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VIEWPOINT

ICONS OFF THE MARK
Waltz and Schelling on a Perpetual Brave
Nuclear World

Harald Müller

In two landmark articles, longtime scholars Kenneth N. Waltz and Thomas C. Schelling have re-

emphasized the utility of nuclear deterrence over nuclear nonproliferation (Waltz) and nuclear

disarmament (Schelling). While the thrust of the articles is seemingly different, both are rooted in

the same intellectual ground: an epistemology that assumes problem-free inferences, drawn from

past experiences, are applicable in future scenarios; a foundational rooting in strategic rationality

that entangles them in unsolvable contradictions concerning comparable risks of different nuclear

constellations, namely deterrence versus proliferation and disarmament; and a bias in framing

the empirical record that makes nuclear deterrence more conducive to security than nuclear

disarmament. The common normative-practical denominator, then, is to let a nuclear weapon-

free world appear both less desirable and less feasible than it might actually be.

KEYWORDS: Nuclear deterrence; nuclear disarmament; nuclear nonproliferation

The last few years have brought us remarkable contributions by two academic icons to the
nuclear debate: the late Kenneth N. Waltz defended in Foreign Affairs his daring
proposition that “more may be better” by applying it to Iran’s nuclear program, and
Thomas C. Schelling warned in Daedalus against giving up nuclear deterrence since the
devil we know is more conducive to preserving stability and serving world and regional
stability than nuclear disarmament—the dangerous devil we do not know.1 At first glance,
there seems to be a huge difference between the two authors: Waltz postures as a nuclear
revolutionary, defying the conventional wisdom of nonproliferation and counterprolifera-
tion, in general and in the specific case of Iran; his commitment to the benefits of nuclear
deterrence is absolute and he takes it to extremes from which Schelling refrains. Schelling
bridges this seeming inconsistency through the concept of “responsible” states, implying
the possibility of “irresponsible” ones and providing a reason not to promote runaway
proliferation (e.g. to Iran). Waltz would not accept this distinction as it contradicts his
fundamental assumptions that the state “system is composed of like units.”2

Despite this difference, my argument is that the two authors share a core belief
and strategic position. Both are committed to the eternal continuation of nuclear
deterrence. Schelling sees in it the lesser evil; for Waltz, its not the basis of perpetual
peace, but it at least accounts for the perpetual absence of major war, based on nuclear
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weapons’ “peace-promoting” role.3 I make four critical arguments in this viewpoint. First,
Waltz and Schelling are entangled in epistemological operations that violate conventional
rules for inference from past to future, and, in this context, make unconditional assertions
on the future course of history that are not tenable based on present knowledge. Second,
both use arguments that are incoherent with the rationalist foundations on which they
ground their belief in deterrence. Third, both frame empirical observations with a view to
make them fit their arguments, notably in the way they narrate the historical record with
a view to make it compatible with the dominant Western understanding of strategic
rationality that is the basis for deterrence theory. And fourth, as a consequence, the
stance of both tends to—and is meant to—undermine considerations on the possibility of
getting rid of nuclear weapons: behind the scientific attitude hides a strong normative
position. Given the prominence of these two authors and their representativeness for neo-
realism and rationalist strategic analysis, respectively, an in-depth discussion of their
arguments is in order as they are archetypical for academically-founded objections to the
possibility and desirability of a world without nuclear weapons.

After criticizing the basic assumptions as well as the empirical argumentations and
ensuing inferences of both authors, I conclude that nuclear deterrence is a much more
brittle basis for stability, and nuclear disarmament a much less risky endeavor than Waltz
and Schelling suggest.

Promoting An Iranian Bomb: Waltzian Irrealism

The thrust of Waltz’s 2012 Foreign Affairs article is that we should not panic over Iran’s
nuclear program because its final success would establish at long last a nuclear balance in
the region and therefore dissolve essential causes of instability.

Waltz’s structural realist approach to international relations has attracted strong
criticism on epistemological grounds. To begin, the claim to universal scientific truth by a
group of theorists (the realists) with a very particularist reading of the world has been
criticized as a power-motivated move to impose unjustified hegemony in the academic
field.4 Critics have also attacked the reification of “structure” which, in their view, must be
seen as a social construction or, in the more radical critique, as a power-based discursive
imposition that helps stabilize and perpetuate a distribution of power that is at heart
violent and unjust.5 By the epistemological operation of pretending firm knowledge about
a structure that is unchangeable, neo-realism—according to its critics—is framing an
ontology of structure as a fixated given, while in fact social relations are contingent, fluid,
and thus changeable.6 It must be emphasized in this regard that political scientist
Alexander Wendt’s assertion that neo-realism cannot explain structural change contains
the epistemological statement that the theory denies the possibility to generate
knowledge on change (other than in the distribution of power and, consequently, in
polarity).7 The epistemology-inspired reification of structure, in turn, has (epistemological)
consequences for the realist reading of reality: as the notorious man with a hammer sees
nails everywhere but nothing else, realists see the sameness of structure across time and
space, even where structure is changing, and, in addition, they ignore or dismiss features
of structure (the ideational ones) which do not fit their materialist ontology. At the same
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time, by pretending a neutral observer status unaffected by the observed objects of
international relations, neo-realism conceals its normative position in support of the status
quo, i.e. the powers that be, and how it is itself constituted by the constructed social
reality which it helps to perpetuate.8

My own critique of Waltz’s epistemology is less fundamental; in fact, it could be
easily situated in a positivist research program. I deal strictly with the inferential operations
concerning the realist concept of deterrence. The argument in this section does not refer
to the empirical record, but rather focuses strictly on the epistemological problem. Later
on, I will address Waltz’s reading of empirical nuclear history.

