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Realist Perspectives on Ethical Norms and Weapons
of Mass Destruction

Scott D. Sagan

‘What role do ethics play in statesmen’s-decisions about the acquisition and
use of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons? Most realists would write
an-exceedingly short paper —indeed, perhaps a one-word telegram — on this

“topic: “None.” Real statesmen do not follow ethical norms. Power consider-

ations and the rules of prudence, not ethical concerns, govern international
life. In the modern world, as in the ancient world, the strong do what they
can and the weak do what they must.

I have considerable, but by no means complete, sympathy for this posi-
tion. This chapter therefore presents an analytic description of the standard
realist position, assesses current debates about its accuracy, and provides the

‘beginnings of an alternative realist vision. I argue that some, though by no

means all, statesmen do follow ethical norms in their weapouns policies and

that realists must take this fact into account, while not losing their focus
on the highly competitive nature of international politics. In the modern
world, the strong may not want to do what they can, for excessively aggres-
sive behavior will force the weak to develop their own weapons of mass
destruction. This result would be neither in the-interest of the great powers,

including the United Statesv, nor, I believe, in the broader vinterests of the
global community. :

SOURCES AND PRINCIPLES

Realists trace their intellectual roots back to the classical writings of Thucy-
dides, Hobbes, and Clausewit; and these philosophers’ views about the “ne-
cessities of war” are often mirrored in the writings of modern neorealists.*

- Both Thucydides and Hobbes maintain that war is natural and unavoidable

in the state of nature and therefore men must be perpetually aggressive in
defending their interests: “It is a general and necessary law of nature to rule
wherever one can,” the Athenian generals tell the Melians before they con-
quer Melos, kill its men, and enslave its women and children.* Clausewitz
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began his treatise On War by similarly noting that competition in war forces

all states to use the maximum degree of force available:

Force, to counter opposing force, equips itself with the inventions of art and science.
Attached to force are certain self-imposed, imperceptible limitations hardly worth
mentioning, known as international law and conventions, but they scarcely weaken

it.... The maximum use of force is in no way incompatible with the simultaneous:

use of the intellect. If one side uses force without compunction, undeterred by the
bloodshed it involves, while the other side refrains, the first will gain the upper
hand.3

Modern neorealists hold similar views, derived from their two theoretical
assumptions: Leaders of states behave in a highly rational manner and the in-
ternational system is anarchic in nature.+ Without any world government to
enforce agreements, norms, or laws, states must do whatever is necessary to
. enhance their ability to survive. Ethical concerns can have little influence in
this vision of a dog-eat-dog international system. In George Bernard Shaw’s
Pygmalion, when Alfred Doolittle offers his daughter Eliza to Henry Higgins
for fifty pounds, he is queried, “Have you no morals, man?” “Can’t afford
them, Governor,” he answers.5 For modern neorealists, anarchy makes all
state leaders as impoverished as Doolittle. “States in anarchy cannot afford
to be moral,” argue Robert Art and Kenneth Waltz:

The preconditions for morality are absent in international politics. Every state, as a
consequence, has to be prepared to do what is necessary for its interests as it defines
them. Anarchy is a realm where all can, and many do, play “dirty pool.” . . . Strategic
interdependence and the absence of morality mean that each state, if it wishes to be
effective, must be prepared to play according to the rules set by the “dirtiest” player.®

- Realists advocate balance of power policies — realpolitik — because they see
no other means to protect the state in an effective manner. A state’s life
in the anarchic international system will be nasty and brutish, but it need
not be short, if its leaders prepare for war and use military force in a cold
and calculating manner to protect themselves from current and potential
enemies. There is therefore a long tradition among realists in arguing that
amoral realpolitik behavior is both strategically wise and morally preferred to
its alternatives, because it is necessary to maintain even a modicum of peace
and stability in a harsh world of rival states.”

The major debates about ethics in the international relations (IR) lit-
erature in political science today, however, are less normative than empir-
ical in nature. Modern political scientists have been less concerned about
identifying the best norms and principles by which international politics
should be governed than they are in determining what role, if any, ethical
norms actually do play in statesmen’s decisions. The neorealist vision that
ethics play little role in decision making concerning the use of force has

recently been challenged by “neocultural” scholars, who argue that cultural

" had a strong impact on state leaders’ decisions in crises and war.
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norms — widely held beliefs within a community about what behavior is le-
gitimate, appropriate, and natural — have a strong impact on international
political decisions. These scholars have argued that there is a growing moral
norm against developing chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons and that
an international taboo against the use of weapons of mass destruction has -
r.8 '
This chapter focuses primarily on the empirical question of how much
influence, if any, ethical concerns have on statesmen’s policies regarding
weapons of mass destruction. It also is a first step toward a different and, I
think, more realistic realist perspective on the issue of ethics and weapons
of mass destruction. I argue that the neoculturalists are correct to argue that
ethical norms sometimes do have an important impact on real states and
real statesmen. I also argue, however, that a realist perspective is correct in
that the impact of such norms cannot be understood outside the context of
power relations in the anarchic and competitive international system.

