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Across three generations of American political life, a durable conviction has guided policy 
toward Moscow: that Russia—Soviet or post-Soviet—responds only to force. From the 
thermonuclear brinkmanship of the 1950s to twenty-first-century calls for regime change, this 
belief has migrated from strategy memo to cultural common sense. It appears as domestic 
reassurance (Mamie Eisenhower’s curated normalcy amid fallout drills), as operational doctrine 
(Curtis LeMay’s Strategic Air Command and preemption logic), and as modern rhetoric (Lindsey 
Graham’s preference for coercion over negotiation). Different roles, same grammar. This paper 
challenges that grammar. It argues that the “only force” doctrine narrows American options, 
misreads Russian incentives, and increases the probability of costly miscalculation. To test the 
doctrine rather than merely denounce it, we (1) specify measurable criteria for when “force 
works,” (2) compare cases where coercion deterred escalation to cases where it hardened 
opposition or lengthened war, and (3) surface neglected episodes where mixed strategies—
credible defense plus diplomacy—outperformed force alone. The goal is not pacifism; it is 
strategic pluralism. Treating Russia as a single lever labeled “strength” has repeatedly failed. A 
statecraft that blends deterrence with sustained engagement performs better—on outcomes, 
on risk, and on moral authority. 
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1) Introduction: Force as Legacy  

Claim. “Only force” began as a contingent Cold War bet and congealed, over time, into a cross-
partisan reflex. What started as a temporary hedge against uncertainty hardened into common 
sense—embedded in doctrine, bureaucracy, and culture—so thoroughly that alternatives often 
read as naiveté rather than strategy. 

From bet to reflex: a 5-step drift 

1. Late 1940s–early 1960s (contingent hedge). Airlift, alliance-building, and early nuclear 
doctrines were argued as stopgaps under radical uncertainty. Force signaled resolve 
while diplomats explored architecture. 

2. 1960s–1970s (institutionalization). Alert postures, war plans, and procurement cycles 
routinized “credibility.” The machine needed feeding; options outside the machine 
withered. 

3. 1980s (selective reassessment). Arms control plus rearmament showed deterrence and 
diplomacy could be complements, not substitutes—an important but temporary 
widening of the toolkit. 

4. 1990s (unipolar complacency). Success narratives turned coercive tools into default 
tools. The habit survived even as the adversary changed. 

5. 2000s–present (reflex). Post-9/11 binaries and renewed Russia tensions re-normalized 
coercion as first language; mixed strategies were recast as “appeasement.” 

How “force” became common sense 

• Doctrine: Planning assumptions equated credibility with prompt, overwhelming 
capability; “restraint” became a risk factor, not a strategic choice. 

• Bureaucracy: Budgets, readiness metrics, and career incentives rewarded visible 
coercive capacity; success was what could be counted. 

• Culture: The homefront learned to live with latent catastrophe—civil defense yesterday, 
“surgical” power today—making permanent emergency feel ordinary. 

What’s new here: define “works” ex-ante 

We evaluate policies and the figures who championed them against five observable outcomes, 
not vibes: 

• W1 Deterrence without major war. No NATO–USSR/Russia great-power war; crisis 
frequency/severity trending down. 
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Indicators: absence of direct great-power combat; count of high-alert incidents; near-
miss/accident tallies. 

• W2 Favorable political end-state. Durable settlement closer to stated aims than 
plausible alternatives. 
Indicators: durability (>= 5–10 years); treaty compliance; territorial/political outcomes 
vs. initial objectives. 

• W3 Risk minimization. Lower nuclear/crisis risk than counterfactual strategies. 
Indicators: alert levels, hotline usage, verified de-escalation steps, size of the “accident 
window.” 

• W4 Cost discipline. Less blood/treasure than feasible alternatives for comparable or 
better outcomes. 
Indicators: fatalities (own/allied/civilian), budgetary outlays, opportunity costs, force 
rotations/attrition. 

• W5 Norm/legitimacy preservation. Coalitions, law, and public consent intact or 
strengthened. 
Indicators: allied cohesion (votes/force contributions), UNGA/ECHR/ICJ patterns, 
domestic consent over time. 

These are benchmarks, not absolutes. A policy can “pass” some and “fail” others; the pattern is 
the point. 

Unit of analysis and case logic 

• Units: decision episodes and their legacies (doctrinal build-outs, crisis plays, rhetorical 
campaigns). 

• Comparators: (a) “force-first” episodes; (b) mixed strategies pairing credible defense 
with structured diplomacy; (c) coercion-lite episodes (sanctions/symbols without 
congruent off-ramps). 

• Selection: most-similar comparisons where aims and constraints are close but tool mix 
differs, to isolate the marginal effect of “force-first.” 

Counterfactual scaffolding (how we avoid arm-waving) 

• Nearest-neighbor policies: What peers or prior U.S. episodes did under similar 
constraints. 