My epistemological critique relates to the inferential operation by which Waltz
establishes his proposition that deterrence will provide assurance against nuclear war and
some reasonable assurance against all war even if and when more states will acquire
nuclear weapons and without regard to the particular ideology, system of rule, or
psychological disposition of the leadership of the nuclear possessor in question. Waltz
bases his proposition on the history of nuclear deterrence. In his interpretation, history
proves that nuclear weapons, via the horrifying damage that nuclear war entails, introduce
a measure of prudence into the attitude and behavior of every leadership that comes into
a position to decide upon the use of these weapons against other states possessing them.
Since survival is the imperative under which governments in an anarchic structure operate,
the specter of nuclear war prohibits political moves that would start or provoke that
calamity. This theoretically deduced proposition, in Waltz’s view, has been vindicated by
the experiences of the nuclear age. At this point, I will not dispute this interpretation but
rather try to understand his epistemological logic.

The same argumentation in Waltz’s now classic 1981 Adelphi Paper—which coined
the formula “more may be better” with regard to horizontal nuclear proliferation—is still
qualified with probability statements such as:

. “Nuclear weapons and an appropriate doctrine for their use may make it possible
to approach the defensive-deterrent ideal, a condition that would cause the
chances of war to dwindle.” (Emphasis added.)

. “Contemplating the nuclear past gives grounds for hoping that the world will
survive if further nuclear powers join today’s six or seven.” (Emphasis added.)

. “Nuclear weapons have reduced the chances of war between the United States
and the Soviet Union and between the Soviet Union and China. One may expect
them to have similar effects elsewhere. Where nuclear weapons threaten to make
the cost of wars immense, who will dare to start them? Nuclear weapons make it
possible to approach the deterrent ideal.“ (Emphasis added.)9

In his 2012 article, however, Waltz employs formulations that suggest unqualified,
unconditioned truth claims such as, “History shows that when counties acquire the
bomb, they feel increasingly vulnerable and become acutely aware that their nuclear
weapons make them a potential target in the eyes of major powers. This awareness
discourages nuclear states from bold and aggressive action,” or “If Iran goes nuclear, Israel
and Iran will deter each other, as nuclear powers always have. … Once Iran crosses the
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nuclear threshold, deterrence will apply.”10 The use of the present tense in these sentences
suggests a “law of history” rather than a more cautious probability assessment.11

Thus, Waltz takes his purported finding about the effects of nuclear weapons during
the Cold War as a sufficient reason to make an unconditional forecast of them having the
same effects in a counterfactual scenario, Iran having nuclear weapons. The deduction of a
historical law from limited experience and its applying to all future is epistemologically
untenable, as philosopher David Hume explained three centuries ago. Hume argued that,
even in nature, the sequence of “cause” and “effect” as experienced by human perception
is no guarantee that this sequence will occur uniformly in the future, as it is unjustified to
draw ontological conclusions from experience, which is an epistemological process.12 For
human affairs, politics included, this skeptical notion applies with even greater force: In
social and political affairs, historical experience may be a guideline, but it is no safe basis
to make categorical predictions with a claim of 100 percent certainty. For one, this
experience might be context-dependent and contexts may change; and secondly, human
affairs cannot get rid of the element of contingency embedded in the influence of chance,
chaos (in the sense of chaos theory), or individual idiosyncrasy (think of Adolf Hitler). For
these reasons, the occurrence of singularity is a persistent possibility in history, as are
random deviations from average behavior. Inferences from historical experience can only
be probabilistic, but never absolute. Categorical hypotheses like “major war between two
nuclear armed powers cannot happen” or “nuclear deterrence will always stabilize bilateral
and regional relations” are neither scientific nor can they be based on history. They are
simply beliefs. Economist Carl Lundgren’s recent effort in these pages to calculate the
probability of nuclear war during the Cold War in a methodologically stringent way is a
much more reliable approach to this matter than ideology-based belief, and Lundgren’s
results of a nuclear war probability of more than 1 percent per Cold War year is a highly
sobering reminder of the risks incurred.13 The epistemological objections by non-positivist
critics of Waltz’s neo-realist theory are thus confirmed by an immanent, quasi-positivist
look at his epistemological operation concerning his concept of nuclear deterrence: he is
reifying an allegedly fixated structure out of its original context.

Rationalist Incoherence: Nuclear Mishaps as an Insurance Problem

Thus, instead of postulating historical absolutes, it is more useful to draw on insights from
faculties that routinely deal with risk probabilities, such as economics. Waltz never
endeavors to do so; this is amazing given that, in his classic “Theory of International
Politics,” he strived to improve the scientific basis for international relations theory by
drawing on economic theory.14 From this perspective, as Wendt has correctly observed,
Waltz’s neo-realist system theory has been endowed with an individualist foundation, as
the dynamics of the system emerge from the interaction of states acting as individualist,
rational security-seekers.15 Waltz’s practical recommendations (“let Iran have nuclear
weapons”) derive from his analysis of how rational governments should optimize their
states’ security. My claim is that his recommendation is incompatible with in-depth
rationalist reasoning, and I will justify this claim by using a classical rationalist tool,
insurance economics. Insurance economics centers on the prudential economic utilitarian
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(the insurance company) who calculates risk (of the duty to make good on paying
damages) and tries to prevent loss (by demanding a premium adequate to the size of
the risk).

Nuclear war counts as a case of the class of events with low probability and huge
negative consequences. In insurance economics, this category of events is known to be
particularly difficult to protect against, both physically and economically (in terms of
insurance).16 Of course, nuclear reactor accidents are cases of the same category; these
chain reactions also carry an immense destructive potential.

It is thus useful to compare the two large-scale applications of nuclear technology.
Generations of civilian nuclear pundits convinced politicians and the public that the
probability of civilian reactor accidents was so low that they would not happen. Such
arguments did not sway the insurers. Pro-nuclear governments had to impose limits on
the liability of energy companies running nuclear power plants in order to motivate
insurance companies to offer payable polices. The US Price-Anderson Act, first passed in
1957 and extended several times, served as template for similar laws in other countries.
The same philosophy of limited operator liability prevails in the two international
conventions on the issue, the Vienna Convention on Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage
of 1963 and the Paris Convention on Third Party Liability in the Field of Nuclear Energy of
1960, linked by the Joint Protocol adopted in 1988.17 The hard-headed world of insurance
considerations reveals the concerns of people—executives of insurance companies—who
are forced more than anybody else to approach the issue in a rational-choice manner: they
were not at all convinced by the stream of reassurances offered by the nuclear advocates.
The “residual risk” of an accident occurring was large enough to ask for a limitation on
liability. Meanwhile, the said assurances notwithstanding, we have had two catastrophes—
Chernobyl in 1986 and Fukushima in 2011—and a close call—Three Mile Island in 1979.18

Because the Fukushima event concerned three reactors, the number of nuclear accidents
with serious damage and significant external consequences stands at five.

