished from the
use of strategic nuclear weapons as a means of all-out nuclear war; and (2)
it does not provoke the adversary to respond with escalation to the use of
strategic nuclear weapons. However, the specific manner in which NSNWs
are employed can be divided into two approaches, which presuppose
different views about the nature of nuclear escalation.®

One approach, which presumes that the risk of uncontrollable escalation
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to all-out nuclear war is extremely limited, 1s to use limited nuclear options as
tools to inflict pain on an adversary and force it to back down to avoid further
damage accumulation. For this approach to be viable, escalation between
the strategic and non-strategic nuclear levels of the conflict spectrum must
be strictly blocked, which requires the consolidation of strategic stability
based on robust mutual vulnerability at the strategic nuclear level. The use
of TNWs in the course of conventional warfare for purely military utility
can be regarded as a variant of this approach in that it assumes that the risk
of escalation to all-out nuclear war is subdued.®® This approach effectively
seeks a posture capable of conducting and winning a limited nuclear war,
which serves as a deterrent by demonstrating the ability for warfighting,

This approach, however, entails some problems. It inevitably raises the
question of whether it is possible to contain escalation once nuclear war
has been initiated. Moreover, this approach requires a substantial arsenal
of NSNWs to enable a wide range of limited nuclear uses against a large
variety of targets, along with robust strategic nuclear forces to sustain
strategic stability.”” Meeting this requirement would be a major challenge,
especially for emerging nuclear powers that lack adequate resources.

In contrast, the other approach is less demanding in terms of capability.®
This approach is to use limited nuclear options as a means to raise and
manipulate the risk of explosive, uncontrollable escalation to all-out nuclear
war. It relies on the exact opposite premise of the first approach regarding
the nature of nuclear escalation: that there must always be a serious
possibility of uncontrollable escalation to all-out nuclear war, even if neither
side hopes it, once a nuclear war is started, whether by limited or large-scale
nuclear use. Under this premise, non-strategic weapons ensure deterrence
by serving two contradicting roles simultaneously. On the one hand, their
existence lowers the bar—in the adversary’s eyes—for their possessor to cross
the nuclear threshold, because their use is understood to entail relatively
less risk of immediately leading to all-out nuclear war. Meanwhile, the
possibility of the use of NSNWs poses the indelible risk of uncontrollable
nuclear escalation, due to their classification as nuclear weapons. Should
deterrence fail, their actual use would be intended to manipulate the risk of
uncontrollable escalation into a strategic nuclear exchange, thereby forcing
the other side to back down to avoid the disaster.*”’

Whatshould be noted here is that this risk-based approach is incompatible
with a robust state of crisis stability. Although it exploits the possibility of
escalation to all-out nuclear war which neither side desires, the impact of
the use of NSNWs is itself limited by nature. Therefore, for this approach
to be viable, there must be a reasonable probability that, somewhere in
the sequence of events following the use of NSNWs, a deliberate decision
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will be made by either side to resort to a strategic nuclear strike in spite of
the situation of mutual vulnerability, thereby inciting escalation to all-out
nuclear war. However, the pressure to launch a hasty preemptive nuclear
strike to avoid the other side’s first strike, which crisis stability is intended to
suppress, is a major, if not the only, factor that can rationally drive a state to
such an irrational decision, knowing that its consequence is strategic nuclear
war.”’

Given the capabilities required by each approach, it is quite possible that
revisionist nuclear powers in the contemporary context will adopt the latter
regarding the role of NSNWs.”! In that case, however, those countries may,
as a deliberate choice, prefer to maintain a certain level of crisis instability.
This then has direct bearings on strategic stability.

(3) Temptation for Damage Limitation

Thirdly, the intensification of lower-level aggression under the operation of
the stability-instability paradox may, under certain conditions, encourage
the status quo powers on the receiving end of such actions to pursue a
damage limitation capability at the strategic nuclear level. This can conflict
with crisis stability.

What may drive the status quo sides to pursue such capabilities is a desire
to “eliminate” the basis of the paradox—the same rationale on which the
Cold War-era damage limitation school rested. Although the paradox that
was feared back then and the paradox likely to operate in contemporary
nuclear rivalries differ in their expected outcomes, they converge on the
fact that both arise under conditions of mutual vulnerability. Theoretically,
therefore, overcoming the paradox by breaking out of mutual vulnerability
through the acquisition of a damage limitation capacity can also be relevant
today.

