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THE POPULARITY OF DETERRENCE THEORY 

D ETERRENCE theory,' which appeared in three waves, is prob- 
ably the most influential school of thought in the American study 

of international relations. Although the first wave, which came and 
went in the early years of the nuclear era, had little impact, the ideas of 
the second- wave, which crested in the late I950's, soon became conven- 
tional wisdom even though there was little evidence for the validity of 
the propositions. Indeed, until the third wave,2 in the i970's, there were 
few calls for verification. For this strange state of affairs we can credit 
the intellectual power and elegance of the framework (coupled with 
the articulateness of its proponents), the fit between the arguments and 
the prevailing views of current international politics, and the general 
links between deterrence and Realism. 

Because most American scholars accepted Realism, it is not surpris- 
ing that they found deterrence theory congenial. Indeed, by its speci- 
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while I was a Lady Davis Visiting Professor at the Department of International Re- 
lations of Hebrew University in Jerusalem. A preliminary version appeared as Work- 
ing Paper No. I4, UCLA Program in Arms Control and International Security. 

1 As Schelling has noted in Arms and Influence (New Haven: Yale University Press 
i966), 2-i8, the theory deals with the broader category of coercion, which includes 
compellence as well as deterrence. I have used the term "deterrence theory" because 
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Deterrence (Beverly Hills: Sage 1977); Glenn Snyder and Paul Diesing, Conflict 
Among Nations (Princeton: Princeton University Press I977); Oran R. Young, The 
Politics of Force (Princeton: Princeton University Press i968); Richard Smoke, War 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press I978). 

? 1979 by Princeton University Press 
World Politics 0043-8871/79/020289-36$oI.8o/I 
For copying information, see contributor page 

This content downloaded from 86.145.55.21 on Mon, 19 Oct 2015 11:57:44 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



290 WORLD POLITICS 

ficity and generation of counterintuitive propositions, deterrence theory 
met the main criticisms of Realism-i.e., that it was so vague as 
to accommodate almost all behavior and that it merely summarized 
what statesmen and even casual observers already knew. For all its 
attraction, Realism had provided few explanations for puzzling be- 
havior and had produced few leads for further research. In meeting 
these shortcomings, deterrence theory may have given Realism a new 
impetus. 

Even though Realism prepared the ground, it is hard to imagine that 
deterrence theory could have grown so rapidly if it had not been for 
the cold war. First, deterrence theory deals with the questions of mili- 
tary policy that loomed large in the postwar era. Thus, concepts such 
as first- and second-strike capability, reciprocal fear of surprise attack, 
and the threat that leaves something to chance offered answers to press- 
ing policy questions. Second, although deterrence does not require nu- 
clear weapons, their existence makes it easier to grasp the basic ideas. 
When weapons cannot be used for defense, the mind is quicker to 
search for their alternative uses, even though many earlier weapons had 
those uses as well.3 Third, deterrence theory applies most easily, and 
perhaps applies only, when one side believes that the other is highly 
aggressive. 

This relationship can also be reversed: deterrence theory supported 
many cold-war policies. But we cannot ascribe its success to the func- 
tions it served. Other doctrines could as easily have justified unremit- 
ting hostility toward the Soviet Union. In fact, a view that stressed 
the need to fight wars rather than prevent them would have appeased 
conservative critics and supported higher military spending and a more 
assertive foreign policy. Furthermore, the political explanation would 
lead one to expect that the first wave of deterrence theory would have 
had great impact, which it did not. 

Much of the popularity of the theory must be credited to its formi- 
dable intellectual virtues. Deterrence not only deals with some of the 
central questions of international politics (How is force manipulated to 
achieve political ends? How can wars be avoided? Why do weaker 
states sometimes prevail over stronger ones?); it also is parsimonious. 
Once one grasps the basic concepts and first principles, many implica- 
tions follow. Behavior that previously seemed puzzling-for example, 
commitment and the ways in which weakness can improve one's bar- 
gaining position-becomes comprehensible. Accounts of negotiations 

3 George Quester, Deterrence Before Hiroshima (New York: Wiley i966). 
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written before the development of deterrence theory remind us of how 
much we have learned. The theory also brings together many disparate 
phenomena that had been known before, but that had been explained 
only ad hoc. Scholars and statesmen had known of use of force for 
punishment rather than defense (e.g., the "air policing" of parts of the 
British Empire), seen the dangers resulting when each side could reap 
major advantages by attacking first, and noted the uses of irrationality. 
But it remained for deterrence theory to show how this and other be- 
havior could be explained within a common framework-a framework, 
furthermore, that could also be used to account for aspects of bargain- 
ing behavior in areas far removed from international politics. 

THE FIRST WAVE 

As already noted, the first wave of deterrence theory had relatively 
little impact.4 In the years immediately after World War II, such schol- 
ars as Bernard Brodie, Arnold Wolfers, and Jacob Viner were amaz- 
ingly quick to see the implications of nuclear weapons. Although their 
work lacked the systematization and broad reach of the second wave, 
it anticipated many insights that were later rediscovered and could have 
laid the foundations for future research. To analyze these works as 
thoroughly as they deserve would be to stray too far from our topic; 
part of the reason why they did not have more influence is that the 
general and long-run considerations being examined were too far re- 
moved from the pressing international problems of the day. Other 
considerations were purely intellectual: the scholarly community was 
not yet involved with questions of national security and it was not then 
apparent that many of the ways of thought applied to this area could 
also illuminate other topics. 

THE SECOND WAVE AND ITS CRITICS 

Whatever the reasons, many of the early ideas lay fallow for about 
ten years. The contributions of Brodie, Schelling, Snyder, Wohlstetter, 
and others of the second wave are so well known that little summary 
is needed here.5 Much of this work uses the game of Chicken as an 
analogy in situations in which the first choice of both sides is to stand 
firm, but in which both prefer retreating and letting the other side 
win to a mutually disastrous confrontation. Each side therefore tries to 

4The following summary draws heavily on James King's "The New Strategy" (un- 
published ms.). 

5 King (fn. 4) again provides the best analysis. 
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prevail by making the other think it is going to stand firm; this impli- 
cation of the model enables scholars to understand many of the bar- 
gaining tactics actors adopt. Each side decides whether to stand firm 
by examining its payoffs and estimating the likelihood that the other 
will retreat; this implication of the model helps scholars understand 
why actors stand firm rather than retreat. Once this model is grasped, 
several tactics that are contrary to common sense-such as severing 
communication links, feigning anger, irrationality, or loss of control 
over militant factions in one's organization-all fall into place. This 
model also highlights the paradoxical nature of deterrence in which 
each side hopes to gain security, not by being able to protect itself, but 
by threatening to inflict unacceptable damage on the other. Indeed, the 
latter characteristic can, I think, provide a reasonable definition of de- 
terrence theory-i.e., theory about the ways in which an actor manipu- 
lates threats to harm others in order to coerce them into doing what he 
desires. 

INDUCING CHANGE IN THE OTHER 

Although the second wave proved immensely popular, it also was 
subject to vigorous criticisms. Here I want to discuss only the most im- 
portant ones. First is the argument that deterrence says little about how 
to change the other's motives. Of course, deterrence theorists are con- 
cerned with the danger that states will become more aggressive if their 
unreasonable demands are met. But much less is said about transform- 
ing hostile relations into peaceful ones. (This inattention also continues 
the Realist tradition. The origins of wars and courses of crises are much 
more frequently studied than the defusing of tensions and the diminu- 
tion of conflict.) Although deterrence theory implicitly endorses the 
containment doctrine's claim that if the Soviet Union is prevented from 
expanding, it will eventually become peaceful, this position lacks 
grounding in the rest of the theory and must remain an ad hoc addition. 
Indeed, it is hard to see how the theory could be used either to explain 
how to change an adversary or to determine whether changes have 
taken place. Deterrence theory is so inadequate on this score partly be- 
cause it takes the state's own goals as given. One does not have to agree 
with Anatol Rapoport's claim that the only exit from the current di- 
lemma is for each power to change its perspective from a narrow na- 
tional one to one that looks at the good of the entire system' in order 

6 Rapoport, "Systemic and Strategic Conflict," in Richard Falk and Saul Mendlovitz, 
eds., The Strategy of World Order, I (New York: World Law Fund I966), 28i-82. 
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to suspect that successful accommodation usually requires at least some 
change in the values and goals of both sides. 

It can be argued with a good deal of merit that explaining such basic 
changes in the relationship between states is beyond the boundaries of 
the theory-thus limiting the theory but not diminishing its validity 
within the realm to which it applies. But this argument is not entirely 
satisfactory. For even if the theory explains how actors behave when 
they are very hostile to each other, it does not tell us how or whether 
alternative policies could be employed to create a situation in which 
deterrence theory would not apply-a situation in which both sides 
would be much better off. The problems increase when we consider 
deterrence theory as a guide for statesmen. At best, it tells them how 
to maintain a hostile and dangerous relationship. It does not tell them 
how this situation might be changed, nor can they be sure whether 
deterrence is appropriate. And applying deterrence tactics to a state 
that is not a menace is likely to create a great deal of unnecessary con- 
flict. 

Deterrence theory is not alone in failing to address seriously the ques- 
tion of how, and how much, a state can change the intentions of an 
adversary. Probably nothing could have transformed Hitler into a 
statesman with whom the rest of Europe could have lived, but what 
about less extreme cases? Could Wilhelmine Germany have been ap- 
peased (in the pre-I939 sense of the term) ? When can others' goals be 
changed? Under what conditions is it profitable to try to alter the 
means-ends relations that others see as operating in the world? When 
can others be persuaded to adopt a "problem solving" approach and to 
defer short-run competitive gains in order to seek larger, but less cer- 
tain, benefits? There is little in the international relations literature to 
provide even a start to answering these questions. Even though recent 
Soviet-American relations may have become more peaceful, there have 
been few scholarly analyses of this transformation, and it is not clear 
what the best intellectual tools to study this subject would be. 