• Revealed red lines: What the other side later disclosed or conceded, bounding plausible 
alternatives. 
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• Process tracing: Did coercion open doors for settlement—or close them? Did mixed 
strategies shorten or lengthen the crisis ladder? 

Anticipating objections (and how we handle them) 

• “Deterrence success is invisible.” True in part; we therefore weight risk trends (near-
misses, alerts) and end-state durability, not just events that didn’t happen. 

• Security dilemma inevitability. Granted; but policies still vary in how much they amplify 
or dampen hazard rates. W3/W5 capture that spread. 

• Moral clarity vs outcomes. We score outcomes separately from moral rhetoric; a policy 
can feel righteous and still underperform on W2–W5. 

What follows 

We apply W1–W5 to three emblematic amplifiers of the doctrine: 

• Mamie Eisenhower as the cultural normalizer (how serenity at home stabilized a hair-
trigger abroad). 

• Curtis LeMay as the operational absolutist (how credibility became preemption-by-
design). 

• Lindsey Graham as the modern rhetorician (how post-9/11 binaries re-fused speed with 
virtue). 

Across these lenses, we test a central hypothesis: 

H*: Mixed strategies (credible defense + structured diplomacy + status management) 
dominate “force-only” on W2 (durable end-states), W3 (risk), and W5 (legitimacy), while 
matching or modestly trailing on W1 (deterrence) and improving W4 (cost) over time. 

Why this matters. If the doctrine’s core claim—“only force works”—cannot clear its own bar on 
W2–W5 without raising W3, then what we face is not a law of Russian behavior but a habit of 
American statecraft. The remedy is not disarmament of will, but diversification of means. 

 

2) Mamie Eisenhower: Symbolic Calm Amid Strategic Fire  

Thesis. Domestic serenity made permanent mobilization livable; livability normalized risk. 

Idealized homefront 

Mamie Eisenhower’s public persona—hospitable, impeccably composed, and reassuringly 
domestic—operated as a cultural counterweight to the Eisenhower administration’s most 
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dangerous strategic bets. While the thermonuclear age arrived (hydrogen tests), civil defense 
became ritual (sirens, school drills), and “massive retaliation” entered the lexicon, Mamie 
curated a tableau of continuity: formal entertaining, seasonal decorations, and a fashion 
aesthetic so widely copied that “Mamie pink” bathrooms and kitchens became a suburban 
motif. The implicit message was not simply that life could go on, but that life should go on—
safely contained within routines that made existential danger feel routine and therefore 
manageable. 

This was political communication by other means. In an era when televised images and 
women’s magazines reached tens of millions, the First Lady’s cadence—the teas, the tours, the 
gowns—scaled nationally as a grammar of calm. The White House, staged as a gracious home 
rather than a forward command post, reassured citizens that the state had things in hand even 
as it built out the infrastructure of a 24/7 nuclear alert. 

Normalization mechanism 

The culture learned to metabolize deterrence’s latent violence through aesthetics of stability. 
“Duck-and-cover” films, shelter brochures, and CONELRAD radio cards lived alongside cocktail 
hours, charity balls, and daytime television. The juxtaposition did more than soothe; it trained. 
Repetition of small, knowable acts—tapeline in a basement, tins in a pantry, a drill at school—
converted an unthinkable event into a thinkable routine, while the First Lady’s visible serenity 
modeled the affective posture expected of citizens. 

Put differently: civil defense ritualized the apocalypse in manageable increments; Mamie 
ritualized reassurance in aspirational increments. Together they formed a feedback loop: each 
new increment of preparedness (shelter plans, evacuation maps, municipal “Operation Alert” 
days) was absorbed by a visual culture that framed such increments as ordinary. The 
extraordinary slid into the background hum of American life. 

Soft face / hard doctrine 

This gendered division of labor—domestic grace as the public’s interface to strategic hardness—
helped narrow the range of acceptable debate. If the choice-space is presented as how to 
maintain composure rather than whether the posture producing the risk is itself wise, attention 
shifts from strategy to coping. The arguments that dominated elite discourse—more bombers or 
better bombers, bigger shelters or better filters—crowded out arguments about alternative 
architectures (arms-control experiments, confidence-building measures, crisis “brakes,” and 
status-recognition moves). 

Mamie did not make military policy; that is not the claim. The claim is subtler: her widely 
broadcast style of normalcy made the structure of abnormal risk politically sustainable. It 
lowered the social friction of perpetual alert. By making the costs of credibility less visible—
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psychic vigilance, accident windows, budgetary drag—the culture carried a hair-trigger without 
calling it such. 

What we can (and cannot) infer 

• Causation vs correlation. The Mamie effect is not a monocausal lever; it is a 
conditioning environment. It made deterrence livable enough to persist, which in turn 
made escalation and arms racing more likely to be pursued as default choices. 

