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OPTIMISTS, PESSIMISTS, AND THEORIES OF

NUCLEAR PROLIFERATION MANAGEMENT

PETER D. FEAVER

M y ESSAY MAKES four principal points. First, numerous logical
and empirical problems (I cite three) continue to mar Ken
neth Waltz's nuclear optimism theory despite his vigorous

recapitulation of it in The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate." Sec
ond, Scott Sagan's work, although considerably more persuasive, still
leaves a few questions begging. Third, it is time to advance beyond the
ultimately irreconcilable "optimism vs. pessimism" debate and into a
series of inquiries explaining both the actual behavior of states that de
velop nuclear weapons and the actual behavior of states seeking to re
spond to proliferators. Fourth, this new research agenda should bolster
the flagging policy-relevance of academic proliferation studies.

A THREE-LEGGED WALTZ

BEFO RE RENEWING my critique of nuclear optimism theory, it is
worth rehearsing what Waltz has done well. He has done an im

portant service in carrying the logic of nuclear deterrence, as outlined
first by Bernard Brodie and amplified by the French strategic theorist
Pierre Gallois, into analyses of nuclear proliferation.t The inconsis
tency between the American embrace of nuclear deterrence on behalf
of u.s. own national security, and the American dedication to nonpro-

Peter D . Feaver is assistant professor of political science at Duke University.

I am indebted to Damon Coletta, Joseph Grieco, Ole Holsti, Peter Lavoy, David
Welch, and especially Ben Frankel for their comments on earlier drafts.

1. Scott D. Sagan and Kenneth N. Waltz, The Spread ofNuclear Weapons: A Debate
(New York: Norton, 1995). References to this work in the text and notes are given as
Debate, followed by page numbers.

2. Bernard Brodie, ed., The Absolute Weapon (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1946) ;
Pierre Gallois, The Balance of Terror: Strategy for the Nuclear Age (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1961).
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Feaver: Optimists, Pessimists, and Theories ofProliferation 755

liferation as the key to every other state's security, has long been a sore
point with other countries (witness the decades-long controversy over
the double-standard embedded in the nuclear Nonproliferation
Treaty). Waltz gets credit for artfully reconciling that inconsistency.
Moreover, Waltz has rightly exposed the more naive propositions of
proliferation pessimism. He convincingly demolishes, for instance, the
silly idea that any single use of nuclear weapons automatically means
that all or much of the world's arsenals inevitably will also be used.
This is a theoretical possibility, but it is unlikely for all the reasons
Waltz cites (Spread, 33). Likewise, he rightly criticizes the ethnocen
trism implicit in some proliferation pessimism (Spread, 13) .

I am more engaged, however, by what Waltz does not do well. Spe
cifically, I refer to three flaws which marred his original Adelphi paper
and which remain problematic in his recent update: (1) his theory can
not explain most nuclear behavior; (2) his reassertion that nuclear
command and control and civil-military problems are easily "solvable"
ignores the conclusive evidence to the contrary in the empirical litera
ture written since his Adelphi paper; and (3) his nuclear optimism is
inconsistent with his structural realism.

Arguably, the fundamental problem with Waltz's theory is that it
accounts for one (admittedly important) thing-the absence of nuclear
war; it cannot explain anything else, including all behavior that logi
cally should be explained by his theory, for example, nuclear behavior
since 1968 or so. The strategic arms race after both the United States
and the Soviet Union secured second-strike capabilities, for example, is
a mystery to nuclear optimists. Perhaps it was bureaucratic imperatives
run amok, perhaps it was madness, perhaps it was foolishness. In any
case, Waltz avers, it was "pointless" (Spread, 30). Whatever it was, it
certainly cannot be explained by Waltz's theory which has states rec
ognizing the futility of war and the abundance of security at extraordi
narily low levels of nuclear capability.

Waltz presumably would counter that he does not claim to explain
such details of nuclear behavior. How can I criticize Waltz for failing
to do what he does not claim to do? But, of course, he does make
claims about nuclear behavior. For starters, his optimism depends on
states doing the right thing vis-a-vis nuclear command and control, on
which more below. More tellingly, Waltz himself deduces specific pre
dictions of nuclear behavior from his theory. Indeed, Waltz explicitly
states that the logic of his argument "eliminates the incentives for stra
tegic-arms racing" (Spread, 31); but race they did, and explain it he
must, with resort to a host of ad hoc explanations which reduce to the
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756 SECURITY STUDIES 4, no. 4

argument that wealthy countries overspend because they can (Spread,
31-32). If Waltz must invoke bureaucratic politics, irrationality, or
profligacy to explain the arms race, how can he be so dismissive of
those who invoke these same factors to justify nuclear pessimismr'

Waltz might be expected to reply, "I cannot explain why the super
powers got all those weapons, but at least I can explain what they did,
or rather did not do, with the arsenal-I can explain the absence of
war." Waltz does not take this circumspect defense in any of the new
editions to the original Adelphi formulation, but he could establish a
hierarchy of explanations in his theory. He could claim to be able to

explain the most important part of nuclear experience (the absence of
war) and graciously concede an inability to explain any of the secon
dary aspects of the nuclear experience. Indeed, a determined defender
of Waltz might claim that the theory's weakness in explaining secon
dary behavior is a sign of the robustness of his primary prediction:
even though domestic politics, bureaucratic intrigue, and sundry psy
chological pathologies caused these secondary nuclear behaviors, they
could not disturb the fundamental pacifying effect of nuclear weapons.