Toward an Alternative Realist Vision

Four arguments are central to this effort to develop a revised realist perspec-
tive. The first concerns ethics and selection effects in a highly competitive
international system. Statesmen who are strongly influenced by moral con-
siderations are likely to promote policies concerning weapons of mass de-
struction that are considerably different from those followed by statesmen
who are concerned only with cold considerations of their state’s parochial

- and material national security interests. If it is true that some, but only some,

state leaders are influenced by ethical norms, however, more ruthless states
are likely to take advantage of such leaders. States in the international sys-
tem should therefore be conceived as acting like firms in thé market. Some
will and some will not behave according to the logic of realpolitik and profit
maximizing logic, but those that do not will suffer'in the competition.?
The second argument could be called the “balance of ethics principle.”
Statesmen who focus only on the balance of power and ignore moral con-
siderations altogether can create great fear and opposition among other
statesmen-who do place high value on moral principles. They will be seen
as the leaders of greedy states, unable to cooperate with allies, too willing
to break treaties whenever it suits them, and unable to settle for anything
less than hegemony over others. A political leader who sees absolutely no
place for ethics and cooperation in international life is therefore going to
create a self-fulfilling prophecy. John Mearsheimer has advocated a radical
brand of realism, which he labels “offensive realism”: “A state’s ultimate
goal is to be the hegemon in the system. ... Survival mandates aggressive
behavior.”*® But such radical realists forget that the word “offensive” has
two meanings — aggressive and obnoxious — and if some statesmen do seek
a modicum of moral behavior, then excessive realpolitik behavior by others
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ien-leaders feel they are not in their state’s interests. An alternative re-
st perspective would add that to be most effective over the long term,
1 strong powers must craft their policies to take into account the ethical
cerns of other actors, including the weak.

will encourage these statesmen to fight harder, to develop their own mo
destructive weaponry, and to create counterbalancing coalitions against
more offensive power. I argue that wise realist statesmen should theréfo
temper or shape their realpolitik behavior to take into account how oth
leaders view the ethical or unethical nature of their actions. :
In short, realist statesmen should keep one eye on the balance of power
protect the state in the immediate term and one eye on the balance of ethi
in order to minimize others’ hostility over the long run. This perspec
would not be entirely surprising to classical realists. After all, Thucydide
description of the Athenians’ brutal behavior toward the weak Melian coloi
was a tragic vision. The stronger Athenians certainly did what they co
against the Melians. But Thucydides noted that the Athenians eventia
lost the Peloponnesian War as their power and hubris led to imprud
behavior and counterbalancing by other city-states. ,
Third, realist principles can lead to considerable restraint with resp
to weapons of mass destruction. Restrained policies that appear to som
scholars to be caused by ethical considerations or taboo-like behavior a
often actually the calculated pursuit of long-term national security interest
This is the case when the nonuse of such weapons is due to a fear that
adversary would take your military action as a precedent or excuse to
something that you do not want to see happen in the future. There is ’
importantanalytic difference between cases in which you are refraining fro
an act because you think it is wrong versus refraining from an act beca
you fear that if you do it, others eventually will do it, too, as a direct
indirect consequence of your action. The firstis a strong form of.an ethig
taboo; the latter is more like a rule of prudence. The distinction is impor:
because taboos are not likely to be overturned by a single violation (inde
they may be reinforced). But this is not necessarily the case when it come
precedents. When the restraint is based more on fear of setting precede
it should be called a tradition of nonuse, but not a taboo. Using nuclear
other weapons of mass destruction under such circumstances could se
new precedent and hence greatly increase the likelihood of future us
_ short, traditions may be more fragile than taboos.
The fourth argument concerns the relationship between power: a
ethics in determining arms control agreements and regimes. Ethical nor:
may indeed matter in international politics, but the norms that matter
are the ones that are supportive of, and therefore are supported byt
most powerful actors. As is discussed below, the most important inter
tional rules and regimes that concern weapons of mass destruction. are
ones that have been promulgated by the United States and other greatpo
ers. This does not mean that the array of arms control agreements that fo
- the major institutionalized norms concerning weapons of mass destructi
are unimportant or unproductive. Realism reminds us, however, that st
will behave in a hypocritical manner with respect to arms control regi

UTILIZATION: TABOO OR NOT TABOO?

-of the most important puzzles of both the cold war and post—cold war
as:¥s how to explain the fact that nuclear weapons have not been used
war since the attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. Is the fifty-
r tradition of nonuse of nuclear weapons best explained by the logic
eterrence or the nuclear taboo? How do realists explain the use and
se of nuclear weapons?