• Agency matters. The administration also pursued de-escalatory moves (e.g., early 
hotline ideas, backchannel probes) and later presidents expanded arms control; the 
point here is that political quiet at home eased the maintenance of risky postures while 
policymakers experimented at the margins. 

• Class and race filters. The idealized homefront was mid-century, middle-class, and often 
exclusionary; different Americans experienced “normalcy” unevenly. Yet as a dominant 
broadcast image, its effect on the national mood was real. 

Assessment vs W1–W5 (how this cultural posture scored) 

• W1 Deterrence without major war — Partial pass. Cultural calm may have helped 
sustain steady-state deterrence, but calm is not the same as safety. The absence of 
direct war coexisted with rising accident probabilities and crises averted by luck and 
diplomacy, not by serenity itself. 

• W2 Favorable political end-state — Mixed. The aesthetic of normalcy bought time; it 
did not by itself generate durable settlements. End-states came later, when mixed 
strategies (deterrence plus diplomacy) gained traction. 

• W3 Risk minimization — Weak. By normalizing the intolerable, the culture arguably 
tolerated higher risk exposure (hair-trigger alerts, brittle command-and-control) than a 
less soothed public might have allowed. 

• W4 Cost discipline — Mixed. A public at ease is less likely to interrogate the full costs of 
permanent mobilization; budgets swelled under a veil of domestic composure. 

• W5 Norm/legitimacy preservation — Short-run pass, long-run ambiguous. Legitimacy 
benefited from the promise of ordered life, but the habituation to latent catastrophe 
eroded democratic scrutiny of risk over time. 

Why this section matters to the larger argument 

The doctrine we interrogate is not only a set of memos or war plans; it is a habitus—a way a 
society learns to carry danger. Mamie Eisenhower symbolizes how aestheticized stability can 
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make a coercive status quo feel apolitical. That is precisely how “only force” migrated from a 
debated proposition to a reflex: it felt normal to live under it. 

 

Civil Defense as Culture Industry 

• Scripts: School drills (“duck and cover”), municipal “Operation Alert” days, basement-
shelter checklists. 

• Props: CONELRAD/alert cards, shelter signage, pantry kits, floor plans with taped “safe 
corners.” 

• Sets: Suburban interiors in “Mamie pink,” magazine spreads of orderly kitchens and well-
stocked pantries. 

• Choreography: Daytime TV calm, evening newscast gravity, White House teas—
reassurance as a daily rhythm. 

• Effect: Escalation tolerance. The catastrophic is reframed as a series of tidy tasks; 
strategic rigidity hides in plain sight. 

 

3) Curtis LeMay: Making Fire the First Option  

Thesis. SAC operationalized credibility as immediate capability, fusing preemption with virtue. 

Institutional build: capability as credibility 

LeMay’s Strategic Air Command turned an abstract idea—“credible deterrence”—into a visible, 
inspectable machine. 

• 24/7 alert. Bomber and tanker crews lived on “Victor” alert, engines pointed at the 
runway; later, portions of the force sat cocked at 15-minute or faster launch standards. 

• Airborne rotations. Continuous airborne alert (e.g., later “Chrome Dome”) put nuclear-
armed bombers over fail-safe points to survive a first strike and guarantee retaliation or 
preemption. 

• Unforgiving inspections. No-notice Operational Readiness Inspections and brutal 
pass/fail scoring created a culture where anything short of immediate execution was 
failure. 
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• Unified strike logic. The SIOP (Single Integrated Operational Plan) compressed options 
into synchronized salvos against vast target sets. The premise: if nuclear war came, it 
should be short, decisive, and total—by design. 

This was deterrence by demonstration: adversaries could watch tankers orbit, count alert pads, 
and infer that hesitation was not in the plan. 

Crisis template: Cuba as the archetype 

In October 1962, LeMay pressed for immediate air strikes on Soviet missile sites in Cuba, likely 
followed by invasion. His critique of a naval quarantine was blunt: blockades advertise 
irresolution; time helps the adversary harden; credibility erodes when you “blink.” The 
President chose the blockade plus back-channel bargaining and intrusive verification. That path 
de-escalated without salvos—and it institutionalized crisis brakes (hotlines, rules of encounter) 
LeMay’s template did not prioritize. 

Lesson of the template. For LeMay, the shortest path to safety ran through early, decisive 
destruction. For political leadership, the safest path often ran through time—time to verify, 
miscommunicate less, and trade reversals without humiliations that lock in escalation. 

Moral frame: decisiveness as a virtue 

LeMay’s moral arithmetic equated clarity with goodness: 

• Short wars are humane. A rapid, devastating blow is cleaner than protracted 
brinkmanship. 

• Ambiguity is cruelty. Hesitation invites miscalculation, tempts the enemy, and prolongs 
fear. 

• Ends sanitize means. If decisive action prevents a larger catastrophe, the immediate 
destructiveness is ethically justified. 