This, however, would be a curious and not altogether satisfying de
fense for Waltz, for two reasons. First, as stated above, his theory has
clear deductive implications for these secondary behaviors and so the
theory's weaknesses on these questions does indicate grave logical prob
lems that should undermine our confidence in its generalizability
(which is, after all, the core of Waltz's nuclear optimism). Second,
while it is true that Waltz's theory successfully retrodicts the absence
of war, whether deterrence actually explains the peace is open to em
pirical evaluation. Did the United States and the Soviet Union avoid
war because of nuclear deterrence, as Waltz claims, or because of bipo
larity, as Waltz also claims, or because they did not want war, as Muel
ler argues, or because of some combination of the above, as Gaddis
argues?4 The debate over the causes of the long peace is beyond the
scope of this essay. At best, the case for the explanatory power of nu
clear weapons is strong, but unproven. Waltz's nuclear optimism,
then, hinges on the slenderest of empirical and logical reeds. His the-

3. Sagan's version of this point is a wonderful coup de grace: if Waltz claims that
"fuzzy thinking" caused the United States to develop more nuclear forces than they
needed for stable deterrence, how can he be so sure that "fuzzy thinking" will not
cause other countries to develop fewer nuclear forces (I would add, "or unsafe nuclear
operations") than they need for stable deterrence? (Debate, 67).

4. John Mueller, "The Essential Irrelevance of Nuclear Weapons: Stability in the
Postwar World," International Security 13, no. 2 (fall 1988): 55-79; John Lewis Gaddis,
"The Long Peace: Elements of Stability in the Postwar International System," Interna
tional Security 10, no. 4 (spring 1986): 99-142.
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Feaver: Optimists, Pessimists, and Theories ofProliferation 757

ory makes a host of predictions and retrodictions, only one of which is
supported by the empirical record - the rest contradicted by what we
know about nuclear history. The details of the size and composition of
the two superpower arsenals, their nuclear operations, the shifts in pat
terns of command and control, the multiple near-accidents: these all
are a mystery to Waltz, and by his theory unpredicted, unexplained,
and ultimately unacknowledged.

Perhaps this inattention explains Waltz's second major failing, a seri
ous underappreciation of problems relating to nuclear command and
control and civil-military relations. Waltz dismisses command and con
trol worries with a functionalist and highly circular argu
ment--because states have every incentive to develop adequate com
mand and control, they will do so. I have sought to rebut this line of
analysis elsewhere.5 Of course, states have incentives to develop proper
command and control over their nuclear arsenals, but the rich and
growing empirical literature makes it clear that figuring out what is
proper command and control, and then implementing it, are heroically
difficult tasks.6 Against this evidence Waltz offers the following curious
series of arguments. First, it takes a long time to develop nuclear
weapons, and states that are vulnerable to domestic turmoil are un
likely to have the "attention span" to sustain the program (Spread, 9).
Second, militaries which are prone to coup are unlikely to want nu
clear weapons because those military officers "like to command troops
and squadrons," the "traditional trappings" of military organizations
(Spread, 9-10). Third, even if a government musters the attention span
to build nuclear weapons and then faces domestic turmoil, nuclear
weapons will not factor into the equation since they are not much use
in a coup (Spread, 10). Fourth, if worst comes to worst, there may be a
nuclear explosion in a civil war - but this will be a national, not inter
national, tragedy and will not lead to further escalation (Spread, 10).

What do these assertions reveal about Waltz's thinking? First, Waltz
doubts that military organizations can hide nuclear programs from

5. Peter Feaver, "Proliferation Optimism and Theories of Nuclear Operations,"
Security Studies 2, nos . 3/4 (spring/summer 1993): 159-91.

6. Bruce G. Blair, Strategic Command and Control: Redefining the Threat
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 1985); Bruce G. Blair, The Logic ofAccidental Nuclear
War (Washington, D .C.: Brookings, 1993); Paul Bracken, The Command and Control of
Nuclear Forces (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983); Ashton B. Carter, John D .
Steinbruner, and Charles A. Zracket, Managing Nuclear Operations (Washington, D.C.:
Brookings, 1987); Peter D . Feaver, Guarding the Guardians: Civilian Control ofNuclear
Weapons in the United States (Ithaca: Cornell University Press , 1992); and Scott D . Sa
gan, The Limits of Safety: Organization, Accidents and Nuclear Weapons (princeton:
Princeton University Press , 1993).
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758 SECURITY STUDIES 4, no. 4

governmental leaders and then nurture the program over many years
despite repeated domestic turmoil - as was done in Brazil.7 Second,
Waltz doubts that a military might view nuclear weapons as an attrac
tive vehicle with which to garner domestic and international prestige 
as was arguably the case in India. Third, Waltz doubts that nuclear
weapons can become enmeshed in a coup attemft - as was the case in
the French Algerian generals' revolt in 1961. Fourth, and finally,
when pressed, Waltz is willing to defend (vice assert ab initio) only
strikingly narrow claims of nuclear optimism. In the end, Waltz's con
cession that nuclear weapons may become embroiled in civil wars
shows that his optimism concerns only the avoidance of global ther
monuclear war. In effect, he is really only saying that global thermo
nuclear war will be a remote possibility, even if more states get nuclear
weapons. This limited formulation would be acceptable to all but the
most fundamentalist of nuclear pessimists. There are many problems
short of nuclear Armageddon that the spread of nuclear weapons exac
erbates. That the " big one" remains unlikely is small solace, and hardly
justifies the more extravagant extrapolations of Waltz's argument.

These same logic traps and empirical omissions mar Waltz's treat
ment of civil-military relations. His curious discussion of u.s. civil
military relations (Spread, 99-108) shows that he is at least aware of the
civilian control problem. He is evidently not aware of how civilian
control has played out in the nuclear arena, however, even when it
might offer some support for his general thesis. Waltz notes that u.s.
presidents had trouble asserting control over the military and cites
budgetary disputes as evidence (Spread, 99-101). Civilian control was
even more ambivalent than Waltz suggests, however, and he need look
no further than the directly relevant case of control of nuclear weap
ons. Throughout the cold war, civilians and military alike claimed that
the principle of civilian control of the military lay at the cornerstone
of u.s. military policy. What that principle meant in practice was very
much in dispute. Operationally, the nature of civilian control ebbed
and flowed during the cold war with profound implications for nuclear
command and control. Therefore, Waltz is right - more right than he
knows - in suggesting that civilian control is "maintained only by con
stant and politically costly effort" (Spread, 101).