Of course, compared to the case of the Cold War, where the aggression
expected by the paradox was supposed to occur at the highest end of the
sub-nuclear level, the sub-conventional challenges arising under the paradox
today are further away from the nuclear level on the spectrum of conflict.
Thus, in the contemporary context, it may not be a priority choice for status
quo powers to eliminate the basis of the paradox by breaking out of mutual
vulnerability at the strategic nuclear level. That said, in some cases of nuclear
rivalry today, the basis for mutual vulnerability is less robust because of the
significant gap in the rivals’ second-strike capabilities. In such circumstances,
seeking and achieving an effective damage limitation capability can be a
reasonably realistic option for at least the superior side.”? Hence, if the status
quo side, faced with lower-level challenges, believes that it has a chance of
achieving an effective damage limitation capability, it may have an incentive
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to break out of the situation by actually pursuing such a posture.

If; under such conditions, the side with superior nuclear and conventional
capabilities outright pursues a damage limitation strategy, this will create
more serious problems than during the Cold War in terms of first-strike
stability. As the goal of achieving meaningful damage limitation—which, at
least in retrospect, was a dubious goal during the Cold War—by the superior
side becomes more feasible, the other side’s fear of a first strike will be
aggravated in the event of heightened tensions. This fear, as some scholars
suggest, can encourage the adoption of a posture that enables launching

nuclear forces immediately in the event of a crisis.”

Further Examination on the Stability-Instability Paradox

On the basis of what was discussed in the previous sections on the negative
effects brought about by strategic stability in the contemporary context,
this final section returns the focus back to the stability-instability paradox.
It examines two topics: (1) the limits of the destabilizing effects of the
paradox, and (2) the function of the paradox under the condition that the
conventionally superior side seeks to alter the status quo.

Limits and Constraints of the Paradox

This chapter has demonstrated that strategic stability based on mutual
vulnerability can have various negative implications on the overall stability
of nuclear rivalries in the contemporary context. In generating such
implications, the stability-instability paradox occupies a key position as the
starting point of the vicious cycle mentioned above. This naturally raises a
question: what are the limits of aggressive behaviors that can be taken by the
revisionist power operating under the paradox? Also, is there any way for the
status quo side to constrain such behaviors without causing negative effects
on stability at the nuclear level?

In the second section, this author argued that, under the paradox, a
conventionally inferior nuclear-armed revisionist is likely to challenge the
status quo with actions at the sub-conventional level or certain conventional-
level actions that can be considered equivalent to sub-conventional means
in terms of the risk of further escalation, such as conventional aggression
against a marginal partner of the conventionally superior adversary. The
reason given there was that because there are certain limits to the degree
to which the revisionist state can constrain the other side’s counterattacks
to its aggressive behavior, the revisionist must manage the risk that such
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counterattacks will lead to a tit-for-tat exchange and then escalate into
conventional war.

Theoretically, the existence of such limits in aggressive actions enabled
by the paradox can be expected from Schelling’s bargaining theory, which
sees limited war as a kind of implicit bargaining. In general, for a certain
limit on war to be established, a common understanding of the level of the
limit must first be reached. That said, because this common understanding
is negotiated implicitly, the level of the limit must settle at a “mutually
identifiable resting place,” which implies a qualitative, not quantitative,
distinction. Certain points on a qualitatively identical continuum do not
meet this condition, making it difficult for mutual expectations to converge
there.”* This logic suggests that, if a counterattack by the status quo side—
triggered by an initial lower-level action by the revisionist—leads to a tit-
for-tat exchange and then escalates to a conventional-level confrontation, it
would be extremely difficult to control further escalation from there to an
all-out conventional war, which differs only in quantitative terms. Therefore,
a safe bet for a conventionally inferior revisionist in challenging the status
quo is to calibrate the nature of its initial action to ensure that, even if it
triggers a proportional counterattack from the adversary and leads to an
exchange, the resulting situation will remain qualitatively different from that
of conventional war.

It is on this rationale that a weaker revisionist challenging the status quo
under the paradox can be expected to prefer actions at the sub-conventional
level, which are qualitatively different from the ones at the conventional
level. Examples of such actions that easily come to mind are the use of
paramilitary organizations or non-state actors, but any actions that meet
the condition of being qualitatively different from conventional-level ones
between the adversaries themselves can be employed.” In addition, this
logic also suggests that the destabilizing effect of the paradox should be
limited to the increase in the frequency and intensity of sub-conventional
level violence; a shift to conventional level actions is unlikely to be chosen.
Meanwhile, whether a revisionist state intending to exploit the paradox is
actually able to increase the intensity or frequency of its aggressive behavior
likely depends on the availability of a means that can be exercised without
blurring or crossing the qualitative threshold of the conventional level.