A related problem is that, to an extent which has not been closely 
examined, deterrence theory deals only with relations characterized by 
high conflict. That is part of the reason why it provides a greater help 
in understanding crises than in understanding long-run disputes, and 
is least helpful in explaining peaceful relations (pp. 45-55).' George 
and Smoke stress, correctly in my view, that we need to seek bounded 
7 Also see the distinction between "immediate" and "general" deterrence in Morgan 

(fn. 2), 28-43. 
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rather than unconditional generalizations (pp. 632-42). Our knowledge 
of the conditions under which deterrence theory applies is still very 
limited. The crucial factor in the framework of the Chicken game, 
which is central to so much of deterrence, is that mutual noncoopera- 
tion is the worst outcome for both sides. But this can be true when, in 
addition to the desire to avoid catastrophe, there are many important 
common interests between the sides. What aspects of deterrence theory 
will apply to relations among allies when each state would rather make 
painful concessions than see the alliance ruptured? Will the theory 
help us understand the final phases of a crisis or bargaining situation 
when both sides are trying to flesh out the details of a settlement whose 
general outlines they have agreed upon? Would deterrence tactics be 
chosen and efficacious within a security community? The answers are 
probably in the negative, but we still lack evidence and well-grounded 
arguments about the bounds on the theory and the conditions under 
which it applies. 

COMPROMISES AND REWARDS 

If relations are to be transformed-and perhaps even if they are to 
be maintained-rewards and compromises may be more effective than 
threats. Alexander George is misleading when he says that the bargain- 
ing model based on Chicken "ignores the possibility (and, oftentimes, 
the necessity) of combining a carrot with the stick."8 The structure of 
the game does permit consideration of acts that benefit the other side 
or move both sides toward a compromise solution that would be their 
second choice. But until recently, scholars have focused on war or rela- 
tively clear-cut victory. Yet our general knowledge of international poli- 
tics indicates that such outcomes are the exception, not the rule. Even 
in cases which we tend to see as a complete victory, closer examination 
often reveals that the concessions were not all on one side. Thus, George 
argues that it was not only a display of American resolve but also a 
promise of American rewards that ended the Cuban missile crisis.9 
Much earlier, Paul Kecskemeti had shown that even a defeated state 
retains some bargaining power, and that even apparently unconditional 
surrenders are accompanied by some concessions by the victors.10 These 
findings should not have surprised students of deterrence; their bar- 
gaining theories show how weakness can be turned into strength. But 

8George, Hall, and Simons (fn. 2), 29. A better treatment is George and Smoke, 
Deterrence in American Foreign Policy, pp. 8o-8i, 604-IO. 

9 George, Hall, and Simons (fn. 2), IOI-2. 
10 Kecskemeti, Strategic Surrender (New York: Athenaeum i964). 
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they did seem to have come as a surprise, and George's argument was 
contrary to the emphasis of previous thinking. 

It could be argued that even if rewards are effective, they lie outside 
the scope of deterrence theory, which deals with punishment. But if 
this is so, then the theory may be ruling out consideration of an impor- 
tant tool of influence. Unless scholars know the conditions under which 
these tools cannot be used, they will sometimes apply deterrence theory 
to cases which it cannot explain. And decision makers who are guided 
by the theory and do not heed the qualification that the use of rewards 
lies outside its scope will rely too heavily on threats and force. 

What explains the neglect of rewards and compromises in deterrence 
theory? First, it is simpler to ignore outcomes that are not clear-cut. 
When one can talk about one side standing firm and the other side 
retreating, one is spared many dilemmas of judgment and nuance. 
Second, when one thinks in terms of the Chicken model, compromise 
is unlikely except in the rare case in which both sides act simultaneously 
and choose to retreat. For if one side sees that the other is backing 
down, the logic of the game dictates that it should stand firm rather 
than offer any concessions. Third, the use of rewards has received little 
attention by Realists, who stress that states use their superior power to 
try to reach their goals.1" The crucial question is whether this view is 
correct or whether the whole Realist tradition has missed a lot of what 
has been going on. (It is also possible that rewards would be effective 
if they were employed, but are rare because decision makers accept 
Realism. Those who describe the world in Realist terms would then 
be perpetuating that world. This argument, while interesting, exag- 
gerates the influence of scholars and is untestable as long as most states- 
men accept Realism.) The widespread acceptance of Realism leaves us 
unable to judge whether rewards are potent, since most scholars have 
assumed that they are not, and so have not explored this question. But 
until further research has been done, we should at least entertain the 
hypothesis which holds that Realism's emphasis is misplaced. 

A final explanation is that deterrence deals with cases of high con- 
flict, and in these situations rewards are not apt to play a major role. 
What rewards could the British have given Hitler that would not have 
endangered the values they sought to protect? There is a parallel rea- 
son why deterrence theory has neglected compromise: in situations of 

11 David A. Baldwin, "The Power of Positive Sanctions," World Politics, xxiv (Oc 
tober I974), I9-38; Richard Rosecrance, "Reward, Punishment, and the Future," in 
Richard Rosecrance, ed., The Future of the International Strategic System (San Fran- 
cisco: Chandler 1972), 175-84; Ernst Haas, "Multilateral Incentives for Limiting Inter- 
national Violence," ibid., I5I-74. 
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high conflict, the state defending the status quo believes that giving the 
other side anything is at best to postpone confrontation and at worst 
to strengthen the other and encourage it to raise new demands. 

Even in cases of high conflict, however, the theory actually points 
to a possible role for rewards, although one that most deterrence theo- 
rists have largely ignored. The argument is that whether a state will 
attack is a function not only of the payoffs of such action, but also of 
the value of the status quo and the expected value of a peaceful future; 
therefore, increasing these values can persuade a state not to attack. 
Although most increases in the state's stake in the status quo are likely 
to come from internal increments in wealth-and President Eisenhower 
felt that U.S. military planners overestimated the difficulty of deterring 
Russia because they ignored her growing wealth12-observers should 
not neglect the contributions that other states can make. 

ETHNOCENTRISM AND STATUS QUO BIASES 

In analyzing the common argument that deterrence theory is ethno- 
centric, two kinds of ethnocentrism must be distinguished. First, we 
could see ourselves as stronger and better than others. Deterrence theory 
certainly does not commit this error. The theory is abstract and deals 
with states A and B, and it does not matter what national names fill 
these blanks. Second, is deterrence theory ethnocentric in the sense of 
seeing others as being like us? It probably is. Like most theories of 
international relations developed by Americans and West Europeans, 
it is grounded in the experience, culture, and values of the West; de- 
terrence theorists usually assume that while countries differ in the goals 
they seek, they see the world in the same way.13 Others may hold a 
strategic doctrine that lags behind that of the United States, but they 
will eventually come around to the "correct" way of seeing things. Al- 
though deterrence theory leads us to see that it is sometimes in a state's 
interest to pretend to reject a doctrine whose validity it actually ac- 
cepts,14 it does not consider that people from other cultures might de- 
velop quite different analyses. For example, both interest and tradition 
may lead the U.S.S.R. to view nuclear strategy more in terms of defense 

12 George Kistiakowsky, A Scientist in the White House (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press I976), 243. 

13 The most important exception to this generalization is Nathan Leites, A Study of 
Bolshevism (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press 1953). 

14 George Quester, "On the Identification of Real and Pretended Communist Mili- 
tary Doctrine," Journal of Conflict Resolution, x (June i966), i73-79; Jervis, The Logic 
of Images in International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press I97O), 232- 

36. 
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than deterrence; to seek the capacity to fight and win wars; and to 
reject the axiom that neither side should try to endanger the other's 
second-strike capability. (It is important to note, however, that the 
Russians could seek to take their cities out of hostage even if they de- 
sired only increased security and did not intend to use this ability to 
make new political gains.) Deterrence theory may then explain Ameri- 
can but not Soviet policy, and American actions would not have the 
impact expected by American leaders or predicted by the theory. The 
problems of living in a world in which the two main states hold very 
different views on how force and threats can be used have not received 
careful attention. 

A related question is whether deterrence theory is biased in favor 
of status-quo powers. Most of the literature is written from the stand- 
point of the country resisting change, but the principles are more gen- 
eral; they are built not on the notion of deterrence as contrasted with 
defense, but rather on the broader category of coercion (getting the 
other to comply by threats of punishment), as contrasted with brute 
force (getting the other to comply by physically forcing him to do so). 

Some standard game theory formulations assume that the players are 
risk-averse and would prefer the status quo to participating in the game 
at all. The resulting prescriptions are then not appropriate for actors 
with offensive orientations."5 But these rules apply only in zero-sum 
situations and have not strongly influenced deterrence theory. Further- 
more, although the deterrence theorists' discussions of the use of threats 
and punishment to alter the status quo are fairly brief, they not only 
show that any bias is a limited one, but also present reasonable argu- 
ments about why compellence is usually more difficult than deterrence. 
Paul Kecskemeti argues that the "aggressor's handicap" operates in 
situations in which "the 'attacker' and 'defender' are neatly separated 
so that only the attacker, not the defender, can always settle for the 
status quo, thereby avoiding the risks and costs of attack by abstain- 
ing."16 The model of the Chicken game is misleading in its implica- 
tion that both cars are in motion at the start. In those international cases 
where the status quo will be maintained unless either side tries to alter 
it, the expansionist must initiate dangerous action. And as long as the 
defender is willing to tolerate the risk that the aggressor has generated, 
the latter will not get what he seeks. 

But if the aggressor does take the initiative, is there any reason to 
15 Daniel Ellsberg, "Theory of the Reluctant Duelist," American Economic Review, 

XLVI (December I956), 909-23. 
16Quoted in King (fn. 4)- 
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think that it is easier to deter than to compel? The argument that seems 
most convincing needs serious qualification. It has been said that the 
state trying to change the status quo is in a weaker bargaining position 
because it can drop its demand without running the danger that the 
status-quo power will raise new demands. But it is hard for the latter 
to retreat without damaging its ability to stand firm against demands 
for further changes; therefore, it should be able to prevail. There is a 
difficulty with this argument, however. One must also look at what 
each side will gain if it prevails. Here the very advantage just ascribed 
to the status-quo power turns out to be a disadvantage. What the ag- 
gressor can gain is not limited to the specific issue, but includes an 
increased chance of prevailing in future attempts to alter the status quo. 
The status-quo power, by contrast, gains only a temporary respite. And 
if, by resisting one demand, it has increased its chances of resisting 
others, then this is a counterbalancing loss to the expansionist, and 
undercuts the claim that the latter's losses are limited to the issue under 
dispute. To put this argument more generally, if all outcomes other 
than war are zero-sum, then we must look elsewhere for the advantage 
of the status-quo state. 