7. James Brooke, "Brazil Uncovers Plan by Military To Build Atom Bomb and Stops
It," New York Times , 9 October 1990, pp. 1,4.

8. Leonard Spector, Going Nuclear: The Spread of Nuclear Weapons 1986-1987
(Cambridge, Mass.: Ballinger, 1988),28-32.
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Feauer: Optimists, Pessimists, and Theories ofProliferation 759

Yet then, having motivated the reader to doubt the reliability of civil
ian control in the United States, Waltz concludes that even the u.s. un
ruly civil-military relations were not enough to trigger the use of nu
clear weapons. He has the reasoning backwards. If the basis of com
parison is the u.s. case against some mythical ideal (say, for instance,
Huntington's ideal-type "objective control"), it is clear that the u.s.
case was highly problematic. If, however, the basis of comparison is
the United States against the rest of the world, particularly other nu
clear or likely nuclear states, American civil-military relations seem
remarkably harmonious. It is reasonable to assume that every other
state will face even tougher civil-military problems than the United
States faced. Waltz is optimistic about the rest of the world because he
says the civil-military problems faced by Americans were insufficient
to trigger a nuclear accident - but that happy experience was under the
best of civil-military conditions. The nuclear pessimist's question
stands: can one be sanguine about the likely result under less favorable
civil-military conditions?

One need not guess at Waltz's response since it appears in his discus
sion of the Soviet Union. He blithely states "I can see no reason to
think that civil control of the military was secure in the Soviet Un
ion," (Spread, 14) as if to say, "Look, the military dominated civilians
in the Soviet Union and they never initiated the use of nuclear weap
ons." As evidence of civilian weakness he cites the presence of military
officers in the Soviet Politburo and Soviet military meddling in SALT

arms control negotiations (Spread, 14). As for the sizable literature
about Soviet civil-military relations, Waltz fails to cite both that which
might support his contention about unstable civilian control, and that
which decidedly challenges it. In fact, what we know about Soviet nu
clear command and control and civil-military relations on balance
poses serious problems for Waltz's argument. First, we know that So
viet leaders worried about accidental and unauthorized use - perhaps
more than we did in the West--ill1d took extraordinary measures to
try to address these concerns.I Second, we know that Soviet leaders
also worried about nuclear decapitation and took similarly extraordi
nary measures to address these concerns, to include the establishment
of a doomsday mechanism fancifully called the "dead hand." 10 Third,

9. Blair, The Logic of Accidental Nuclear War, 90 and passim; Steven M. Meyer,
"Soviet Nuclear Operations," in Carter, Steinbruner, and Zracket, Managing Nuclear
Operations , 470-534.

10. Bruce G. Blair, "Russia's Doomsday Machine," New York Times, 8 October 1993,
p. A35.
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760 SECURITY STUDIES 4, no. 4

as a consequence, Soviet command and control confronted the same
always/never dilemma that bedeviled u.s. nuclear planning: the desire
to have nuclear weapons always available, even in extremis, yet never
in a position to be compromised with an accidental or unauthorized
use. Fourth, we know that Soviet civil-military problems surfaced at
the most critical times, including the Cuban Missile Crisis, resulting in
political struggles over the command and control of Soviet nuclear
weapons. v' In short, we know that the Soviet Union did not think like
Waltz does; the Soviet Union cut tradeoffs in such a way as to at times
lower the risk of accidental nuclear use, and at other times to exacer
bate that risk seriously.

My third major criticism is that Waltz is unable to reconcile the nu
merous contradictions (I will mention four) between his nuclear opti
mism and his structural realism. First, consider his two most famous
theoretical claims: (1) that the spread of nuclear weapons promotes
peace, and (2) that multipolarity is unstable. The truth is, of course,
that the spread of nuclear weapons fosters multipolarity, at the global
level and at the regional level. Which of Waltz's predictions will win:
will the spread of nuclear weapons produce stability, or will the shift
to multipolarity (which is the necessary consequence of the spread of
nuclear weapons) produce instability? Second, is security abundant (for
nuclear powers) as Waltz's nuclear optimism asserts, or is security
scarce as Waltz's structural realism presumes?12 What drives structural
realism is the certain conviction that anarchy leaves state survival in
doubt; what drives nuclear optimism is the certain conviction that nu
clear weapons leaves the survival of nuclear states indisputable. Third,
are small arsenals robust enough to guarantee deterrence, as nuclear

11. According to recent scholarship, Khrushchev initially adopted a relatively del ega
tive pattern of control over the Cuban nuclear deployment. As the crisis unfolded,
however, he sought to assert control, over and against the wishes of the military com
manders on the ground in Cuba, who sought, in reaction, to manipulate Khrushchev
by sending decisions for approval after the associate actions were taken. At a critical
stage in the crisis, for instance, General Pliyev ordered the dispersal of nuclear war
heads from a central storage site near Havana to reduce their vulnerability to an
American air strike. This provocative step was taken without Khrushchev's prior ap
proval; General Pliyev only sent a cable requesting approval after the dispersal was
complete. American intelligence did not find out about the dispersal of the nuclear
warlieads so we do not know whether this information would have changed the out
come of the crisis. It is at least plausible, however, that this incident, itself a reflection
of the soured relationship between Khrushchev and his generals, could have tipped the
decision-making balance within Kennedy's ExComm away from the path of appease
ment and toward a violent confrontation. David A. Welch and James G. Blight,
"Risking 'The Destruction of Nations' : Lessons of the Cuban Missile Crisis for New
and Aspiring Nuclear States," Security Studies 4, no. 4 (summer 1995): 802-41.

