
A
S T H E VI E T N A M WA R E S C A L A T-
e d in spring 1966, a high-
ranking Pentagon official
with access to President Lyn-

don Johnson was heard by scientist
Freeman Dyson to say, “It might be
a good idea to toss in a nuke from
time to time, just to keep the other
side guessing.”1

Dyson was a member of the 
“ J A S O N s ” —a group of some 40
scientists who had met each sum-
mer since 1959 to consider defense-
r e l a t e d problems for the Pentagon.2

Four of their number—Dyson of
Princeton, Robert Gomer and S.

Courtenay Wright of the University
of Chicago, and Steven Weinberg,
then on leave from Berkeley at Har-
vard—were so appalled by the re-
mark that they decided to respond
with a study that would systematical-
ly explore the utility of tactical nucle-
ar weapons in the Vietnam War. 

The study looked at the effects of
using tactical nuclear weapons
against a variety of targets, as well as
the likely political effects of a nucle-
ar campaign. Many of the study’s
conclusions seem relevant today,
given the possible conflicts the Unit-
ed States currently faces and the
Bush administration’s newly stated
policies of preemption and willing-
ness to use nuclear weapons against
“rogue states.”

The Vietnam context
In 1966, the concept of mutual
strategic deterrence was less than a
decade old. The dominant military
viewpoint was that nuclear weapons

were simply one more arrow in the
quiver—and after the Korean stale-
mate, the U.S. military was deter-
mined never again to conduct a
ground war without using decisive
force, including the use of nuclear
weapons. Consequently, both the
service and unified command war
plans to counter Chinese military ac-
tion in East and Southeast Asia relied
heavily on nuclear weapons. After
the Chinese nuclear test in 1964, nu-
clear planning would have had to
take into account the possible Chi-
nese use of nuclear weapons in a mil-
itary conflict. 

In contrast, most American strate-
gists, many political leaders, and sci-
entists who had participated in the
Manhattan Project or had studied
under its leading physicists, had long
since realized that nuclear weapons
were in an awesome category of their
own. 

Dyson believes the remark about
using nukes that led to the study was
made at a briefing at the State De-
partment or at an informal party, but
Steven Weinberg recalls a rumor cir-
culating that someone in the Pen-
tagon or the National Security Coun-
cil was pushing to use tactical
nuclear weapons in Vietnam or
L a o s .3 In any case, the four scientists
were persuaded that they should
work together at the JASONs sum-
mer session in 1966 on a study of the
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possible outcomes of using nuclear
weapons in Vietnam. “I think I was
the main instigator,” Robert Gomer
said recently.4

The group that took on this task
was not responding to specific nucle-
ar war plans or threats, nor to a re-
quest from the Pentagon (although
Defense Secretary Robert McNama-
ra agreed to the topics the JASONs
proposed to study each year).5 A n d
to this day, Dyson says he has no evi-
dence that the use of nuclear weap-
ons was seriously considered in pros-
ecuting the Vietnam War. But, he
adds, “We had no way to tell
whether the speaker was joking or
serious. Just in case he was serious,
we decided to do our study.”6

“I, and I believe others as well,”
Weinberg wrote later, “felt that the
use of nuclear weapons would make
the war even more destructive than it
had already become; it would create
a terrible precedent for the use of nu-
clear weapons for something other
than deterrence; it wouldn’t help
much with the war; and it would
open up the possibility of nuclear at-
tacks on our own bases in Vietnam.
All this was an immediate reaction,
not based on any careful analysis. So
we decided to do the analysis, and
write a report.”7

Thus was born the only known
systematic official study of the role of
tactical nuclear weapons in the war.8 

Military utility
After obtaining permission from the
Defense Department for the study,
and “three man-months” of work,
the authors produced a 55-page,
highly classified report titled “Tacti-
cal Nuclear Weapons in South-East
Asia,” which presented their analysis
and conclusions in what Dyson later
described as “a deliberate hard-
boiled military style.”9

They defined tactical use “in the
strict sense”—that is, use on “mili-
tary targets, only within the theater
of ground combat, and while avoid-
ing civilian casualties so far as practi-

cable.” The reason for this focus, the
authors explained, was “that we
wish to stay as much as possible in
the realm of technical military analy-
sis and to avoid involvement with
political and moral judgments.” 