That ethic discounts second-order effects—civilian harm, allied dissent, command-and-control 
brittleness—as less moral than decisiveness itself. It is internally coherent, strategically potent, 
and—under nuclear conditions—systemically dangerous. 

How the machine shapes choice 

SAC’s buildout did more than prepare for contingencies; it tilted policy: 

• Option compression. When the alert force is optimized for quick, large packages, 
“limited” choices look militarily unsound and politically weak. 
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• Time compression. ORI culture and positive-control procedures make waiting feel like 
failure. 

• Metric bias. What can be counted (sorties, alert rates, bomb-ready percentages) 
dominates what matters but is hard to score (crisis stability, alliance cohesion). 

In short: the organization that best solved the problem of immediate execution became the 
organization that defined what “serious” options looked like. 

Allies, accidents, and adversaries 

• Allies. European partners valued the umbrella but worried about being escalatory 
terrain. First-use talk and overflight expectations strained politics even as they signaled 
resolve. 

• Accident windows. High alert + complex systems = error opportunities (navigation 
mistakes, false alarms, custody incidents). The very posture that promises certainty 
multiplies the ways small failures can cascade. 

• Adversary adaptation. A visible preemption bias pushes the other side toward hair-
trigger postures of its own (launch-on-warning, dispersal, delegation), shrinking decision 
time for everyone. 

Assessment vs W1–W5 

• W1 Deterrence without major war — partial pass. Fear of SAC’s readiness likely 
deterred direct attack; but the same readiness repeatedly raised crisis temperatures. 

• W2 Favorable political end-state — mixed. Coercive clarity delivered leverage in some 
episodes, but political settlements proved fragile or arrived later via mixed strategies 
(deterrence + diplomacy + verification). 

• W3 Risk minimization — fail. Hair-trigger alert, airborne nukes, compressed decision 
cycles, and single-shot war plans increased inadvertent-war and accident risk. 

• W4 Cost discipline — mixed. The posture was breathtakingly expensive in money, 
manpower, and wear; it arguably forestalled even higher costs of unpreparedness, but 
cheaper risk-reducing mixes were underused. 

• W5 Norm/legitimacy preservation — mixed/fail. First-use advocacy, overflight pressure, 
and collateral-insensitive targeting strained legal norms and allied consent, even as the 
umbrella reassured many. 
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What this section contributes to the thesis 

LeMay shows how a doctrine becomes a device: credibility fused to immediate capability, 
wrapped in a moral claim that decisiveness is virtue. Once built, that device narrows policy 
imagination. It does deter. It also loads the dice against risk minimization and durable political 
outcomes. In a framework scored by W1–W5, the LeMay template excels at being feared and 
underperforms at making the feared world safer to live in. 

 

4) Lindsey Graham: Reviving the Rhetoric  

Thesis. Post-9/11 moral binaries rebooted Cold War grammar: speed over patience, force over 
bargaining. 

Core moves 

Issue expansion. Graham applies the same coercive prescription across theaters. On Russia, he 
has pushed to arm Ukraine (including advocating F-16s) and tighten sanctions; he’s also co-
sponsored new secondary-sanctions/tariff legislation aimed at states funding Moscow’s war 
machine. On Iran, he has repeatedly endorsed regime change; on North Korea, he has framed 
preemption as acceptable if needed to protect the U.S. homeland. The policy template is 
consistent: arm, sanction, isolate, threaten regime change. Lindsey Graham's Senate 
Website+3ABC News+3Lindsey Graham's Senate Website+3 

Rhetorical constant. The grammar is binary: restraint = appeasement; ceasefires or pauses are 
acceptable mainly as capitulation. He has dismissed celebratory interpretations of ceasefires 
with Russia as naïve, and praised coercive steps as moral necessity, at times using language that 
centers “killing Russians” as evidence of money well spent—remarks that drew international 
blowback. Lindsey Graham's Senate Website+2Newsweek+2 

Institutional channel. Unlike LeMay’s command authority, Graham’s lever is legislative and 
narrative: budget lines, resolutions (e.g., backing war-crimes designations), and relentless media 
positioning that widens the Overton window for “force-first” options (fighters for Ukraine, 
terror designations, escalatory sanctions). The point isn’t merely a vote; it’s agenda-setting that 
normalizes coercion as the ethical baseline. Lindsey Graham's Senate Website+1 