There are three possibilities. First, the status-quo power will have an 
advantage if it, but not the adversary, expects a retreat to produce a 
"domino eifect." In this case, what the status-quo power thinks it will 
lose by retreating is greater than what the expansionist power thinks it 
will gain by standing firm. But the bargaining advantage is not as great 
as it might be, because the status-quo power does not perceive the 
asymmetry, and so does not realize that the payoffs are favorable to it. 

Second, the status-quo state would have an advantage if the long-run 
losses it expected to suffer were gains to a third party and not to its 
adversary in the initial conflict. The United States could increase its 
chances of prevailing in a conflict with the Soviet Union, for example, 
if it were able to convince the latter that an American retreat would 
lead to increased Chinese pressure on Japan, Formosa, and the states 
of Southeast Asia. 

Third, the defending power is likely to have greater credibility be- 
cause both sides have lived with the status quo for some time. The 
status-quo side can often make a convincing case that the expansion- 
ist's proposals are intolerable; but no matter how much the expansion- 
ist dislikes the status quo, he has shown that he can in fact tolerate it. 
Of course he can argue that circumstances have changed (e.g., he is 
now stronger, or the issue now matters more to him), and that what 
he was once willing to accept grudgingly, he will now go to war to 
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change. That may be true and it may be convincing. But the onus is 
on the expansionist, and in most cases it cannot be overcome. 

RATIONALITY 

What is probably the most familiar criticism of the second wave of 
deterrence theory is that it overestimates the rationality of decision- 
makers, especially under high stress.17 The question is two-fold: first, 
does the assumption that men are rational lead to the generation 
of interesting and valid propositions, and second, how rational do men 
have to be for deterrence theory to apply? Much less than total ration- 
ality is needed for the main lines of the theory to be valid. Deterrence 
theorists argue that the state should develop the forces and display the 
resolve that would lead even an emotional, short-sighted, and dim- 
witted opponent to see that to start a war would be the worst alterna- 
tive. 

Rationality may be neither necessary nor sufficient for deterrence. 
When critics talk of the impact of irrationality, they imply that all 
such deviations will be in the direction of emotional impulsiveness, of 
launching an attack, or of taking actions that are terribly risky. But 
irrationality could also lead a state to passive acquiescence, while a 
rational grasp of the situation could lead to belligerence. Furthermore, 
a potential aggressor is less likely to disturb the status quo if he fears 
that the defender will respond without taking proper account of the 
risks. Patrick Morgan makes a related argument which, although it 
represents a nice reversal of conventional wisdom, needs some qualifi- 
cation. He notes that if people were totally rational, deterrence in a 
world of mutual assured destruction would not work. To carry out 
your threat would mean the destruction of your own society; so, if 
the other side thinks you will retaliate, it assumes you are less than 
rational. Thus "anything which gives governments greater confidence 
in their ability to be cool and deliberate and to understand, control and 
manipulate deterrence situations is counterproductive. But this is pre- 
cisely what classic deterrence theory sets out to do."'8 The paradox is 
not as great as Morgan thinks. There is an irreducible minimum of 
unpredictability that operates, especially in situations which engage a 

17 Ole Holsti, Crisis, Escalation, War (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press 
1972), 7-25; Holsti and Alexander George, "The Effects of Stress on the Performance 
of Foreign Policy-Makers," in Cornelius Cotter, ed., Political Science Annual, VI (In- 
dianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill 1975), 255-3I9; Holsti, "Theories of Crisis Decision-Making," 
in Paul Gordon Lauren, ed., Diplomacy: New Approaches in Theory, History, and 
Policy (New York: Free Press, forthcoming I97). 

18Morgan (fn. 2), I2I. Of course Schelling (fn. i) points out that it can be rational 
to pretend to be, or to be, irrational. 
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state's highest values. Thus, even though there is no rational argument 
for a counter-city response to a Soviet attack on the United States or 
Western Europe, the mere possibility may be an effective deterrent. 
Indeed, it is questionable whether the U.S. could ever so reassure the 
Soviets that it would not retaliate that the Soviets would be tempted 
to attack. 

Nevertheless, it is perhaps the central tension in deterrence, especially 
as practiced by a democracy, that its ultimate threat is to engage in a 
senseless act of total destruction. It is bizarre for a state to maintain 
its security by making its adversaries believe that it is prepared to bring 
about the end of its civilization. This policy makes more sense when 
we consider threats that leave something to chance: it can be rational 
to threaten, and carry out, a move that increases slightly the danger of 
an all-out war, while it would be completely irrational to launch an 
attack. Indeed, much of deterrence rests on the fact that both sides 
know that events are not entirely under their control, and that war 
could occur even though neither side sought it. 

Not only can irrationality or the fear of it enhance deterrence, but 
rationality can lead to war. Of course the costs of all-out war are now 
so high as to make it irrational for any state to embark on a course of 
action which it thinks will lead to such a clash. But it can be rational 
to start a crisis or stand firm in the belief that the other is sure to retreat. 
If a state correctly calculates that the chance of the other's standing firm 
is only one in a hundred, and if standing firm is worthwhile under 
those conditions, one time out of a hundred the other will also stand 
firm-and there will be war. 

Most discussions concentrate on the aggressor's rationality, but we 
must also ask whether the status-quo power has the intellectual and 
political resources to produce an appropriate deterrence policy. Again, 
a good deal less than total rationality will do, since the theory does not 
require the statesman to perform impossible calculations. As decision 
makers have become more aware of the means and problems of deter- 
rence, the propagation of the theory has increased the chance that it 
will be applied properly. In earlier periods, the amount and quality 
of thought devoted to the question was often insufficient. Take Ameri- 
can policy toward Japan before World War II: those policy makers 
who favored the oil embargo knew it to be a powerful weapon, since 
they knew Japan needed oil; they understood that Japan could not try 
to take the oil in the Dutch East Indies without also attacking the 
Philippines, which lay athwart the route between Japan and the Indies. 
Most of them did not expect Japan to comply with our demands, and 
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yet they did not fully realize that the almost inevitable result would 
be a Japanese attack on the United States.19 Even now this problem 
cannot be dismissed, but it is probably manageable in the context of 
a direct superpower attack. 

Although the claim that irrationality undermines deterrence is not 
valid for the basic arguments about the utility of a second-strike capa- 
bility, it has greater force against the more detailed and sophisticated 
bargaining tactics which, according to the theory, should be common 
and effective. Once we deal not with a gross threat that could be trig- 
gered only by the most extreme and obvious of provocations, but with 
much more subtle actions that are susceptible to multiple interpreta- 
tions, then the "noise" in the international communications system, the 
inadequacies in the other's machinery for processing information, and 
cognitive limits on rationality may be sufficient to defeat the policies. 

THE THIRD WAVE 

Deterrence theory has three main difficulties that were not raised by 
the earlier critics, but are treated by the third-wave scholars. Perhaps 
the most startling fact about the development of the theory is the lack 
of search for supporting evidence. As George and Smoke stress, deter- 
rence theory is largely deductive (pp. 6I-70). There has been insuf- 
ficient progress in two opposing, but complementary, directions. First, 
there have been few attempts to systematize and extend the theory. 
Scholars have not tried to tease new propositions from it, have not tried 
to extend the basic logic on such important questions as the relative 
ease of deterrence versus compellence, and have rarely used a deductive 
approach to group together and explore well-known bargaining tac- 
tics. There is much to be gained by doing so: greater precision, new 
insights, and testing the theory. By thinking through the theory's im- 
plications, we are led to understand the theory better-to see which 
elements are essential, which contradict each other, and which are in 
need of modification. Good theories do not spring full-blown from 
the minds of a few scholars. Rather, they develop as people test them 
and examine their internal dynamics and causal linkages. This process 
is sure to disclose ambiguities and inadequacies in the initial formula- 
tions. Unfortunately, the example I know best comes from my own 
work. Only by deducing the bargaining tactics that should be effective 
in the game of Chicken was I able to see that an actor had to take care 

19 This example does not fit deterrence theory narrowly conceived, since the Japanese 
were facing not the threat of punishment, but that of military defeat. But the problem 
of calculation still applies in this situation. 
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to avoid the danger of symmetry-i.e., the danger that in altering the 
payoffs so as to increase his incentives to stand firm, he would also 
inadvertently increase the other's incentives to stand firm. Actions that 
will increase what the state (but not the other) will win, or that in- 
crease the costs of what the state (but not the other) will suffer in 
defeat, are what is called for.20 

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The theory has also relied too much on deduction. Until recently, 
we have had almost no evidence on whether decision makers behave 
as deterrence theory says they should, and whether their actions have 
the expected effects. Third-wave research has increased our knowledge, 
but it still falls far short of what is needed. For example, how often 
do statesmen increase their cost of retreating in order to convince others 
that they will stand firm? When do they seek to commit themselves to 
a course of action that would not be worth taking had they not staked 
their reputations on it? Do they often try to cut communication chan- 
nels so that there is no way of convincing them to change their posi- 
tion? Herman Kahn repeats the story of the Russian chief of staff in 
I9I4 who, after persuading the Tsar to mobilize, smashed his telephone 
so that he could not be reached if the Tsar changed his mind.2' Is this 
a freakish exception? Do many decision makers feign irrationality, or 
is Hitler the only one who used this tactic which, according to the 
theory, is so potent? Are solutions that are reached usually salient ones? 
These are not minor points; they are some of the most discussed bar- 
gaining tactics that flow from the theory. 

The dearth of evidence extends to the question of the effects of bar- 
gaining tactics as well as their frequency. Do others believe that signals 
of commitment significantly increase the chance that the state will 
stand firm? Are statesmen able to link a specific issue to a broader 
principle in which others agree they have a high stake? Do attempts 
to de-commit others have any effect? In practice, does it matter whether 
the United States stations troops in West Berlin? Did sending more of 
them in after the Wall was erected have a significant impact? 

Two central questions are still without answers. First, under what 
20 Jervis, "Bargaining and Bargaining Tactics," in J. Roland Pennock and John 

Chapman, Coercion, NOMOS, xiv (Chicago: Aldine I972), 272-88. Also see Glenn 
Snyder, "'Prisoner's Dilemma' and 'Chicken' Models in International Politics," In- 
ternational Studies Quarterly, xv (March I97I), 66-i03. 

