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CHAPTER 3 

The Struggle over National Security Policy in an Age of Parity 

 

As the Nixon administration began its second term, the United States confronted economic and 

strategic challenges that called the nation’s defense planning status quo into question. Nixon and 

Kissinger believed their policies of détente with the Soviet Union had resulted in a considerable 

lessening of Cold War tensions. Yet from the Pentagon’s perspective, these policies had done 

nothing to weaken Soviet conventional and nuclear forces. Instead, James Schlesinger and 

Donald Rumsfeld would forcefully argue that they caused domestic support for a strong U.S. 

defense posture to wane. Public weariness with the Vietnam War, broad approval for the 

Strategic Arms Limitation Talks and the Nixon administration’s opening to China all resulted in 

increased congressional pressure to reduce the U.S. military presence overseas and cut the 

Defense budget. Such pressure hit just as rising inflation began to erode the purchasing power of 

the U.S. dollar, threatening to intensify the effects of any budget reductions congress might enact 

in pursuit of a post-Vietnam peace dividend.1  

The Soviets improved their military position considerably as the United States pursued its 

long and costly war in Vietnam even during the era of détente. The Soviet humiliation during the 

1962 Cuban missile crisis, growing hostility between Moscow and Beijing, and fear of 

technological inferiority relative to the U.S. nuclear forces had resulted in a massive buildup in 

Soviet nuclear forces. Defense Secretary Elliot Richardson warned in the spring of 1973 that the 

superpowers had reached “an age of approximate nuclear parity.”2 

Richardson’s successor, Schlesinger came to office with the problem posed by parity as a 

particular concern. In response, he oversaw two significant changes at the Pentagon. The first 
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was the appointment of Andrew W. Marshall as director of net assessment. Unlike pure threat 

assessments, Marshall’s net assessments compared both superpowers’ military capabilities, 

doctrines, strategies, and national resource bases. At a time of diminishing resources, Marshall 

would identify areas of U.S. comparative advantage and Soviet weakness, allowing Schlesinger 

and his successors to accentuate the former while exploiting the latter. Schlesinger’s second 

change came with the promulgation of a new doctrine promising to give the president limited 

nuclear war fighting options that might strengthen the credibility of deterrence.3  

As Schlesinger later claimed, he was a “revivalist.” He would seek not simply to restore a 

military whose morale and public image had been badly battered by the Vietnam War but to 

revive a sense that Washington did not have to agree to a balance of power settlement with the 

Soviet Union. The Soviet buildup, he believed, inflicted steep costs on the Soviet economy. 

Disoriented and demoralized though the United States might be, if reawakened, the country 

could not only compete with the threatening but vulnerable Soviet Union but could inflict grave 

damage on its adversary. To accomplish this redirection, Schlesinger would have to contest the 

CIA’s control over assessments of the Soviet threat. Only then could he take effective aim at 

what he saw as Kissinger’s unwise détente policies. Although he would develop the intellectual 

groundwork to do so, he failed both to develop the necessary rapport with the presidents he 

served and to master the art of bureaucratic combat, as his successor would, to gain control over 

national security policy. 4 

 

Origins of the Office of Net Assessment, 1969–1973 

Nixon’s interest in net assessment had its origins in his first administration and developed 

gradually in response to his and Kissinger’s disgust with intelligence information. Both were 



 
 
Richardson, Schlesinger, and Rumsfeld 

3 
 

convinced that an overhaul of the intelligence community was necessary. Concluding that 

Richard Helms would not begin a deep restructuring himself, Nixon tasked George Schultz and 

James Schlesinger (director and assistant director of the Office of Management and Budget, 

respectively) in late 1970 with conducting a thorough review of the intelligence community. The 

resulting NSC/OMB study, sometimes known as the “Schlesinger report” because of the 

assistant OMB director’s predominant role, found that though Washington’s increased funding 

for intelligence collection had resulted in a spectacular growth of raw intelligence from satellites 

and other innovations, the increase had “come to serve as a proxy for improved analysis, 

inference, and estimation.” To improve the quality of intelligence analysis, the Schlesinger report 

called for the establishment of a national net assessment group to “keep questioning the 

community and challenging it to refine and support its hypotheses.” Although Shultz would later 

fire Schlesinger—Alexander Haig later remembered that it was “for his alleged arrogance”—his 

report proved highly influential. In reaction to it, Defense Secretary Melvin Laird created an 

assistant secretary of defense for intelligence position on November 3, 1971, and selected Albert 

C. Hall for the new post.5 

In response to the study and Kissinger’s recommendation, Nixon in November 1971 

considerably broadened the DCI’s responsibilities, granting the position leadership over the 

entire intelligence community. He also established the Net Assessment Group within the 

National Security Council to review and evaluate intelligence products and produce net 

assessments that compared U.S. capabilities with those of adversaries. Disagreement persisted 

within the administration, however, about how and where such assessments should be 

conducted.6  
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The administration did not begin laying real groundwork for national net assessments 

until after Laird departed the Pentagon in early 1973. A shrewd bureaucratic operator and 

staunch defender of DoD turf in strategy formulation, Laird had decided if net assessments were 

to be done, they must be done under him rather than Kissinger. He therefore established a 

director of net assessment position within Office of the Secretary of Defense as a direct report to 

the secretary but left the new office unstaffed. For the remainder of Nixon’s first term, net 

assessments of the comprehensive sort Andrew Marshall advocated and would later oversee at 

the Pentagon were not done, though several OSD components carried out narrower analyses that 

bore the name. Laird’s OSD, Marshall later recalled, stymied movement toward a national net 

assessment capacity because “the people in Defense didn’t want to do very much” with it.7 

With Laird gone, Kissinger moved forward in the spring of 1973 with establishing a net 

assessment function within the NSC. He tasked Marshall with chairing an ad-hoc group that 

outlined a process whereby the president or national security adviser would initiate net 

assessments and assign responsibility for producing them to agencies with “primary interest.” 

The assessments would involve collaborative exercises that drew upon the expertise of multiple 

agencies. Marshall’s group distinguished between those “net assessments” already underway, 

such as the narrowly focused ones in DoD, and those to be assigned under this new guidance. 

The new form of analysis relied heavily on Marshall’s analytical work at RAND. Net 

assessments of military balances would account for political, economic, and technological 

factors that affect side-by-side comparisons of forces. Such assessments would offer a 

comprehensive understanding of emerging national security problems and opportunities—not 

specific solutions or even recommended options. Done properly, an assessment would help 

leaders ascertain whether Washington faced a problem in the area under study. If the answer was 
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yes, the assessment would illuminate the size of the problem as well as whether and why it was 

getting better or worse.8  

The Pentagon was divided over whether to support the NSC’s new net assessment 

function. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Thomas Moorer, thought the placement of 

net assessment within the NSC would cause redundancy. It would be “impractical and unwise” 

to move forward with the idea, he argued, until the administration had clearly defined what net 

assessment would do. However, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Intelligence Albert Hall, the 

OSD representative on Marshall’s ad hoc committee, disagreed, arguing that net assessment 

would differ considerably from the regular interagency approach used in response to national 

security study memoranda (NSSMs), because it relied on a single lead agency to create an initial 

draft. Early research would thus not be influenced by efforts to achieve interagency consensus.9 

In late June, Kissinger approved Marshall’s recommendation to move forward with a 

national net assessment program. Yet Marshall later recalled, “We did very little, except the 

bureaucratics of trying to establish something.” Two months later, Kissinger started the first 

national net assessment to evaluate the state of the conventional military competition between 

the superpowers. Lacking the resources to conduct the net assessment himself, Marshall would 

oversee an interagency process in which the Pentagon prepared the assessment with State 

Department and CIA support. Marshall’s prospects for controlling the process from the NSC 

appeared bleak. He needed active support from Kissinger, then the administration’s leading 

official. Without it, despite his great analytical abilities, Marshall would be a mere NSC staffer, 

attempting to direct cabinet-level agencies. Kissinger, however, was then preparing to become 

secretary of state and had little time to devote to net assessment. Fortunately for Marshall, James 
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Schlesinger was now defense secretary after a brief stint as DCI and had quickly come to realize 

just how much he needed him—and the net assessment function—at the Pentagon.10 

After becoming DCI in February 1973, Schlesinger had pressed hard for CIA analysts to 

reassess their comparative figures of the superpowers’ defense programs. The agency, he 

believed, had consistently underestimated Soviet defense spending and the burden it placed on 

the Soviet economy. Roughly 55 percent of the U.S. Defense budget was absorbed by 2.2 million 

personnel. Although the USSR had far more uniformed personnel (the CIA estimated 4.5 

million), the CIA estimates set Soviet defense spending at 25 percent less than U.S. expenditures. 

Schlesinger questioned how the Soviets, with a far smaller economy, could possibly support a 

much larger force than the United States, but spend a mere 6 percent of their gross national 

product, approximately the same percentage of GNP that Washington then devoted to defense. 

He recalled later that the CIA’s estimate of the Soviet defense burden “just struck me as wrong. 

Because you looked at this society and the goddamned society was militarized and you knew the 

society had not become militarized with such a small fraction.”11 He demanded to know how the 

Soviets could purchase more equipment and weapons with less money than the Americans. 

Because the numbers seemed so nonsensical, he thought that the Soviets must spend far more on 

defense than the CIA estimated and devote a significantly higher portion of their GNP to it than 

the United States. He found it implausible that the Soviet Union could convert economic 

resources into military strength better than the United States could. The analysts had to be 

omitting Soviet costs. “If I am wrong,” Schlesinger told his staff, “tell me why; if I am not 

wrong, go out and fix those projections.” The projections, Schlesinger thought, could be fixed in 

a matter of months, but he had badly underestimated the resistance he would encounter from 
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analysts, who, he suspected, had too much staked in their projections. He failed to make much 

headway before leaving the agency to become defense secretary in July 1973.12  

He found the Pentagon analysts far more receptive to remolding intelligence analyses on 

the superpower rivalry. The Defense Intelligence Agency had already developed serious doubts 

about the accuracy of CIA estimates. DIA had detected a CIA tendency to assume the Soviet 

military buildup had been in response to U.S. policy, even when evidence suggested otherwise. 

In August 1973 Schlesinger told the DIA director, Vice Adm. Vincent P. de Poix, that he could 

not believe the Soviets were getting more hardware investment than Washington did for the 

limited expenditures the CIA calculated they were making. They must find where the CIA erred. 