How the template works 

• Speed over patience. The moral of 9/11—hit fast, hit hard—transfers to state 
adversaries: delay signals weakness; process invites manipulation; preemption prevents 
catastrophe. This logic underwrites fighter transfers, long-range strikes approval, and 
secondary sanctions. ABC News+1 

https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/sen-graham-pushes-16s-ukraine-us-declares-russian/story?id=97311080&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/sen-graham-pushes-16s-ukraine-us-declares-russian/story?id=97311080&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.lgraham.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/press-releases?ID=6685A389-BD72-331A-4547-5F22EF2BEAD0&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.lgraham.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/2022/3/graham-resolution-supports-ukraine-complaint-urging-investigation-of-putin-as-war-criminal?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/sen-graham-pushes-16s-ukraine-us-declares-russian/story?id=97311080&utm_source=chatgpt.com
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• Force over bargaining. Negotiations are admitted mainly when backed by maximal pain; 
absent escalating leverage, talks are “appeasement.” Hence the preference for regime-
targeted rhetoric with Iran and the skepticism toward ceasefire framing with Russia. The 
Wall Street Journal+1 

• Virtue language. Coercion is cast as duty: better to risk war “there” than “here”; better 
to strike now than face a worse fight later. This ethical packaging converts optional 
escalations into moral imperatives. The Atlantic 

Strategic effects (patterned) 

• Adversary adaptation. The more public the regime-change talk, the more adversaries 
hedge (deepening ties to alternate patrons, dispersing assets, hardening domestic 
narratives). 

• Alliance management. Maximalist asks can rally hawks but strain coalition breadth 
when partners prefer graduated pressure plus talks. 

• Escalation ladders. Each coercive rung (war-crimes branding, terror designations, long-
range systems) narrows off-ramps and raises audience-costs for compromise. 

Assessment vs W1–W5 

• W1 Deterrence without major war — mixed. Coercive clarity can stiffen fronts at the 
margins (e.g., deterring some Russian moves), yet wars grind on; threats against 
Iran/DPRK have not produced lasting strategic freezes. ABC News+1 

• W2 Favorable political end-state — weak. Regime-change rhetoric rarely correlates with 
durable settlements; even Graham has acknowledged endgames in Ukraine likely involve 
hard compromises (land-swap talk), belying the absolutist register. Yahoo 

• W3 Risk minimization — risk up. Sanctions-plus-escalatory transfers lengthen ladders 
and raise miscalculation incentives; terror-designation pushes have systemic blowback 
potential. New York Post 

• W4 Cost discipline — weak. Open-ended arming and secondary sanctions impose high, 
distributed fiscal and opportunity costs—domestically and across allies. Lindsey 
Graham's Senate Website 

• W5 Norm/legitimacy preservation — weak. While war-crimes and rule-of-law language 
can bolster norms, celebrated lethal effects and maximalist framing have triggered 
legitimacy backlash abroad and fatigue at home, complicating coalition maintenance. 
Lindsey Graham's Senate Website+1 

https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/iran-israel-conflict-latest-news/card/lindsey-graham-relays-netanyahu-s-messages-on-iran-MGh8skxGZmUOBWiWeBnr?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/iran-israel-conflict-latest-news/card/lindsey-graham-relays-netanyahu-s-messages-on-iran-MGh8skxGZmUOBWiWeBnr?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/08/lindsey-graham-north-korea/535578/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/sen-graham-pushes-16s-ukraine-us-declares-russian/story?id=97311080&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.yahoo.com/news/articles/lindsey-graham-says-russia-ukraine-142250771.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://nypost.com/2025/08/17/us-news/lindsey-graham-threatens-bill-designating-russia-state-sponsor-of-terror-over-kidnapping-of-ukrainian-children/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.lgraham.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/press-releases?ID=E6A25F7E-6FAD-4714-AEC5-9FDFD12D93E0&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.lgraham.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/press-releases?ID=E6A25F7E-6FAD-4714-AEC5-9FDFD12D93E0&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.lgraham.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/2022/3/graham-resolution-supports-ukraine-complaint-urging-investigation-of-putin-as-war-criminal?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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What this section adds to the thesis 

Graham demonstrates how a rhetorical doctrine becomes an institutional default in a 
democracy: the chamber, the Sunday shows, and the appropriations ledger synchronize to make 
coercion feel like common sense. The result maps cleanly onto our scorecard: some marginal 
deterrence (W1), but weak performance on durable end-states (W2), risk (W3), cost (W4), and 
long-run legitimacy (W5). In other words, the grammar works at being heard—and struggles at 
making peace.  

 

5) Interrogating the Doctrine  

Bottom line. “Only force” explains some successes on W1 deterrence, but it systematically 
underperforms on W2 end-states, W3 risk, and W5 legitimacy—precisely where long-run 
stability is decided. 

When force “worked” (what, how, and why) 

• Berlin (1948–49) and the long NATO presence. 

o What: Firm military posture plus the Airlift and later defense-in-depth deterred a 
direct test of Article 5. 

o How: Credible tripwires and visible logistics made a fait accompli unlikely. 

o Why (W1 pass): Moscow read the alliance as ready to fight on day one; the cost 
of probing was high and uncertain. 