21 Kahn, On Thermonuclear War (Princeton: Princeton University Press i960), 366. 
The source is Sidney Fay, The Origins of the World War, II (New York: Macmillan 
I929), 472-73. 
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conditions do threats and the use of force lead the other side to retreat 
and when do they lead it to reply with threats and force of its own? 
Second, when does a retreat or a concession lead others to expect, and 
the state to make, other retreats?22 One of the most important impli- 
cations of deterrence theory is that, because commitments are interde- 
pendent, one default will lead to others. But, as we will discuss below, 
there is little evidence for this proposition, and the argument needs 
closer scrutiny. 

Rist-tating. On several important points the empirical research of 
third-wave scholars has shown us that deterrence theory needs modi- 
fication. First, the theory points to the tension between the desire to 
increase risks in order to make -the other side retreat and the desire to 
lower them in order to make the situation safer; between the incentive 
to let things get a bit out of hand and the need to maintain control; 
between the desire to foreclose one's own options and so leave to the 
other the "last clear chance" to avoid war and the desire to preserve 
flexibility. On all these dimensions, statesmen-or at least American 
statesmen-lean more toward caution and prudence than the flavor of 
the theory indicates. I say "flavor" because the theory is not precise 
enough to specify exactly how cautious statesmen should be. But it 
stresses the bargaining advantages accruing from generating risks and 
foreclosing options. Statesmen, however, seem to be impressed by the 
disadvantages of these measures. They almost never undertake com- 
mitments that are literally irrevocable-making it physically impossible 
for them to retreat-even though they would prevail by doing so (as- 
suming the other side sees this and prefers retreating to fighting). Oran 
Young finds that in crises, American leaders do not rush to foreclose 
their options; instead, they choose to trade an increment in their chance 
of prevailing for an increment in the chances of maintaining peace.23 
Thus, deterrence seems easier than the theory implies. This observation 
is consistent with McGeorge Bundy's well-known remark that an enor- 
mous nuclear arsenal is not needed to dissuade another country from 
attacking-one Polaris submarine would be enough.24 Bundy is refer- 
ring to capabilities, not tolerance of risk; but the attitude he is describing 
fits nicely with Young's portrait. 

Another interpretation would be to argue that decision makers seem 
22 For a preliminary discussion of these questions, see Jervis, Perception and Misper- 

ception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press I976), 58-i02. 
23Young (fn. 2), 2I7-20. 

241Bundy, "To Cap the Volcano," Foreign Aflairs, XLVIII (October i969), 9-i2. 

This content downloaded from 86.145.55.21 on Mon, 19 Oct 2015 11:57:44 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



304 WORLD POLITICS 

a bit more conservative (or more sensible, as Morgan would put it),25 
and care less about long-run considerations, than the theory implies. 
Deterrence theory stresses that not being tough enough in one situation 
may bring peace only at the expense of one's image of resolve, and so 
at the eventual cost of security. Decision makers are aware of this dan- 
ger and seek to demonstrate their willingness to use force on occasions 
when the risks seem small or controllable (for instance, the American 
actions to re-take the Mayaguez). However, in direct superpower con- 
frontations they are more willing to let the long run take care of itself 
than the theory leads us to expect. The danger is that an actor who is 
less conservative and less cooperative can exploit his adversary. Those 
who have noted the sensible caution of decision makers probably in- 
tended to commend them, but the chances of war would probably be 
increased if statesmen were aware of these findings and believed them. 

Alternatively, one can argue that deterrence theory overestimates the 
competitive element in international politics and overlooks the interests 
that the two sides have in common beyond the desire to avoid mutual 
destruction. Such interests could provide each with an incentive to be 
moderate, to sacrifice some chance of a short-run victory, and to seek 
agreements that benefit both sides. 

Rewards. Until recently, deterrence theorists paid little attention to 
rewards; even those who asserted that rewards were important did 
little empirical research to support their argument. George, Hall, and 
Simons, as well as Snyder and Diesing, have made a major advance by 
stressing the role of timing. In many crises, they argue, the status-quo 
power must initially stand firm and use threats in order to convince 
the other side that the general thrust of its demands is unacceptable. 
An aggressor often initiates a conflict in the mistaken belief that the 
status-quo state will not resist strongly. If the latter's initial response 
is conciliatory, the aggressor-confirmed in his view-will respond by 
hardening his stand. The status-quo state, finding that its policy of 
reasonableness is failing, may want to turn to a policy of firmness to 
show that its concessions should not be taken for weakness. Indeed, 
"doves" often argue that conciliation should be tried first because if 
it fails, a tougher policy can always be substituted. But this strategy may 
not be possible. If the initial conciliation convinces the aggressor that 
his policy is working, he will either ignore the new signs of firmness 
or believe that they indicate a bluff. The result will be a crisis that has 

25Morgan (fn. 2), IOI-24. 
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a high probability of ending in war, or in defeat for the status-quo 
power. 

So it is important, as the second-wave theorists said, for the status-quo 
power to start by displaying its willingness to use force if the other 
side does not change its behavior or demands. But this demonstration 
is rarely sufficient to end the crisis, because it is hard for the aggressor 
to admit total defeat. Once the status-quo state has convinced the other 
that its basic demands are not going to be granted, it can and must 
offer some concessions, often of a procedural nature. By not humiliat- 
ing the defeated party and by giving some heed to the norms of reci- 
procity, the status-quo state will be able to indicate that its own aims 
are limited and that it will not use its current victory as a platform 
from which to threaten the other. Successful deterrence may thus be 
less than total. The status-quo power will have to give up at least a 
token. But the other side will not be encouraged to press for new de- 
mands, and the concessions will not cumulate dangerously because the 
state has protected the essentials and made its resolve clear.26 

In other cases, the status-quo state may find that its original goals are 
unattainable and that a retreat is unavoidable. In order to convince the 
other that, having given up some values, the state is more likely to 
stand behind the remaining ones, it can combine a concession with an 
increase in the pressure it is exerting, even though this pressure is now 
being applied toward a reduced goal. This strategy was used by Presi- 
dent Kennedy in Laos-where it met with some success-and the pat- 
tern probably is a common one.27 

Things that can go wrong. A third modification of deterrence theory 
to come out of the recent empirical work is a general appreciation of 
how easy it is for things to go wrong, and for the innumerable points 
at which errors can occur. The analysis of decision making reveals in 
full detail the problems that were glossed over by earlier deterrence 
theorists.28 

First, the state's attempts at deterrence can fail because it misunder- 

26Snyder and Diesing (fn. 2), 489-93; George, Hall, and Simons (fn. 2), I00-103, 
238-44. Also see Eugenia Nomikos and Robert North, International Crisis (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen's University Press I976), 270-7I. 

27 George, Hall, and Simons (fn. 2), 56, 64-65, 74-75, 2I7. 
28 For related arguments, see Morgan (fn. 2), 54-57; Trevor Salmon, "Rationality and 

Politics: The Case of Strategic Theory," British Journal of International Studies, II 
(October I976), 298-304; Robert Mandel, "Political Gaming and Foreign Policy Making 
during Crises," World Politics, xxix (July I977), 6i0-25; Wallace Thies, "Coercion 
and Diplomacy: Force and Foreign Policy in the Vietnam Conflict," Ph.D. diss. (Yale 
University i977); Smoke (fn. 2). 
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stands the other's values. In rare cases, what the state thinks of as a 
punishment will even be taken by the other as a reward. Thus, in i906 
Theodore Roosevelt tried to deter both sides in the Cuban civil strife 
from harming American property by warning them that he would be 
forced to intervene if they did. But both sides believed such intervention 
would help them, and so perceived not a threat but an invitation.29 
More frequently, a government will fail to understand how much the 
other values certain goals. In an extreme case, the state will not realize 
that the other is undeterrable and would rather fight than concede. 
That was one of the crucial errors in American strategy toward Japan 
before World War II: Henry Stimson supported the oil and scrap 
metal embargo by arguing that "the very last thing which the Japanese 
Government desires is a war with the United States."30 Even if the 
other side is deterrable, underestimating the value it places on prevail- 
ing will lead the state to underestimate how much punishment and/or 
credibility of threat is needed to produce the desired effect. The North 
Vietnamese might have been deterred if the United States had been 
able to convince them that it would keep fighting for 50 years or use 
nuclear weapons. American leaders did not think such extreme threats 
were necessary. In a Chicken situation, this kind of misperception can 
lead to war. Even if the state has conveyed the desired impression of 
how likely it is that it will stand firm, if it underestimates the value 
the other places on prevailing, it may incorrectly expect the other to 
retreat. 

Second, deterrence can fail because the state misunderstands the way 
the other sees the world, with the result that the other will not interpret 
the state's behavior as it is intended, and will not react as the state de- 
sires. Deterrence theory assumes that others receive and decode the 
state's signals although they do not always believe the messages con- 
veyed. In fact, communication is often faulty and the resulting behavior 
is not expected by the theory. American statesmen did not give full 
consideration to the Chinese signals in the fall of i950, nor did they 
notice the obvious indications that the Russians were preparing to block- 
ade Berlin the spring of I948. 