The agency, he said, failed to include Soviet reserve costs, though reserves might be critical to 

Soviet conventional strength. Washington, he added, had to offer market rates to attract enlistees 

to sustain the new All-Volunteer Force while Moscow relied on conscription. Although 

conscripts were cheaper, the manpower cost imbalance was misleading, the defense secretary 

thought, because the Soviets devoted far more of their labor force to the military. He 

recommended instead an approach that calculated the market price for military labor as a 

percentage of the total work force, and proposed using that figure to determine how much of 

Soviet GNP went to defense. Applying U.S. prices, he speculated that Soviet defense 

expenditures might be equivalent to $120 billion, almost 50 percent above the U.S. level. To 

begin countering the CIA’s analysis, Schlesinger tasked DIA with considering the “trends, 

directions, priorities” in Soviet weapons procurement found in the CIA budget estimates.13 

Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xx 



 
 
Richardson, Schlesinger, and Rumsfeld 

8 
 

 

Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx. He moved to bring Andrew Marshall, his old 

friend and RAND collaborator, to OSD instead of letting him continue “floating around under 

Henry Kissinger or the White House.” Kissinger did not object. Schlesinger later recalled that 

Kissinger never treated net assessment “as a matter of great importance.”14 

Schlesinger believed that Marshall and the analytical rigor he would bring could push the 

intelligence community to improve analyses. From the Pentagon, Marshall could construct larger 

net assessments of the superpower competition. On October 2 Schlesinger asked him to move to 

the Pentagon, and Marshall readily agreed. The next month, Kissinger issued National Security 

Decision Memorandum (NSDM) 239, formally assigning responsibility for the national net 

assessment program to the secretary of defense. After he assumed new duties as secretary of state 

and war broke out in the Middle East, Kissinger had too much else on his mind in October 1973 

to contest the defense secretary on what he felt was a peripheral concern.15  

Marshall was happy to leave the NSC where he would never have had the freedom to do 

the types of net assessments he preferred. Not only did Kissinger pay little attention to net 

assessment, but he had a very different understanding of the superpower competition than either 

Marshall or Schlesinger did. At a staff meeting in February 1974, Schlesinger said it was not 

clear which side gained the most from détente, but he did not view improved relations as 

permanent or necessarily desirable. “Fundamentally,” he said, “they don’t want us as friends.” 
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He thought that Washington’s “great strength is our volatility and unpredictability.” The Soviets, 

he suspected, are “afraid of us.” Marshall shared the defense secretary’s view that Kissinger was 

overly willing to accept pessimistic assessments of Soviet power. He later characterized 

Kissinger’s rationale for détente as: “The sense was that here was this young, energetic nation on 

the upsurge, and we were less and less willing to devote resources to defense and that we were 

going to have to make the best deal we could.” Trained as economists, Schlesinger and Marshall 

were skeptical of such a view. They doubted that the Soviet command economy could spend 

more on defense than Washington without bearing a far greater burden than the CIA estimated. 

“Neither of us quite believed the CIA numbers,” he remembered, “and so the notion that there 

was something hopeless about the situation struck us as wrong.”16  

In Marshall, Schlesinger had brought over not just a director of net assessment, but his 

intellectual alter ego. The two men’s friendship and close intellectual affinity had begun at 

RAND in the 1960s. Marshall remembered: “I was probably Schlesinger’s closest friend at 

RAND. Actually, my wife and I spent a lot of time at their house and with them.” Schlesinger 

recalled: “My best pal in that period was Andy Marshall. He had seen a great deal. We used to 

exchange our views and confidences about the world regularly.”17  

They often discussed the pitfalls of analytical methods that overemphasized quantitative 

factors to explain and attempt to solve complex phenomena. Systems analysis, first instituted by 

Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, became something of an intellectual punching bag for 

them. Marshall thought that with systems analysis, “the measures of effectiveness tended to be 

too narrow. It tended to push people in the direction of asking … the wrong questions,” 

encouraging policymakers to arrive at overly narrow solutions, such as how to destroy targets 

more efficiently. Such analysis took little account of the qualitative factors affecting a nation’s 
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strategic choices, such as historical, cultural, ideological, and cultural influences. A more 

effective means of looking at the competition, Marshall concluded, would be to emulate 

successful business tactics and strategies. He later recalled, “If … you want to address the 

question of strategy for the competition, the good moves will not be just the most efficient in 

destroying targets, but ones that will drive him out of business.” Pentagon planning had to be 

directed toward the pursuit of a long-term strategy, he believed, and that could only be achieved 

if leaders turned to analysts who asked the right questions.18  

Schlesinger shared many of Marshall’s concerns about systems analysis. Although he 

gave it “two-and-half cheers” in a RAND report he authored in 1968 (“Uses and Abuses of 

Analysis”), he incisively critiqued it. McNamara’s OSD had “oversold” systems analysis by 

maintaining that the scientific method could be applied to policymaking. “In scientific 

investigations,” he wrote, “the search for truth is by and large unfettered. By contrast, in the 

search for preferred policies such encumbrances as social values and goals, constraints, 

institutional requirements (both broad and narrow) pertain. Truth becomes only one of a number 

of conflicting objectives and, sad to relate, oftentimes a secondary one.” Some of the McNamara 

era’s worst errors had resulted not from analysis itself, but from its selective use. Too often, it 

had been used to confirm policymakers’ beliefs or goals rather than “used in its most fruitful 

form, that of raising questions.” Still, Schlesinger praised analysis, if properly used, as an 

invaluable tool for policymakers.19  

Schlesinger knew that between his time at RAND and the NSC, Marshall had developed 

a far more comprehensive analytical framework than existed at the Pentagon. Before net 

assessment, Marshall would later explain, “analysis within DoD was conditioned by the natural 

institutional viewpoints of the participants, difficulties in data collection and use, and most 
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importantly problems in obtaining comprehensive treatment of both US and Soviet military 

activities.” Immediately after Marshall started working for Schlesinger, he proposed exploring 

how the superpowers organized and structured their forces to reveal ways to exploit 

technological advances. His small staff consisted initially of just two military officers and two 

secretaries. He and Schlesinger would continue the close intellectual rapport they had shared at 

RAND, giving the new Office of Net Assessment (ONA) immediate outsized influence.20  

Despite the defense secretary’s enthusiastic backing, Marshall’s new office had a rough 

beginning. Marshall had not yet worked out how net assessments would be conducted and had to 

complete the assessment he had begun at the NSC, a comparison of U.S. and Soviet ground 

forces, under an interagency model. The high-level interagency participants, including the 

chairman of the Joint Chiefs as well as the directors of CIA and DIA, lacked the time for serious 

engagement but had the power to protect their bureaucratic interests. The result, as Marshall later 

recalled, was “a very mediocre product.” The findings were not bold enough to offend anyone or 

offer much novel insight. Marshall was privately furious with the result.21 

Delivered to Schlesinger in May 1974, the assessment noted that the number of Soviet 

divisions had risen by around 15 percent since 1964, mostly for a buildup opposite China, while 

active U.S. divisions had dropped by approximately 15 percent. The superpowers envisioned 

very different European wars. The Soviets expected a short war. In a colossal blitz, they would 

overrun most of Western Europe within days and destroy most NATO forces there. Washington 

planners, however, felt confident that NATO could halt the invaders close to the alliance’s 

eastern border until reinforcements poured in from the United States. These contrasting 

presuppositions strongly influenced each side’s force structure and tactical doctrines, the 

assessment determined.22  
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In July 1974 memo to Schlesinger, which softened his private disgust with the product, 

Marshall explained his dissatisfaction with the available intelligence: “We foresaw many of the 

data problems and intelligence gaps, but we had little appreciation of how bad the problem was.” 

He told Schlesinger there were serious intelligence gaps, particularly about the quality of Soviet 

forces, and the intelligence community displayed a strong tendency to fill those gaps with worst-

case estimates. In Central Europe, “we have about twice as many men behind each weapon as the 

Soviets. We can’t say whether that is good, bad, or indifferent.” As to mobilizing for war in 

Europe, “there must be some way out of the dilemma that our reserves cannot be made ready 

before the war is over, but their reserves are effective in a week or two.” Marshall ended, “We 

cannot leave this subject in this state.”23  

Schlesinger shared Marshall’s deep disappointment. Marshall remembered him fuming: 

“We don’t want any more of that shit, that junk.” The interagency process, both believed, had 

watered down the conclusions to the point that they were no longer insightful or useful. They 

decided to discard the interagency model and have Marshall take direct control over all future net 

assessments, relying on his small office to do the analytical work. Schlesinger would ensure that 

Marshall had a budget sufficient to fund research and analytical assistance from top intellectual 

talent throughout the United States, both within and outside of government.24  

Marshall’s purpose was to diagnose problems rather than to solve them. Knowing that the 

defense secretary already received recommendations from the Joint Chiefs and top OSD 

officials, Marshall thought that net assessment’s unique value would be diminished if he tried to 

be yet another voice proposing specific solutions. Such a quest for answers could bias or narrow 

analyses while placing greater time pressure on analysts, threatening the thoroughness and 

thoughtfulness that Marshall knew would make the analyses unique. Because he believed the 



 
 
Richardson, Schlesinger, and Rumsfeld 

13 
 

secretary’s real impact on the military rested mostly with shaping force structure and capabilities 

for the military’s later use, he focused his assessments on discovering or examining trends that 

might threaten American security over the medium and long term—years and even decades in 

the future. If a crisis erupted in Europe, for instance, a defense secretary and military 

commanders might wish they had better tanks, planes, bombs, or troops with better training, but 

he could not instantly produce and deploy them to avert disaster.25  

Not wanting to receive more interagency rubbish masquerading as incisive analysis, 

Schlesinger fully endorsed Marshall’s approach. The secretary told his friend which projects he 

was interested in but, Marshall recalled, gave him “almost total leeway” to carry them out. He 

informed Marshall that he was interested in the strategic nuclear balance, the military balance, 

the worldwide naval balance, the European theater, and the burdens placed on each superpower 

by its respective defense establishment. Marshall began assessments on each. Not wanting to 

give anyone the chance to distort or dilute net assessments, Schlesinger directed that they be 

delivered directly to him.26  

It is difficult to measure with precision the impact of Marshall’s net assessments. 