Nuclear risk analysis is probably the most sophisticated application of the best
analytical tool available to calculate risk. But even this well-established approach is
chronically inclined to underrate risk. It does not include multiple effects of a single event
(like the simultaneous impact of an earthquake on several safety features), feedback loops
in which several defects reinforce each other and their respective effects, or the
uniqueness of each single accident, another reason why extrapolating from historical
experience is a hazardous exercise.19

One should note that the probability of deterrence going wrong is higher than that
of a single nuclear accident. Controlling a nuclear reactor means coping with the
problematique of the man-machine interface. The “man” factor, i.e. the reactor crew, is
united in the mission of, and trained for, preventing the accident. The “machine factor”
contains a panoply of safety devices to prevent the reactor from exploding. Nuclear
deterrence systems, while dealing with the same technology, are different in two
additional complications: First, they pit two man-machine systems against each other in
an adversarial constellation. Careful empirical and generic analyses by experts such as Paul
Bracken, Bruce Blair, Ned Lebow, and Scott Sagan have taught us that much can go wrong
in this double man-machine interface, both at the unit and at the interaction level.20 At

ICONS OFF THE MARK 549

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
ol

um
bi

a 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
0:

51
 1

9 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
14

 



each level, mishaps loom: man-made machinery is never completely fail-safe. Malfunctions
occur. The interface between man and machine opens the possibility of human error (the
Chernobyl accident being probably the most tragic example in the civilian nuclear sector).
The hostile interaction among several national deterrence systems adds unambiguously to
the risks incurred in crises.21 The great philosopher of war, Carl von Clausewitz,
demonstrated long ago that adversarial interaction has one dominant outcome: the
vector goes in incalculable and, most of the time, unexpected directions.22 The studies of
“near misses” by Bracken and others (which have informed Lundgren’s calculus of the risk
of nuclear war) have revealed that these interactions harbor additional, inherent dangers
to deterrence stability as mishaps, malfunctions, or human or technical failure on the one
side and misperceptions and miscalculations on the other side can feed on each other.

Second, nuclear reactors are designed to use nuclear energy in a strictly controlled
manner. All features are meant to prevent any deviation from normal operations. Nuclear
deterrence systems, however, are designed both to operate smoothly in peacetime and to
be turned to violent use in times of war, with different levels of alert operations in
between. That is, part of their mission is to implement deviation from normal operations.
The reason is that deterrence is believed to be all the more credible the higher the
probability of nuclear weapon use will be once the “red line” for the deterring party is
crossed. In other words, in order for the actual probability of use to be low, the perceived
probability must be high.23 It is likely that, since use is well prepared and thus perfectly
feasible, insurance companies are likely to drive the insurance premium further upwards.

Why, then, have we seen no nuclear war occur if the probability of one is higher
than that of a nuclear reactor accident? The answer may be simple insurance math:
because the number of nuclear reactors has been higher by almost two orders of
magnitude for one generation than that of adversarial nuclear deterrence dyads which are
the appropriate unit of comparison. Global reactor years stood at about 15,000 at the end
of 2012; nuclear deterrence dyad years stood at 814, according to my own calculation, and
if we count only those of states involved in lasting conflicts, the figure shrinks to 285.24

With enough proliferation and time, deterrence degenerating into nuclear war will happen
with a probability close to one. That nuclear arms racing in the future is likely to be a
multipolar, rather than bipolar process, adds further to the risks involved. It is thus safe to
assume that, as with nuclear power reactors, deterrence systems are not fail-safe.

Rather than pronouncing the belief that “it will not happen,” it is more useful to
submit the question of nuclear war to an insurance thought experiment: if there were a
global agreement that nuclear weapons could be held by states that would insure
themselves against liability for the damages their weapons would cause in the case of
nuclear war, would there be companies offering affordable polices without an imposed
limit on liability? If not, the belief is unsupportable. I submit—on the basis of experience
from the civilian nuclear energy field—that insurance companies would not volunteer to
offer full liability protection. Since it is not within the range of the prudential policy of
security-seekers to incur risks that are so high that they cannot be insured, Waltz’s
proposition and recommendation is inconsistent with his theory’s rationalist foundations.
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The Nuclear Record: Empirical Observations on Near Misses and Different
Strategic Rationalities

Empirical accounts, such as those discussed by Georgetown University professor Colin Kahl
in his critique of Waltz, must be reviewed in order to assess how they influence the
estimation of probability that nuclear war could occur in a “nuclear-armed crowd.”25

Unfortunately, nuclear history gives us additional reason for this calamitous prediction.
Even with low numbers of hostile nuclear armed dyads and the effect of deterrence, we
have had five close calls: the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet-Chinese border war in
1969, the 1983 war scare when the Soviet leadership believed a high-level North American
Treaty Organization (NATO) exercise code named Able Archer was a ruse for a
decapitating nuclear strike on Moscow; the 1999 Kargil War between India and Pakistan;
and the terror crisis between these South Asian states in 2001 and 2002.26 All five crises
demonstrate that the risks of nuclear war are higher than Waltz suggests. The first two,
Cuba and Able Archer, are frightening in that they reveal decision makers may lack
essential information necessary for smooth crisis management. In 1962, the United States
did not know that Soviet tactical nuclear missiles were already operational in Cuba, and
that launching authority was pre-delegated to officers on the ground when President John
F. Kennedy and his advisors were deliberating an air attack against Cuba, and senior
US officials were also ignorant of the practice of US Navy ships to use loud but harmless
explosives to force Soviet nuclear-armed submarines to surface. In 1983, NATO was
unaware of the alert status of the Soviet nuclear forces. In each case, good luck prevented
the ultimate calamity, not the effects of deterrence, as the governmental leaderships
which deterrence is intended to influence were not even aware of the existing escalation
risks.