“We didn’t have to look far for
military reasons against the use of
nuclear weapons,” says Gomer.
“The Viet Cong [VC] were widely
dispersed, our troops concentrated in
encampments designed to minimize
the perimeters which had to be de-
fended so that w e, rather than the
VC were extremely vulnerable to at-
tack by small nuclear weapons.”

The authors focused on the suitabil-
ity of enemy targets for a nuclear
strike and the likely effects on enemy
ground operations. 

Military obstacles
The analysis highlighted numerous
obstacles, including the difficulty of
target acquisition, and the fact that
even when good targets existed the
use of tactical nuclear weapons

would not substantially affect enemy
operations. In some cases there were
more effective alternatives. 

The report identified a number of
targets against which, in principal,
tactical nuclear weapons (TNW)
might be useful. “Bridges, airfields,
and missile sites make good TNW
t a r g e t s . ”1 0 Airfields were also “ideal
targets for TNW and are expensive
targets for conventional bombing.”1 1

The introduction of tactical nuclear

bombing would quickly render the
10 remaining operational airfields in
North Vietnam inoperable. Other
potential targets were large troop
concentrations, tunnel systems, and
Viet Cong bases in South Vietnam.
“TNW can be very effective if the
position of bases are known accu-
rately, especially if attacks can be de-
livered without warning.” Still, the
report concluded, using tactical nu-
clear weapons in South Vietnam
would be “helpful, but in no sense
decisive. It would be equivalent to a
major increase in the strength of B-
52 bombardments.” 

For instance, it would take 3,000
tactical nuclear weapons per year to
interdict supply routes like the Ho
Chi Minh trail. More problematical-
ly, U.S. forces might become vulner-
able to a Soviet-orchestrated counter-
attack; and the first use of tactical
nuclear weapons against guerrillas
might set a precedent that would
lead to use of similar weapons by
guerrillas against U.S. targets.

In reality, the report concluded,

few highly suitable targets or effec-
tive uses could be found. “The use of
TNW on troop targets would be ef-
fective only in stopping the enemy
from moving large masses of men in
concentrated formations. So long as
the enemy moves men in small groups
and uses forest cover, he would offer
few suitable troop targets for TNW.”
Using “bomblet-canister ordnance”
would be more cost-effective than
using nuclear weapons on troops in
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the open. Viet Cong base areas in
South Vietnam might be destroyed
with tactical nuclear strikes, “but this
would require large numbers of
weapons and an accurate location of
targets by ground patrols.”

Tactical nuclear weapons could
also block roads and trails in forest-
ed areas by blowing down trees, but

fallen trees could be relatively easily
cut through and cleared. 

Finally, using fallout from ground-
burst weapons to make trails impass-
able would require repeated use of
nuclear weapons and “would not by
itself provide a long-lasting barrier to
the movement of men and supplies,
without endangering civilian popula-
tions at up to a distance of 200
m i l e s . ”1 2

In conducting their analysis, the
authors drew in part on the findings
of nuclear war-gaming studies per-
formed by Rand and the Research
Analysis Corporation in the late
1950s and early 1960s, as well as the
U.S. Army Combat Developments
Command’s 1965 Oregon Trail stud-
ies, which demonstrated that it was
extremely difficult to target troops in
a timely manner. 

Counterattack
The second half of the report consid-
ered the vulnerability of U.S. forces
to tactical nuclear attack. This was
based on the assumption that if the
United States used tactical nukes
first, either the Soviet Union or
China might decide to supply the

Viet Cong with the same. 
U.S. bases, harbors, and staging

areas in South Vietnam were vulnera-
ble to Soviet bombers and infiltration
by guerrillas, and would “offer at-
tractive targets for [the retaliatory use
of] TNW.” In fact, they were far
more vulnerable to the effective use of
nuclear weapons than were the small-

er, relatively mobile, and difficult-to-
find enemy encampments.