Marshall met with Schlesinger daily and had discussions that ranged from key department 

personnel appointments and particular intelligence estimates to more philosophical discussions 

of the Marine Corps’ future mission. Schlesinger later recalled that Marshall strongly influenced 

his “substantive judgments about military matters.” Maj. Gen. John A. Wickham Jr., who had 

served as Schlesinger’s military assistant, recalled that the two were “almost brothers.” As for his 

net assessments, Marshall admitted: “It’s hard to judge whether studies are put to use. He did 

read them and made comments. We talked about them, and I think they were helpful in 

assembling information and changing his views a bit.” Many important ideas likely formed 
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during conversations between the two. Unfortunately, surviving notes of their discussions are 

fragmentary. Yet Schlesinger’s consultations with NATO allies, his debates with Kissinger, and 

his public pronouncements on the Cold War military balance reflect a thorough familiarity with 

Marshall’s assessments.27 

 

Schlesinger and Marshall’s Struggle with the CIA 

Marshall served as Schlesinger’s incisive critic of CIA estimates of Soviet defense spending. 

Since the beginning of the Cold War, the agency had primary responsibility for assessing Soviet 

defense spending. Because the basic contours of intelligence estimates of Soviet military power 

spread rapidly to the public following their production by the intelligence community, CIA 

assessments tended to shape national debate over the Soviet threat and what to do about it. 

Marshall’s office, moreover, relied heavily on CIA intelligence on the Soviet Union in creating 

net assessments, though his analysts often arrived at very different conclusions than CIA analysts 

did.  

Valuable as Marshall’s net assessments were to the secretary’s own understanding of the 

superpower rivalry, they lacked the weight that CIA national intelligence had with Congress and 

the administration. Schlesinger could not hope to contest what he considered Kissinger’s 

wrongheaded domination over national security policy unless he could convince CIA analysts to 

adjust their estimates of both the scale of the Soviet military threat and the enormous strain 

military spending placed on the Soviet economy. If he could do so, he could force advocates of 

détente and post-Vietnam defense cuts to recognize that the Soviet Union was more dangerous in 

the near-term than they reckoned, but also more vulnerable in the long-term if the United States 

adjusted policy.28 
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In January 1974 Schlesinger requested a CIA study of the burden defense placed on the 

Soviet economy. He then tasked Marshall with providing CIA analysts thorough guidance for 

conducting it. Rather than give a specific outline for what the secretary wanted, Marshall 

peppered the analysts with questions meant to challenge their assumptions, thereby freeing them 

from the intellectual straightjackets he felt stifled their creativity and value. He wanted them to 

step back from their seemingly instinctual habit of quantifying the problem. “In addition to 

trying to understand what the burden is at this point in time,” he wrote, “a major question of 

interest is will they be able to continue to carry it? Which of us will begin to feel the weight of 

the burden soonest? Is the Soviet level of effort sustainable indefinitely or not?” Because 

convincing answers to such questions required a more thorough understanding of each 

superpower’s internal competition for resources as well as the bureaucratic and political 

structures that affected its decision-making and resource allocation, “not only may it be 

important to move away from simple percentages of GNPs as the measure, but to try to produce 

much more sophisticated analyses of the real, and perceived, opportunity cost of the defense 

expenditures on the two sides.” If, for example, the Soviets pushed a greater share of its overall 

technical and managerial talent into the defense sector than the United States did, they must be 

depriving it from elsewhere with resulting opportunity costs far more significant to the health of 

the state than a mere percentage of the total GNP might suggest.29  

The CIA disregarded Marshall’s and Schlesinger’s concerns and guidance. On October 

30, 1974, the CIA study “The Measurement and Meaning of Defense Burden in the Soviet 

Setting” stood by the earlier estimates that Marshall and Schlesinger had deemed deficient. The 

agency judged that the Soviet defense effort consumed less than 8 percent of the GNP, less than 

10 percent of the labor force, 10–15 percent of industrial production, about 20–30 percent of 
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machinery output, and most top scientific and technical talent. The Soviet burden had declined 

markedly in all these areas over the past decade because the Soviet Union’s overall economic 

capacity was increasing faster than its defense allocation. The CIA assessed, “The Soviet 

economy could sustain or even accelerate the long-term growth in defense spending and continue 

to increase allocations to civilian programs.”30  

Schlesinger and Marshall were frustrated. They had asked CIA analysts to question their 

assumptions, but they had instead reaffirmed them. Schlesinger turned to Marshall for their 

response while he conveyed his frustration with the agency’s methodology directly to his 

successor at CIA, William Colby. “It seems clear,” Schlesinger wrote to Colby on November 2, 

“that the USSR is steadily adding to its military capabilities, while budgetary constraints are 

forcing us to cut back, delay and stretch out our modernization programs.” He believed a U.S.-

Soviet comparison of dollar costs could convey a proper understanding of superpower forces and 

programs. He questioned the agency’s assumption that rough dollar cost parity meant both sides 

contributed equally to their military capabilities. Much of the U.S. defense budget went to 

pensions, educational programs, and medical care. Because the Soviets spent far less on such 

programs, more funds went directly toward Soviet military power. Schlesinger recommended 

two kinds of comparative analysis. First, measure the respective physical sizes of U.S. and Soviet 

efforts (e.g., service personnel, direct civilian and defense industry employment, annual 

production of major items). Second, examine major functional or program areas (e.g., 

procurement, reserve forces, training, operations, and maintenance), describing differences, 

preparing cost estimates, and discussing comparability problems. He suggested the CIA 

collaborate with Marshall to develop such analyses.31 
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Schlesinger gained further ammunition to criticize CIA methodology from DIA and the 

Program Analysis and Evaluation office. Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx 

xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx 

xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx 

xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx 

xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx 

xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx.32  

Colby attempted to placate the displeased defense secretary. On December 2, 1974, he 

wrote to Schlesinger to accept his assistance in developing new types of comparative analyses. 

The director explained that the CIA had just finished two major studies on Soviet military 

accounts based on the most recent intelligence and assured Schlesinger that analysts were now 

considering new approaches that would take Schlesinger’s analytical concerns into account. The 

director attached a paper prepared by the agency’s office of strategic research that used 

equivalent dollar costs to compare U.S. and Soviet defense spending. The Soviets spent more 

than the Americans every year since 1971, and the agency estimated that by 1973 the Soviet 

Union spent $12.9 billion (in 1973 dollars) more on defense than the United States did.33  

Colby failed to reassure the defense secretary, who, according to his military assistant’s 

notes, viewed the CIA’s latest efforts “with some disdain.” He added, “Their methodology is part 

of the problem.” Responding to Edward Proctor, deputy director of intelligence, on December 4 

regarding the CIA’s long Soviet defense burden study, Marshall wrote that he had thought “one 
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objective of the paper was to review possible alternatives to current measures of the Soviet 

defense burden that focus on burden as a percentage of GNP.” He believed Proctor and 

Schlesinger had “more or less agreed that no measure of defense burden is likely to be adequate, 

and the percentage of GNP measure specifically had to be supplemented by other measures.” 

The CIA paper had largely ignored this agreement and analyzed the defense burden too 

narrowly. He thought that the CIA’s own evidence contradicted its judgment that the strain 

defense had on the Soviet economy was diminishing. He also doubted the CIA’s estimate that 

defense spending consumed a mere 6 percent of Soviet GNP. He found the agency’s admission 

that its figure could be off by 20 percent unpersuasive, writing that its underestimation was more 

likely 50, or even 100, percent. Marshall damningly described the CIA’s response as 

“disappointing” for failing to explore alternative measures of the Soviet defense burden, and 

“unconvincing” in maintaining that the Soviets spent only 6 percent of their GNP on defense.34  

De Poix’s successor at DIA, Lt. Gen. Daniel O. Graham, shared Schlesinger’s and 

Marshall’s doubts about the 6 percent estimate and the conclusions the CIA drew from it. It did 

not “hit anywhere near the mark,” he wrote to Schlesinger in January 1975. He found the CIA’s 

reliance on a “complex, machine-assisted” direct-costing method to estimate the Soviet defense 

burden absurd and inexcusable. “Even perfunctory inspection,” he wrote, “convinces a sensible 

man that the figures are far too low.” Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx 

xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx 

xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx 

xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx 

xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx 
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xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

Schlesinger agreed. He warned an audience at the Center for Strategic and International Studies 

that the trends threatened the military balance that had made détente possible. “The Soviet 

Union,” he said, “is outspending us by 25 percent if one leaves out pensions.”35  

Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx If correct, the CIA had been wildly 

underestimating Soviet defense spending and the burden it placed on the Soviet economy, as 

Schlesinger and Marshall had suspected.36  

With agency analysts on the defensive, Schlesinger, Marshall, and Graham pressed the 

CIA over Soviet motivations. A 1974 national intelligence estimate (NIE) depicted the Soviet 

leadership as committed to détente. xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxx 

xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx 
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xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxx 

xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx 

xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx.37  

When Schlesinger, Marshall, and Graham battled with the CIA over its estimates, they 

fought against an agency preoccupied by congressional investigation. Schlesinger, during his 

five months as DCI, had launched an internal investigation of the agency’s past domestic 

activities. Investigators uncovered abundant evidence of past illegal activity and wrongdoing. 

Top CIA officials would call the resulting 693-page compendium the family jewels. Fortunately 

for Schlesinger, knowledge of the collection did not become public until after he had moved to 

the Pentagon. His successor, William Colby, was saddled with the consequences. On December 

22, 1974, investigative journalist Seymour Hersh wrote an explosive front-page New York Times 

report describing how the CIA had conducted an illegal domestic spying operation against 

antiwar protestors and other dissident groups during the Nixon administration. Schlesinger’s 

investigation, Hersh reported, “produced evidence of dozens of other illegal activities by 

members of the CIA inside the United States, beginning in the nineteen-fifties, including break-
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ins, wiretapping and the surreptitious inspection of mail.” Uncomfortably for the defense 

secretary, Schlesinger’s photo appeared on the front-page story between those of his immediate 

predecessor and successor.38 

President Gerald Ford, having succeeded Nixon four months earlier, responded by 

ordering a blue-ribbon panel under Vice President Nelson A. Rockefeller to investigate, hoping 

to preempt an unconstrained congressional investigation that could gravely damage the CIA’s 

reputation and its ability to gather intelligence and conduct operations. “We don’t want to 

destroy but to preserve the CIA,” Ford told Colby on January 3, 1975. “But we want to make 

sure that illegal operations and those outside the charter don’t happen.” The new Congress, 

however, had no intention or incentive to defer to Ford. That fall’s midterm elections had 

resulted in the Democrats extending their House majority by 49 seats and their Senate majority 

by 4. The new members felt a clear mandate to check the runaway power of an imperial 

presidency, which had brought the country to the brink of a constitutional crisis under Nixon. 