The latter three cases are of particular importance for assessing Waltz’s empirical
argument for his claim that nuclear prudence is a universally valid expression of strategic
rationality: he maintains that the Chinese leadership was “much less bellicose after
acquiring nuclear weapons in 1964.”27 Yet French intellectual Thérèse Delpech’s brief
study of this episode draws a quite different picture: the Chinese felt emboldened to settle
the issue of “unequal border treaties” with the Soviets by force. When the fighting started
in 1969, the Soviets approached the United States to learn how it would react to a Soviet
strike against Chinese nuclear installations. The Soviet leadership called off the strike only
because Anatoly Dobrynin, the Soviet ambassador in Washington, did not report the
genuine US response (concern, but an intention to keep out of the conflict), but instead
told his superiors in Moscow that “the United States would not be passive regarding such
a blow at China.”28

Furthermore, Waltz submits that Pakistan and India have both been “more cautious
since going nuclear” and “kept the peace” since their nuclear confidence-building
agreement in 1991.29 This is far off the mark. After the two had embarked on escalating
series of nuclear tests in mid-1998, Pakistan took up arms against India in the strategically
important Kargil area on the initiative of then-Army Chief of Staff General Pervez
Musharraf. Musharraf believed that Pakistan’s nuclear deterrent enabled it to conduct
limited conventional wars because India would not dare to risk a nuclear response by
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using its superior conventional forces against its weaker neighbor. Barely two years later,
the Pakistani intelligence service directed a series of terror attacks against India, targeting
the regional parliament in Srinagar and the federal parliament building in New Delhi. In
both cases, things came very close to escalating. Waltz celebrates these incidents as proof
that nuclear weapons are stabilizing in South Asia. This is quite a daring claim. From my
perspective, these events prove the potential for escalation even under nuclear
circumstances; and they prove, disquietingly, the existence of different types of strategic
rationality. Nuclear pundits frequently accuse deterrence skeptics of cultural prejudices
against nuclear newcomers; that is, skeptics do not ascribe the potential of rational action
to non-Western people. But this is not at all the point here: what Pakistani actions during
the crisis prove is not that Pakistan acted irrationally, but that the rationality it employed
deviates from the one known to us from the Cold War deterrence system.30 In fact,
Musharraf’s calculus was discussed early in deterrence theory under the label “stability-
instability paradox,” which fed Western anxiety during the Cold War about the possibility
that the Soviet Union might grab some territorial prize (notably Berlin) in the belief that
the United States would not wish to escalate to the nuclear level.31 In fact,
the Soviets thought this gamble too risky, and the Cold War never saw a case of the
stability-instability paradox in action. The Chinese and South Asian cases show, however,
that the Cold War patterns of behavior are not necessarily a reliable template for how
strategic rationality might be configured in other places.

The point here is not that leaders may enter this type of brinkmanship without the
firm determination to control escalation risks, or that they might have pursued related
policies before nuclearization.32 Rather, the point is that leaders believe limited
conventional war to be compatible with a mutual nuclear configuration, and that, once
fighting has started, the escalation risks caused by factors beyond leadership control
(unauthorized behavior, technical mishaps, misperceptions) rise disproportionally. Waltz
ignores the Chinese/Soviet case and dismisses the Kargil case to prove that deterrence
works.33 By dichotomizing the deterrence problem (works/doesn’t work) he escapes the
problem of assessing and comparing risks. Since he does not even consider seriously
the stability-instability paradox as an alternative approach to a deterrence configuration,
he is comfortably left with a single device to analyze the situation, the doctrine of the
absolute reliability of nuclear deterrence. No empirical evidence is able to shatter the
resulting certainty.

In the same vein, I do not allege that the Iranian elite are strategically irrational, a
view Waltz ascribes to those opposed to an Iranian nuclear arsenal.34 Quite to the contrary,
I hold that the Iranian leadership is strategically rational, and a very skillful bargainer at
that. But I think that their behavior since the Islamic revolution proves that they are
following a strategic rationality different from the one utilized by mainstream Western
nuclear deterrence theory, namely that a deterrence constellation system permits daring
brinkmanship moves which were not possible before. Until the end of the Ahmadinejad
presidency, Iran called publicly for the elimination of the militarily most powerful state in
the region, which is also the only one armed with nuclear weapons. It did so in the
knowledge that, due to a tortuous history of perpetual suffering that culminated in the
Holocaust, Israel is more sensitive to genocidal threats than any other state in the world,
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and that it has adopted a strategic doctrine to retaliate disproportionally harder compared
to the blows the enemy has dealt before.35 Even today, Iran is doing what is in its yet
limited possibilities to bolster words by deeds. It supplies Israel’s proximate enemies—
Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and Hezbollah—with modern weaponry, trains and instructs them,
including on-site by members of the Quds brigade of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards. It
is quite obvious, then, that the Iranian leadership has been more risk-prone than Cold War-
founded, Western rational deterrence theory would suggest. It remains to be seen whether
the change in the presidency will lead to a profound change in policy.

Few Israeli security analysts—and none with whom I have spoken—insinuate the
possibility of a premeditated Iranian nuclear attack against their state.36 Rather, they
suggest that Iran might embark on daring strategic and tactical moves short of direct war
(including transferring even more sophisticated weaponry to the local allies, and
bolstering them with major deployed military and paramilitary units). If, in such a
situation, Israel is to uphold deterrence by a show of determination—as rational
deterrence theory would require—the risk that an escalation can get out of hand is very
real. And then we are back to von Clausewitz again: hostile interaction moving wildly into
unplanned directions. The Iran/Israel context is quite possibly the worst interface for stable
nuclear deterrence: a politico-strategic culture intrinsically inclined to risk, provoking an
adversary oversensitive to vulnerability and intrinsically inclined to overreact.37 Waltz
dismisses this scenario with a cavalier superficiality that takes neither Iranian behavior, nor
the South Asian experiences, nor the Israeli mindset properly into account: he asks, “why
should Iran be adventurous in the region, especially with a nuclear neighbor like Israel
nearby? Such mischief does not serve Iran’s security-seeking goals,” as if Iran had not
already pursued such mischievous policies before.38 The fundamental weakness of
deducing interests (“security-seeking”) from the supposed alikeness of governments
rather than inducing them from their real-world behavior looms large here.