In addition, the authors empha-
sized the “tremendous long-range
importance” of avoiding “setting a
precedent for the use of TNW by
guerrilla forces.”1 3 U.S. forces, they
wrote, would always be much more
vulnerable than insurgents to nuclear
attack: The dangers posed by in-
creased guerrilla activity around the
world in the future “will certainly be-
come more acute if the United States
leads the way by initiation of tactical
nuclear war in Southeast Asia.”1 4

Overall, the report concluded,
using TNW “in Southeast Asia would
offer the United States no decisive
military advantage if the use re-
mained unilateral, and it would have
strongly adverse military effects if the
enemy were able to use TNW in
r e p l y . ”1 5

Political consequences
Although the study stated at the out-
set that it was intended as a purely
technical analysis, in fact it included
strong judgments about the political
costs and consequences of using nu-
clear weapons. The last section, “Po-

litical Consequences,” listed possible
scenarios in which the response to
the U.S. use of tactical nuclear weap-
ons was escalation, although it did
not estimate the relative probability
of these scenarios. 

“The ultimate outcome is impossi-
ble to predict,” the authors noted.
“We merely point out that general
war could result, even from the least
provocative use of [nuclear weapons]
that either side can devise.”1 6

Most significantly, they concluded,
even if massive retaliation did not re-
sult, a U.S. first use of tactical nucle-
ar weapons in Vietnam would have
serious long-range consequences: 

“The most important of these is
probably the crossing of the nuclear
threshold. As Herman Kahn points
out, abstention from the use of any
[nuclear weapon] is universally rec-
ognized as a political and psycholog-
ical threshold, however rational or ir-
rational the distinction between
‘nuclear’ and ‘non-nuclear’ may be.
Crossing it may greatly weaken the
barriers to proliferation and general
use of nuclear weapons. This would
be to the ultimate disadvantage of
the United States, even if it did not
increase the probability of strategic
w a r . ”1 7

Whether or not the Vietnamese
National Liberation Front or its ex-
ternal backers countered with nucle-
ar weapons of their own, the authors
argued, the effect on world opinion,
and on the opinion of U.S. allies in
particular, would be “extremely un-
favorable.” And, “with the exception
of Thailand and Laos, the reaction
would almost certainly be con-
demned even in Asia and might re-
sult in the abrogation of treaty obli-
gations by Japan.”1 8 The effect on
public opinion in the United States
“would be extremely divisive, no
matter how much preparation pre-
ceded it.” 

“In sum,” they concluded, “the
political effects of U.S. first use of
TNW in Vietnam would be uniform-
ly bad and could be catastrophic.”1 9

From a purely military perspective,
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therefore, even if the target acquisi-
tion problem could be solved (and
that was not evident), for tactical nu-
clear weapons to be effective they
would have had to be used in such
large quantities (and with such fre-
quency) that the political costs would
outweigh their military benefits.
When the risk of retaliation was
added in, along with the risk of
weapons spreading to guerrilla forces
around the world, it amounted to a
strong argument against the use of
tactical nuclear weapons in the war. 

Was anyone listening?
The fate of this report and the role it
played, if any, in influencing the ad-
ministration’s thinking on the role of
nuclear weapons in the war, remain
vague. The authors handed it to their
sponsors in the Defense Department,
never to hear of it again.2 0

However, Seymour Deitchman,
who was at the time at the Institute
for Defense Analyses (IDA), a feder-
ally funded research center under
contract to the Defense Department
and acknowledged in the JASON re-
port, suggests the report went to De-
fense Secretary McNamara’s office.
IDA provided administrative and
technical support for the JASONs
group. Deitchman recalls briefings o n
the JASON studies of that summer to
three audiences: to the JASONs t h e m-
selves; to John McNaughton—then
assistant secretary of defense for in-
ternational security affairs, who
managed the JASONs relationship
with McNamara; and to McNamara
h i m s e l f .

Deitchman recalls the briefing to
the JASONs clearly: “I remember
being struck by the main conclusion,
that if we started down that route
[using nuclear weapons] we risked
being hurt much more than the
North Vietnamese and the Viet
C o n g . ”21 According to Deitchman,
McNamara, who received briefings
on the JASON studies every year,
was likely briefed in late August or
early September 1966. This may

have included a briefing on the nu-
clear weapons study, although nei-
ther Deitchman nor the JASONs in-
volved in the briefings remember
what McNamara was briefed on
other than the electronic barrier
study that year. Deitchman says that
after the briefing, the report was
never circulated.2 2