resident Harry Truman’s “decision” to drop two atomic bombs on
oshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 is not at all puzzling from a realist
pective.'* States would be expected to use whatever effective weapons
ey have at their disposal in wars, especially in major conflicts in which.
straints imposed by the need to reach potential compromise settlements
ve-been abandoned. By 1945, the government’s policy of unconditional
ender as the U.S. war aim in the Pacific was strongly entrenched and
yéd wide public support. Moreover, given the ongoing incendiary bomb-
g of Japanese cities, U.S. decision makers did not even see themselYes as
ssing an ethical threshold. They did not anticipate significant pubhc op-
sition within the United States to the use of the atomic bomb. (And they
ve right: In a November 1945 poll, only 4.5 percent of the U.S. public
osed the dropping of the bombs, while 22.7 percent thought thaﬁ the
: “should have quickly used many more of the bombs before Japan had
ance to surrender.”*?) There was certainly no fear of retaliation in kind,
ven retaliation of any kind. Moreover, what appeared shocking to revi-
ist historians — that U.S. statesmen might have considered the dropping
' bombs on Japan to have beneficial “bonus” effects on the emerging
ct with the Soviet Union — would appear natural and predictable to
calists. With all these factors favoring immediate use of the atomic .
; the case appears to be overdetermined. : i

ven the twin belief in statesmen’s rationality and in the effectiveness
alances of power, it is not surprising that modern realists ha\.fe Viewe‘c_l
gl possession of nuclear weapons as a force for peace and stahility, rather
n:-as a force for war.*? Realists would therefore offer a simple explana-
the balance of terror — for the nonuse of nuclear weapons by the
t-Union and the United States during the height of the cold war. Both
Lwar rivals developed large and secure (i.e., survivable) nuclear arsenals
nsure that they could retaliate massively after an attack by the other.
h-developed nuclear doctrines that emphasized a mix of counterforce
ting (attacking nuclear forces to limit damage in the event of war, to
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stifiable” national security interests. Leaders are therefore more likely to
1e not that the government should refrain from doing something be-
se it would be wrong, but rather that the government should refrain
doing something because it won’t be effective or others will think it
wrong.

veniwith that cautionary note, I think the evidence from the most serious °
ose call” to a preventive nuclear strike in U.S. nuclear history suggests that -
ident Dwight Eisenhower rejected recommendations for a preventive
gainst the Soviet Union in the early 1950s primarily for realist reasons.
ring the Truman administration, there was some discussion of a preven-
atomic war, but the United States lacked the nuclear weapons capability
in quickly and decisively in what was then expected to become a long
‘drawn-out conventional war of attrition with. the Soviet Union. In the
1950s, however, U.S. capabilities had grown to the point where senior _
tary officials began to advise the president that a preventive war against
‘Soviets was advisable.'® Eisenhower confided to Secretary of State John
er Dulles in September 1953 that he believed a preventive attack on the
R might be necessary and justified. In the near future, he argued:

confound enemy war plans, and to add credibility to limited first nuclea
weapons use threats) and countervalue targeting (attacking population cen:
ters deliberately to maximize punishment as retribution after a first strike)
Both sides targeted the other’s senior leadership in the nations’ capitals
and military bases, with some hope that this might limit damage throug
“decapitation” in the event of war and with more serious expectations thal
such “Counterleadership” threats would deter even the most ruthless, self
interested capitalist or communist leader. 4

Preventive War

There is a more specific nuclear puzzle, however, that is more difficult to
explain from a realist perspective. First, why did nuclear weapons states
not launch a preventive war to prevent their adversaries from developing a
nuclear capability that can threaten the utter destruction of their nation?
preventive war is an attack deliberately initiated or deliberately provoked-in
peacetime due to the belief that long-term military trends favor an adversary
and that it is therefore better to conduct war now, rather than at a later
date.'5 Preventive war is considered illegitimate, for a number of related
reasons, in most ethical traditions.® First, a state, like an individual unde
domestic law, must be guilty of an aggressive act, rather than just presumed
likely to commit one, in order to justify punishment. Second, it is difficult
to predict the future intentions of states, which may change dramaticail
over time, and thus it is difficult to know with much certainty whether:
preventive war today is necessary to prevent aggression in the future. If
preventive war is deemed acceptable, it could encourage leaders to go-to
war whenever they saw potential enemies on the horizon. (General Thoma
Powers, General Curtis LeMay’s successor at Strategic Air Command, once
commented that the United States received its “first strategic warning” of
the impending Soviet attack in 1848 when Marx and Engels published. T#e
Communist Manifesto.'7)

Since realists argue that statesmen should do whatever is necessary to-pro
tect the security and survival of the state and should not be influenced b
" moral norms; how can they explain why statesmen have so rarely engage

in preventive wars when facing an adversary acquiring nuclear weapons
Scholars must be very careful when interpreting documents that report oz
government officials discussing preventive war or other acts widely consid:
ered to be of questionable legitimacy, for there is often a “realist bias” i
international security discourse. By this I mean that in much of daily lifi
(and much of public political discourse) individuals mask arguments. pr
moting self-interest in broader moral terms. “We need to do this becaus
it is the right thing to do.” But in security affairs decision making, leader:
are expected to be tough, cold-minded realists. This encourages statesmen
and soldiers in private to mask moral arguments with reference to more

he 1.S.] would have to be constantly ready, on an instantaneous basis, to inflict
ater loss upon the enemy than he could reasonably hope to inflict upon us. This
lid be a deterrent - butif the contest to maintain this relative position should have
continue indefinitely, the cost would either drive us to war — or into some form
dictatorial government. In such circumstarices, we would be forced to consider

ther or not our duty to future generations did not require us to initiate war at
€ most propitious time that we could designate.'9 ) :