There is a second scenario of equally disturbing implications. Iran, while playing the
strongman in the Middle East, is at the same time an unstable state. It is a multi-ethnic
entity with disgruntled minorities (Azeri, Kurdish, Baluchi, Arab). But the majority, i.e. Shiite
Iranians, is fragmented as well. Proponents and opponents of the present regime are at
loggerheads, and emotions can run high. The proponents are divided into factions, and
this division is enlarged rather than reduced by the extraordinary fragmentation of the
institutional set-up of the Islamic Republic. The longer the regime lasts, the deeper this
fragmentation becomes. A decay of the Iranian state is a plausible scenario wherein one of
the most radical wings of the armed branch of the present pro-regime coalition, e.g. parts
of the Quds brigade, could get their hands on nuclear weapons.39

Either scenario makes the prospect of a nuclear-armed Iran much less attractive than
the enthusiastic plea by Waltz suggests. He dismisses the first one by assuming that all
states (and their governments) are alike in their struggle for survival, thereby ignoring the
particularities of Iranian thinking and practice. Such a belief is discredited by profound
studies on different strategic cultures, if not already relegated to the dustbin of history
after the reign of the Third Reich.40 He ignores the second scenario because domestic
politics do not figure in his theoretical template.
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In sum, the empirical record does not confirm Waltz’s optimistic belief in the virtually
guaranteed reliability of nuclear deterrence. First, even where a deterrence configuration
introduced a prudential attitude (as between the two superpowers), this did not eliminate
high risks due to missing information in crisis situations (and inevitable technical mishaps).
Second, prudential thinking is not the necessary product of a nuclear deterrence
constellation; there are types of political cultures that produce a different strategic calculus
when they enter such a constellation. These framing biases entail a sanguinity about the
status quo which makes the present world appear more secure than it actually is.

Believing in Stasis: Schelling’s Nuclear Disarmament Scare

Schelling’s analysis is based on assumptions that are epistemologically implausible,
inconsistent measured by his own ontological assumptions, and marred with distorted
empirical assessments.

Thinking about constellations in a nuclear weapon-free world is a complicated
epistemological operation. We are trying to construct knowledge about a non-existing
context. Principally, there are two methods available for doing so, both working with
counterfactual methodology.41 Counterfactual forward-induction starts from where we are
and changes a variable, then constructs the world with this changed variable at time t+1,
changes the next variable, constructs the world in t+2 and so on, until a plausible path
to the chosen final state of the world is completed. Backwards-induction starts with the
final state f, constructs the state f-1 in which all the preconditions are present to move
towards f, and eliminates, in a logical sequence, these conditions one by one until we are
back to our present world. It is obvious that either process is fraught with speculations, but
it is the only plausible method to go from here to there.

Schelling, however, uses a rough, even brutish counterfactual operation: he starts
from the assumption that the parameters of a non-nuclear world remain unchanged
compared to the present one but for one single element, the existence of nuclear
weapons. This scenario in which all parameters remain the same while nuclear weapons
disappear is epistemologically a non-starter and very close to Waltz’s epistemological
proposition that we know the future once we know the past. But it is inconceivable that
governments would move beyond minimum nuclear deterrence when they believe a war
probable enough to make their security ultimately contingent on having nuclear weapons
(if not immediately available, then at least quickly reconstituable). Such governments
would stop at perhaps 50, 100, or several hundred deliverable nuclear weapons and leave
it at that, while something would be “left to chance.”42 It is obvious that states are not
willing to renounce nuclear weapons under current political and military circumstances.
What would drive them to do so if nothing changes?

Schelling makes the same mistake as many other pundits of nuclear deterrence:
assuming that everything can remain equal in the process of disarmament and that zero
can still be achieved (funnily enough, those who ask for immediate nuclear disarmament
start from the same assumption). Nuclear disarmament with the aim of reaching a real
zero is a large-scale effort at political re-engineering. It is bound to progress in small steps
that states undertake because they believe these steps enhance their security, or at a
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minimum do not diminish it. Successful steps may enhance mutual trust and thus
encourage the parties to go further, and may lead to new requirements (e.g. in
transparency and verification) whose implementation leads to even more trust accumu-
lated. The major powers would also undertake efforts to sort out the problems they have
with each other. In addition, the lower they go in terms of overall nuclear weapons
holdings, the more common interest they develop in keeping third parties from crossing
the nuclear threshold; at one point, the joint security interest in keeping the nuclear door
closed will surpass the interest to steal a geostrategic march on their peers by offering
protection to a would-be proliferator. Going down to low numbers and envisaging the
possibility of zero enhances their stakes in order and stability. This moves them in the
direction of a great power concert which might provide an indispensable structure for a
zero nuclear world, as has been argued elsewhere.43

It is particularly implausible that it should be so easy to hide away fissile material for a
small arsenal of nuclear weapons. It might sound credible at first but not on further
consideration. No government would store weapon-grade material “in a refrigerator” or “in a
well” and leave it at that, as Schelling appears to insinuate.44 Bomb-usable fissile material
would be thoroughly guarded and fenced in order to prevent unauthorized actors from
obtaining it. These security measures would have signatures that could be picked up by
verification agencies whowould enjoy greater authority and access rights than in the present
world (because otherwise states would not lay down their nuclear arms). In order to ensure
true reconstitution capabilities, governments would also have to maintain many technical
experts whowould have to practice their reconstitution job lest they risk failing in the hour of
truth. Such clusters of expert people practicing their future breach of the rules in appropriate
facilities would also leave a significant detectable signature. And that brings us back to the
unrealistic assumptions—the verification system of a nuclear weapon-free world would
be geared toward picking up such signatures in order to fulfill its early warning mission.45