12. Kenneth N . Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Mass .: Addison
Wesley, 1979), 102.
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Feaver: Optimists, Pessimists, and Theories ofProliferation 761

optimism claims, or are small arsenals incredible, as Theory ofInterna
tional Politics claims? When defending nuclear optimism, Waltz is posi
tively sanguine about China's ability to deter the Soviets with the as
sured destruction of only ten cities (Spread, 22). When explaining struc
tural realism, Waltz blithely dismisses as not credible French claims to
a survivable deterrent. 13

Waltz does not dwell on the contradictions between structural real
ism and nuclear optimism, but the scant attention he does pay is suffi
cient to generate the fourth, and ultimately most damning, inconsis
tency. In his Adelphi Paper, he suggests that "Nuclear weapons restore
the clarity and simplicity lost as bipolar situations are replaced by mul
tipolar ones." (Spread, 14) In effect, the Waltz of the Adelphi Paper is
saying that the Waltz of Theory ofInternational Politics has been over
taken by events. Polarity is an important factor in the prenuclear era,
and perhaps during the superpower bipolar era (although neither
Waltz nor his disciples have convincingly parsed the cold war peace
between bipolarity and nuclear stability), but polarity is largely irrele
vant in a multinuclear world - or at least this is the logical conclusion
of Waltzian nuclear optimism. In the only side-by-side account I have
seen, Waltz narrows structural realism even more drastically. He states:

Over the centuries great powers have fought more wars than minor
states, and the frequency of war has correlated more closely with a
structural characteristic-their international standing-than with
unit-level attributes. Yet, because of a change in military technol
ogy, a change at the unit level, waging war has increasingly become
the privilege of poor and weak states. Nuclear weapons have ban
ished war from the center of international politics. A unit-level
change has dramatically reduced a structural effect. 14

Waltz's discussion here seems to be raising the possibility that the do
main for structural realism is profoundly circumscribed in the modern
era, applying principally to second-tier powers and only marginally to
great powers. In effect, Waltz seems to be saying that structural realism
ceased to be relevant to great power politics from 1945 (or perhaps
1949) on. Given that Waltz explicitly grounds structural realism on
great power politics,15 what is left of structural realism's theoretical

13. Waltz, Theory ofInternational Politics, 181; I raised this problem previously in my
"Proliferation Optimism and Theories of Nuclear Operations," 185, n. 17.

14. Kenneth N. Waltz, "The Origins of War in Neorealist Theory," in The Origin
and Prevention of Major Wars, ea. Robert 1. Rotberg and Theodore K. Rabb
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988),50-51.

15. Waltz, Theory ofInternational Politics, 72.
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762 SECURITY STUDIES 4, no. 4

domain? Waltz has the right to have his views evolve over time, of
course, but it is worth inquiring after the source of the confidence that

. h . 16accompanIes eac assertion.

A COMMENT ON SAGAN

SAGAN 'S WORK is a welcome contribution to the established body of
scholarship that criticizes nuclear optimism theory. His elegant use

of organizational theory represents perhaps the most theoretically am
bitious exposition of nuclear pessimism to date. Nevertheless, there are
still opportunities to quibble with Sagan and, happily for the rest of us,
he leaves some work for other scholars to finish .

One may nitpick, for instance, with Sagan's treatment of civil
military relations. He asserts that "officers are trained to focus on pure
military logic, and are given strict operational goals to meet, when ad
dressing security problems" (Spread, 56). This stereotype derives from
Samuel Huntington's theory of civil-military relations which advocates
an ideal-type "objective control" in which civilians give overarching
strategic direction while the military handles implementation details.
Regardless of its virtues as a prescription for healthy civil-military rela
tions, Huntington's objective control does not describe well the de
facto civil-military relationship in the American case, at least since the
Second W orId War. 17 American military officers, particularly senior
American military officers, do not focus on pure military logic. IS Even
less, it would seem, would foreign militaries whose day-to-day affairs
are hopelessly intertwined with domestic political and state-political

16. In a sense, I am asking Waltz to choose between his structural realism and his
nuclear optimism. This is not a direct critique of his nuclear theory, of course, since he
could choose nuclear optimism and, more boldly still, claim nuclear weapons trump all
unit and systemic forces . The choice would be a painful one, however, smce Waltz has
continued to defend structural realism even after the publication of his nuclear opti
mism theory. See, for example, Kenneth N . Waltz, "Reflect ions on Theory ofInterna
tional Politics: A Response to My Critics," in Neorealism and Its Critics, ed. Robert O .
Keohane (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), passim.

17. Peter D . Feaver, "Discords and Divisions of Labor: The Evolution of Civil
Military Conflict in the United States" (paper presented at the 1993 annual meeting of
the American Political Science Association, 2-5 September 1993).

18. For this they are sometimes sternly criticized. See Richard H. Kohn, " O ut of
Control," The Na tional In terest, no. 35 (spring 1994): 3-17; a subsequent "Exchange on
Civil-Military Relations" with Colin Powell'l0hn Lehman, Wilham Odom, Samuel
Huntington, and Richard Kohn, The Nationa Interest, no. 36 (summer 1994): 23-31;
EdwardLuttwak, "W ashington's Biggest Scandal," Commentary ~ay 1994); and Rus
sell F. Weigley, "The American Military and the Principle of Civilian Control from
McClellan to Powell," Journal ofMilitary History 57, no.5 (October 1993): 27-58.
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Feaoer: Optimists, Pessimists, and Theories a/Proliferation 763

concerns. Of course, even if, contra Sagan, foreign military officers are
likely to have political sensitivities, it does not necessarily follow, as
Waltz would have it, that those political judgements will accord with
the expectations of nuclear optimism.