Despite these considerations, Eisenhower rejected the concept of pre-
tive nuclear war in 1954. The president could have been influenced
arily by normative constraints, by fears of domestic or allied nations’
pgsition, or by more realist concerns about the costs of any preventive
The evidence suggests that his primary reasons were realist in nature,
e to ethical concerns that preventive war would be illegitimate. First,
1ould note his view on the effectiveness of nuclear deterrence indi-
inthe commentto Dulles quoted above. Second, Eisenhower was not
ced. that the United States had the military power or political will,
after a “successful” nuclear first strike, to eliminate security threats
the Jong term. At a National Security Council briefing on nuclear war
arch 1954, for example, “The President pointed out that . . . the colossal
occupying the territories of the defeated enemy would be far beyond
esources of the United States at the conclusion of this war.”*® Finally,
ugh-domestic political considerations may have played some role in
1ower’s reluctance to order a preventive attack, he showed little moral
ition against planning to use nuclear weapons first and massively if the
t Union attacked the United States or NATO even with conventional
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forces: “We are not going to provoke war, and that is why we have got to be
patient. If war comes, the other fellow must have started it. Otherwise, we.
would not be in a position to use the nuclear weapon. And we have to be in
a pesition to use that weapon if we are to preserve our institutions and win. .
the victory in war.”2! ,
- What about other cases of potential preventive attacks to thwart nuclear.
proliferation? Two points should be briefly noted. First, as realists would
predict, there have been a number of preventive attacks to stop nuclea
and missile proliferation, although they were conventional bombing raids
Or covert operations, rather than nuclear weapon strikes. The Israelis used’
covert operations to slow down the Egyptian missile programs, which they
feared could be used to deliver nuclear weapons, in the 1960s.%* Israel also
destroyed the Iragi nuclear reactor at Osiraq in 1981, the most clear-cut |
case of an unprovoked preventive attack to reduce proliferation dangers.?3-
The 1991 and 2003 wars against Iraq can also be seen, at least in part, as
preventive wars by the United States to stop Saddam Hussein’s regime from
eventually acquiring nuclear weapons.?4
Second, realists would correctly stress that in the case of a potential pre-
ventive war against China, fear of Soviet intervention constrained American
considerations in the early 1960s, and then fear of American intervention
limited Russian planning in 196q. In both cases, the potential attacking
nuclear power sought military support — or at least a firm commitment of
neutrality—from the other nuclear power before attacking China. In neither
case, however, did the potential attacker getreassurances on that score and
thus could not rule out military responses from the other side.? In short, a
form of extended nuclear deterrence also helped to prevent preventive war
against third parties during the cold war.

the decision was made because senior political authorities believed that such
nuclear strikes would be morally wrong.*? Only the third and fourth causes
of nuclear restraint could be accurately seen as “self-deterrence” produced
by,'ethical norms or anuclear taboo. Tillustrate the distinction between detér—
ce and self-deterrence — between realist explanations and neoculturalist
lanations — by examining the most recent case of American nonuse of
lear weapons in a major war against a nonnuclear adversa.ry. The case
so raises dilemmas about how to best deter the use of chemical and bio-

logical weapons.

The Nonuse of Nuclear Weapons in the Gulf War

Whatwas U.S. policy with respect to nuclear weapons use and threa}ts during
he Persian Gulf War in 1991? What threats did senior U.S. officials make
uring Operation Desert Storm, and what was their intent? We now k1_10w,
o numerous officials’ memoirs, that the senior U.S. leaders had C.1€C1d€d
: ey would not use nuclear weapons even in response to an Iraqi use of
hemical weapons, but nevertheless cautiously planted some seeds of d..OU_bt
in the mind of Saddam Hussein for the sake of deterrence. As Pl“.CSIdel’.lt
orge Bush and National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft note in their
int memoirs: :

What if Iraq used chemical weapons? We had discussed this at our December 24
meeting-at Camp David and had ruled out our own use of_‘ them, but if Iraq resorted
o them, we would say our reaction would depend on Clrcgmstances z_m.d tl'lat we
uld hold Iraqi divisional commanders responsible and bring them to Justice for‘
war crimes. No one advanced the notion of using nuclear weapons, and the P.remdent
éjécted it even in retaliation for chemical and biological attacks. ngehberat'ely
voided spoken or unspoken threats to use them on the grounds that itis bad practice
0 threaten something you have no intention of carrying out. Publicly, we l._eft the
iatter ambiguous. There was no point in undermining the deterrence it might be
ffering.®®

DETERRENCE, SELF—DETERRENCE, AND PRECEDENT SETTING

How far does the writ of deterrence run according to realist logic? While
realists have argued that murual deterrence, through the threat of unaccept--
able retaliation, was both necessary and effective during the cold war, there
is a more puzzling set of cases of nuclear nonuse when the United States
faced a weaker power that did not possess nuclear weapons. These cases
include North Korea in the 19508, Vietnam in the 1960s, and Iraq in the
1990s. This phenomenon has been labeled by John Lewis Gaddis as “self:
deterrence.”26 Self-deterrence is a'confusing term, however, because there
are many different reasons why state leaders may decide not to use nuclear
weapons ‘against nonnuclear states, First, there could be fear of setting a
precedent whereby others would be more likely to use nuclear weapons in
the future., Second, there could be a paucity of appropriate targets or a
shortfall in nuclear weapons capabilities at the time, Third, there could be
pressures from important allies or public opinion. Fourth, it is possible that