With sharpened knives, Congress began two large investigations of the intelligence 

community—Frank Church (D-ID) chaired a select committee in the Senate and Otis Pike (D-

NY) chaired the House investigation. Most negative attention fell on the CIA, whose salacious 

past misdeeds were paraded before the public.39  

Although Schlesinger’s and Marshall’s challenges of the CIA’s Soviet estimates had an 

already wounded agency on the defensive, the two men had not managed to win the argument 

before Ford abruptly fired the secretary in November 1975. Schlesinger’s intellectual brilliance 

had resulted in a powerful collaboration with Marshall to challenge the CIA’s hold over 

assessments of the Soviet threat. His weakness as a political operator and inability to get along 

with Ford, however, caused him to fall short in translating an intellectual campaign into a shift in 
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national policy, which would have required outmaneuvering the wily Henry Kissinger. While 

Ford’s chief of staff, Donald Rumsfeld, shared Schlesinger’s hawkish views on the Soviet threat, 

he better understood how Kissinger had used his close relationship to the president to isolate the 

Pentagon. On November 2, after telling Colby he would be replaced as DCI, Ford barked to 

Rumsfeld’s deputy, Richard B. “Dick” Cheney, to bring in Schlesinger: “Get that son-of-a-bitch 

in here so I can fire him.” Rumsfeld spoke with Schlesinger the next day by phone. According to 

Wickham’s notes, Rumsfeld, who Ford had picked to succeed Schlesinger, said that he was “in a 

funny position,” because as he had told Ford he had no policy differences with the departing 

secretary. The president, Rumsfeld said, had responded that he did not either. The chief of staff 

thought it was primarily a personality clash. “You are just not the easiest person to get to know,” 

he told Schlesinger.40 The same day, Kissinger also spoke with Schlesinger, telling him “how 

much he regretted” his firing and that it was “not my preference.” “Correct, from what I know,” 

an angry Schlesinger responded. He finished with a prophetic warning: “Your difficulties have 

only increased” with Rumsfeld’s move to the Pentagon.41  

Indeed, the incoming defense secretary understood that to win the coming confrontation 

with Kissinger over the direction of national policy, he would have to accompany intellectual 

argument over the nature of the Soviet threat with political skill and bureaucratic machination. 

Kissinger could not hope for the new defense secretary’s relationship with the president to sour 

to his benefit, as had been the case with Schlesinger. Rumsfeld had been one of Ford’s closest 

confidants since 1965, when he had helped then-Congressman Ford unseat and replace Charles 

Halleck (R-IN) as House minority leader. The secretary of state also could not hope to 

outmaneuver the defense secretary within the White House as he had his predecessor, since Ford 
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had elevated Dick Cheney, Rumsfeld’s 34-year-old deputy who owed much of his meteoric rise 

to Rumsfeld, to become White House chief of staff. 42  

 

Rumsfeld and Marshall  

However different their backgrounds, Rumsfeld and Marshall forged a solid working 

relationship. Net assessment survived and thrived under the new secretary. Marshall later 

recalled: “After the first few weeks we did a lot of things for him and got along very well with 

him. I was very impressed with Rumsfeld.” The two did not previously know each other. They 

held their first meeting on December 5, 1975, two weeks after Rumsfeld’s arrival. Knowing that 

net assessment’s future depended on surviving its first transition in secretaries, Marshall sought 

to sell him on the office’s unique capabilities and discussed with him his assessments of the 

strategic balance, the central front balance, the naval balance, and the ability of either 

superpower to project military power into political crisis areas. Although Marshall was careful to 

point out those areas where Washington enjoyed comfortable leads, the defense secretary 

recalled that the net assessment director had “demonstrated that the Soviet Union had been 

gaining ground relative to the United States. America had been slipping toward a position of 

rough equivalence. The projections of future trend lines did not bode well for the United States.” 

Rumsfeld had already begun developing views that aligned with the assessment. Marshall had 

earned the new defense secretary’s respect. Rumsfeld later recalled spending “a lot of time” with 

the director. If the defense secretary intended to fight Kissinger’s hold over national security 

policy, Marshall had much to offer.43  

Early in January 1976, Marshall sent the secretary his assessment of détente’s strengths 

and shortcomings. He began by recalling Kissinger’s original justification for détente: Because 
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Kissinger believed that Washington could no longer contain its rival, he wanted to engage the 

Kremlin in direct negotiations to inhibit aggressive behavior. Such a rationale, Marshall argued, 

implied undue pessimism about U.S. willingness to support vigorous military and political 

responses to Soviet aggression. Rather than constrain the Soviets, détente had only weakened the 

U.S. position. Its focus on diplomacy sapped public support for defense spending. Moreover, he 

wrote, Kissinger’s strategy risked too many short-term losses to achieve “what may well be 

excessively optimistically estimated future benefits.” The Defense Department should instead 

closely examine the superpowers’ comparative strengths and weaknesses to “look at how we can 

drive up Soviet costs, how we can exploit areas of U.S. weakness and Soviet advantage.” 

Rumsfeld fully endorsed these misgivings about Kissinger’s policy.44  

The 43-year-old former representative from Illinois had risen fast but owed his rapid rise 

far more to his political prowess and peerless skill as a bureaucratic infighter than to his 

brilliance as a strategist. His predecessor, Schlesinger, recalled letting insightful philosophical 

discussions drag on, forcing his staff to rearrange his schedule. The perpetually impatient 

Rumsfeld had no such need. He kept conversations short, abruptly cutting off those who 

rambled. He wrote later: “Standing up while working tends to be an incentive for those who 

come in for a discussion to say what they need to say and not linger.” His conversations 

resembled wrestling matches, with the former Princeton wrestler determined to end up on top, 

rather than academic discourses. Robert Ellsworth recalled that Rumsfeld did not take nearly as 

much interest in strategy as his predecessor. Schlesinger, he said, “was a giant world class person 

in this field, and Rumsfeld was not.”45 Kissinger later complimented Rumsfeld, his erstwhile 

antagonist, backhandedly: “Rumsfeld afforded me a close-up look at a special Washington 

phenomenon: the skilled full-time politician-bureaucrat in whom ambition, ability, and substance 
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fuse seamlessly.” He saw Rumsfeld’s motivations in contesting détente as primarily political 

rather than philosophical, which made him far more dangerous than his predecessor: 

My tensions with Schlesinger were different than those with Rumsfeld. Schlesinger was 
basically an academic who would occasionally fight intellectual battles using political 
means—though never very comfortably. Rumsfeld might invoke systems analysis in his 
battles, but he was more a political leader than an analyst. I was convinced that, at the end 
of the day, Schlesinger and I would come to an understanding because, in truth, our 
disagreements were essentially esoteric and technical or else bureaucratic. 
 

Scholars and contemporaries who have ascribed a less charitable view to Rumsfeld’s motives 

have argued that he opportunistically used growing opposition to Kissinger’s policies as simply 

the most convenient tool available for eroding the power of his bureaucratic rival and increasing 

his personal political prominence. Others have more favorably and convincingly argued that the 

national interest motivated Rumsfeld to contest policies he thought had imperiled it, and this 

noble motivation coincided with his political and bureaucratic ambitions. Rumsfeld himself 

points to the December meeting with Marshall as the cause of his concern about the unfavorable 

trends.46  

If Rumsfeld hoped to reorient U.S. policy away from détente and Kissinger’s control, he 

understood he would have to challenge the CIA’s assessment of the Soviet threat. He shared his 

predecessor’s distrust of CIA estimates and supported Marshall’s efforts to prod the agency. He 

later recalled the many ways he thought the agency had mischaracterized the Soviet threat: “The 

CIA’s position about the Soviets was that they were not as intent, and serious, and purposeful, as 

they were. They were denying a significant part of their total economy, denying the consumer 

section of the economy to an enormous extent and the CIA didn’t understand that.” The agency 

“seemed to always be wrong on one side, and the wrong side, the side not of safety.”47  

As with Kissinger’s State Department, Rumsfeld’s struggle with the CIA had a personal 

dynamic. The CIA, he recalled later, “tended to represent a part of America that was elite, 
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liberal, eastern, highly international”—a description that, aside from the “liberal” 

characterization, perfectly fit its Massachusetts-born, Yale-educated director, George H. W. 

Bush. “And I was a Midwestern boy,” Rumsfeld, himself a Princeton-educated, former U.S. 

representative to NATO, and administration insider, added. Bush harbored even deeper mistrust 

of Rumsfeld. Bush, then 51 and a rising star in the Republican Party, suspected that as White 

House chief of staff, Rumsfeld had engineered the “Halloween massacre” (Ford’s late 1975 

cabinet shakeup) and Bush’s appointment as DCI to remove him as a possible vice-presidential 

contender in 1976. Rumsfeld denied having anything to do with Ford’s decision, a denial most 

scholars who have closely examined the evidence have found honest and accurate. Ford himself 

recalled: “I never consulted with him (Rumsfeld) when I made these changes in October 1975; 

the whole deal was my deal. I didn't talk to Kissinger, Schlesinger, Rumsfeld, or to Elliot 

Richardson.” Bush and his allies, however, believed the rumors, and a decades-long rivalry 

between the two began. Years later, when George W. Bush considered Rumsfeld to serve again 

as defense secretary, his father’s close confidant former Secretary of State James Baker warned 

the younger Bush: “All I’m going to say to you is, you know what he did to your daddy.”48 

Because Rumsfeld did not want to spend most of his time battling with the intelligence 

community or find himself mired in the congressional investigations then battering the CIA, he 

decided to appoint a second deputy secretary of defense to handle intelligence issues. His views 

were clear: “I was concerned about the CIA. I felt that they were not doing well by the country.” 

He picked Robert Ellsworth, assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs, since 

mid-1974, who had been planning to leave the Pentagon at the time of Rumsfeld’s arrival. The 

second deputy position had been created by Congress in 1972 but left vacant. Rumsfeld’s offer 

of a promotion convinced Ellsworth to stay. Schlesinger later recalled that he had wanted to 
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elevate Ellsworth to the deputy position but had been rebuffed by Kissinger, whose attitude had 

been: “What the hell does he need this for?” Schlesinger thought that he needed a second deputy 

to provide OSD with more clout within the department and in interagency debates. He also did 

not trust or get along well with Deputy Secretary William Clements, but because he could not 

fire the politically well-connected Texas oilman, he likely hoped he could diminish his power. 