Ironically, Sagan's arguments about civil-military relations point to
an inherent limiting aspect of the organizational approach to interna
tional relations. Sagan compellingly makes the case for linking nuclear
outputs to particular features of the American military organization.
To undermine nuclear optimism, however, he must show that these
same organizational features are likely to obtain in other countries.
The further he pushes the argument, the more Sagan must argue that
salient features of the American military organization are in fact inher
ent in all military organizations. He must argue, for instance, that ar
guments by the u.s. Air Force for preventive war during the 1950s are
examples of a universal military predilection for preventive war, not a
consequence of the obsession with strategic bombing theory peculiar
to the origins of American and British airpower (Spread, 57-61). It is
likely, Sagan avers, that similar preventive war discussions have taken
place in South Asia, and Sagan offers some tantalizing clues that they
have, at least for Pakistan (Spread, 62-63). The South Asian case, how
ever, is even more compelling for the absence of preventive war: India's
striking refusal to destroy Pakistan's nuclear arsenal before it reached
deterrent status. Since India developed nuclear weapons first and en
joyed a decisive conventional advantage over Pakistan, Indian generals
could make the stronger case for preventive war; knock out Pakistan's
nuclear program before it neutralizes, or at least mitigates, India's stra
tegic advantage. Sagan is careful to predict only that the military will
advocate preventive war, not that it will actually launch a preventive
war (Spread, 56), so India's failure to launch preventive war does not
necessarily run counter to Sagan's theory. Perhaps further research
would uncover a strong Indian military advocacy of preventive war,
thus confirming Sagan's expectations and lending support to his gen
eral argument. Absent such evidence, it seems just as plausible that dif
ferent military organizations will confront similar situations in differ
ent ways - a plausibility that is fed by what we know about the pecu
liar evolution of the u.s. military establishment and Sagan's own de
tailed accounts of American military organizational behavior. Just as
similarly situated states may behave differently because of organiza
tional factors, many scholars have argued that similarly situated or-
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ganizations will behave differently because of cultural factors. 19 This
cultural argument does not undermine nuclear pessimism or organiza
tional theory's insights into nuclear pessimism per se, but it does chal
lenge Sagan's version of it.

Likewise, Sagan cites the origins of the First World War literature to
support his claim for a universal military preference for offensive doc
trines (Spread, 56). Certainly, such a preference was evident in the First
World War era, and one can find a latter-day analog in General Pow
ell's doctrine of "decisive force."2o This generalization, however, ob
scures important interservice and intraservice disagreements such as the
military advocacy of unconventional warfare or the pocket of Air
Force officers dedicated to developing strategic defenses. Ceteris pari
bus, the average military organization may prefer offensive operations,
but this preference is hardly so fixed and resolute as to be insensitive to
countervailing considerations. The evidence Sagan musters to prove
the military preference for offensive operations rather dries up by the
mid-1950s. Stronger evidence would be desirable, perhaps in the form
of an analysis of civil-military disputes surrounding PD-59 and the sub
sequent "long-nuclear-war" doctrine - an analysis which presumably
must await declassification of vital documents. Absent such evidence,
Sagan cannot dismiss the hypothesis that the problem is a temporary
phenomenon, an atavism from an earlier era which is undone by nu
clear learning. Of course, even if the military predilection for offensive
operations was unlearned in the u.s . case, the question remains whether
such nuclear learning and unlearning have been widely disseminated to
other countries. Sagan's pessimistic conclusions are thus still plausible
even if his reasoning can be challenged.

Sagan's discussion of organizational reasons why militaries might
choose not to develop survivable deterrents is interesting but incom
plete. He points out that survivability is expensive and so may com
pete with other programs that militaries favor for reasons having to do
with organizational interests (Spread, 67-68) . He may also point out
that militaries tend to pursue cheaper versions of survivability through

19. Peter Feaver, "Proliferation Optimism," 173-74; Colin Gray, National Strategy
and National Style (Boston: Hamilton Press, 1986); Alastair lain Johnston, "Thinking
About Strategic Culture," International Security 19, no.4 (spring 1995): 32-64; Eliza
beth Kier, "Culture and Military Doctrine: France Between the Wars," International
Security 19, no.4 (spring 1995): 65-93; Jeffrey Legro, Cooperation Under Fire: Anglo
German Restraint durin8 World War II (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995); Ste
phen Peter Rosen, "Military Effectiveness: Why Society Matters," International Secu
rity 19, no.4 (spring 1995): 5-32.

20. See, for example, Michael R. Gordon, "Powell Delivers a Resounding No on
Using Limited Force in Bosnia," New York Times, 28 September 1992, p . At.
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the command and control system. This is the always/never dilemma
again, since command and control "fixes" for survivability, for exam
ple predelegation of launch authority, inevitably increase dangers of
unauthorized or accidental use . By separating his discussion of surviv
ability from command and control, he understates his case and gives a
slightly misleading impression that the military is sanguine about sur
vivability. In fact, the military was very worried about survivability
and decapitation almost from the beginning of the nuclear age. As I
have documented elsewhere, this was a major theme in u.s. military
arguments to gain custody of the arsenal.21 The problem with Waltz's
argument is not only that the military might eschew survivable forces
(as Sagan claims) but also that they might pursue survivability in ways
that may create other problems that undermine nuclear optimism.