' Secretary of State James Baker later recalled that, at a meeting With Iraq’s
oreign minister Tariq Aziz, he nevertheless “deliberately left t.he mpres-
1.that the use of chemical or biological agents by Iraq could invite tacti-
| nuclear retaliation.”® Baker has argued that the U.S. nuclear thljeat
fo:cessfully deterred Saddam from using Iragi chemical and _b‘iologlcal
capons.3® Many government officials and scholars have uncritically ac-
epted this position.3' An important debate on this issue, howevgr, revolves
round whether it was the ambiguous U.S. nuclear threats or th.e more ex-
licit threat to march to Baghdad and overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime
’ at deterred Iraqi use of their chemical and biological Weapqn.sﬁ?, .
Far less attention has been paid to explaining the “dog that’dldn. t bark™
Why «didn’t the United States use nuclear weapons against Iraqi -troops
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during the 1991 Gulf War? The Gulf War presented a tactical situation
where most of the conditions for legitimate nuclear use under just war the-
ory-= just cause, discrimination, proportionality ~ may have been present.
Tactical and strategic considerations may also have favored nuclear weapons
use: Liow-yield nuclear warheads were available in the theater of combat, and
‘with Iraqi forces dug into desert field positions, the potential for a discrim-
inate tactical nuclear attack with virtually no collateral damage to civilian
populations was possible. Baghdad was isolated politically, and there was, in
contrast to earlier cases such as the Korean and Vietnam Wars, no fear of
other states retaliating with their nuclear weapons in response to a U.S. nu-
clear first use against Iraq. Anticipated American and allied casualties might

have been significantly reduced if conventional attacks could be avoided. .

Under these conditions, U.S. leaders’ reluctance to brandish the nuclear
arsenal is the puzzle that needs to be explained.

Nina Tannenwald’s detailed study makes the strongest case for a nuclear

taboo being the main cause of the nuclear restraint displayed by American
leaders during the Gulf War.33 One unnamed White House official is quoted
saying that U.S. nuclear use.was “so far-fetched” that it never came up in
-high-level discussions. When asked about tactical nuclear weapons use, the
White House chief of staff, John Sununu, replied that “we justdon’t do things
like that.” A senior military officer states that tactical nuclear weapons use
“is simply beyond the pale. General Colin Powell, then Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, responded to a request for a study of nuclear options
by Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney by arguing: ‘Let’s not even think
about nukes. You know we are not going to let that genie loose.”” When
Joint Chiefs of Staff officers developed a military plan with many tactical
weapons being used in the desert battlefield, Powell had the plan destroyed
after showing it to Cheney. Tannenwald concludes:

These kinds of convictions, which go well beyond arguments from utility to those of
identity and community, involve a deeper discourse of “civilization.” They illustrate
a constitutive effect of the -taboo, showing how the taboo works in deeper, more
fundamental ways. By the time of the Gulf War —in contrast to 1945 ~Americans had
come to see use of nuclear weapons as contrary to their perceptions of themselves.34

The evidence gathered by Tannenwald clearly does point to a growing
conviction among many American political and military leaders that use
of nuclear weapons by the United States is “inappropriate.” My reading
of the Gulf War case, however, differs from Tannenwald’s interpretation.
Longer term material factors, especially concerns that U.S. nuclear use in
this conflict would harm Washington’s nonproliferation efforts by encour-
aging other states to acquire nuclear weapons in the future, appear to have

“been critical.
~Consider the analogy that Powell used to describe his reluctance to plan
for the use of nuclear weapons: “We’re not going to let that genie loose.”35
This implies not that nuclear use was morally wrong or unthinkable, but that
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it was undesirable. It also implies that even if the immediate effects might
be positive, the long-term effects were highly uncertain and, uncontrollable
and potentially disastrous. Powell reports that the secret study of potential
nuclear attacks against Iraqi forces “aunnerved” him: “To do serious damage
to just one Iraqi division in the desert would require a considerable num-
ber of small tactical nuclear weapons. ...If I had any doubts before about
the practicality of nukes on the field of battle, this report clinched it.”36
The lack of moral language here is noteworthy, especially in contrast to his
discussion of following the “warrior’s code” of not killing unnecessarily in
his memoirs. Powell displayed concern about reducing civilian collateral
damage and unnecessary Iraqi military casualties throughout the Gulf War,
but interestingly these were not the concerns expressed when arguing for
U.S. nuclear restraint. v

A second example comes from a postwar interview with General Charles
Horner, the commander of the bombing campaign against Iraq. Horner'’s
explanation for not using nuclear weapons is focused on influencing future
proliferation decisions: :

People have asked me did I ever think about using nuclear weapons. . .. you could
use nuclear weapons but for what targets? The nuclear weapon'’s only good against
cities, it's not any good against troops in the desert, I mean it takes too many of
‘em. ... One of the major lessons of Desert Storm is the fact that it’s about the new
world, it’s not about the Cold War world, it’s about how useless nuclear weapons are
except to people who have no conscience, and one of the principal targets that we
had was the nuclear weapons capability of Iraq, the counter proliferation effort that’s
going to characterize operations in the future. . . [It is about] India and Pakistan
having nuclear weapons — this is the new warfare, the counter proliferation war
against nuclear weapons and weapons of mass destruction.3?