Alexander Haig later recalled that when he was chief of staff, “I had to be shock absorber 

between Schlesinger and Clements…. They hated each other.” After he had been forced out of 

the Pentagon, Schlesinger explained bitterly: “The tendency of the White House was to give to 

Rumsfeld all the issues that I had raised previously, and so Ellsworth was elevated as a second 

deputy.”49  

Rumsfeld understood how damaging Clements had been to his predecessor. “He was 

wildly vociferous about Jim Schlesinger everywhere—the White House, Congress, everywhere 

he went,” he remembered from his time as White House chief of staff. “He was very harmful to 

Jim.” Ellsworth became Rumsfeld’s second deputy in December 1975. Although Rumsfeld 

maintained that his second deputy’s duties were circumscribed to just intelligence matters, when 

asked by historians about his deputies’ respective influence, Rumsfeld was clear about who he 

relied upon: “Bob Ellsworth was an adviser. I wouldn’t say that Clements was. I met with him 

frequently, and I heard what he had to say. He was included.” When asked how Rumsfeld 

divided labor between the two, Ellsworth quipped, “Rumsfeld didn’t have any division of labor. 

He did or was responsible for everything.” Clements would maintain his focus on acquisitions, 

but Rumsfeld would have Ellsworth, who he deemed a more trustworthy and competent 

representative, handle the most important interagency matters.50  
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Ellsworth’s elevation changed net assessment’s position in the bureaucracy but did not 

diminish Marshall’s role with the new secretary. In May 1976 Rumsfeld reorganized defense 

intelligence under Ellsworth and created a Defense Intelligence Board, designed to improve the 

relationship between defense intelligence producers and their consumers. Marshall was on the 

board and attended the new deputy’s daily staff meetings. Marshall, however, continued to send 

net assessments directly to the secretary, who endorsed the net assessment director’s practice of 

providing him with diagnostic rather than prescriptive analyses.51 

By early 1976, because of information provided by a Soviet émigré, every agency except 

the CIA had assessed that past intelligence estimates had grossly underestimated Soviet defense 

spending. The CIA insisted, however, that the new intelligence should not cause them to 

radically adjust their estimates. The Pentagon engaged Arthur Laffer, the supply-side economist 

who would become famous for his Laffer Curve, to review the methodology behind the estimates 

and their interpretation. On January 11, 1976, Laffer wrote to Rumsfeld and Ellsworth that 

because the CIA refused to change their estimate in response to the émigré’s new information, he 

suggested they assess what the higher Soviet spending meant in different scenarios, “in terms of 

the effectiveness of our military effort, our role in détente, and in the SALT talks.” He continued, 

“There are few Americans who do not feel U.S. strength is being eroded. That is the single most 

important issue to analyze. I suggest a high-level commission composed of businessmen, 

government people, academics, and military be set up.”52 

The CIA’s Military-Economic Advisory Panel, an interagency group, had already begun 

studying ways to improve intelligence estimates; Marshall was unimpressed. After reading its 

report, he advised Rumsfeld and Ellsworth in February 1976 that the panel would not 

recommend major improvements. It had failed to even “surface or respond to existing criticisms 
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of the CIA ruble estimates” for Soviet defense expenditures. The group had imprudently 

recommended diverting scarce analytical resources into surveying “past misuses of Agency 

analyses.” Rather than hope for the CIA to improve itself, Marshall proposed “a variant of 

Laffer’s proposal.” He recommended suggesting to the DCI the establishment of an independent 

group to appraise analyses of the Soviet economy, the burden of Soviet defense programs, and 

the size of the Soviet military effort compared with that of the United States. Rumsfeld 

approved, and Marshall drafted a February 26 letter for Ellsworth to send to Bush (Rumsfeld’s 

second deputy had a far better relationship with Bush than the defense secretary), asking him to 

give the highest possible priority to developing improved estimates and informing the national 

security community about revised dollar and ruble estimates. Doing so would instill maximum 

confidence about their objectivity and bipartisan nature. He also asked Bush to consider creating 

an independent group to “provide an independent view of the full policy implications of the 

change from the 6% to 8% estimate of Soviet GNP devoted to defense to the new estimates in 

the 10% to 15%” range. These outside experts would report to the Committee on Foreign 

Intelligence (CFI), which Ford had created by executive order on February 18. While the DCI 

chaired the CFI, it also included Ellsworth and the deputy national security adviser. The 

committee reported directly to the NSC.53  

Bush replied diplomatically but firmly rejected most of the deputy’s request. He agreed 

that the CIA needed to better inform policymakers about the results of intelligence estimates to 

instill confidence in their objectivity and accuracy. He cautioned, however, that while he 

concurred with the need to devote more resources to a new estimate on the Soviet defense 

burden, “any sizable increase in effort cannot be accomplished over night.” The DCI rejected the 

idea of an independent board reporting to the CFI, as the CIA “already has a Panel of academic 
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and industrial experts.” Such groups should remain under his oversight rather than under the CFI, 

he thought, “because they are so much a part of the production of intelligence.”54  

Under Bush the CIA had in fact substantially raised its estimate of Soviet defense 

spending after concluding that the agency’s earlier Ruble price estimates had been badly flawed. 

In February 1976, it calculated the dollar value of Soviet programs at $114 billion, compared 

with 1975 U.S. authorizations of $80 billion. Subtracting pension costs from both sides, Soviet 

dollar costs were 50 percent greater. Three months later, after receiving an unusually large body 

of fresh information, the CIA doubled its estimate of Soviet ruble spending in 1975.55 In July, a 

further CIA study placed the dollar costs of Soviet defense programs more than 25 percent above 

U.S. authorizations for 1975 and nearly 50 percent if retirement expenses were excluded from 

both sides. In effect, the agency had conceded that Schlesinger and Marshall had been right. The 

agency had indeed been underestimating Soviet defense spending.56 

Rumsfeld sought to use these intelligence reassessments in his effort to convince key 

members of Congress to increase the Defense budget. In March 1976, the chairman of the Senate 

appropriations committee, John McClellan, asked Rumsfeld to assess the implications of recent 

trends in the U.S.-Soviet military balance. The secretary’s reply painted a dark picture: “If 

present trends continue, the U.S. will become clearly inferior in strategic power at some point in 

the coming years, and the U.S. would likely be seen as inferior or becoming inferior some time 

prior to the crossover point.” He warned that by the 1980s, the Warsaw Pact could become not 

just numerically equivalent to NATO, but technically and tactically sophisticated “in practically 

every military mission area and resource category.” An American lead in technology still 

existed, as could be seen in the airborne warning and control system, strategic cruise missiles, 

and precision-guided missiles, but even that edge was undergoing steady erosion. “What the U.S. 
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needs now,” Rumsfeld concluded, “is to begin to arrest the trends and make the commitment for 

the long haul.”57  

Although Kissinger agreed with the effort to prevent Congress from drastically slashing 

the Defense budget, he was furious that the defense secretary was doing so by portraying the 

United States as falling behind the Soviets. The seemingly all-powerful secretary of state found 

himself astonishingly powerless to change the defense secretary’s tune, however. In a March 29 

meeting with Ford, Rumsfeld, and Scowcroft, the secretary of state said, “The impression that we 

are slipping is creating a bad impression around the world.” “But it is true,” Rumsfeld responded. 

Kissinger retorted, “It is inevitable that our margin since ’60 has slipped. Are we trying to 

maintain the same margin as we had in 1960 or to maintain adequate forces?” Undaunted, 

Rumsfeld rejoined, “But it is true. We have been slipping since the ‘60s from superiority to 

equivalence, and if we don’t stop, we’ll be behind.” Rather than attempt to counter Ronald 

Reagan’s Republican primary challenge by moving to the right, Kissinger thought, Ford should 

take the posture “that Reagan doesn’t know what he’s talking about and he’s irresponsible.” The 

president, however, backed his defense secretary’s more hawkish approach. He said he wanted to 

“hit the Congress on Defense. It is a line which will pay off.”58  

Ford not only supported Rumsfeld but allowed the defense secretary to stage his 

campaign for more defense spending from the White House. While Schlesinger had used 

intellectual arguments, and Marshall’s talents, to persuade CIA analysts to rethink their 

estimates, Rumsfeld used his closer relationship with Ford to press the Pentagon’s own 

assessment of the Soviet threat directly to members of Congress, media representatives, 

influential citizens, and European allies. He enlisted John Hughes, DIA’s deputy director for 

collection (who had earned praise for his U-2 spy plane briefings during the 1962 Cuban Missile 
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Crisis) to deliver briefings about the Soviet threat that featured satellite photography. Rumsfeld 

later recalled: “We systematically brought into the White House once or twice a week, groups of 

congressmen and senators. We brought them into the Roosevelt room, served them a cocktail, 

and gave them an hour briefing. President Ford would drop by the oval office and say hello to 

them.” Marshall assisted the secretary with line graphs and analysis of intelligence data from 

1965 to 1975 showing that the Soviets were drastically increasing their defense investments as 

the United States was cutting its own. The effort allowed Rumsfeld to reverse cuts to defense 

(explored in the budget chapters) and to take the lead in redefining the Soviet threat and how to 

address it.59 

With Rumsfeld’s Pentagon continually casting Soviet motivations and capabilities in a 

more negative light than the CIA, and with conservatives in Congress and outside government 

charging the administration with recklessly pursuing détente despite a growing Soviet threat, 

Bush relented to pressure in May 1976 to begin an experiment in competitive analysis. Team A, 

comprising CIA analysts, would follow the procedures established in previous national 

intelligence estimates, while Team B, an outside group of academics and former government 

officials, would critique those assumptions and methodologies. Team A’s report was 

incorporated into NIE 11-3/8-76. In December 1976, Team B produced a much more threatening 

appraisal of Soviet programs and objectives that challenged not just the intelligence community’s 

assessments, but the assumptions that had undergirded Washington’s pursuance of détente. Bush 

deemed the experiment a failure and told Ford on January 13, 1977, in the administration’s final 

NSC meeting, that “I feel I have been had.” He was furious that Team B’s appraisal had gone 

public. Rumsfeld agreed with Bush that the leaks must stop but approved of the competitive 

analysis concept, though he thought it should be narrower in scope. He also praised the NIE, but 
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said, “The only question I have is how to tie it to policy judgements or make it a basis for policy 

rather than using it as policy. There are some net assessment judgements involved and they 

should drive decisions.”60  

 

Maintaining a Credible Deterrent 

While Schlesinger and Rumsfeld disagreed with Kissinger, and with CIA, on the U.S.-Soviet 

balance of military spending and capabilities, they were generally united on the implications of 

nuclear parity and the need to reconsider U.S. nuclear doctrine. Kissinger had been convinced of 

the need since the beginning of the Nixon administration. On January 27, 1969, a member of the 

Joint Staff briefed Nixon and Kissinger on the U.S. nuclear war plan called the Single Integrated 

Operational Plan (SIOP). Prepared by the Joint Strategic Planning Staff (JSTPS) under the 

guidance of the defense secretary and the Joint Chiefs, the SIOP covered operational plans for a 

nuclear war with the Soviet Union and People’s Republic of China. Every option required the 

launching of thousands of nuclear weapons. Even if the United States targeted only Soviet 

strategic weapons, no one could be certain that the Kremlin would not further escalate the 

conflict by retaliating against American cities and killing millions.61  

The 1969 briefing had disgusted the president and his national security adviser. These 

were not feasible war strategies, they believed, but different means to commit national suicide. 