One last problem is that Sagan's approach, if taken to the extreme,
can paint a derogatory caricature of military bureaucrats: careerist, in
transigent, almost corrupt in an effort to suppress vulnerabilities and
safety defects. Sagan does not take his reasoning this far, but it is my
impression that sensitive military readers have inferred such affronts
from his argument. Of course, Sagan may still be right about the per
verse influence of organizational interest, but it is worth noting that
one can arrive at much the same gloomy outputs without invoking
anywhere near the same sinister inputs. Sagan argues, for instance, that
careerism will cover up safety concerns and that this will make com
mand and control more difficult than Waltz supposes (Spread, 77).
Given a reliability/safety tradeoff, however, a natural (even laudable)
military emphasis on reliability involves some safety compromises that
will make command and control more difficult than Waltz supposes.
For the record, I am persuaded by Sagan's published research on safety
problems in the u.s. case and I concur in Sagan's identical conclusion
about the likelihood of safety problems in emerging nuclear nations.
There are many contributing causes to those problems, however, and
Sagan's argument would be more balanced if he discussed a wider set.

POINTS FOR FUTURE SCHOLARSHIP

THE OPTIMISM-pessimism debate will outlast even this focused atten
tion because it ultimately comes down to a question of what

makes for a good theory. What shall we say of a theory that cannot
explain the Brezhnev buildup, the Reagan response, the debate over

21. Feaver, Guarding the Guardians.
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intermediate nuclear forces (INF), or the evolution of nuclear opera
tions in the major powers - a theory whose sole virtue is that it suc
cessfully retrodicts the non-use of nuclear weapons for fifty years? If a
theory seems to get one very important thing right, but many other
things wrong, is it still useful? Conversely, is nuclear pessimism to be
preferred when it can explain many things well but at some point must
invoke fortuna to explain the most important thing, namely, the non
use of nuclear weapons?

Surely the test of a good theory is not that it must explain all things,
but just as surely we should lose confidence in a theory whose secon
dary predictions, what Gary King et al. call the "observable implica
tions," are consistently not borne out.22 The ultimate problem with
Waltz's theory is that it is more ambitious than parsimonious. At first
glance, Waltz's theory seems a model of parsimony. It certainly pre
dicts a lot based on a single causal variable, but he gets most nuclear
history wrong and so his theory reduces to explaining a little with a
little. Moreover, as Peter Lavoy notes in his review essay published in
this volume, Waltz's nuclear optimism theory relies on a host of auxil
iary assumptions that he justifies only very hurriedly.Y Waltz must
clutter his theory in this manner because of his theory's ambition to
rise above an explanation of partial causality to a prediction of out
come. Waltz correctly identifies one important political effect of nu
clear weapons, an effect that should be present in every instance of
proliferation: nuclear weapons put pressure on states to be more cau
tious. Ceteris paribus, Waltz is correct that we should see new nuclear
states feeling the cautionary pressure of their new arsenals. Against this
monocausal analysis, nuclear pessimists array a multitude of crosscut
ting pressures that mayor may not have a stabilizing effect. Nuclear
optimists draw a straight and bold line from this sole feature of their
single (albeit profound) explanatory variable to the predicted outcome
of the absence of war. If their model incorporated these other features
of nuclear weapons, or if they incorporated other explanatory vari
ables, or if they limited themselves merely to describing the valence of
the one feature of the one variable that they do discuss, optimists
would not have so bold a prediction - of course, they would also not
have so provocative a theory either.

22. Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba, Designing Social Inquiry: Sci
entific Inference in Qualitative Research {princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994},
29-30.

23. Peter R. Lavoy, "The Strategic Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation," Security
Studies 4, no. 4 (summer 1995}:695-753.
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Important though the optimism-pessimism debate is, it is probably
irreconcilable. There are so few cases and the competing theories are
asked to explain what did not happen, always a more difficult task than
explaining what did happen. The optimists' position, especially the
position that optimists are willing actually to defend as opposed to as
sert in rhetorical flourishes, is ultimately unprovable. Reduced to its
essentials, nuclear optimism is a claim that nuclear proliferation is not
as bad as pessimists think and may be useful in promoting regional sta
bility. Even a spate of nuclear accidents or nuclear wars would not
necessarily be sufficient to force a determined nuclear optimist to re
cant. He or she could always claim that the situation would have been
worse, that states would have been in even greater danger, if nuclear
weapons had not spread.

Accordingly, it is time to advance beyond the optimism-pessimism
impasse and here Waltz's admonition to replace theory with theory is
well-taken.f" Until now, much of the nuclear pessimist enterprise has
consisted of criticizing Waltz's theory without advancing countertheo
ries. 25 The place to start is with the rather intuitive observation that
seems obvious to anyone except perhaps a close reader of the scholar
ship on nuclear proliferation: not all proliferation is equally bad or
equally good. If you are persuaded by Waltz's argument, you must still
concede that such optimism is dependent on the new nuclear nations
developing responsible use-control measures. On the other hand, if
you are persuaded by the pessimists, you must still admit that irrespon
sible nuclear proliferation is worse than responsible proliferation. Con
sequently, optimists and pessimists alike should be interested in the
following question: What constitutes responsible behavior and how
can we encourage more of it?

The answer to this question follows a three-pronged research agenda.
The first prong would develop a theory of nuclear behavior. What fac
tors shape the way a state will handle its nuclear weapons? Elsewhere I
have sketched out parameters for such a theory, suggesting a variety of
hypotheses as well as noting some of the limitations plaguing current
efforts.26 Others have also identified hypotheses relating particular in
puts such as organizational culture or organizational structure to nu
clear outputs such as command and control, targeting policy, or nu-

24. Waltz, Theory ofInternational Politics, 9.
25. Sagan's use of organizational theory is an important exception.
26. Feaver, "Proliferation Optimism."
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clear doctrine, but follow-on work is clearly needed.27 We may, for
instance, be able to posit a variety of causal relationships, but we are
hard-pressed to predict which causal relationship will dominate the
others when multiple causal variables are present. We can doubt
Waltz's answer - that the nuclear deterrence effect will dominate oth
ers - because we know that this has not been the case in most instances
of U.s.-Soviet nuclear behavior (excepting a formal decision to use nu
clear weapons), but this leaves us searching for other answers. The best
way to evaluate other answers is to focus empirical research on evaluat
ing the weight and robustness of these other causal factors. Existing
work is largely derived from the u.s . case and extended deductively to
other cases. The next wave of scholarship should include empirical
tests of those deductive hypotheses against data from other countries.