Since the Defense Department had
to sign off on the topics of JASON
studies (which were chosen by the
JASONs themselves), why would it
agree to a study on tactical nuclear
weapons in Vietnam? Here we have
some faint but intriguing outlines.
Deitchman recalls recurring talk
around the Pentagon that spring and
summer about using tactical nuclear
weapons to block passes between
North Vietnam and Laos, especially
the Mu Gia Pass, a key part of the
supply route heading south. The pass
was heavily and unsuccessfully
bombed by B-52s, with heavy losses
for the United States. So when the
JASONs proposed the nuclear
weapons study topic, McNaughton
and McNamara might have found it
a useful device for putting an end to

talk of using nuclear weapons in
V i e t n a m .

It remains unclear what effect the
report had. When Deitchman re-
turned to the Pentagon in the fall of
1966, he heard no further talk of
using nuclear weapons in Vietnam.
“Although I don’t know,” he recalls,
“I think it is reasonable to conclude

from that, that if consideration had
been given to the idea before the
study, Mr. McNamara simply dis-
missed it as something not to think
about seriously, and therefore the
talk simply went away.”

It is possible that the report had lit-
tle or no influence on McNamara
himself—in part because by that
point in time (1966), he was already
adamantly opposed to the use of nu-
clear weapons. He was also increas-
ingly skeptical that the war could be
won by deploying more troops to
South Vietnam and intensifying the
bombing of North Vietnam. (He of-
fered his resignation to Johnson in
November of that year, largely over
disillusionment with the war.) Mc-
Namara does not recall either the
study or the briefing on tactical nu-
clear weapons, but concedes the
briefing could have taken place.23 H e
states that he and McNaughton
“were already totally opposed to
nukes, but that doesn’t mean it [the
study] wasn’t useful.” The Joint
Staff, at times during the Vietnam
War, had developed plans to use nu-
clear weapons against China, but

McNamara didn’t worry about it
“because there was no way either he
or President Johnson would have au-
thorized their use.”2 4

Ironically, McNamara was much
affected by other JASON studies on
the Vietnam War conducted by other
scientists. These included an analysis
showing that strategic bombing
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would not break the insurgents’ lo-
gistical support, because it did not
depend on an infrastructure that
could be bombed; and another, a no-
torious JASON study, also complet-
ed in the 1966 summer session,
proposing the creation of an elec-
tronic, heavily mined barrier across
Vietnam and Laos like that in Korea.

One analytical objection to the JA-
SONs’ study is that nuclear counter-
insurgency was never in the cards in
V i e t n a m .2 5 The focus on a scenario in
which the Soviets would supply tacti-
cal nuclear weapons (the report men-
tions atomic mortars or recoilless ri-
fles) to North Vietnamese forces was

unusual because that scenario was
widely regarded as unlikely, given
how tightly the Soviet Union con-
trolled its nuclear weapons. Rather,
goes the argument, the risk lay in the
possible escalation of U.S. nuclear at-
tacks to urban-industrial areas in the
North and ultimately to China, in-
voking the operational plans to lay
nuclear waste not just to Vietnam
but to China itself. 

We know the U.S. military had de-
tailed operational nuclear war plans
to respond to Chinese military action
in Southeast Asia/Vietnam, as re-
vealed in the Pentagon Papers a n d
recently confirmed in declassified Pa-
cific Command histories.2 6 Later in
the war, in October 1969, President
Richard Nixon put U.S. strategic
forces on alert to send a signal to
Hanoi via Moscow that it had better

start to negotiate seriously or risk nu-
clear attack.2 7

Still, the scientists had reason to be
concerned that the use of nuclear
weapons was not “unthinkable”
enough with respect to battlefield use
in Vietnam. After all, during the
1964 presidential campaign, Barry
Goldwater, campaigning for the Re-
publican presidential nomination,
had suggested in a speech in May
that tactical nuclear weapons should
be treated more like conventional
weapons, and that “low-yield atomic
weapons” should be used for defoli-
ation along South Vietnam’s bor-
d e r s .2 8 A year later, on April 22,

1965, in comments to a New York
T i m e s reporter, McNamara refused
to rule out the use of nuclear
weapons in Vietnam, even though he
said their use was inconceivable in
the current circumstances.2 9