These quotes suggest that the desire to reinforce the “tradition of nonuse”
rather than a nuclear taboo may have been the driving factor in the U.S.
decision not to use nuclear weapons in the Gulf War. This realist interpre-
tation leads to a differentassessment of the future of U.S. nuclear restraint.
If nonuse against such nonnuclear enemies is due less to an internalized
nuclear taboo and more to concerns about precedent setting, .then U.S.
restraint may not hold if a so-called rogue state gets nuclear weapons and
uses them first, even in self-defense. As is discussed in the conclusion, this
perspective also raises concerns about current U.S. policy to threaten nu-
clear retaliation in response to other states’ chemical or biological weapons
attacks.

PROLIFERATION: CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES

What are the central causes of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons
proliferation? With respect to nuclear weapons, realists have a clear and
simple answer: States will seek to develop nuclear weapons when thev face a
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significant military threat to their security that cannot be met through alte.r-
native means; if they do not face such threats, they will be willing to remain
nonnuclear states.3® Realists therefore envision the history of nuclear pro-
liferation as a kind of strategic chain reaction. Every time one state develops
nuclear weapons to balance against its main rival, it also creates a nuclear
threat to another state in the region, which then has to initiate its-own nu-
clear weapons program to maintain its national security. The United States
developed the atomic bomb, fearing that Nazi Germany was about to develop
one. After August 1945, the Soviet Union developed the bomb because the
U.S. attacks on Japan demonstrated that nuclear weapons were technically
possible, and the emerging cold war meant that a Soviethomb was a strategic
imperative. Britain and France apparently built nuclear weapons because of
the growing Soviet nuclear arsenal and the resulting reduction in the cred-
ibility of the U.S: nuclear guarantee to NATO allies. China developed the
bomb primarily because Beijing was threatened with possible nuclear attack
by the United States at the end of the Korean War and during the Taiwan
Straits crises. After China developed the bomb in 1964, India, which had
just fought a war with China in 1962, was bound to follow suit. After the
Indian test in 1974, the nascent Pakistani nuclear weapons program had
to move forward. Facing a recently hostile neighbor with both a nuclear
weapons capability and conventional military superiority, it was inevitable
that the government in Islamabad would seek to produce a nuclear weapon
as quickly as possible. : _

This standard realist view thus minimizes the role of other factors that can

restrain- (and sometimes encourage) nuclear weapons procurement, such -

as ethical norms, domestic political interests, and concerns about global
prestige or opprobrium.?9 Instead, most realists maintain that if a state d.oes
not acquire nuclear weapons, it must be; due to one of three reasons. First,
the state may lack the technical capability to build the bomb, a condition
that continues to exist in the poorest parts of the developing world. Second,
some states that could build nuclear weapons do not do so because they have
a nuclear guarantee from an allied nuclear state that it will respond to any
attack on its ally. This explains the limited proliferation within NATO and
.Japan’s nonnuclear status. Finally, realists argue that some states have struck
an implicit bargain under the Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) that they will
not get nuclear weapons in exchange for a guarantee that their neighb_ors
will also not get them. Under this vision, the NPT is seen as an institution
permitting nonnuclear states to overcome a collective action problem. Non-
nuclear states in the NPT would prefer to become the only nuclear weapons
power in their region, but since that is an unlikely outcome if one state
develops a nuclear arsenal, each is willing to refrain from proliferation if,

. and only if, its neighbors remain nonnuclear.
Realists have written far less on the spread of chemical and biological
weapons, but a similar logic would apply.4° Nonnuclear states that perceive
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severe threats to their security are likely to develop chemical or biologi-
cal weapons despite legal or moral inhibitions. Chemical and biological
weapons are often called a “poor man’s nuclear weapon” because they are

easier and cheaper to develop, though they are generally far less effective

(with a major exception being made for some virulent biological agents). Al-

though most states have agreed not to build chemical or biological weapons

under the rules of the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) and Biolog-

ical Weapons Convention (BWC), realists would predict that weaker states
would be tempted to-cheat on the agreements they have signed. This pre-

diction is supported by reports that at least seven nonnuclear states — [ran,

Iraq (prior to the U.S.-ed invasion in 2003), Libya, North Korea, South

Korea, Syria, and Taiwan — are suspected of hiding chemical weapons and /or

biological weapons stockpiles or production facilities. 4

Proliferation Optimists and Pessimists

Given common realist arguments about the necessity for maintaining bal-
ances of power, it is not surprising that many realists argue that further pro-
liferation of weapons of mass destruction is inevitable. The major powers
today will seek to stem the tide, for it hurts their relative power position,but
they are highly unlikely to meet complete success. What is more surprising,
at first glance, is that many realists do not worry too much about the con-
sequences of proliferation. These so-called proliferation optimists assume
that all states, regardless of their internal characteristics, behave in similar,
essentially rational ways. Since a mutual exchange of nuclear weapons would
produce disaster for both the inital attacker and the state that 14etalia1:es,
new nuclear powers are likely to be highly cautious and constrained in their
use of their new arsenals. For many realists, a prescription for maintaining
a balance of power has turned into a faith in the stability of the nuclear
balance of terror. Kenneth Waltz’s essays arguing that “more [proliferation]
may be better” are the most influential work among the proliferation opti-
mists. Waltz concludes: ' '