• Tripwire brigades and integrated command. 

o What: Small forward units with guaranteed escalation pathways. 

o How: They converted local losses into alliance-wide stakes. 

o Why (W1 pass, W5 mixed): They deterred attack but also bound allies to U.S. 
crisis tempos. 

Pattern: Force “works” best when it prevents battles that adversaries already view as optional 
and when the political end-state sought is status quo maintenance, not transformation. 
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When force backfired (mechanisms, not morality) 

• Arms races and accident windows (W3 fail). 

o Mechanism: Each visible upgrade (alerts, missiles, forward basing) induced 
symmetric counters (launch-on-warning, dispersal, delegation). Decision time 
shrank; near-misses multiplied. 

o Effect: Deterrence improved locally, systemic risk rose globally. 

• Proxy entanglements (W4/W2 weak). 

o Mechanism: Coercion by surrogate lengthened wars and complicated endgames; 
partners’ incentives diverged from patrons’. 

o Effect: Cost curves bent upward while political outcomes drifted from stated 
aims. 

• Domestic militarization (W5 erosion). 

o Mechanism: Permanent emergency politics normalized extraordinary budgets, 
secrecy, and surveillance. 

o Effect: Legitimacy at home weathered; coalition patience abroad thinned. 

• Narratives of encirclement (W2/W5 weak). 

o Mechanism: Coercive signaling validated Russian elite stories of humiliation and 
siege. 

o Effect: Compromise became politically toxic inside Russia, empowering spoilers. 

Pattern: Force backfires when it confirms the adversary’s worst story about us, or when the tool 
chosen locks in ladders that are easy to climb and hard to descend. 

What the doctrine misses (three blind spots) 

1. Historical memory (status after trauma). 
1812 and 1941 are not metaphors in Russian statecraft; they’re load-bearing memories. 
Policies that publicly humiliate Moscow—even unintentionally—invite status-restoration 
moves that look irrational to outsiders but rational inside that memory. 

o Design implication: Avoid victory frames that force status loss; prefer 
settlements that bank outcomes without performative defeat. 
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2. Status and sovereignty (the recognition lever). 
Symbolic recognition—format, sequencing, words that concede dignity without 
substance—often moves Russian red lines more than punishment alone. 

o Design implication: Pair coercion with status valves (venue, parity optics, face-
saving language) to convert pain into concessions rather than defiance. 

3. Intra-elite politics (who we empower). 
Punitive pressure tends to select for hardliners who promise endurance, while 
transactional pragmatists are labeled sellouts. 

o Design implication: Pace and target pressure to strengthen the bargaining bloc 
you want empowered on the other side. 

Positive counter-cases (force-plus beats force-only) 

• Helsinki Final Act (1975). 

o Mix: Firm NATO posture + codified borders + human-rights baskets. 

o Scores: W1 solid; W2/W5 improved over time as dissident networks leveraged 
norms; W3 lowered via routine contact. 

• INF and START verification communities. 

o Mix: Credible arsenals + intrusive inspections, data exchanges, on-site teams. 

o Scores: W3 down (fewer hair-trigger systems), W2 more durable (verifiable 
dismantlement), W5 up (law/coalition value). 

• Grain and space cooperation (SALT-era onward). 

o Mix: Hard security rivalry + high-salience civilian linkages. 

o Scores: W3 down through habitual contact; W5 up via visible co-benefits. End-
states weren’t solved, but ladders shortened. 

• Crisis hotlines and incident protocols. 

o Mix: Force in being + structured time to think. 

o Scores: W3 down (fewer misreads), often enabling W2 increments later. 

Pattern: Where credible defense is paired with structured off-ramps, outcomes beat force-only 
on W2/W3/W5 while holding the line on W1 and often improving W4 over time. 
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Diagnostics you can apply in any live crisis 

• Tripwire vs offramp ratio. Are we adding as many ways to step down as we are to step 
up? (Target ≥ 1.) 

• Status management present? Is there a plan for the adversary to claim a face-saving 
success without changing substance? 

• Decision-time budget. Have we lengthened leaders’ minutes to think (hotlines, pauses, 
verification lags)? 

• Audience-cost trap check. Are we boxing ourselves into public red lines that make 
compromise politically impossible? 

• Adversary-selector effect. Does our pressure empower the deal-making faction or the 
defiance faction? 

Counterfactual guardrails (to keep us honest) 

• Nearest-neighbor comparison. Would a force-plus design used in analogous cases (e.g., 
INF-style verification) plausibly have reduced risk/endurance here? 

• Revealed preferences. Did later archives/statements show red lines we could have met 
with status rather than territory/power? 

• Process tracing. Did our coercive step open a bargaining door (good) or close one (bad)? 
If closed, was a status valve missing? 

Conclusion of the section. The doctrine’s strongest claim—“force keeps the peace”—is true but 
incomplete. Force kept the war at bay (W1) while elevating hazard rates (W3), underdelivering 
on durable settlements (W2), and taxing legitimacy (W5). The record suggests a better rule: 
force sets the stage; structure writes the play. Mixed strategies do not reject strength—they 
discipline it. 