Related to a theory of nuclear behavior is a theory of how nuclear
weapons affect political relationships within a given state. Harold
Lasswell, writing at the dawn of the nuclear era, hypothesized that nu
clear weapons would irrevocably change political relationships, greatly
strengthening the state vis-a-vis society and individuals and resulting in
the emergence of nuclear "garrison states.»28 Lasswell, arguably, was
wrong about the u .s. case, but the more general problem of the domes
tic political effects of nuclear weapons remains an understudied area.29

What about the specific effects of nuclear weapons on civil-military
relations, perhaps the most important political relationship relevant to
responsible nuclear proliferation? We already know a fair amount of
how nuclear weapons affected civil-military politics within the United
States and a bit less about the Soviet Union, but the knowledge on all
other nuclear powers is remarkably thin.30

27. Lynn Eden, "Constructing Deconstruction: The Making of Organizational
Knowledge About the Effects of U.S. Nuclear We~ons," unpublished manuscript;
Peter Roman, Presidential Power and Nuclear Policy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
forthcoming); and Sagan, "The Perils of Proliferation: Organization Theory, Deter
rence Theory, and the Spread of Nuclear Weapons," International Security 18, no. 4
(spring 1994): 66-107.

28. Harold D. Lasswell, National Security and Individual Freedom (New York:
McGraw Hill, 1950).

29. Josef Joffe offers a provocative treatment in "Democracy and Deterrence: What
Have They Done to Eacli Other?" in Ideas & Ideals: Essays on Politics in Honor 0/Stan 
ley Hoffmann, ed. Linda B. Miller and Michael Joseph Smith (Boulder: Westview,
1993), 108-26. For a specific rebuttal of Lasswell see, Aaron L. Friedberg, "Why
Didn't the United States Become a Garrison State?" International Security 16, no. 4
(spring 1992): 109-42.

30. A suggestive preliminary cut at the question is Scott D. Sagan, ed., Civil-Military
Relations and Nuclear Weapons (Stanford: Center for International Security and Arms
Control, Stanford University, June 1994).
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The second prong of research would develop a theory of what may
be called nuclear response, that is, the way established states respond to
nuclear proliferation. Optimists and pessimists say how states ought to
respond, but what explains how states in fact do respond? Under what
conditions will an established nuclear state enforce the nonprolifera
tion regime and under what conditions will the established nuclear
state depart from the regime, either with a military attack or with assis
tance to resolve safety and security concerns? How do states finesse the
nuclear management dilemma: the fact that efforts to stop the spread
of nuclear weapons make it more likely that successfully defiant nu
clear proliferators will develop unsafe arsenals? Given the scarcity of
readily available data, a deductive model is appropriate for the first
cut.31 A high priority for future research should be empirical inquiries
into how established nuclear states have in fact interacted with other
established nuclear states and with emerging proliferants. u .s. efforts to
assist the Soviet Union with information on robust security measures
like Permissive Action Links (PALS) are now widely known. Less
widely known, and more intriguing still, are reports of similar Soviet
Chinese exchanges, Soviet-Indian relationships, and even possible U.s.
Chinese interactions.32 The relationship among the Western nuclear
allies is also a fertile field for empirical research and could illuminate
further general theories about the nuclear management problem.

The third prong of research would get past the state-centric focus of
both optimism and pessimism theory with a look at the nuclear behav
ior of non-state actors, that is, nuclear terrorism. Waltz's arguments
about nuclear terrorism are suggestive and raise anew a question that
has long puzzled terrorism experts (Spread, 95): why have terrorists not
made much use of weapons of mass destruction? Even while it is clear
that the nature and scope of terrorism has increased over time, it is
equally clear that terrorists have not committed all the atrocities that
the most pessimistic of observers might have expected. Perhaps the
recent chemical attacks in Japan will break the trend, but that string of
tragedies is noteworthy precisely because it is so uncommon. Have
states in fact deterred terrorists from using weapons of mass destruc
tion even though one of the basic requirements of deterrence, having
an enemy that can be targeted for retaliation, is not met? Waltz sug-

31. For one such approach see, Peter D . Feaver and Emerson Niou, "Managing Nu
clear Proliferation: Condemn, Strike or Assist?" Duke University Program in Political
Economy, Working Paper no. 191,5 October 1994.

32. Bruce G . Blair, Global Zero Alert for Nuclear Forces (Washington, D .C.: Brook
ings, 1995), 8 n. 15, and 9 n. 16; and Steve Coli and David B. Ottaway, "Secret Visits
Helped Define 3 Powers' Ties," Washington Post, 11 April 1995, pp. AI, A16.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Sy

dn
ey

] 
at

 0
0:

39
 1

1 
Ju

ly
 2

01
3 



770 SECURITY STUDIES 4, no. 4

gests an alternative explanation that rescues rational deterrence theory:
terrorists may not want to use weapons of mass destruction because it
is not in their interests to do so. Elsewhere, Jessica Stern has suggested
other explanations, including the difficulty of developing the weapons
without being detected and other safety concerns.Y Other hypotheses
are possible: perhaps deterrence works against substate actors in a way
that we do not yet understand, or perhaps there are other factors for
self-restraint (perhaps even moral norms) at work. As with efforts to
explain the long cold war peace, testing these hypotheses is a formida
ble challenge, but the policy pay-off in terms of refining efforts to pre
vent such terrorism would be great. An inquiry into terrorist motiva
tions would be a fruitful next step. Perhaps an enterprising researcher
could piece together evidence based on the reports of investigative
journalists who have had direct contact with terrorist groups supple
mented with direct interviews with captured terrorists like Guzman in
Peru and Carlos in France. It is doubtful that such research would set
tle the question conclusively, but it would serve to bolster or under
mine confidence in the applicability of rational deterrence ' theory to
cases outside the state-centric focus of traditional security studies.