The likelihood .of war decreases as deterrent and defensive capabilities increase.
Nuclear weapons make wars hard to start. These statements hold true for small as

well as big powers. Because they do, the gradual spread of nuclear weapons is more
to be welcomed than feared. 4 )

This view is by no-means universally shared. Critics have maintained that
Waltzis unrealistically optimistic in minimizing four critical dangers.43 First,
rational states may well be deterred from engaging in preventive wars during
carly stages of a nuclear arms race. But in many states nuclear weapons
are controlled by military organizations, not by statesmen. Military officers
are biased in favor of offensive doctrines and preventive wars because they
believe war is inevitable in the long term. This leads them to favor decisive
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operations and preventive strikes when their nation is ahead in an arms race
and the perceived adversary is catching up. Preventive wars are therefore
more likely between new nuclear powers where strict civilian control of the
military does not exist. :

Second, Waltz assumes that it is easy to build survivable deterrent forces.
This may not be the case if a new proliferating state’s military is not com-
petent in maintaining the secrecy and security of their nuclear arsenal’s lo-
cations and operations. Third, proliferation pessimists are concerned that
the danger of accidental nuclear war — caused by false warnings, unautho-
rized use, or technical accidents — will increase in new nuclear states. Finally,
critics note that the danger of terrorist theft of nuclear weapons will rise as
the technology spreads to new nuclear states that either harbor terrorist
organizations or have sympathizers of terrorist organizations within their
governments.

In short, proliferation pessimists, unlike traditional neorealists, do look
inside the state, arguing that different kinds of regimes and military organi-
zations will produce different kinds of nuclear policies. Not all new nuclear
states are likely to be able to maintain the degree of nuclear stability cre-
ated over time by the United States and Soviet Union during the cold war.
The proliferation pessimists do, however, still hold the neorealist view that
selection effects occur in the competitive international system. Many new
proliferators will be able to control nuclear weapons well, but others will
not, and those less competent states will suffer the consequences. Unfortu-
nately, the physical and political consequences of any nuclear weapons use
by smaller powers may not be limited to those powers themselves.

DISARMAMENT: CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES

Realists have a clear position on complete nuclear disarmament. They are
opposed to it. If there were no world government capable of verifying and
enforcing strict disarmament, any state would be tempted to cheat or to
develop nuclear weapons quickly in a serious crisis. The first state to get
nuclear weapons in such a crisis would not be deterred from using them by
the threat of retaliation. Thus, realists argue, nuclear disarmament would
ironically increase the likelihood that nuclear weapons would someday be
used.4 This has been called the “instability of small numbers” problem and
helps to explain why realists have traditionally focused far more attention on
incremental arms control measures than on complete disarmament efforts.

It is by no means clear, however; that ali political leaders have shared this
logic. Indeed, there are at least two cases — Iran with respect to chemical
weapons and Japan with nuclear weapons — in which-ethical considerations
-appear to have led to abstinence. These cases may be exceptions to the neo-
realist rule that states will develop whatever weapons they can to protect
themselves. Iran and Japan may also, however, be prime examples of the
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realist idea of the selection mechanism: If states do not follow realist prin-
ciples in crises, they will suffer severe consequences, as other more ruthless
states will take advantage of them.

Iran and Chemical Weapons

When Ayatollah Khomeini created the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979,
he and the ruling mullahs inherited the shah’s secret nuclear weapons re-
search program, but the research facilities and power reactor programs
quickly fell into disrepair as senior scientists left the country in large num-
bers and Western governments.tightened exports controls over technology
and nuclear materials.45 In 1979, Iran had no dedicated chemical weapons :
program, having signed the Geneva Protocol outlawing the development
or use of such weapons. Despite the outbreak of the war with Irag in 1980,
the Khomeini regime made little effort to revitalize what it considered an -
“idolatrous” nuclear program, canceling ongoing equipment orders with
European firms.4® Neither did it begin large-scale chemical or biological
weapons programs. In 1982, when Saddam Hussein initiated the battlefield
use of chemical weapons against Iranian soldiers and revolutionary guards,
Iran was unable to respond in kind with chemical weapons or to threaten
to escalate the conflict with other weapons of mass destruction.