 

6) The Price of Faith in Force  

Bottom line. A force-first reflex does buy some deterrence (W1), but it systematically raises 
hazard rates (W3), blocks durable end-states (W2), and corrodes legitimacy (W5)—while 
pushing costs (W4) into the background. Here’s how. 
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Escalation & blowback (W3: risk up) 

Narrower off-ramps. Coercive moves are sticky. Each new rung—long-range systems, “terrorist 
state” labels, secondary sanctions—creates audience costs that make backing down look like 
defeat. The more rungs you add, the fewer exits you have. 

Adversary hedging. When regime survival feels threatened, the other side diversifies away from 
the battlefield you prefer. Expect: 

• Asymmetry: cyber, energy leverage, disinformation, sabotage. 

• Delegation: proxies and privateers to complicate attribution. 

• Compression: launch-on-warning, dispersal, pre-delegation that shorten decision time 
for everyone. 

Accidents matter more when ladders are tall. Hair-trigger alerts + dense sanction webs + live-
fire assistance produce complex coupling. Small errors propagate faster: a misread radar return, 
a stray shell, a broken hotline. The system is safer only if it is designed to fail safely—but force-
first doctrine treats slack as weakness, not as a stabilization asset. 

Practical test: In any live crisis, count up-rungs you’ve added this month vs down-rungs you’ve 
built (pauses, hotlines, inspection lags). If up > down, W3 is worsening even if the front line 
looks “strong.” 

 

Missed settlements (W2: end-states degrade) 

Windows close when every gesture is a “test.” Liberalization waves, security-architecture talks, 
prisoner swaps, and regional deconfliction ideas come and go. If your doctrine reads each as a 
trap or “smoke,” the system learns that only brinkmanship moves you—so moderates stop 
trying. 

Humiliation logic. Status-threatened elites prefer costly stalemate to cheap surrender. A 
rhetoric of total defeat can feel exhilarating domestically but locks the other side into maximal 
resistance. Durable settlements require bankable gains without theatrical humiliation. 

Tool mismatch. Coercion can compel absence of action; it rarely compels positive alignment. 
You can stop a missile; you cannot, by punishment alone, write the other side’s internal 
coalition contract. That needs face, format, and sequence—the “status valves” a force-only 
grammar omits. 
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Practical test: Can you write a 3-step, face-saving sequence that the adversary could plausibly 
sell at home without regime collapse? If not, W2 will underperform, no matter how strong your 
battlefield hand. 

 

Legitimacy erosion (W5: power that multiplies… divides) 

Alliance patience isn’t infinite. Partners tolerate costs when they believe in the process (law, 
consultation, proportionality) as much as the purpose. Force-first shortcuts—surprise 
escalations, maximalist aims, public gloating—convert allies into reluctant passengers. Coalition 
cohesion thins exactly when you need it thick. 

Homefront consent decays quietly. Perpetual emergency budgeting and punitive spectacle 
generate fatigue, cynicism, and polarization. Over time, sunsetless authorizations and 
surveillance creep sap the domestic authority you need for real crises. 

Norm slippage boomerangs. When coercion is narrated as virtue, exceptions to rules 
metastasize; tomorrow’s adversary cites yesterday’s exception. The reputational discount 
shows up later—fewer votes, thinner sanctions coalitions, “non-aligned” fence-sitting. 

Practical test: Track coalition breadth (votes, troop/planelift shares) and rule adherence 
(incident reporting, IHL audits). Flat or falling lines amid rising coercion = a W5 warning light. 

 

Hidden opportunity costs (W4: the bill you don’t see) 

Force-heavy mixes are visibly funded (appropriations, rotations) while alternative capabilities—
verification cadres, language corps, shuttle diplomacy, open channels—die of neglect. You pay 
twice: once for the coercion, and again when the system lacks the tools to convert pain into 
settlement. 

Practical test: Budget parity check. For every dollar in escalatory capability added, is there a 
dime in risk brakes (hotlines, incidents-at-sea rules, inspectors) and a dime in status 
management (formats, backchannels, envoys)? If not, W4 is structurally weak. 

 

The compound effect across W1–W5 

• Short run: W1 can improve (adversary deterred today). 

• Medium run: W3 rises (ladders lengthen), W5 thins (coalitions cool), W4 swells (open-
ended costs). 
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• Long run: W2 degrades (no acceptable end-state on the table); you “win” days and lose 
destinations. 

Think of doctrine as a portfolio: force-only is a single volatile asset that hedges today’s 
downside while leveraging tomorrow’s systemic risk. 

 

Early-warning indicators (use in any crisis) 

• Up-rung vs down-rung delta: net new steps that raise or lower escalation potential. 