As for the persistent high risk of great power war motivating the perpetual reliance
on nuclear weapons, John Mueller, Richard Ned Lebow, and Steven Pinker have argued in
book-length studies that the value of war for great powers is in decline, and for developed
middle powers, war is already in disrepute.46 Major wars might still be possible, but would
be much more likely to occur between developing middle powers (such as the Iraq-Iran or
the Ethiopia-Eritrea wars). The interest of the great powers, once they reach the level of
very low nuclear numbers or even a final zero, would be to contain these wars and
terminate them at an early point. The scenario envisioned by Schelling, then, is an out-of-
the-blue catastrophe that has never had great plausibility or probability even though it
informed paranoid war games on both the US and Soviet sides during the Cold War. It
would be utterly implausible once nuclear arms have been abolished, because nuclear-
armed nations would not have taken this step if the risk of major war still loomed large in
their minds. The simple counter-factual operation Schelling undertakes to construct a
nuclear weapon-free world compares unfavorably with the more complex and multi-
faceted counterfactual construction presented here, even if that is still far from a complete
forward—or backward—induced counterfactual method.
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Responsible or Irresponsible: Inconsistency in the Rationalist Assumptions

The nightmare scenario that Schelling unfolds then—a desperate race into nuclear
preemption—should surprise no one, given this assumption. Nevertheless, it is unconvin-
cing. As he insists, “responsible” governments have to take a cautionary approach toward
security in that world. They have to mistrust their peers and, for that reason, take a
prudential attitude toward the complete elimination of their reconstitution capabilities (it
is important to note that this reliance on prudence is essential for Schelling’s deterrence
theory to work): in case of a major conflict, they must keep the preconditions for prompt
reconstitution of a military nuclear capability, including material, equipment, parts,
technology, and manpower. From there, he develops a scenario in which the first state
to acquire a few nuclear weapons would use them preemptively to ensure a monopoly
and would then be in a position to erect a blackmail–based nuclear tyranny—not a
prospect anyone would welcome with enthusiasm; here I agree with him.

However, a “responsible” government would also anticipate that other governments
in a position to do so would pursue similar policies. Schelling dismisses the possibility to
establish a complete inventory of relevant materials and sites for all nuclear weapon-
capable powers. At the same time, he predicts that national intelligence services would be
tasked to identify all relevant sites in potentially hostile states, which is the only
circumstance under which a “responsible government” could ever consider a disarming
first strike. It is not explained how secret services, which do not enjoy the access privileges
of an international inspectorate, would do better than inspectors in uncovering everything
that a state tries to hide. A state that has successfully reconstituted a small nuclear arsenal
thus could never be confident in his agents’ omniscience concerning enemies’ capabilities.
With the failure of US intelligence to identify India’s preparations for a nuclear test in 1998,
or the botched reporting of Iraq’s nuclear activities in 2003 (or lack thereof), which
“responsible” leader would ever trust so completely in their spies? The leader—if he or she
was both rational and responsible, as Schelling presumes—would have to assume that
others may be as quick if not quicker than their own state in the reconstitution race. A
government participating in such a race must thus assume that, while it might be possible
that its state was the first to succeed, this is by no means ensured. It would be possible as
well that others had also procured a few nuclear weapons that they had not employed
and would not employ prematurely. Not using one’s few nuclear weapons prematurely
would be prudentially justified for two reasons: first, since the probability of eliminating all
the enemy’s nuclear assets would never be one (owing to a failure of the attack or the
failure of intelligence to uncover all relevant sites on the enemy’s territory), a nuclear
attack might trigger nuclear retaliation and thus the worst case. Second, because the state
breaching the nuclear taboo might be seen as rogue—and a significant future threat—by
other parties not involved in the war in question, a nuclear first strike might provoke the
formation of a hostile alliance determined to destroy the rogue threat before it becomes
overwhelming. Together, these two considerations make it likely that a rational
(“responsible”) government would abstain from attacking first with nuclear weapons.
Once we assume prudence guides governmental decisions, the idea of a disarming first
strike in a reconstitution race can be ruled out.
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Even if we accept for a moment that a reconstitution race—including a drive toward
preemption—might be irresistible (and I will explain shortly why it is not), the rational way
of preemption would be with conventional weapons. An enemy posture of a few nuclear
weapons, hastily assembled and mated to delivery vehicles capable of carrying them,
might indeed be thought to be vulnerable; likewise, decapitation of a powerful enemy
might look attractive—let us buy the argument for the sake of it. But the instrument of
choice would have to be conventional weapons—conventionally-armed intercontinental
ballistic missiles, submarine-launched ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, and long-range
nuclear-capable bombers. They might do the job without precipitating nuclear retaliation,
and one’s own limited nuclear assets could be held back for intra-war deterrence against
the enemy’s crossing of the nuclear threshold. In addition, the attacking state would not
acquire the opprobrium of being the first to breach the “nuclear taboo” in place since
Nagasaki.

Conventional preemption in a reconstitution race is also not a future to celebrate. A
major war with an early, horrible exchange of conventional ordinance is not what
developed societies need. It is also not what governments of developed societies want.
Since the vast majority of the states that could clash in the way Schelling hypothesizes
consists of developed societies (and China and India may be there once nuclear
disarmament happens), a war would thus bring a very unwanted result early on.
Responsible governments applying prudential calculations and projections would develop
a clear idea of this most likely scenario and feel compelled to avoid it. They would also
know that the Damocles sword of “something left to chance,” which Schelling (picking up
legendary British admiral Horatio Nelson’s quote) had so aptly depicted as the essence of
nuclear deterrence, would fully apply in this situation.47 I submit that the double
expectation of a high probability of outrageous conventional devastation, combined
with an above zero probability of unwanted nuclear escalation, would serve as a mighty
deterrent against starting a war and as a powerful incentive to take all possible preventive
diplomatic measures to avoid war in the first place. One may remark that the specter of
unwanted nuclear war would then still hang over the world, and this is true when one
accepts this whole scenario; but this situation is not largely different from today. If one
believes in a world in which nothing has changed but the physical existence of nuclear
weapons, deterrence would still hold in a similar way it holds today, with the same risk of
an above zero probability that it might fail. It is not logically consistent to believe in the
stability of the present world of nuclear deterrence and to deny it to the future world in
which deterrence, including its nuclear aspect, would be present in a different form but
the same substance. But this means that, contrary to Schelling’s somber predictions, the
world would not be worse off than today.