Over the next three years, Kissinger fruitlessly pressed the Pentagon to develop new, sub-SIOP 

nuclear options. In January 1972 Defense Secretary Laird finally tasked a panel chaired by the 

Pentagon’s top research scientist, John S. Foster Jr., director of defense research and engineering, 

with reviewing the nuclear weapons employment policy. The panel emphasized that deterrence 

required a credible threat against targets highly valued by the enemy. Although employment 
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policies had to be flexible to prevent uncontrolled escalation, if massive exchanges did occur, 

targeting plans ought to massively degrade the enemy’s postwar power and influence. The Foster 

Panel continued meeting into 1973. One of its members, State Department Deputy Director of 

Policy Planning Seymour Weiss, regularly briefed CIA Director James Schlesinger on its 

progress and solicited advice from the renowned nuclear strategist whose earlier work at RAND 

had heavily influenced the panel.62  

At the beginning of his second term, Nixon considered the changes in the strategic 

environment and, through NSSM 169, directed a thorough review of nuclear policy to evaluate 

alternatives to massive retaliation. Since Washington no longer possessed preponderant nuclear 

strength, the credibility of massive retaliation against Soviet population and industrial centers 

seriously eroded. Nixon and Kissinger feared that Moscow now believed Washington would not 

use nuclear weapons and risk annihilation, except as a desperate response to a massive Soviet 

nuclear attack. If that was so, nuclear weapons would have lost much of their diplomatic use as a 

means of checking Soviet aggression. In response to the president’s direction, an interagency 

working group headed by Foster met weekly. Early in April, Foster sent Secretary Richardson a 

draft summary report that concluded neither NSDM 16 nor the policy of flexible options could 

be implemented effectively in light of the changed strategic situation. The panel recommended 

developing selective, regional, and limited attack options to conduct nuclear strikes at levels 

below massive nuclear exchange and revise the target choice in a massive exchange to focus on 

crippling the enemy’s postwar recovery.63  

The JCS added to the growing gloom about Washington’s strategic situation. In March 

1973, Chairman Moorer advised Richardson that Strategic Air Command (SAC) analyses 

indicated that the U.S. weapons remaining after several exchanges could not sufficiently destroy 
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Soviet urban and industrial centers, but that enough Soviet weapons would survive to allow 

Moscow to devastate the U.S. cities and the industrial base. Moorer dourly characterized SAC’s 

analysis as an accurate depiction of “the shift in the strategic nuclear balance of power in favor 

of the USSR.” In most probable scenarios, “Soviet qualitative improvements possible even under 

the Strategic Arms Limitation constraints can perpetuate and increase this imbalance” (see 

chapter 15). The PA&E office downplayed these findings, telling Richardson that SAC’s 

findings were unrealistically alarming. The weapons shortage it highlighted “was pre-determined 

by the use of the particular scenario. That is, an arbitrary list of targets was attacked and the 

‘U.S. strike planner’ chose to continue attacking military targets rather than reserve enough 

survivable weapons to perform the urban/industrial mission.” Nixon, however, would move 

Richardson to the Justice Department before he could discern what the true strategic challenge 

was, or how to calibrate U.S. nuclear strategy to meet it.64 

Schlesinger came to the Pentagon more conversant than his predecessors with nuclear 

war strategy. In 1968, while at RAND, he composed the monograph Rationale for NU-OPTS 

(nuclear options), in which he evaluated options less extreme than those in the SIOP. Overseas 

obligations required the United States to consider “sub-SIOP operations.” These, he said, were 

“ultimately political: to force the opponent to reconsider, to demonstrate a capability of our own 

that he had not foreseen … and, above all, to convey to him a sense of our own firmness.” To 

defend Western Europe, Schlesinger continued, “we want something more … than either a threat 

that is incredible or one that features lack of controllability.” Schlesinger’s study led Pentagon 

strategists to create the Foster panel and heavily influenced its analysis.65 

In July 1973, just after moving to the Pentagon, Schlesinger told Kissinger that Foster’s 

summary report, which had been forwarded to him on June 15, represented “an excellent basis 
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for further consideration by the NSC.” Foster’s interagency working group had concluded a new 

nuclear policy was needed to restore credibility in a time of parity and give the president greater 

flexibility in a crisis or war. The panel, however, admitted that, in a war, an American effort to 

keep a nuclear war limited could not guarantee that the Soviets would choose to do the same. At 

breakfast on August 2, Kissinger and Schlesinger concurred that the president should have 

precise concepts for the limited use of nuclear weapons. The highest priority would go to 

planning for war in Europe, showing how to achieve political objectives through effective 

military employment while limiting damage. For example, Schlesinger suggested planning a 

strike within 10 miles of the forward edge of the battle area of a ground war. They would need 

two years, he predicted, to complete the change in plans. Kissinger responded that that was too 

long. The president needed to understand sooner what controlled escalation meant, and how it 

might be achieved.66 

Foster’s summary report had included a lengthy draft NSDM that prescribed the nuclear 

weapon employment policy, giving the president a range of new options below the SIOP levels. 

In an August meeting with Schlesinger and Kissinger, Clements called it deceptive because he 

thought available forces lacked the flexibility to implement it. “The President shouldn’t think he 

will have these options, if he approves them,” he said. Schlesinger dismissed his deputy’s 

critique: “It’s a matter of time. We can’t put the mechanical flexibility into the forces until we 

know what is wanted.” Kissinger agreed with Schlesinger’s deputy: “I want to avoid the military 

telling the President they can do anything he orders.” The main aim behind limited nuclear 

strikes, Schlesinger said, would be “to convey a message to stop.” One possibility was to target 

Soviet forces on the Sino-Soviet border to make the Soviet Union vulnerable to Chinese attack 

and imply to Moscow the existence of a U.S.-Chinese alliance. “You tell us what message you 
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want to convey,” he told the national security adviser. Kissinger responded, “We wouldn’t have 

an idea what to do in case of an attack on Iran or Europe. If the Soviets could make us back 

down anywhere in the world, the result would be disastrous.” He urged the Defense Department 

to move “from the theoretical to actual packages for actual areas.” Two days later Schlesinger 

directed the JCS to prepare from four to six operational plans to give the president options based 

on “actual capabilities.”67 

In late September, the Joint Staff briefed Schlesinger about nuclear strike options in 

Europe and other areas. The defense secretary was not satisfied with the state of the planning. He 

asked the Joint Chiefs to rethink some of their targeting priorities and probe the assumptions 

undergirding them. He questioned, for example, strikes on oil refineries in the Baku region, 

saying that it only processed 10 percent of Soviet oil. In planning to defend Central Europe, he 

questioned why they would target airfields that did not support a Soviet attack. In all scenarios, 

the political messages accompanying any strikes “should be unambiguously clear, should state to 

the enemy what we intend to do, what we don’t intend to do, and what our bargaining 

arrangement is.”68 

In late October, Schlesinger conferred with the Joint Chiefs about the sensitivities 

involved in public discussion of counterforce plans. Nixon had often said publicly that 

Washington would take no action, which the Soviets could reasonably interpret as threatening a 

disarming first strike. The secretary noted that for the JCS such a strike would require attacking 

all offensive systems, including ballistic missile submarines. Because neither side could create a 

capability that would ensure the destruction of all an opponent’s missile submarines, he felt 

confident that the Soviets would not misinterpret U.S. plans to destroy or neutralize hardened 

targets as threatening a disarming first strike. Washington should determine how far to go toward 
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creating such a counterforce capability, he thought, by how far the Soviets went toward adopting 

a similar force posture. The Soviets led in land- and sea-based launchers while the Americans 

had more reentry vehicles and were years ahead in deploying multiple independently targeted re-

entry vehicles that could hit widely dispersed targets. Schlesinger cautioned, however, the United 

States must not allow the USSR to unilaterally destabilize the nuclear balance.69 

 

The Schlesinger Doctrine 

By early January 1974 a draft NSDM, based on the Foster Panel’s proposal, was ready for 

Nixon’s approval. It directed the development of limited nuclear options (LNOs) and formally 

introduced escalation control into U.S. nuclear policy. Before Nixon approved it, however, 

Schlesinger appeared to inadvertently announce the pending change in a long, convoluted 

response to a news reporter’s question about the administration’s position on SALT negotiations. 

“There is in prospect or there has taken place, to be more precise,” he said, “a change in the 

strategies of the United States with regard to the hypothetical employment of central strategic 

forces. A change in targeting strategy, as it were.” When pressed to elaborate, he explained that 

the new approach would give the president options more limited than a massive retaliation 

targeting Soviet cities. He added, “Military targets, whether siloes or other military targets, are, 

of course, one of the possible target sets.” Several members of the administration believed 

Schlesinger used the announcement to push the revised U.S. nuclear policy forward and present 

the president with a fait accompli. Worse, Schlesinger’s specific mention of hard targets caused 

many observers to conclude incorrectly that the administration had shifted to a counterforce 

strategy, which would require a massive arms buildup. The convoluted nature of the 

announcement and Schlesinger’s unintended emphasis on hard targets suggest that he had not 
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carefully considered how to make such a revelation beforehand, although the appearance of 

spontaneity might have been intentional. The defense secretary wanted the administration to 

move forward with the change in policy and thought the NSC staff was gumming up the works. 