ONE FINAL QUESTION: WHAT Is YOUR POLICY?

T HESE THREE research objectives of nuclear state behavior, nuclear
state response, and nuclear substate behavior share a common

purpose: to advance the expert debate beyond "is it good, is it bad"
judgements and into more fruitful inquiries into actual state and sub
state practice. As a bonus, this research agenda should also enhance the
policy relevance of the optimism-pessimism debate.

Regardless of how persuasive Waltz and the nuclear optimists may be
in an academic setting, it is doubtful they would ever be persuasive in a
u.s. policy setting. This is true even though most u.s. policymakers ac
cept the premises of rational deterrence theory from which Waltz's
optimism derives. It is official u.s. policy that nuclear weapons helped
deter the Soviet Union from invading Western Europe. It is also offi
cial u.s. policy that the spread of nuclear weapons is bad. In a sense,
then, even if Waltz's optimism theory - that nuclear weapons deter
war - is right, his policy conclusion - that American policymakers
should welcome nuclear spread - is wrong. To be fair, Waltz is am-

33. Jessica Eve Stem, "Will Terrorists Tum to Poison?" Orbis 37, no. 3 (summer
1993): 393-410.
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biguous on policy recommendations. At times he seems to be saying
only that the spread is inevitable so we must make the best of a bad
situation (d. the reference to King Canute, Spread, 112). At other times
he seems to say the spread is itself good, that is, to be welcomed, be
cause it brings peace (d. Waltz's provocative title, More May be Better).
In any case, assuming that Waltz is writing for more than the narrow
est of academic audiences, the question of policy relevance is a reason
able one. Sagan observes that proliferation optimism has never caught
on in the policy world (Spread, 88). This is not, of course, dispositive
evidence against Waltz's theory, but it should give pause. Why has
such a forceful argument from such a distinguished scholar - an argu
ment that is widely discussed and debated in the academic world and
has picked up at least a few prominent adherents - never caught on in
the policy world?

Part of the answer lies with the internal flaws identified by Sagan and
many others - including those I highlighted above - and part of the
answer lies in the incompleteness of the nuclear optimist argument.
Reduced to its essential claims, nuclear optimism says that the spread
of nuclear weapons makes general war among nuclear possessor states
less likely, ceteris paribus. Even if this is true, even if nuclear weapons
do spread stability, there are many reasons to oppose the spread of nu
clear weapons as a matter of national policy. Indeed, viewed from an
American national security perspective, there are some countries
against whom the United States would like to reserve the possibility of
going to war: Iraq, for example. As long as Iraq does not have nuclear
weapons, the United States is in a strong position to foil Saddam
Hussein's schemes for regional hegemony. If or when Iraq gains nu
clear weapons, the United States would find Iraq a much more formi
dable foe - perhaps so formidable that the United States would opt to
appease rather than thwart Hussein's Gulf ambitions. Waltz may be
right that mutual possession of nuclear weapons would then make war
between Iraq and the United States less likely, but we would be wrong
to draw comfort from this fact. Since Waltz and his disciples wish to
draw general conclusions about the desirability of proliferation, they
must answer why the United States should wish to encourage more

d I I . . . 34
states to eve op u timate guarantees against U.S coercion.

34 As a system-level theorist, Waltz might choose to invoke the option of rising above
petty national interests to discuss higher values such as system stability. Under this
approach, Waltz could concede that the spread of nuclear weapons is bad from a nar
row U.S. policy perspective but is good from the system perspective because the spread
promotes system stability. This artfully dodges the policy irrelevance cntique
(although it does suggest ironic possibilities of alliances between Waltz and the World
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Nuclear pessimists, particularly Sagan, face a different sort of policy
relevance problem. Since American policymakers are already predis
posed to think proliferation is bad, much of the passion of the debate
seems to policymakers overwrought or (that most cutting of beltway
comments) "academic." Sagan's organizational theory critique faces a
unique and more telling policy hurdle: the more he is right about or
ganizational sources of nuclear misbehavior, the less American poli
cymakers are receptive to hearing it. As noted earlier, Sagan's work on
u.s. nuclear safety problems often receives a caustic response from the
policy organizations (especially the military) responsible for overseeing
nuclear weapons. Such skepticism is consistent with Sagan's argument:
it is not in an organization's interests to admit that organizational in
terests confound nuclear safety. At the same time, however, this skep
ticism limits Sagan's domestic audience and it suggests that the impor
tant policy audience for nuclear pessimists is not in Washington but in
New Delhi, Islamabad, and even Pyongyang - wherever leaders are
looking to nuclear weapons to solve security problems.

Whether potential proliferators want to listen to nuclear pessimists is
another matter, and so the policy irrelevance problem looms. No
American policymaker will be convinced by the optimists that prolif
eration is good; no American policymaker needs to be convinced by
the pessimists that proliferation is bad; and leaders in other countries
may not want to hear the pessimists identify dangers associated with
their favored national security programs. All policymakers would
benefit, however, from a richer understanding of how states with nu
clear weapons are likely to behave and how other states are likely to
respond to them. We will never conclude the academic debate over
whether nuclear proliferation is good or bad, but we can hope to dis
tinguish between better and worse kinds of nuclear proliferation, to
understand how states are pushed in one direction or the other, and
thereby to manage the risks associated with nuclear proliferation.

Federalists), but it does not rescue him from the many critiques that point to his the
ory's problems with validity and logical coherence.
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