Dyson explains the scientists’ focus
on battlefield use as due to the fact
that at the time of the report, John-
son, not Nixon, was president. “The
danger we saw,” he states, “was ac-
tual use of nuclear weapons, not
threatened use.”3 0 However, the sci-
entists were undoubtedly responding
to loose talk about using nuclear
weapons from lower-level officials,
rather than from Johnson himself,
who was strongly opposed to their
use. Johnson did not want to be the
president who set a new precedent
for the use of nuclear weapons, as he
made clear in speeches in September

1964 responding to Goldwater.
Perhaps the moment of gravest

risk of the kind anticipated by the
J A S O N s occurred in January and
February 1968 when a conventional
North Vietnamese division was con-
centrated closely enough to form a
lucrative and “nukable” target. It
was also threatening to annihilate
5,000 U.S. soldiers under siege at
Khe Sanh. 

At the time, Gen. William West-
moreland convened a nuclear study
group, the results of which have
never been made public. Johnson,
however, was strongly opposed to
even considering nuclear options,
and the study group was quickly
quashed. At the same time, Johnson
took steps to ensure that the military
had adequate conventional forces to
defend Khe Sanh.3 1

Are the conclusions 
relevant today?
How do the JASONs’ conclusions re-
late to the Bush administration’s an-
nounced doctrines of preventive war
and the preemptive use of nuclear
weapons against rogue states and in-
surgents such as Al Qaeda? 

According to Dyson, “The general
conclusions of our report are still
valid for any war in which the United
States is likely to be engaged in the fu-
ture. The main conclusion is that the
United States offers to any likely ad-
versary much better targets for nucle-
ar weapons than these adversaries
offer to the United States. This is even
more true in the fight against terror-
ism than it was in Vietnam.”3 2

Since 1966, the notion of the
strategic balance of terror (“mutual
assured destruction”) and the under-
lying concept of “existential deter-
rence” have been institutionalized in
both national nuclear force postures
and a set of bilateral and multilateral
arms control/disarmament regimes.
But this framework is now chal-
lenged by new circumstances and
new declaratory policies that call for
the expanded use of nuclear weapons
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to prevent, or respond to, the use of
chemical and biological weapons as
well as to the use of nuclear weapons
by so-called rogue states and state-
sponsored or autonomous non-state
actors (including terrorists). 

The major issues that the JASON
report addressed in Vietnam ar-
guably apply to the new circum-
stances today in two ways:

First, the JASONs carefully exam-
ined the same motivation that today
appears to be driving the Bush ad-
ministration toward war with Iraq
and North Korea—the possibility
that a state armed with weapons of
mass destruction might transfer
those weapons to non-state actors
willing to use state-scale terror. As in
1966, adversarial states remain un-
likely to use nuclear weapons first
because to do so would risk escala-
tion or retaliation.

In the context of the Vietnam War,
the JASONs noted that the National
Liberation Front’s backers—China
and the former Soviet Union—had
little interest in supplying insurgents
with nuclear weapons for purposes
of a first use. Chinese and Soviet
leaders would be either self-deterred
by the prospect of loss of control, or
would be deterred by the prospect of
U.S. retaliation.3 3

Second, the JASONs group recog-
nized that any restraint felt by state
supporters of insurgents might end if
the United States were to use nuclear
weapons first. A U.S. first use against
insurgents would provoke them—
and future insurgents—to seek to ac-
quire their own weapons of mass de-
struction. And whether for reasons
of prestige or credibility, the need to
counter overwhelming U.S. power or
to demonstrate their own nuclear
strength, under those circumstances
other states might become more will-
ing to provide weapons of mass de-
struction to insurgents. And once in-
surgents had acquired such weapons,
they would have the military advan-
tage against the United States, be-
cause the United States and its troop
concentrations overseas present more

suitable targets for weapons of mass
destruction than do insurgents. 

An enduring lesson can be distilled
from the JASONs’ study of the appli-
cability of nuclear weapons to the
Vietnam War—that it is a very bad
idea to attack insurgents and their
state sponsors with nuclear weapons.
Doing so—and, we would argue
today, threatening to do so—only le-
gitimizes, and makes more likely, the
use of the only weapons that can re-
ally threaten the United States on the
battlefield. n
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