However confused his announcement, Schlesinger accomplished his aim.70  

Besieged by the spiraling Watergate scandal, the administration had little choice but to 

follow Schlesinger’s rather clumsy lead. To Kissinger’s fury, the press labeled the new policy the 

Schlesinger Doctrine. Kissinger had been pressing the Pentagon to provide the president with 

limited options since 1969. By announcing the change, Schlesinger had identified the new policy 

with himself, despite the Foster Panel and Kissinger having done much of the bureaucratic leg 

work. Although he mostly agreed with the new doctrine, except for its timing and association 

with Schlesinger, Kissinger worried that the military might use it to demand more funding for 

strategic forces. Weakened by Watergate, the White House was unwilling to restrain Schlesinger 

and instead formalized the new policy. On January 17, a week after the defense secretary’s 

remarks, Nixon signed NSDM 242, ordering the defense secretary to oversee the development of 

LNOs. As it turned out, the January press conference had given Schlesinger a personal victory 

over Kissinger and a bureaucratic one over the NSC.71  

Schlesinger’s announcement generated intense discussion, in part because he had made it 

without consulting U.S. allies, others in the administration, or Congress. His manner of speaking 

in “graduate-school English” as Vice Adm. Gerald E. Miller, SAC’s deputy commander 

described it, was off-putting and made him difficult to understand. Critics labeled the new policy 

a counterforce strategy, designed to give the U.S. the ability to launch a first strike to eliminate 

Soviet strategic nuclear forces. The Soviet military characterized the new strategy as a menace. 
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Anatoly Dobrynin, the long-serving Soviet ambassador to the United States called it an effort “to 

legitimize a strategic nuclear war.”72  

In the weeks that followed, Schlesinger pressed forward with a public campaign in 

support of his doctrine. On January 24 he clarified his earlier revelation in carefully prepared 

remarks at the Pentagon. He stressed, “We are not seeking to develop a major counter-force 

capability.” Instead, “our emphasis is upon selectivity and flexibility.” Schlesinger refuted what 

he considered to be ill-informed criticism, saying that the targeting changes would not alter 

American nuclear capabilities, and admitting the United States lacked the ability to take out the 

entire Soviet ICBM force. The new approach, he explained, concentrated on the small-scale use 

of nuclear weapons, not a large-scale attack against Soviet nuclear forces. From Schlesinger’s 

perspective, the new nuclear options would strengthen, not weaken, strategic stability. The 

change meant that, in a crisis, the president could now launch a limited strike instead of a 

massive “suicidal” response that would result in a devastating Soviet counterattack.73  

The new targeting doctrine received a mixed reception in Congress. At a hearing on 

March 4, Senator J. William “James” Fulbright (D-AR) pressed Schlesinger for an example of 

how these selective strikes might work. The secretary responded that if a Soviet invasion of 

Western Europe appeared to be succeeding, the U.S. might use nuclear weapons to destroy 

Soviet oil refineries. Viewing Western Europe as the most important region of superpower 

competition, and thus the most likely area where the United States would use nuclear weapons to 

defend its interests, he frequently cited defense of the region to justify his doctrine. He 

acknowledged that even if Washington provided the Soviets forewarning, they might well 

respond with their own limited nuclear strike. As long as both sides kept communication open, 

however, he thought the exchange could end there, and the Soviets might halt an assault on 
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NATO. Both sides would recognize that their cities and industry remained vulnerable to attack. 

“Those are circumstances in which I believe that leaders will be rational and prudent. I hope I am 

not being too optimistic,” he said. Fulbright remained unconvinced, and Senator Hubert 

Humphrey (D-MN) warned that the new approach was “fraught with danger.” Senator Edmund 

Muskie (D-ME) declared, “this business of making nuclear war seem more respectable, maybe 

that troubles me more than any other aspect of this proposal of yours.” The House reacted more 

favorably. Representative Robert C. Wilson (R-CA) told Schlesinger that the new approach was 

“the only logical one that we could follow.” Representative F. Edward Hébert (D-LA) likened 

the change to a football team developing the ability “to counter another team that has a well-

known offensive, like a forward pass or a running attack.”74 

In response to NSDM 242, Schlesinger directed the Joint Chiefs to draft plans for limited 

strikes and to terminate a nuclear war “at the lowest level of conflict feasible.” On April 4 he 

issued new guidance for nuclear weapons use, the Nuclear Weapons Employment Policy 

(NUWEP). The NUWEP formally incorporated Foster’s, Schlesinger’s, and Kissinger’s thinking 

on limited nuclear warfare into U.S. strategic doctrine. In a nuclear conflict, the United States 

would seek to control escalation through limited strikes while “holding some vital enemy targets 

hostage and threatening their subsequent destruction.” Limited strikes would avoid targeting 

Soviet command and control facilities so that Soviet leaders could retain control over their 

nuclear forces. In pursuit of these objectives, NUWEP reorganized U.S. nuclear targeting plans 

into four categories: major attack options, selected attack options, LNOs, and regional nuclear 

options (RNOs). The major options were the existing SIOP options under a different name. The 

selected options involved large-scale strikes on Soviet or Chinese targets, though with far fewer 
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weapons than the major options. The limited and regional options utilized far fewer weapons to 

control escalation. The new options had significantly shifted U.S. nuclear doctrine.75 

While internal military planning continued in the spring of 1974, the State Department 

briefed American allies about some, but not all, of the targeting changes. The Defense 

Department directed that diplomats not discuss the various options and specific targeting with 

allies. Instead, the briefings would emphasize the role of the changes in strengthening deterrence, 

as well as their evolutionary nature. Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxx 

xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xx x xxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx. In his 

meetings with his European counterparts, Schlesinger emphasized that the targeting doctrine 

change made deterrence in Europe more credible. Rather than decouple the American arsenal, he 

argued that it more firmly bound Washington to its European allies by demonstrating a far more 

credible willingness to defend them with nuclear weapons.76 

Although some NATO members offered their private support for a doctrine that promised 

to improve the credibility of deterrence, some were frustrated that they had not been consulted 

beforehand, remained concerned that the United States might end a conflict only after their 

homelands were devastated, and worried that the new doctrine could lower the nuclear threshold. 

At a NATO Nuclear Planning Group meeting in June 1974, Dutch Minister of Defense Henk 

Vredeling voiced his government’s frustration: “I note that although Secretary Schlesinger has 

said that retargeting has been done for Europe, it seems to have been done without the 

Europeans.” He told the defense secretary that the Dutch parliament was concerned about the 

doctrine’s emphasis on limited options, noting the United States was not willing to risk itself for 

Europe. xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx. Schlesinger reacted forcefully: 

Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xx x xxxxxx 
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xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx. xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx 

“balderdash.” Xx xxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxx 

xxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx except in terms of paranoia about 

American intentions and the supremacy of ideology over reason. Xxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxx  

xxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxx 

In essence, it was those NATO allies who had allowed their conventional forces to decline that 

increased the chances of war—not the Schlesinger Doctrine.77 

As the defense secretary attempted to convince allies of his strategy’s merits, his push 

within the Defense Department for the development of specific operational plans hit severe 

headwinds in the summer of 1974. Several Joint Staff officers rejected the secretary’s view that 

limited nuclear strikes in secondary regions would not escalate into a global nuclear war, and 

military planners struggled to devise operational plans for limited nuclear strikes to achieve 

political objectives. Assistant Secretary of Defense for Atomic Energy Donald R. Cotter 

attributed the resistance primarily to turnover in the military’s senior leadership that had 

happened in the months leading up to the doctrine’s announcement. Cotter himself had 

succeeded Foster as chairman of the ad hoc panel coordinating DoD studies of nuclear policy in 

late August 1973. In the span of three months in summer 1973, the JCS chairman, the chief of 

staff of the Air Force, the chief of naval operations, the director of the Joint Staff, and the 

commander in chief of the Strategic Air Command had all retired or been replaced. Their 

successors, Cotter informed Schlesinger, had not been involved in the Pentagon’s debates over 

nuclear strategy in 1972 and 1973. They had not participated in the Foster Panel’s review of 
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nuclear doctrine in 1972 or the ad-hoc interagency group created by NSSM 169 in 1973. The 

new leaders tended to equate the SIOP with the Major Attack Options, the largest strikes, and 

insisted that the SIOP not be weakened by using SIOP forces for limited strikes. Even limited 

attacks on Soviet territory, they believed, would inevitably result in escalation to a full-scale 

nuclear exchange. In addition, they argued that SAC could hit specific targets if ordered and saw 

no reason to devote the significant planning resources required to develop limited options. These 

new military leaders, Cotter wrote, thought that “planning the use of nuclear weapons is basically 

a military task and should not involve the national civilian leadership.” Although JCS Chairman 

General George Brown did not share this view, he felt military planners needed more specific 

guidance about the political objectives for limited and regional nuclear options.78 

The Joint Chiefs began throwing up new obstacles to thwart Schlesinger’s ambition to 

quickly implement a change in targeting doctrine. xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx. Under JCS guidance, 

the JSTPS would develop the limited options in coordination with SIOP planning, but these 

options remained separate from the SIOP. Planners would thus have to split their time between 

the SIOP and the limited options, slowing their development. Complicating matters further, the 

Joint Staff also grew more reluctant to assign significant personnel resources to limited nuclear 

planning, which slowed down the development of such plans.79 

To overcome this resistance, Schlesinger visited SAC headquarters in October 1974, 

meeting General Russell E. Dougherty, the dual-hatted SAC/JTSPS commander, and his senior 

staff. Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 
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xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx.80 

Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx.81  

Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx. 

Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx 
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xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx.82 

Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xx.83 

Schlesinger was not overly concerned about confronting the Soviets under Leonid 

Brezhnev’s leadership, but he was concerned about how future Soviet leaders might act. In a 

December 1974 conversation with the Joint Chiefs and the SAC commander, Schlesinger again 

brushed off Brown’s concerns that the Soviets would respond to limited nuclear strikes by 

launching a massive retaliation. “This generation of [Soviet] leaders probably will, as always 

before, back down,” he said confidently. He was less certain about future Soviet leaders. 

Preparing limited options, he added, would enhance the U.S. deterrent by “creating grave 

uncertainty” in the minds of Soviet leaders.84 
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Interviews with senior Soviet officials and planners after the Cold War suggest that the 

Soviets might not have responded to a limited nuclear strike with a massive retaliation. Although 

the Soviets had begun to consider the possibility of limited nuclear war, they had not developed a 

doctrine for it. A post–Cold War study commissioned by the ONA conducted interviews of 

Soviet military officers regarding their reaction to limited nuclear war. According to the study’s 

summary, “Their responses made it clear … that if the U.S. launched a limited intercontinental 

strike against one or several installations on Soviet territory, the Soviet response would have 

been determined ad hoc by the top leadership.” Whether either the Soviets or Americans would 

back down after suffering massive casualties, however, remained unclear.85 

This ongoing disagreement between Schlesinger and the military had important 

consequences. While the Joint Staff and JSTPS planners continued to prepare LNOs and RNOs, 

they were excluded from the main U.S. nuclear war plan—the SIOP. Only the large-scale major 

and selected attack options were actually included in the SIOP. By keeping the limited options 

outside of the SIOP, the military planners reduced the likelihood that they would be used in a 

crisis, given the centrality of the SIOP in U.S. nuclear doctrine. xxx xxxx xxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx 

xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx 

xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx 

xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx 

xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx.86 

Despite General Dougherty’s and Vice Admiral Miller’s support for the Schlesinger 

Doctrine, the challenge of identifying the political objective for a specific LNO proved vexing. 