Further difficulties are created because one element in the other's 
view of its situation is its view of the state, and this perception often 
differs radically from the state's self-image. Unless states are trying to 

29 Allan Millet, The Politics of Intervention (Columbus: Ohio State University 
Press i968), 68-69, 73-75, 77-78. 

30 New York Times, January II, I940. I am grateful to Abraham Ben-Zvi for this 
citation. 
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deceive, they usually believe that others see them as they see them- 
selves. States that are planning to stand firm may think that others 
know what they will do. One reason why both sides agreed to open 
negotiations over Berlin in i958 was that each incorrectly thought that 
the other realized it was committed to prevailing on the essentials of 
the issue.3" Chamberlain's efforts to deter Hitler after March I939 were 
hampered by his failure to see that Hitler did not understand him and 
his reasons for retreating at Munich. More frequently, the state fails to 
see that others view it as aggressive. The classic case is the misdesigned 
American policy toward China in the fall of 1950. The United States 
realized that the Chinese might worry about interruptions in the flow 
of electric power from the Yalu stations, and so made special efforts to 
reassure them on this score. But because the Americans knew they 
would not use Korea as a base for attacks, they never seriously consid- 
ered the possibility that the Chinese would consider a re-unified, anti- 
Communist Korea a threat to their security.32 

Third, deterrence can go wrong because of incorrect beliefs about 
the other's strength and options. The state may neglect to deter certain 
actions in the incorrect belief that the other lacks the capability to un- 
dertake them. Not only are underestimates of capabilities an important 
cause of surprise attack, but, as George and Smoke also show, deter- 
rence often fails unexpectedly because the other can often "design 
around" the state's policy (pp. 520-22). Because a state usually tries to 
deter others from taking specific actions rather than to deter all actions 
aimed at a specified objective, the other can at its leisure develop plans 
for circumventing the roadblocks the state has erected. Case studies 
often reveal failure of imagination on the part of would-be deterrers: 
they cannot think of all the possible ways open to the other to change 
the status quo-even ways that in retrospect seem obvious. Even if 
Schelling is correct in arguing that "if deterrence fails it is usually be- 
cause someone thought he saw an 'option' that the American govern- 
ment had failed to dispose of, a loophole that it hadn't closed,"33 he 
understates the difficulty in imagining, let alone closing, all possible 
loopholes. George and Smoke show that deterrence is relatively in- 
effective in the face of limited probes that can weaken the status quo 
without raising tensions to the flash point (e.g., the Taiwan Straits 

31 Jervis, Perception and Misperception (fn. 22), 70-7I, 354-55; Jack Schick, The 
Berlin Crisis (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press I971), I85-86. 

32 John Spanier, The Truman-MacArthur Controversy and the Korean War (New 
York: Norton i965), 97; Allen Whiting, China Crosses the Yalu (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press 1960), 151. 

33 Schelling (fn. I), 44. 
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crises); in faits accomplis that present the defender with the unpal- 
atable choice of increasing the level of risk or accepting the new status 
quo (as North Korea sought to do in attacking the South); and in 
exercises of controlled pressure in which the other side tries to extract 
concessions and yet retains the freedom to lower the level of tension 
if the situation becomes too dangerous-e.g., the Berlin crises of I958 
and i96i (pp. 536-47). 

Knowing what options the other side will contemplate requires that 
one see things from its perspective. It may consider as feasible actions 
that the state finds impractical or inconceivable. Thus, many American 
leaders thought that Japan would never attack the United States be- 
cause it would lose an all-out war. They failed to see that Japan con- 
templated only a limited war. Similarly, one of the main reasons why 
the U.S. did not plan to respond to an attack on South Korea was the 
belief that such an attack would only come as part of a general war, 
and in that context Korea would have little value. These cases raise two 
general points. First, they again show the importance of the other's 
beliefs about the state and the difficulty that decision makers have in 
grasping them even if they are not disguised. (The Americans knew 
they would not fight a limited war against Japan and assumed no one 
could hold such a ludicrous view.) Second, these potential actions had 
not been analyzed and rejected as too unlikely to merit deterrent 
strategies; rather, American leaders had never thought of them at all. 

Either overestimating or underestimating the other's perceived free- 
dom of action can vitiate the state's deterrence policy. Committing one- 
self to stand firm works only if the other can retreat. But Holsti's study 
of the final weeks of peace in I9I4 reveals that decision makers on 
both sides believed that, while they had no choice but to stand firm, 
the other side had more ability of maneuver and could concede.34 The 
strategy of coercing the other into cooperating works only if one has 
correctly judged that he does not have a better alternative. Thus, the 
German policy toward England in the late i9th and early 20th cen- 
turies rested on the assumption that the differences between England 
and France and between England and Russia could not be resolved, and 
that England therefore would have to accept Germany's terms for 
cooperation if she was to avoid diplomatic isolation. 

A fourth problem glossed over by deterrence theory is the difficulty 
in determining the other's basic intentions. Whether the other is an 
aggressor or a defender of the status quo is treated by the theory as a 

34 Holsti (fn. I7), I43-68. 
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given and assumed to be obvious to the state. But it is not obvious; in- 
deed, behind many of the criticisms of the second wave was the belief 
that the Russians were not aggressive. 

Investigations of decision making have shown that images of the 
other, which strongly influence the perception of incoming informa- 
tion, are very resistant to change. If a statesman wrongly sees another 
country as a defender of the status quo, dramatic events will have to 
take place before he decides that the other has to be deterred. And if 
he thinks the other is aggressive, the image may never be corrected. 
Images of resolve are also hard to change-which can make deterrence 
easier if the state has acquired a reputation for running risks and 
standing firm. But if the state is believed to be weak, the tactics that 
according to the theory should lead others to expect it to stand firm 
are likely to be misinterpreted or ignored. Thus, by the late 1930's, 
even a carefully designed British policy probably could not have con- 
vinced Hitler that England would fight. In a crisis it is especially im- 
portant to understand the other's intentions and to change incorrect 
images; but Snyder and Diesing have shown that only beliefs about 
the tactics the other is following, and nothing deeper, are likely to 
change in such a situation.35 

George and Smoke argue that a further factor that inhibits accurate 
perception of the other side is one's own policy. Information will be 
interpreted to sustain the chosen course of action. For example, one 
reason why the United States was surprised by the Chinese entry into 
the Korean War was that it had developed a policy that would succeed 
only if China stayed out (pp. 206-I2).36 Both psychological and po- 
litical mechanisms may be at work here. Bad news is screened out by 
wishful thinking and by conscious decisions to withhold or alter reports 
that could harm one's position. This argument is certainly plausible, 
and indeed the importance of wishful thinking is usually taken for 
granted. But upon closer examination, the evidence for this phenome- 
non is not strong.37 It is especially difficult to establish the causal role 
of desires in a case like Korea because the policy was arrived at only 
because it was believed that the Chinese would stay out. 

35 Snyder and Diesing (fn. 2). 
36 Also see George Poteat, "The Intelligence Gap: Hypotheses on the Process of 

Surprise," International Studies Notes, iII (Fall 1976). George and Smoke argue that 
this influence was also at work in the period preceding the Berlin blockade (pp. I28- 
30). For similar arguments in other cases, see Roberta Wohlstetter, "Cuba and Pearl 
Harbor: Hindsight and Foresight," Foreign AfFairs, XLIII (July i965), 69i-707; Arthur 
Marder, Operation Menace (Oxford: Oxford University Press I976), 44-45; and Richard 
Cottam, Foreign Policy Motivation (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press I977). 

37Jervis (fn. 22), 356-72. 
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Finally, almost any case study will reveal instances in which attempts 
to show commitment, strength, or willingness to compromise were 
either ignored or misinterpreted in ways about which one cannot easily 
generalize. A minor but neat example is provided by what happened 
when negotiations between Turkey and Britain broke down in i882. 
"In order to manifest his displeasure and to cool his angered brain, the 
British Ambassador proceeded to Prinkipo in his cutter. The officials 
at the Sublime Porte could watch from their windows the white sails 
of the Lady Hermione battling with the current round Oxeia and the 
Bulwer Island.... They could not understand how, if the situation 
were really as urgent as he represented, [the ambassador] could afford 
to bob about the Marmora in an open sailing boat."38 Even if both 
sides have the same culture and background and have read the same 
deterrence literature, many actions that a statesman will expect to con- 
vey a clear message may be read very differently by his opposite num- 
ber-if they are read at all. 

Probabilities and calculations. Even when statesmen see others rela- 
tively accurately, deterrence may fail because of their inability to inte- 
grate information properly. First, in many cases people ignore proba- 
bilities and act as though events were either certain or impossible.39 
They do not try to make careful probability estimates or pay attention 
to changes in probability. Instead, they usually concentrate on the pay- 
offs. For example, rationality dictates that one should stand firm if one 
is almost certain that the other will retreat, even if the gains from 
victory are slight and the costs of war enormous. But there does not 
appear to be a single case in which a state has been willing to risk a 
costly war for minor gain. 

The failure of statesmen to utilize probabilities raises serious questions 
because much of deterrence theory rests on the notion of the manipu- 
lation of risk. But if decision makers are insensitive to all but the most 
obvious shifts in probabilities, then careful and detailed manipulations 
will be impossible. Troop maneuvers, demonstrations of resolve, and 
signals of commitment which are designed to increase the perceived 
danger of war slightly but noticeably, will be ignored. In many con- 
texts this insensitivity will mean that a little credibility will be suffi- 
cient to deter, even though it would not be if decision makers properly 

38 Harold Nicolson, Sir Arthur Nicolson, Bart., First Lord Carnock (London: Con- 
stable I930), 40. 

39 Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, "Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision 
under Risk," Econometrica (forthcoming). 
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employed probability-utility calculus. But it will also mean that many 
of the sophisticated tactics discussed by deterrence theorists will not 
have the predicted effects. 

Second, even if their estimates of probability are accurate, statesmen 
do not calculate as precisely as the theory says they should. President 
Kennedy said that he thought the chances of war during the Cuban 
missile crisis were at least one in three.40 If he believed this, he either 
placed an incredibly high value on prevailing or else he did not under- 
stand probability-utility calculus. It is hard to accept the notion that 
Kennedy thought that the costs of war combined with twice the gains 
that would accrue if he won (the payoff for standing firm when the 
odds were two-to-one that the Russians would back down) were any- 
thing like equal to the value of losing combined with twice the payoff 
of a compromise (the payoff for backing down when the odds are as 
stated). 

Third, even if probabilities are properly utilized, rationality is re- 
duced in a way that influences deterrence because of the propensity of 
people to fail to make explicit value trade-offs.' Rather, they tend to 
believe that the policy they favor is better than the alternatives on all 
important value dimensions, even though those dimensions are logi- 
cally independent of each other.41 Thus, people who favor standing 
firm in a dispute usually believe both that the other side will retreat 
if their state follows the policy they advocate, and that concessions will 
be terribly costly; those who call for conciliation usually believe both 
that firmness is likely to lead to war, and that the other side will be 
satisfied if it receives reasonable concessions. It is rare for someone to 
say (or think) that his policy is likely to protect his country and its 
allies, but entails a greater risk of immediate war than would a more 
conciliatory course of action. Thus, statesmen often fail to weigh the 
costs of their decisions properly, continue to stand by an established 
policy even though it should be changed, and are unable to match and 
adjust their actions to the environment in a way that even bounded 
rationality requires. 