These points are also worth noting when considering how to deter
revisionists exploiting the paradox. Revisionists’ aversion to being drawn into
a conflict at the conventional level can be expected to constrain their options
when they incur great costs from counterattacks at the sub-conventional level
by the status quo side. After all, even in such circumstances, a brinkmanship-
like strategy to constrain the other sides’ further response by initiating an
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escalation to the conventional level, thereby posing the risk of nuclear war
that awaits the rivals, cannot be a preferred choice for weaker revisionists.”
Hence, having sub-conventional level response options that can impose
sufficient costs on the adversary can be a promising solution for status quo
powers to deter aggressive actions—and its intensification expected by the
paradox—by nuclear-armed revisionists.

That said, a caveat should be added: the success or failure of this
deterrent approach must be carefully evaluated. Unlike conventional
war, lower-level aggressive actions entail lower costs and hurdles for the
perpetrator to overcome. Intuitively, it may be difficult to expect 100%
success in deterring their occurrence. Some argue that the effectiveness
of deterrence against sub-conventional actions should be measured by a
reduction in their intensity or frequency, rather than by whether the actions
completely cease to occur.”

Conventionally Superior Revisionists and the Paradox

This chapter has thus far examined the function and implications of
the stability-instability paradox that works in a manner that benefits
conventionally weaker revisionists, which can be expected to be observed
widely in the context of contemporary nuclear rivalries. However, although
it may be an exception, the need to look at how the paradox works in
a situation where the revisionist side has a conventional superiority has
been emerging in the past few years. In the contemporary context, the
sole case that can fall under this category is the U.S.—China relationship.
If China, as a revisionist power, continues to expand its nuclear and
conventional forces further, we can expect in future the paradox to work
in such a configuration—a conventionally weaker status quo side facing a
conventionally superior revisionist.

As we saw in the first section, the logic of the paradox presented by
Snyder during the Cold War was that the state of mutual vulnerability
works in favor of the conventionally superior revisionist side—the Soviet
and the Warsaw Pact in the Cold War context. There was an awareness in
the West of the possibility that, as a result of the paradox, the effectiveness
of Western nuclear deterrence against conventional aggression would be
eroded, leading the East to challenge the status quo with the use of large-
scale conventional forces. If similar consequences could be triggered in
today’s context, it would be of great concern to the status quo side.”

That said, some caution is warranted in applying the proposition of the
paradox that favors the conventionally superior side beyond the U.S.—Soviet
context. Unlike the paradox that favors conventionally weaker revisionists,
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the logic of this type of paradox does not suggest that mutual vulnerability
at the nuclear-level deterrence relationship generates “destabilizing” effects
on the sub-nuclear level. The essence of this paradox, as formularized
by Snyder, is to “reinstate the tactical [author’s note: sub-nuclear level]
balancing process in something approaching its pre-nuclear dimensions.””
That is, under mutual vulnerability, the deterrent effect of both sides’ nuclear
weapons is strictly lost at the sub-nuclear level, allowing the dynamics of the
sub-nuclear level conflict to operate without any influence from the presence
of nuclear weapons on both sides.

Therefore, the establishment of mutual vulnerability, which then raises
the paradox, in a rivalry involving a conventionally superior revisionist
does not always “facilitate” a grave aggression by the superior side at
the conventional level; rather, it depends on the situation prior to the
attainment of mutual vulnerability. Logically speaking, such actions can
be facilitated only when the revisionist side was deterred from taking those
actions by the threat of nuclear retaliation by the status quo side prior to
the establishment of mutual vulnerability. In this case, the emergence of
mutual vulnerability removes the deterrent effect of the status quo side’s
nuclear weapons at the sub-nuclear level and restores the dynamics inherent
in the sub-nuclear level conflict. In other words, the conventionally superior
revisionist regains leeway to exercise its conventional advantage. The reason
why the establishment of mutual vulnerability was seen by the West during
the Cold War as facilitating conventional aggression by the East was simple:
before MAD emerged, the West had been able to deter the Warsaw Pact’s
conventional aggression with the threat of unilateral nuclear retaliation
under the Western nuclear monopoly.