Framing the Record: Four Empirical Objections

Schelling’s arguments contain four empirical claims that are not tenable: his account of
wars among nuclear powers is incomplete; his denial of a present-day nuclear arms race is
ill-informed; his negation of the influence current nuclear arsenals have on the motivation
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of proliferators overlooks contrary evidence; and his assessment of the disarmament
discourse is heavily biased.

Wars Involving Nuclear Powers

Schelling provides a list of eight wars in the last sixty years in which one of the parties was
a nuclear weapon state.48 The list is significantly incomplete. There was the war between
Israel and Lebanon/Hezbollah and Syria in 1982 (important, as it pitted a nuclear-armed
state against a chemically-armed state), two wars between China and Vietnam (1979 and
1987), and a war in which both parties had nuclear weapons (India-Pakistan in 1999). The
latter is particularly relevant: a shooting war with a strategically important prize (the
strategic road through northern Kashmir that would connect Pakistan with China) should
not occur, according Cold War-informed deterrence theory. Even more important, the one
war which comes closest to being a template for Schelling’s scenario (war between “latent
nuclear powers” in a world without nuclear weapons) is not mentioned: the war between
Iran and Iraq in the 1980s. Both Iran and Iraq had incipient nuclear technology capabilities
at the outset of the war. The Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, left behind a broad
nuclear research program established with the goal of developing a military nuclear
option if and when necessary; Iraq had launched its own nuclear program centered on the
Osirak reactor, which was destroyed by an Israeli air strike in 1981. The war between Iran
and Iraq was long, cruel, and bitter. Both re-started nuclear activities during the fighting.
But neither embarked on a crash program as should be expected on the basis of
Schelling’s projections for a nuclear weapon-free world. Even after being repeatedly
attacked with chemical weapons, Iran did not race toward acquiring a nuclear capability.
The pace of the program was slow and investment was limited; it was not a top priority.49

This alone should be motivation enough to reconsider Schelling’s scenario.

No Nuclear Arms Race

Schelling states that today no nuclear arms race is “in the offing.”50 It might not be “in the
offing,” but the precursor elements are present and it is difficult to understand how they
can be overlooked.51 US plans and activities for national and regional missile defenses,
together with US superiority in long-range strike options, are creating worries in Russia
and China about the survivability of their second-strike forces. Consequently, Russia is
modernizing its arsenal even as its overall size decreases, seeking to introduce a new,
more capable multiple warhead missile with increasing evasion and deception capabilities.
China is slowly but steadily enhancing its small nuclear arsenal. In turn, India is deploying
nuclear weapons on air-, land-, and sea-based platforms and has not put a cap on the
growth of its own arsenal as long as China’s is increasing. Pakistan does not want to fall
behind and is pursuing weapon-grade plutonium production to complement its use of
highly enriched uranium. Islamabad has also blocked any negotiations on a fissile material
cut-off treaty at the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva in order to avoid pressure to
halt production. The whole process is deeply worrisome, given that we know little about
the dynamics of multipolar nuclear arms races and even less about how to stop them. This
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does not obviate, for the time being, further quantitative reductions of US and Russian
warheads, but is far from the “nuclear quiet” which Schelling claims with a view to contrast
the status quo positively against the horrors of a world without nuclear weapons.

No Impact of Existing Nuclear Arsenals on Proliferators

Schelling accepts the well-known position that the nuclear arsenals of the “official” nuclear
weapon states (those recognized as such by the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation on
Nuclear Weapons) have nothing to do with those of “rogues” like North Korea or Iran. But
the security motivations for the North Korean and Iranian nuclear programs center on a
confrontation with the United States, which is both conventionally superior and nuclear
armed. The threat emerging from the United States as a conventional power can hardly be
disentangled from its nuclear capability. North Korea has been target of nuclear threats
during the Korean War, by Presidential Decision Directive 60 in 1997, and by its inclusion
in the “axis of evil” in 2002.52 Iran has shared the latter fate. As for the “status” motive of
the two states, this would diminish if nuclear weapons were devaluated as symbols of
standing in the process of disarmament. Instead, they are embraced (notably by Russia,
France, and the United Kingdom), enhancing their political value for status-conscious elites
in Tehran and Pyongyang. And, as argued above, sharp reductions in all presently existing
arsenals would create a much more urgent joint interest of the established nuclear
weapon states to prevent others from joining their club. Pressure on both Tehran and
Pyongyang would consequently increase, and the prospects of dissuading them from
further pursuing their present course might thus rise.

The Nuclear Disarmament Discourse

Schelling complains about the lack of defense of the status against the disarmament
juggernaut and quotes two lonely “exceptions.” This is an amazing under-representation
of the pro-nuclear deterrence literature: There is, inter alia, an entire special issue of
International Affairs in which a crowd of pro-nuclear pundits beats up a lone moderate
defender of nuclear disarmament, William Walker.53 There is former Secretary of Defense
Harold Brown’s 2007 article in the Washington Quarterly.54 There are the widely read, witty,
and well-written blogs of former US Special Representative for Nuclear Nonproliferation
Christopher Ford.55 There is NATO Energy Security Section head Michael Rühle’s polemical
book (in German) against nuclear disarmament, and Bruno Tertrais’s (senior research
fellow at the Fondation pour la Recherche Stratégique) treatise in defense of deterrence
(in English and French), to name a few.56 On the other hand, Schelling’s proposition that
serious disarmament discourse started only in 2007 with the Wall Street Journal op-ed
by George Shultz, William Perry, Henry Kissinger, and Sam Nunn is mistaken. The 1990s
and early 2000s witnessed multiple proposals in this direction, from the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute’s project “Security without Nuclear Weapons,” to the
reports and studies of the Canberra Commission, and the ones of the Weapons of Mass
Destruction Commission. Contributors to the debate—in addition to people Schelling
would possibly condemn as “not serious” like me—also encompassed “serious” people
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such as General Charles Horner, the former commander of allied air forces during the Gulf
War, General Lee Butler, the former commander of the Strategic Air Command, and
General Andrew Goodpaster, the former NATO supreme allied commander Europe,
together with former French Prime Minister Michel Rocard.57 Seen in this light, the 2007
op-ed by the “four horsemen” elevated a longstanding debate to a new level, thanks to
the high political rank and bipartisan distinction of the four elder statesmen. And there is
no denying that their call was an important factor in President Barack Obama’s decision to
make nuclear disarmament a centerpiece of his foreign policy.