These disabilities and complications have less impact in relatively 
unambiguous situations, such as those usually involved in the deter- 
rence of attacks on the superpowers' homelands. But they create major 

40Theodore Sorensen, Kennedy (New York: Harper i965), 705. 
41 Jervis (fn. 22), 128-43. Jack Snyder, in "Rationality at the Brink," World Politics, 

xxx (April 1978), 345-65, argues that statesmen avoid making tradeoffs during crises. 
Although generally successful, this line of reasoning is marred by the fact that several 
of the dimensions he considers are not actually independent of each other. 
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difficulties for any strategy that calls for fine calculation and the con- 
sideration of a large number of factors. Propositions that are based on 
the assumption that decision makers' knowledge of their environment 
is detailed and accurate and that their calculations are precise will be 
incorrect. Bargaining tactics that assume that both sides have this ca- 
pability will misfire. Thus, deterrence theory is not a sure guide to 
many complicated situations, and many of the sophisticated tactics that 
it leads us to expect either will not be employed or will not have the 
intended effects. (For a parallel argument, see George and Smoke, 
38-55.) 

Domestic and bureaucratic politics. Recent studies have also modi- 
fied the arguments of the second wave by analyzing the role of domestic 
and bureaucratic politics. Since decision makers draw their political 
power from within their own states, they must often respond not only 
to foreign but also to domestic stimuli. If powerful domestic groups 
advocate conflicting policies or have beliefs that are "unsophisticated" 
and incompatible with deterrence, then policy will differ from that 
which the theory predicts. 

The desire for consensus within most democracies hinders the state's 
freedom of action. Although this restriction will be of help in some 
bargaining situations, it will make it difficult for the state to take ad- 
vantage of changes in its external environment. Whereas the theory 
would lead us to expect a clear strategy, internal disagreements often 
produce a "lowest common denominator" policy that is vague or post- 
pones important decisions. In order to gain the necessary support for 
a policy, national leaders must-at least minimally-satisfy contradic- 
tory viewpoints. But any policy in which each faction finds something 
redeeming is likely to confuse other states or be self-defeating as its 
separate parts work against each other. Indeed, a policy that tries to 
combine incompatible elements instead of choosing among them is 
likely to be worse than a consistent policy that follows any one of the 
opposing views. But to make a sharp choice is to alienate important 
factions and incur an intolerable domestic cost. 

Domestic and bureaucratic politics can also lead to outcomes that are 
incompatible with deterrence theory when policy is not implemented 
as intended and expected by the leaders. Standard operating proce- 
dures may not serve a special policy well, and yet they have to be em- 
ployed, especially when large numbers of men and material have to be 
moved. The President might want to send a message by staging a cer- 
tain kind of military maneuver, but the army may be unable to execute 
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it if it is not in its repertoire. Even when subordinates can carry out 
what the leaders expect, they may not necessarily do so. In some cases, 
they misunderstand because their perspectives differ from those of their 
superiors. In other cases, they act according to their own wishes. Many 
of General MacArthur's actions in Korea fit into the latter category. 
(General Lavelle's bombing of North Vietnam contrary to the Presi- 
dent's public position is ambiguous in this respect.) Whatever the 
cause, the effect is that actions are taken that contradict official policy. 
On occasion these discrepancies can aid deterrence-for example, if 
subordinates take a risky action that convinces the other side to back 
down. The unauthorized actions of the U.S. Navy during the Cuban 
missile crisis may have had this effect,42 but the multiple opportunities 
for damaging a carefully calculated deterrence policy can be readily 
imagined. 

An important but ambiguous case illustrates another way in which 
deterrence can be affected by the policy's implementation. The oil 
embargo against Japan in the summer of 1941 was not the result of 
a direct order from the President, but rather the product of a vague 
decision that was strictly implemented by the bureaucracy. Although 
much is unclear, it appears that President Roosevelt understood what 
was happening only after the de facto embargo had been in effect for 
a month.43 He may have allowed it to continue because it was in accord 
with his earlier unexpressed desires. But it is at least as possible that, 
while Roosevelt had not intended to cut off U.S. oil entirely, he may 
have reasoned that to reopen the supply lines once they had been closed 
would have been interpreted by Britain, Japan, and domestic groups 
as showing that U.S. efforts to contain the Axis were slackening. This 
case presents only minor problems for deterrence theory as long as it 
merely involves shifting focus from the President to the bureaucracy. 
The latter's behavior-and the effective behavior of the government- 
can be seen in deterrence terms. But when the President is responsible 
for some actions, one group of bureaucrats is responsible for others, 
and a different group of officials is responsible for still others, then the 
whole set of the state's policies is likely to diverge from that predicted 
by the theory. Furthermore, a policy that requires the precise orches- 
tration of a wide variety of behaviors-even if they all closely fit de- 

42 George, Hall, and Simons (fn. 2), 112-14. 

43 The best treatments are Irvine Anderson, Jr., The Standard-Vacuum Oil Company 
and United States East Asian Policy, 1933-1941 (Princeton: Princeton University Press 
I975), i68-92; and Jonathan Utley, "Upstairs, Downstairs at Foggy Bottom: Oil Ex- 
ports and Japan, I940-4I," Prologue, viii (Spring i978), I7-28. 
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terrence theory-is likely to fail because it will be garbled in its im- 
plementation.44 

Third-wave research has revealed important deficiencies in deterrence 
theory, but has not developed new theories. Nor has it shown exactly 
what can be retained from older views, what must be discarded, and 
what can be reformulated in bounded, conditional terms. Although 
George and his colleagues have made some progress on the latter prob- 
lem, we still cannot answer questions such as: Under what conditions 
will the workings of domestic and bureaucratic politics prevent a de- 
terrence strategy from being adopted or from succeeding? When do 
actors try to commit themselves? When does this tactic work? When 
do actors adopt a short-run perspective, and how does this influence 
the adoption and effect of deterrence tactics? 

COMMITMENT AND INTEREST 

All deterrence theorists agree that one determinant of whether a 
state stands firm is what it will lose if it retreats; but those of the third 
wave differ from those of the second in the aspect of the costs of re- 
treating that they stress. Although the lines between them are often 
blurred, we can distinguish among intrinsic interest, strategic interest, 
and commitment as the values that will be sacrificed by retreats.45 
Intrinsic interest represents the inherent value that the actor places on 
the object or issue at stake. For example, if the United States had al- 
lowed the Soviet Union to occupy all of Berlin, two million people 
would have been forced to live under a regime that they abhor. Stra- 
tegic interest in a conflict represents the degree to which a retreat would 
endanger the state's position on other issues, irrespective of its efforts 
to commit itself to a firm stand. Thus, even in the absence of a com- 
mitment, a retreat from Berlin could have led America's allies and 
adversaries to expect concessions on related issues and retreats under 
similar circumstances. Both intrinsic and strategic interests precede the 
bargaining process. Commitment, the third value sacrificed by a re- 
treat, is manipulated by the state to increase its costs of retreating and 
thereby improve its bargaining position. Second-wave theorists stress 

44This was the case with some aspects of American policy in Vietnam. See Thies 
(fn. 28). For a general statement, see George Kennan, The Cloud of Danger (Boston: 
Little, Brown I977), 3-26. 

45 For a related distinction, see Glenn Snyder, Deterrence and Defense (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press i96i), 30-40. Also see Thomas Schelling's distinction be- 
tween threats and warnings in The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge: Harvard Uni- 
versity Press i960), 123-24. 
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commitment and, to a lesser extent, strategic interest,46 but third-wave 
theorists argue that intrinsic interest is more important in most cases. 
We have been distracted by intriguing and dramatic tactics and have 
not focused enough on the underlying balance of motivation. As a re- 
sult, we have overestimated the degree to which outcomes are manipu- 
lable and the extent to which the result of one conflict influences the 
course of others. 

Begging the question of how it is established, we can say that the 
state that has a greater intrinsic interest in an issue is likely to prevail. 
Its costs of retreating will be higher than those of the other; it will win 
more by prevailing than will the other; thus, the incentives in the bar- 
gaining processes favor it, especially if the other side realizes that the 
"balance of interest" favors the state. Furthermore, intrinsic interest 
leads to strategic interest: if a state gives in on an issue which both 
sides know is more important to it than to its adversary, then others 
are likely to infer that the state is weak in military power or resolve 
and will retreat in a wide range of future issues. Thus, Young argues 
that "intensity of feeling" can be substituted "for deficiencies in nu- 
merical strength or physical capabilities"; Rosen stresses the impor- 
tance of a state's willingness to suffer as a source of national power; 
and Snyder and Diesing maintain that the relative intensity of inter- 
ests at stake is one of the two main determinants of bargaining power 
(the other being military strength). Of the eight conditions that George 
sees as necessary for the successful use of the strategy of coercive di- 
plomacy, two directly tap this dimension (strength of U.S. motivation 
and asymmetry of motivation favoring the U.S.) and three others are 
linked to it indirectly (clarity of American objectives, sense of urgency 
to achieve the American objective, and adequate domestic political 
support). Russett finds that deterrence is most likely to succeed when 
there are strong ties between the threatened state and its defender.47 

Commitment can only be built on a foundation of intrinsic and stra- 
tegic interest. If Berlin had not mattered to the United States, the piling 
on of statements, symbols, and troops would not have made American 

46 Snyder (fn. 45) is one of the few second-wave theorists to recognize the importance 
of intrinsic interest. 

47Young (fn. 2), 33-2i6, 387, 39I; Steven Rosen, "A Model of War and Alliance," 
in Julian Freedman, Christopher Bladen, and Steven Rosen, Alliance in International 
Politics (Boston: Allyn and Bacon 1970), 215-37, and Rosen, War Power and Willing- 
ness to Suffer," in Bruce Russett, ed., Peace, War, and Numbers (Beverly Hills: Sage 
1972), i67-83; Snyder and Diesing (fn. 2), 498; George, Hall, and Simons (fn. 2), 215- 
28; Russett (fn. 2), I03-5. Also see George and Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign 
Policy, 552-53, 558-6i. 
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threats credible. The other side of this coin is that, when interest is 
great enough, commitment is not necessary. The Soviets probably 
would not think they could safely attack Western Europe even if the 
reputation of the United States were not staked on responding. If com- 
mitment were as important as the second wave implies, there would be 
numerous examples of states going to war because they had committed 
themselves to standing firm-that is, situations in which the state would 
have retreated had it not staked its reputation on not doing so. But, with 
the possible exception of Vietnam, I cannot think of a single case that 
meets this criterion. Similarly, one should be able to find cases in which 
statesmen pledged themselves to undertake responses which they would 
not want to carry out had they not committed themselves. But this also 
does not seem to occur. (What is generally considered the best example 
-the threat to destroy the other's cities in the event of an all-out war 
-does not fit in this category because carrying out the threat would 
make no sense even if the state is committed. The purpose of respond- 
ing when one is committed is to bolster one's ability to defend future 
values; fighting an all-out war would destroy what one is seeking to 
protect.) Scholars should also be able to find cases in which a state 
would have taken a certain action were it not for the belief that another 
state had pledged its reputation on retaliating if the state does so act. 
Of course it is hard to be sure why states do not act, but it is still strik- 
ing that instances do not come readily to mind. 