It should also be noted that the existence of a conventionally superior
revisionist in a nuclear rivalry where mutual vulnerability has been achieved
does not necessarily guarantee that the paradox will work as Snyder
envisioned, favoring the conventionally superior side. Itis debatable whether,
in the real world, the state of mutual vulnerability can completely suppress
the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons at the sub-nuclear level to the extent
suggested by Snyder’s argument. After all, the Warsaw Pact eventually did
not resort to a major conventional aggression against Western Europe.

In order for the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons to be minimized at
the sub-nuclear level, the possibility of nuclear escalation being triggered
by war at the sub-nuclear level must be ruled out. Realistically, however, if
a large-scale conventional war were to break out between nuclear powers, it
would be difficult to assume that there is no possibility of the war somehow
going nuclear. Also, the greater the revisionist side’s conventional superiority,
the greater the likelihood that its challenges leveraging that superiority will
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achieve their objectives; however, this also increases the likelithood that the
weaker status quo side will resort to nuclear escalation as a rational option
to avoid a total defeat in a conventional war. This increased possibility of
rational nuclear use in turn restores the effectiveness of the inferior side’s
nuclear deterrence against conventional aggression, undermining the very
basis for the paradox to work in favor of the conventionally superior side.
And, above all, a weaker status quo power can take measures to lower
the nuclear threshold to enhance deterrence against the superior side’s
conventional aggression, just as a weaker revisionist exploiting the paradox
does to deter a conventional counterattack by the other side.

Of course, even if the use of maximum conventional force were to be
constrained under conditions of mutual vulnerability, there could still be
leeway for a conventionally superior revisionist to stage various levels and
modalities of conventional aggression short of a full-scale conventional
onslaught, which could still pose a grave threat from the perspective of
the weaker status quo side.** What should be noted here—in particular, by
states defending the status quo from the threat of conventionally superior
revisionists—is that the revisionist side’s perception of the gravity of
conventional aggression allowed under the paradox is not a given; rather,
the perception can be manipulated by the status quo side to prevent the
paradox from fully benefitting the revisionist side.

Conclusion

Starting with a focus on the negative implications of strategic stability, this
chapter examined two questions in the context of contemporary nuclear
rivalries: (1) how strategic stability based on mutual vulnerability affects the
situation at the sub-nuclear level of conflict, and (2) what implications such
effects may bring to the stability of the deterrence relationship at the nuclear
level. Consequently, this chapter demonstrated that, in today’s nuclear
rivalries, a state of mutual vulnerability can be expected to give rise to a
stability-instability paradox that works to create leeway for a conventionally
inferior revisionist state to intensify its challenges to the status quo. It was
also pointed out that this phenomenon, in turn, can trigger a vicious action-
reaction cycle in which the rivals pursue a variety of limited options both
in conventional and nuclear terms, as well as some measures that have
direct bearings on strategic stability. With these points in mind, it is difficult
to answer Schelling’s aforementioned question in the affirmative without
caveats—meaning that, in the contemporary context, strategic stability is
not an entirely desirable state of affairs in terms of the stability of overall
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deterrence relationship between nuclear-armed adversaries.

As noted in the introduction, these arguments, by their nature,
remain deductively derived hypotheses; therefore, their applicability to
contemporary nuclear rivalries must be empirically tested by follow-up
research. Scholars have examined the effects of the stability-instability
paradox using quantitative methods in recent years,*! but there are still few
attempts to empirically test not only its effects but also its causal mechanism
using qualitative methods. Empirical research of the arguments presented
in this chapter can fill this gap.

While this chapter points out the negative implications of strategic
stability, this does not mean that the pursuit of strategic stability itself should
be abandoned. Reducing the incentive for a preemptive nuclear strike in a
crisis is still essential in today’s context to prevent nuclear wars, especially
the most dangerous strategic nuclear wars. Hence, the insight to be drawn
from this chapter’s argument—assuming that it 1s empirically correct—is
the necessity to explore conditions under which the stability of the entire
spectrum of conflict in a nuclear rivalry can be assured, even if negative
implications of strategic stability exist. In this regard, the discussion about
the limits of the destabilizing effects of the paradox in the previous section
can be valuable.

In a sense, the “second nuclear age” is characterized not only by the
multiplicity of nuclear powers and nuclear rivalries, but also by their
diversity. This diversity makes it even more important to identify and
theorize common patterns that exist among them. Further progress is
needed in the effort to theorize the various aspects of nuclear deterrence in
the contemporary context.
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