In sum, Schelling’s comments on the empirical world overrate the risks existing in a
nuclear weapon-free world, understate the risks of a new arms race and the impact current
nuclear arsenals might have on proliferation, and overlook the continuity, depth, and
breadth of the disarmament discourse, including serious work on how nuclear disarma-
ment might be achieved, as well as the operational and practical aspects of eliminating
nuclear weapons. All these omissions make nuclear disarmament appear more difficult
and improbable than it may actually be.

Conclusion

The basic flaw in Schelling’s argument is the misrepresentation of nuclear disarmament as
a jump from today’s world to a very similar, but nuclear weapon-free one, one where the
future will resemble the past. But nuclear disarmament—if it occurs—can only develop as
a slow and incremental process that combines various measures related to nuclear
weapons with changes in conventional postures, arms control practices, and broader
political relations and their institutional and normative anchoring. The basic flaw in Waltz’s
position is also the proposition that the future will emulate the past. In either case, the
notion of change, which has been much more the pattern of history than stasis—in the
sense of stagnation and sameness, not in the sense of civil war—is largely absent.58

This distortion of the temporal has a strong epistemological aspect. Schelling
assumes that the way in which a future generation will perceive nuclear weapons and the
international context in which they are embedded cannot deviate from the perceptions of
today. Perceptions are thus divorced from the context in which they emerge and become
naturalized—an epistemologically impossible operation. In Waltz’s case, we have a kind of
inverse constructivism: Waltz sees the future determined by our experiences with the past.
But because “the past” is just what we perceive and interpret it to be, his inference
assumes that the future is determined by our perceptions of the past—a daring
proposition which not even very committed constructivists would adopt without
hesitation. In either case, the deterrence effect of nuclear weapons is removed from the
social context in which these weapons are embedded and treated as if it is a physical
attribute. As Anne Harrington de Santana at the James Martin Center for Nonproliferation
Studies has remarked, this is a classical process of “fetishization.”59

Eventually, both Waltz and Schelling pronounce beliefs that are as foundational as
those informing religions or ideologies. This is not necessarily their exclusive problem; most
theories rest on assumptions that eventually rest on axioms that amount to beliefs. In the
social sciences, ultimate verification of a hypothesis is not possible; one can only provide

560 HARALD MÜLLER

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
ol

um
bi

a 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
0:

51
 1

9 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
14

 



more or less plausibility that one belief might be more useful than another. The problem is
that Waltz and Schelling use evidence in a way that tilts toward confirming what they
believe, as their beliefs and the concepts related to them shape their perception and
evaluation of empirical evidence. The mechanisms of cognitive consonance are at work:
incoming information is filtered out or reframed in order to fit the pre-existing cognitive
scheme which, in turn, is informed by the worldview to which the individual is committed.60

On the practical side, the common denominator—despite this divergence on
proliferation—is the rejection of nuclear disarmament as a final objective, or, in
philosopher Immanuel Kant’s words, a “regulative idea.” Waltz did not address nuclear
disarmament in his Foreign Affairs article, but he strongly rejected the concept in his
debate with Scott Sagan.61 Schelling elaborates the complementary proposition that
nuclear disarmament is definitely the less secure system, and Waltz agrees as well.62

Neither makes a convincing argument for these conclusions because of the epistemolo-
gical, logical incoherence, and empirical problems discussed extensively above.

This analysis started with the premise of taking Waltz’s and Schelling’s epistemo-
logical (positivism) and ontological (individualist rationalism) assumptions at face value,
contrary to their more radical (postmodernist) critics. In the end, however, my critique
converged in surprising ways with the one by these critics: by using the past (as they
perceive it) as a firm ground to project, unconditionally on context, an identical (or nearly
identical) future, they go beyond what we can know about the future based on the past.
This violation of conventional inference rules for producing knowledge—that is, an
epistemologically prohibited operation if one takes positivism seriously—results in an
unchangeable setting of a nuclear-armed world, that is, a fixated ontology.

The contradiction between the rationalism underlying the approaches of both
authors and the violation of the prudential imperative for security seekers which they both
commit (in other words, a contradiction in the rationalist ontology), results in the
vindication of the current deterrence system as valid for the indefinite future. The highly
contestable framing of empirics results in the “proof” that the results of the epistemolo-
gical and ontological mistakes are factually true and normatively right. This is as much as
postmodernist critics have said from their extrinsic critical perspective, and this is where I,
to my surprise, arrive from an immanent critical position as well.

To be sure, I understand that people might be skeptical whether a process of
nuclear disarmament as briefly alluded to above would be possible and lead to its
pronounced end state.63 Personally, I believe in its possibility because nothing in the
physical world stands in its way, and thus it is within our grasp. Measured optimism is not
the least encouraged by the process that finished the Cold War, the ensuing relative
devaluation of the role of nuclear weapons in Western national security policies, nuclear
reductions and further measures in the US-Russian relationship, and the long-term trend in
the reduction of interstate war. However, I am far from certain that the process will
eventually reach its desired end. To predict that outcome would be to fall in the Waltzian
trap of alleged certainties, only on the other side of the fence. Nevertheless, even if it does
not, there will be achievements on the road that would be worthwhile having in order to
enhance international security. The pivotal task for today is thus to think through this
process and the steps it entails, rather than to invent far-fetched and methodologically
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questionable scenarios that have little relevance other than to serve as the bogeyman to
scare people away from even thinking about the possibility of a nuclear weapon-free
world.
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