There are two problems with the argument that commitment is less 
important than second-wave deterrence theory implies. First, to test 
it we need an independent measure of each state's interest in the issue. 
The obvious danger is that we will unconsciously employ post hoc 
reasoning and conclude that the state that retreated was less interested 
and less strongly motivated than the state that prevailed. Second, judg- 
ments about an area's intrinsic, and, to an even greater extent, strategic, 
value may be influenced by the commitments the actors have made. 
After i945, West Berlin's value to the West increased with the accept- 
ance of the idea that the city was important and that its citizens were 
brave and loyal defenders of democracy. 

Although it is not conclusive, some evidence for the validity of the 
argument is that statesmen often talk in terms that are consistent with 
it. Thus, during a dispute with France over Portugal, Palmerston in- 
structed his ambassador to tell the French Government that "England 
and France stand in different situations in this matter. England is bound 
by treaties to Portugal.... France has not the same motive for being 
a party concerned. . . ." Twelve years later, in a dispute over Spain, 
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the French ambassador used the same argument against Palmerston: 
"Les interets de la France sont plus grandes, plus legitimes en Espagne 
que les v6tres." In the diplomatic maneuvering after the Crimean War, 
the Austrian Prime Minister rejected a French proposal to unite the 
Danubian Principalities with the words: "Pour la France, c'est une 
politique chevaleresque et de sentiment, c'est une question de vie ou 
de mort pour notre Empire." Almost a hundred years later, Stalin's 
words to Churchill carry an echo: "The Prime Minister has said that 
for Great Britain the question of Poland is a question of honour. For 
Russia it is not only a question of honour but also of security . . . of 
life and death for the Soviet state."48 In formal agreements, one state 
often recognizes the superior position of another by acknowledging 
the latter's "special interest" in an issue or area. The interests that states- 
men refer to pre-date the bargaining situation and cannot easily be 
manipulated by signals. Decision makers are issuing warnings, not 
threats. 

Legitimacy. One determinant of the participants' relative interest is 
the ill-defined quality of legitimacy. In some instances, both sides feel 
that a demand is illegitimate-that it is unjust, that it calls for some- 
thing that is not normally accorded, that it solicits an unearned and 
undeserved reward, or that it involves a humiliating procedure that 
is inappropriate in relations between sovereign states. In such a case, 
the demand will be vigorously and vehemently resisted. If sufficient 
power is brought to bear, the state may be forced to accede-but over- 
whelming power will be required. Snyder and Diesing conclude that 
"perceptions of legitimacy are potent in determining bargaining power 
and outcomes. That is, the party that believes it is in the right and com- 
municates this belief to an opponent who has some doubts about the 
legitimacy of his own position, nearly always wins." Of course such 
shared conceptions of legitimacy may be absent, and Snyder and Dies- 
ing note that "though other variables were operating, . . . the two cases 
[they examined] that ended in war were cases in which opposite le- 
gitimacy beliefs were held with about equal intensity."49 

Implications. The influence of the balance of interest eases the prob- 
lem of deterrence and contributes to diplomatic moderation. First, states 

48 Quotes from Roger Bullen, Palmerston, Guizot and the Collapse of the Entente 
Cordiale (London: Athlone I974), I3, I04; W. E. Mosse, The Rise and Fall of the 
Crimean System, i855-7, (London: Macmillan i963), 5I; Foreign Relations of the U.S.: 
Malta and Yalta, 1945 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office 1955), 679-80. 

49 Snyder and Diesing (fn. 2), 498-500. 
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generally place a greater value on keeping what they have than on 
making further gains. That is one reason why deterrence is usually 
easier than compellence.50 There are, however, exceptions to this gen- 
eralization, exceptions that deterrence theory has been slow to recog- 
nize. An expansionist can be more highly motivated to alter the status 
quo on a particular issue than the defender is to maintain it. This is 
likely to be the case when nationalism is involved for the former but 
not the latter state (e.g., the Vietnam war), or when a state tries to 
re-gain values that were taken from it after losing a war. More research 
is needed to establish other circumstances under which this relationship 
holds, and to examine the problems it creates, the methods the status- 
quo power uses to limit its losses if it retreats, and the strategies it 
employs if it decides to stand firm. But the main point is that the bal- 
ance of interest usually favors the status quo. 

Second, states often place different value on different objects, thereby 
facilitating accords that grant to each state what it values most. Settle- 
ments of this type are very much in the spirit of the forebear of de- 
terrence theory, Realism, which stresses that intelligent diplomacy 
respects the interests of others. Such analysis is common among states- 
men. For example, in i9io former President Theodore Roosevelt, con- 
cerned that the current administration was mishandling Japanese- 
American relations, told President Taft, 

"Our vital interest is to keep the Japanese out of our country, and at 
the same time to preserve the goodwill of Japan. The vital interest of 
the Japanese, on the other hand, is in Manchuria and Korea. It is there- 
fore peculiarly our interest not to take any steps as regards Manchuria 
which will give the Japanese cause to feel, with or without reason, that 
we are hostile to them, or a menace-in however slight a degree-to 
their interests...."51 

Similarly, conceptions of legitimacy provide guidelines for settling dis- 
putes because states are hesitant to retreat when they feel legitimacy 
is on their side, but are more apt to do so when they have doubts on 
this score. Indeed, a state may be inhibited from raising an issue on 
which it knows it lacks legitimacy or a favorable balance of interest 
by the knowledge that to do so is likely to lead others to see it as un- 
reasonable and aggressive. 

Third, moderation is encouraged because the balance of interest 

50 David Baldwin, "Bargaining with Airline Hijackers," in I. William Zartman, ed., 
The 50% Solution (Garden City: Anchor Books I976), 4i6-2I. 

51 Quoted in Michael Hunt, Frontier Defense and the Open Door (New Haven: 
Yale Universty Press 1973), 22I. 
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changes relatively slowly. Commitments can be made quickly, but in- 
terests must grow and cannot be easily manipulated. States therefore 
have little reason to fear that others can suddenly alter the strategic 
situation by commitments, and they have fewer incentives to rush pre- 
emptively to restrict their options. They can afford to retain their ability 
to maneuver, to wait and see how the situation changes, and so can 
take advantage of new opportunities and avoid new dangers. It is also 
possible that conflict is reduced because interest is more readily per- 
ceived than commitment, thus allowing states to coordinate their be- 
havior and to avoid disputes they are not apt to win. 

Fourth, and most important, because the second wave overestimates 
the importance of commitment and the extent to which outcomes are 
interdependent, it exaggerates the costs of retreats and the advantages 
of victories.52 If commitment is all-important, a retreat damages the 
state's reputation for accurate signaling, thereby making it much harder 
to advance credible threats on other issues. In this view, the world is 
tightly interconnected. To abandon a commitment is to risk one's entire 
position. In the spring of i975, Secretary of State Kissinger argued that 
"The United States cannot pursue a policy of selective reliability. We 
cannot abandon friends in one part of the world without jeopardizing 
the security of friends everywhere." He felt especially strongly that the 
U.S. had to aid Vietnam and Cambodia because at the time that these 
regimes were threatened by Communist offensives, it appeared that ne- 
gotiations might start in the Middle East; and so it was imperative to 
show Egypt and Israel that America would fulfill its pledges. This 
position denies that behavior is highly context-bound. If it is, a default 
on one commitment will not call all others into question. If strategic 
and intrinsic interests are the major determinants of behavior, then 
the ramifications of one outcome are fewer, and the state can afford 
to take a more flexible stance. It is interesting to note that even in the 
1930's, an era usually thought to exemplify domino effects, Hitler looked 
at the context in which Britain and France were acting rather than 
simply inferring that if they broke one commitment, they would break 
others. Thus "it was not automatically or generally concluded from 
[France's] refusal to march alone in defence of [the articles of the 
Treaty of Versailles prohibiting German remilitarization of the Rhine- 
land] that Paris would not fulfil her obligations if Germany attacked 

52 Of course, if decision makers believe deterrence theory and overestimate the inter- 
connectedness of outcomes, they will place excessive value on prevailing in disputes 
over issues of little intrinsic importance. This is a large part of the explanation for 
American policy in Vietnam. 
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Czechoslovakia."53 Alternatively, if decision makers believe that others 
expect one default to lead to further ones, they may consider it espe- 
cially important to follow any retreats or concessions with firmness. 
Kennedy's resolve in the Cuban missile crisis was probably hardened 
by his previous defeats in Cuba, Laos, Berlin, and Vienna. 

Stephen Maxwell has put the general point well: 

If "interest" is substituted for "commitment", the argument for inter- 
dependence immediately becomes less plausible.... The obvious con- 
clusion to be drawn from the failure of a state to fulfil a commitment 
is simply that the commitment did not represent an interest worth de- 
fending, at the level of violence and risk estimated to be necessary. 