Schlesinger tasked the military planners at SAC with developing limited options that would 

serve political goals such as sending a message to the Soviets about American resolve in a crisis. 
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The planners felt this task was too vague to be useful. Their military training and education had 

taught them that civilian leaders would provide clear objectives, a desired end-state, and fiscal 

and personnel constraints on the use of force. Instead, Schlesinger wanted them to develop 

dozens of options with only the most limited political guidance. From his perspective, the 

military insisted too rigidly on specific guidance before planning. Because civilian leaders and 

military planners viewed the planning process from fundamentally different perspectives, finding 

common ground took considerable time. Dougherty later acknowledged that there was a “bias” 

against limited options in parts of his staff, even though he personally pressed for their 

development. He remembered that “it took me a year or more to get my hard-core nuclear 

planners convinced” that they could craft politically useful LNOs without eroding the larger 

SIOP. When they questioned why they should work on LNOs, Dougherty responded, “Yours is 

not to reason why, yours is to do it!” Planners would present draft options to OSD, often only to 

be told that the options were not what the civilian leadership wanted. The planners would then 

try again.87 

In March 1975 the Joint Chiefs attempted to develop clear guidance for the planners at 

SAC, but the effort only underscored the unresolved differences between OSD and the JCS. 

Although the proposed guidance reflected much of Schlesinger’s views about limited nuclear 

strikes, Andrew Marshall noted it emphasized the operational goals, such as striking Soviet 

airfields, rather than political objectives, such as convincing Soviet leaders to halt an invasion of 

Western Europe. The draft guidance also lacked limited strike options on Soviet territory, which 

Schlesinger thought essential but which Brown thought would lead to escalation. Military 

planners remained more comfortable with less subjective, easier-to-measure targets, such as how 

many weapons would be needed and where they should be aimed to stop a Soviet conventional 
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breakthrough in central Europe. Assessing how limited nuclear strikes might affect Kremlin 

decision-making, they felt, was the responsibility of civilian leadership.88 

Beginning in 1975, OSD and the Joint Staff conducted a series of war games to better 

prepare military leaders to develop limited nuclear options with political objectives and 

familiarize civilian leaders with the results of carrying out limited strikes in a crisis. Andrew 

Marshall wrote to Schlesinger that the JCS-organized war games would give military officers an 

idea of the types of questions political leaders might raise during a crisis and counter “the all too 

prevalent notion that they [the Soviets] will always find it best to escalate to the all-out 

exchange.”89  

The Joint Chiefs and Schlesinger himself participated in a September 1975 game 

conducted at the Alternate National Military Command Center under Raven Rock Mountain. In 

the role of president, Schlesinger instructed his team at the outset to “set aside traditional 

inhibitions” against the use of nuclear weapons and avoid “timidity.” In response to a 

hypothetical Soviet effort to seize Middle East oil fields, Schlesinger calmly responded by 

ordering tactical nuclear strikes on Soviet ground forces in Iraq and Syria as well as staging 

bases in the southern USSR, snuffing out thousands of fictitious Soviet lives in the process. The 

Soviet side, consisting of Soviet experts, responded with their own nuclear strikes against U.S. 

aircraft carriers in the eastern Mediterranean and Indian Ocean, before sending the Americans a 

cease-fire offer. In the exercise, the Soviets did not mount an all-out retaliation. American 

officials could not predict with certainty, however, how the Kremlin would respond to a real 

limited nuclear strike on its territory causing Soviet casualties. The scenario lasted several 

simulated days, and ended inconclusively, with the Soviet side preparing for further actions if the 
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American side escalated the conflict. Whether nuclear war would have begun anew and end in 

the destruction of the simulated superpowers, was left unresolved.90  

Inadequate command, control, and communications (C3) systems, however, caused much 

of Schlesinger’s doctrine to remain in the mid-1970s a theoretical goal rather than a feasible 

employment plan. The military had designed the massive infrastructure supporting nuclear 

strikes for the SIOP, allowing the president a reliable response to a large-scale Soviet strike. The 

C3 systems were not configured to conduct a series of more limited strikes over a period of days 

or even weeks as envisaged by Schlesinger. In an actual crisis, the command structure would 

have to contend with mounting pressure for launching a large-scale strike, because of the era’s 

technological limitations. The fixed command centers most capable of conducting a limited 

nuclear war were the least survivable in a full-scale nuclear war and could be vaporized shortly 

after the onset of war. The most survivable command nodes, command and control aircraft, had 

only a limited ability to conduct a limited war. Satellites and radar technology then available 

could detect large-scale missile launches, but planners were less certain that they could detect 

limited Soviet responses. A 1974 study determined that, at best, “limited responses with strategic 

weapons to limited strikes on CONUS [continental United States] are feasible on an ad hoc basis, 

with some reservations.” Such reservations, of course, could mean the difference between a 

successful or chaotic response, either of which could lead to miscalculation by the other side and 

nuclear holocaust.91 

In his brief tenure, Richardson had concluded that limited targeting options needed 

further study but left before much headway had been made. In the end, Schlesinger enjoyed only 

marginal success in getting LNOs incorporated into U.S. nuclear war plans. Although supportive, 

Rumsfeld was less interested in limited options than his predecessor, which took pressure off the 
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planners. However, Schlesinger’s April 1974 directive on the employment of nuclear weapons, 

and his focus on the subject, did produce results. xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx 

xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx 

xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxx. By early 1977 the Joint Chiefs and SAC had prepared a 

number of limited and regional nuclear options in coordination with the unified commands. The 

Carter administration began its efforts to revise strategic doctrine with these types of limited 

options as a starting point. The feasibility of a president using LNOs in a controlled, protracted 

manner remained in doubt long after Schlesinger left the Pentagon. Carter’s defense secretary, 

Harold Brown, acknowledged, in a 1991 interview “the capabilities that are required for that sort 

of doctrine didn’t come fully into place probably until late in the Reagan administration. One can 

question, in fact, whether they are completely in place even now.”92 

 

Schlesinger’s effort to revise U.S. nuclear war plans in response to Soviet strategic parity 

originated in the early days of the Nixon administration. Although he secured Nixon’s approval, 

he struggled to convince the military of the value of including limited nuclear options in war 

plans. SAC planners and the JCS resisted the Schlesinger Doctrine and constrained the number 

of limited nuclear options created during the Ford administration. In their view, no American 

official could be truly certain that, in actual war, the Soviets would not, through error or in 

fulfillment of their own warfighting doctrines, respond to a limited strike with a massive strike of 

their own. The fundamental disconnect was that, from Schlesinger’s point of view, perception 

mattered as much, if not more, than actual employment policy. By declaring that the United 

States would consider limited nuclear strikes, Schlesinger hoped to force the Soviets to 

reconsider whether they could start or exploit localized crises without risking a nuclear response. 
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Although the Schlesinger Doctrine did convince the Soviets of a somewhat more aggressive 

posture in U.S. nuclear doctrine, it failed to prevent the Soviets from intervening massively in the 

Angolan civil war in 1976 or later in the Horn of Africa and Afghanistan. The doctrine, 

moreover, alienated European allies whose cities and armies might not survive the initial limited 

exchange of nuclear strikes before cooler heads prevailed. But Schlesinger’s persistence, 

codified in NSDM 242, did produce a doctrinal shift toward greater nuclear flexibility and 

selectivity. The Carter and Reagan administrations would build on this work.  

Perhaps the greatest contributions Schlesinger made to the long-term trajectory of 

defense policy, however, was his decision to bring Andrew Marshall to the Pentagon and giving 

him the resources and leeway to allow net assessment to thrive. Schlesinger moved Marshall to 

the Pentagon, because he knew his former RAND colleague could provide an analytical 

counterweight to Kissinger’s détente policies. Schlesinger and Marshall viewed the relative rise 

of Soviet power not as inevitable, but as a trend that could be reversed if Washington made 

proper course corrections. Before they could challenge Kissinger’s hold on policy directly, 

however, they needed to diagnose the Soviet threat. But the CIA’s control over Soviet estimates 

was an obstacle. Although Kissinger had his own problems with the agency’s analyses early in 

the Nixon administration, by 1973 the CIA estimates largely supported his policies. The agency 

concluded that the Soviets were able to build larger conventional and nuclear forces than the 

United States without unduly burdening their overall economy. If correct, Washington’s pursuit 

of détente was appropriate, because the United States could not hope to sustain, let alone win, a 

pure military arms race.  

Marshall and Schlesinger viewed this underlying feature of CIA estimates as 

fundamentally flawed. The Soviet command economy could not possibly be allocating its 
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resources more efficiently than the United States. The CIA analysts must be missing something 

or were failing to ask the right questions. By doing so, they failed to uncover Soviet weaknesses 

that could be exploited or to perceive relative American strengths that could be accentuated. 

Schlesinger used Marshall’s net assessment framework in attempt to wrest control over U.S. 

grand strategy from Kissinger and put it in the Pentagon. Schlesinger and Marshall’s analytical 

brilliance, however, could not compensate for the former’s lack of bureaucratic skill and off-

putting personal arrogance, which would result in his firing by Ford. Although lacking his 

predecessor’s extensive background in strategy, Rumsfeld succeeded in this one vital respect 

where Schlesinger had failed. As a result, the Pentagon effectively challenged Kissinger’s 

control over policy. By the end of the Ford administration, Rumsfeld had used his closer 

relationship with Ford and his better understanding of the growing political backlash against 

détente to force Kissinger on the defensive. A second Ford term might have resulted in Rumsfeld 

further solidifying his control over national security policy, but it was not to be. Jimmy Carter 

succeeded Ford and sought to reverse many of his predecessor’s policies. The trends pointed to 

by Rumsfeld and the dark portrait of Soviet objectives painted by Team B would all be referred 

to by conservative opponents of the Carter administration as they awaited an opportunity to 

return to power. Net assessment, however, would thrive under Harold Brown, as the new defense 

secretary turned to ONA to seek competitive advantages over the Soviet Union. 
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