• Face-saving inventory: number of plausible status concessions you can offer without 
substance loss. 

• Decision-time budget: minutes added for senior leaders to verify and think. 

• Selector effect: are our moves empowering the adversary’s deal-makers or its defiers? 

• Coalition thickness: real contributions per ally, not communiqués. 

 

Design fixes (discipline for strength) 

1. Pair every coercive step with a pre-wired offramp. Sanction → milestone-based relief; 
weapons transfer → inspection or hotline upgrade. (W3, W2, W5 up) 

2. Institutionalize time. Build lags, pauses, and verification holds so errors can be caught 
before they cascade. (W3 up) 

3. Bank dignity cheaply. Use format, sequencing, and parity optics as status valves that 
cost little but buy flexibility. (W2, W5 up) 

4. Budget the brakes. Fund inspectors, incident protocols, and crisis channels as seriously 
as platforms. (W3, W4 up) 

5. Narrate restraint as strength. Shift the domestic grammar: reducing hazard and securing 
coalitions are not softness; they’re how power compounds. (W5 up) 

Net claim of this section. Faith in force secures moments; strategy secures futures. Without 
built-in offramps, recognition levers, and risk brakes, coercion’s short-term clarity becomes long-
term drift—worse W3, thinner W5, weaker W2—no matter how loudly it declares itself 
“strength.” 
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7) Conclusion: Reimagining Strength  

From force-only to force-plus. The lesson of the record is not to retire strength but to discipline 
it. Keep a credible defense—tripwires that deter opportunism, capabilities that cannot be 
ignored—but pair that posture with systematic complements that convert coercive leverage 
into safer, more durable outcomes. 

1) Structured reciprocity (make ladders go both ways) 

Rule: Pair every coercive step with a testable diplomatic offramp before you announce the step. 

• Design: For each sanction/transfer/designation, pre-write a 2–3 stage relief path with 
observable milestones and verification roles. 

• Operational cues: publish timelines; bundle carrots with inspections; sequence relief to 
reward compliance, not promises. 

• W-score effects: W2↑ (durable end-states), W5↑ (legitimacy), W4↑ (cost control via 
shorter wars). 

Quick check: If you can’t describe the opponent’s next three “yes-able” moves, you’ve built a 
wall, not a ladder. 

2) Risk markets (win W3 on purpose) 

Rule: Institutionalize crisis brakes the way we institutionalize force. 

• Tools: hotlines with redundancy; incidents-at-sea/air rules; pre-planned verification 
pauses; third-party monitors; standing deconfliction cells. 

• Cadence: rehearse them like readiness drills; measure response times; publish after-
action reviews for close calls. 

• W-score effects: W3↑ (fewer accidents/miscalculations), enables W2↑ by keeping 
options open. 

Quick check: Count down-rungs (pauses, lags, hotlines, protocols) added this quarter. If that 
number isn’t climbing with your up-rungs, risk is compounding. 

3) Status valves (dignity at a discount) 

Rule: Use format, sequencing, and symbolism to move elite incentives without conceding 
substance. 

• Moves: parity optics in talks; quiet acknowledgments of security concerns; sequencing 
that lets the other side claim a domestic “win” that costs you little. 
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• Targets: audiences inside the opponent’s coalition who must sell compromise without 
appearing weak. 

• W-score effects: W2↑ (closer to a sellable settlement), W5↑ (norms/coalitions), often 
W4↑ (cheaper closure). 

Quick check: Can the adversary plausibly tell a story at home that doesn’t include humiliation? 
If not, expect stall or backlash. 

 

The operating principle 

Strength is the capacity to choose among tools—not the compulsion to swing the heaviest 
one. 

Force sets the stage; structure writes the play. A doctrine that “wins” W1 today at the expense 
of W2, W3, and W5 tomorrow is not strategy; it is drift with better branding. 

 

A compact playbook (drop-in for any NSC/Allied memo) 

• Define success ex-ante: Score planned actions against W1–W5 before execution. 

• Twin every escalation: Escalation + Offramp or don’t escalate. 

• Budget the brakes: 10–20% of any coercive package earmarked for hotlines, monitors, 
and verification. 

• Narrate restraint: Brief allies and publics that risk reduction and coalition thickness are 
force multipliers, not softness. 

• Audit selection effects: Re-assess quarterly: are our moves empowering the adversary’s 
deal-makers or its defiers? 

 

Closing claim 

A republic that measures strength only by the size of its hammer forgets why it built a toolkit. 
The record across Eisenhower’s calm, LeMay’s certainty, and Graham’s speed shows what force 
can do—and what it cannot finish. Reimagining strength means keeping the shield, sharpening 
the spear and funding the staircase down. Do that consistently, and W1 deterrence remains 
intact while W2 end-states improve, W3 risk falls, W4 costs flatten, and W5 legitimacy 
compounds. That is how power stops performing security—and starts producing it. 
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