Thus, if the Americans backed down over Berlin, it is most unlikely 
that the Russians would conclude that they were free to attack Frank- 
furt, or anywhere else, without fear of American retaliation. The only 
conclusion the Russians could confidently draw was that Berlin was 
not a vital national interest to the Americans. Only if there were strong 
resemblances between America's position in Berlin and her position in 
other areas of commitment would they be justified in concluding that 
America would also renege on these commitments.54 

Before returning to the last sentence of this quotation, which sig- 
nificantly modifies the sweeping nature of the argument, we should 
note that intrinsic interest can easily be incorporated into deterrence 
theory in one way, but in another way it undercuts one of the theory's 
essential elements. Looking at a single play of the Chicken game, we 
can see that the balance of interest will strongly influence the outcome. 
But there is more to deterrence than examining individual conflicts; 
much that is distinctive about the theory depends on conflicts being 
interrelated. Many of the tactics involve the state's mortgaging its fu- 
ture credibility. If the outcome of one conflict does not have a great 
influence on later ones, then this cannot be done, and a good deal of 
the theory is undermined. 

Even if it is true that second-wave theorists exaggerated the impor- 
tance of commitment and underestimated that of intrinsic interest, 
strategic interest can still create important interconnections among out- 
comes. Because a state tries to determine whether the other is likely 
to stand firm on a given issue by looking at its behavior on previous 
disputes, a retreat in one case can affect future outcomes-especially if 

53John Snepp, Decent Interval (New York: Random House i977), I43-44, I49, I75- 
76, quote at 237-38; J.T. Emerson, The Rhineland Crisis (London: Maurice Temple 
Smith I977), 242. For a further discussion of the interconnectedness of the interna- 
tional system, see Jervis, "Systems Theories and Diplomatic History," in Lauren (fn. I7). 

54Maxwell, Rationality in Deterrence, Adelphi Paper No. 50 (London: Institute for 
Strategic Studies i968), i9. 
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the issue is important to the state. Others may reason that, if a state 
backed down-or even compromised-on that issue, which had high 
intrinsic value, then it is very likely to retreat on other issues in which 
the balance of interest and other factors are no more favorable.55 When 
Maxwell acknowledges that, if the United States retreated in Berlin, 
"only if there were strong resemblances between America's position in 
Berlin and her position in other areas of commitment would [others] 
be justified in concluding that America would also renege on those 
commitments," he is either conceding a great deal or he is misleading. 
He is misleading if he is arguing that the resemblances between Berlin 
and other issues have to involve many of the specific details (e.g., that 
the city is German and surrounded by a hostile state). He is conceding 
a great deal if he recognizes that the crucial dimension of resemblance 
is the degree to which the various parties care about the issue. Because 
others perceive Berlin as important to the U.S. (and recognize that the 
U.S. has stood firm on many issues on which the balance of interest 
was less favorable), a retreat there would cast doubt on its willingness 
to run risks on a wide range of disputes. In other words, a retreat by 
the U.S. would not only be a signal, but an index. Not only its reputa- 
tion for living up to its pledges, but its reputation for protecting friends 
and allies would be damaged. 
Unfortunately, we cannot specify exactly how tightly strategic in- 

terests interconnect the world because we do not know enough about 
the inferences that states draw when others retreat or stand firm. Do 
they see such behavior as highly context-bound? Under what condi- 
tions do they think that the actions predict behavior on a wide range 
of issues? If the behavior is unexpected, when do they revise their 
estimates of how much the other values the specific issue at stake, and 
when do they alter their estimates of the other's general resolve? 

Our argument implies that states can, and must, differentiate among 

55 Although the effect resembles that following from defaulting on a commitment, 
there is an important difference. In defaulting on a commitment, the actor's reputation 
for fulfilling his pledges suffers. In the inference process described here, the outcome 
is less important than the price the actor has paid in trying to prevail. Others note this 
cost and the value they think the actor places on the issue at stake and expect a similar 
relationship to hold in the future. What may have impressed others about America's 
behavior in Vietnam was not that it reneged on a commitment but that it was willing 
to pay such a high price for an unimportant interest. (Of course, others may also be- 
lieve that the American experience in Vietnam reduced its willingness to pay such a 
price in the future.) Interestingly enough, Kissinger once argued that "continued 
U.S. credibility, worldwide, hinges on whether we make an effort [in Vietnam] rather 
than on an actual success or failure" (Snepp, fn. 53, 306). But this remark was in 
service of an attempt to persuade Congress to provide aid for Vietnam in the last 
months of the war. 
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interests according to their strategic and intrinsic value. It may be no 
accident that second-wave deterrence theory, which blurs these distinc- 
tions, has been especially popular in the United States-a country that 
is predisposed to see the world in all-or-nothing terms and that has 
rarely entered into international conflicts for issues of marginal signifi- 
cance. Americans have felt that if the most important matters are not 
at stake, the U.S. should not become involved in the contaminating 
international environment; but when the U.S. does become involved, 
it should be willing to go to the limit rather than retreat. Second-wave 
deterrence theory reinforces this view. If what matters in a conflict is 
not the specific issue at stake but rather each side's perception of the 
other's resolve, then seemingly minor issues are actually vital, because 
retreats will undermine a state's ability to protect itself and its closest 
allies. This weakness in the theory helps explain why, as George and 
Smoke argue (pp. 5o8-9, 589-go), the United States has too frequently 
employed deterrence as a substitute for foreign policy. It has often 
sought to deter all changes in the status quo instead of trying to decide 
which changes were innocuous, which ones were inevitable, and which 
trends could not be influenced by deterrence. 

DETERRENCE AND POLITICS 

A final problem with deterrence theory-only partly rectified by the 
third wave-is that it is apolitical. Although it is highly political in its 
discussion of means, it pays little attention to the goals of policy. Her- 
man Kahn's list of the actors' objectives omits all mention of what the 
conflict is about.56 At best, this question is left open. At worst, the 
theory implies that deterrence is a goal in itself. If the other side is 
committed to expansion and the world is tightly interconnected, then 
the question of goals and the ranking of interests need not be addressed. 
So it is not surprising that deterrence theory has a lot to say about how 
to act in a crisis, but much less about how to avoid crises. It explains 
and prescribes behavior once a conflict has been joined, but says little 
about "the prior question of whether the national interest is sufficiently 
engaged in a particular situation to warrant some form of . .. military 
intervention."" The theory takes the high interest of both sides for 
granted and goes on from there. But if the world is heterogeneous and 

56 Kahn (fn. 2i), 532. The importance of keeping means and ends in proper align- 
ment is stressed by Bernard Brodie, War and Politics (New York: Macmillan 1973); 
see esp. chap. i. Also see George and Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy, 
556-57. 

57 George, Hall, and Simons (fn. 2), i5. 
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each side places different values on different objectives, then states must 
consider their goals, employ deterrence only when it is both necessary 
and likely to succeed, and utilize a whole range of alternative and 
complementary diplomatic instruments. 

The lack of attention to compromise is another facet of the theory's 
neglect of politics. Most conflicts end in compromise; compromise is 
one of the things politics is all about. It is central to behavior even 
when important interests are engaged. 

Finally, deterrence is often apolitical in examining possible sequences 
of events, of moves and countermoves, without considering the context 
in which they may occur. The resulting analysis thus has an air of 
unreality about it. For example, the proponents of conventional defense 
in Europe show that without such a capability, Europe could be con- 
quered by the U.S.S.R. without resort to nuclear weapons. But these 
arguments overlook the kind of decisions that the Russians would have 
to make to order such an attack: they would have to be confident that 
the United States would not only withhold a strategic response, but 
that it also would not use its tactical nuclear weapons against the invit- 
ing target of massed Soviet forces.58 In setting policy, American states- 
men should consider the political restraints on Soviet aggressiveness 
in order to estimate the magnitude of the threat with which they have 
to cope. Both the strength of Soviet motivation to expand and the ob- 
stacles that the Soviet leaders could expect to lie in their path need to 
be considered. For example, even if the U.S. did not fight in response 
to a Soviet attack on Europe, it would probably sever its cooperative 
relationships with the U.S.S.R., build up its forces to an unprecedented 
level, and develop closer ties with China. These factors would increase 
the Soviet's perceived cost of a successful war; if they were ignored, 
the requirements for deterrence would be unreasonably high. The 
United States must also consider the intentions of the Soviet Union, not 
in the vague sense of her desires, but in the sense of the price that she 
is willing to pay to attain her goals (supplemented by an analysis of 
the risks the Russians perceive in various courses of action). Washing- 
ton must try to judge how great a perceived probability of war is suf- 
ficient to restrain them; how hard they are to deter. This question is 
more central to the current policy debate than are the more frequently 
discussed topics of the size of the Soviet arsenal and the vulnerability 
of Minuteman. Of course it is difficult to answer, but a useful theory 
cannot take this factor for granted. As Brodie notes, Wohlstetter's 

5sBernard Brodie, Escalation and the Nuclear Option (Princeton: Princeton Uni- 
versity Press i966), passim. 
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"Delicate Balance of Terror," like "so many articles on military tech- 
nological affairs, took no account whatever of the inhibitory political 
and psychological imponderable that might and in fact must affect the 
conditions implied by that word delicate. Many things are technologi- 
cally feasible that we have quite good reason to believe will not hap- 
pen." Rosecrance overstates the point a bit, but it is a useful corrective 
to the more common arguments: "Political patterns are prerequisite to 
military deterrent success. Unless political factors constrain the range 
of contingencies that actually would have to be faced, technical deter- 
rence cannot succeed."59 

As we move into a more complicated world in which the super- 
powers possess the capability and doctrine for war-fighting and limited 
nuclear strikes, even more attention will have to be paid to fitting 
military strategy to political goals. The problems of both the theory and 
the practice of deterrence are likely to become more intricate, and it 
will be easy to lose one's bearings in the sea of arguments about the 
multiple possibilities for the controlled use of nuclear weapons for 
purposes of bargaining and intimidation. Almost 35 years ago Bernard 
Brodie stated that "everything about the atomic bomb is overshadowed 
by the twin facts that it exists and that its destructive power is fan- 
tastically great."6" For all the sophisticated theorizing of the second and 
third waves, the central point remains the paradox that it never makes 
sense to destroy the other side's cities-and invite retaliation in kind- 
but the ever-present chance of this outcome exercises a most powerful 
influence. 

59Brodie (fn. 56), 380 (emphases in original); Richard Rosecrance, Strategic Deter- 
rence Reconsidered, Adelphi Paper No. ii6 (London: International Institute of Strategic 
Studies I975), 35-36. 

60 Bernard Brodie, ed., The Absolute Weapon (New York: Harcourt Brace I946), 52. 
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