Despite the Iraqi use of chemical weapons, Ayatollah Khomeini opposed
Iran’s acquisition or use of chemical weapons on grounds that this would
violate the Qur’an’s injunctions against polluting the atmosphere, even dur-
ing a holy war. He reportedly issued a fatwa, or religious edict, outlawing
the use of chemical weapons.47 Khomeini was both the spiritual leader and
commander-in-chief of the Islamic Republic of Iran and his ethically driven
position held as state policy until 1987, when he relented and approved the
use of chemical weapons in retaliation against Iraq.4®

The results of Khomeini’s refusal to prepare for or to permit retaliation
in kind to Iraq’s chemical attacks were devastating. Estimates of Iranian

.casualties from repeated Iraqi chemical strikes during the war range from

45,000 10 100,000 soldiers and revolutionary guards. The CIA reportedly
argued that the Iraqi use of chemicals was a decisive factor in driving a
reluctant government in Tehran to the negotiating table.49 As realists would
also predict, however, the Iraqi chemical attacks éventually pushed Iran to
reverse its position. In 1998, Speaker of the Parliament Hashemi Rafsanjani
drew the following lessons from Iran’s experience during the war with Iraq:

With regard to chemical, bacteriological, and radiological weapons training, it was
made very clear during the war that these weapons are very decisive. It was -also
made very clear that the moral teachings of the world are not very effective when
war reaches a serious stage. . .. We should fully equip ourselves in the defensive and
offensive use of chemical, bacteriological, and radiological weapons.5°
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Japan and Nuclear Weapons

Japanese nuclear policy is the most prominent example of the disavowal of
nuclear weapons that neoculturalist scholars interpret as being determined
by ethical norms. For over thirty years, Tokyo has declared that it follows the
so-called three nonnuclear principles: not to make nuclear weapons, not to
possess them, and not to bring them into Japan. Peter Katzenstein maintains
that without the “nuclear allergy” that comes from Japan’s moral opposition
to nuclear weapons, the Tokyo government would have developed nuclear
weapons long ago. The institutionalization of these ethical and cultural
norms into government policy, Katzenstein argues, “places great obstacles
in the path of those who want to make Japan a normal country, with a normal
military force and normal levels of military spending.”s*

Realists question this interpretation of Japan’s nuclear policy, placing
more emphasis on the U.S. nuclear guarantee to Japan. They cite evidence

~ that Japan has deliberately created, through its basic technological prowess

and its nuclear energy program, a capability to break out of its unarmed
position rapidly if the United States withdrew its military support.52 More-
over, realists note that during the North Korean nuclear crisis of 199394,
senior government spokesmen hinted that Tokyo might change policies.53
Realists therefore suggest that if North Korea develops a nuclear arsenal in
the future and the U.S. nuclear guarantee is withdrawn in response, then
Tokyo would quickly make its latent nuclear weapons capability a real one,
which is permissible under the NPT’s three-month escape clause.54

We cannot know today whether neorealism or neoculturalism would be
proven correct in the event that the United States pulled its nuclear um-
brella away from Japan. But my realist compass points to the likely outcome
if Japanese officials did follow their moral nonnuclear principles and re-
frained from building a nuclear arsenal to counter a nuclear North Korea.
Tokyo would be forced to change its foreign policy radically under the pres-
sure of coercive threats. A historical analogy is relevant, since Japan did
practice an unusual form of self-restraint with respect to advanced weaponry
once before: In the early eighteenth century, the Japanese outlawed firearms
-and returned to the use of swords throughout their society. The reasons, as
explained by Noel Perrin, were both geopolitical and cultural in nature:
geopolitical because once their wars with Korea were over at the end of
the seventeenth century, Japanese leaders did not fear conquest by their
neighbors; cultural, in that swords, not guns, held symbolic value for the
samurai classes (since others were forbidden to own swords), were consid-
ered more honorable to use, and were more aesthetically pleasing. This
condition continued for over a hundred years, until a defenseless Japan was
forced to open up to the outside world by the U.S. fleet. “The samurai of
‘Japan were never willing to make this distinction between what is beauti-
ful and what is useful,” Perrin concludes, adding, “at least until they met
Admiral Perry.”55
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CONCRETE OPTIONS: ARMS CONTROL REGIMES
AND MILITARY DOCTRINES

A realist perspective should maintain that ethical norms matter, but that
power shapes which norms are influential in world politics. An example is
the norm against assassination of leaders. It is not surprising from a realist
perspective that the strongest powers in the international system, from the
Romans in their day to the United States today, have been the instigators of
international norms that discourage political assassination since they have
other military means to defeat ad_versaries.56 Realism reminds us that the
strong usually make the rules, but also that the strong often flaunt them.
The United States clearly targeted Muammar Qaddafi’s tent in response to
Libyan supported terrorist attacks in 1984 and repeatedly targeted Saddam
Hussein’s underground command bunkers during the 1991 Gulf War and
the 2003 Iraq War.57 But Washington officials were quick to announce that.
these were strikes on national “command and control” facilities, not llegal
and immoral assassination attempts.

Realism helps to explain why the United States (and other nuclear pow-
ers) so strongly supported the creation of the Chemical Weapons Conven-
tion (CWC) and the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC). Treaties that
outlaw the use and possession of the “poor man’s nuclear weapons” clearly
favor strong states that have nuclear forces and stronger conventional forces. -
From most ethical perspectives, it would appear wrong or at least ironic that
the possession and potential use of the most harmful and least discrimi-
nate of WMD (nuclear weapons) have not been unequivocally outlawed,
while the use and possession of the generally less harmful and more dis-
criminate weapons (chemical and most biological weapons) are banned by
international law. Such an outcome is understandable, however, in light of
the interests of the most powerful actors in the international system.

In a world in which many states could acquire nuclear, chemical, and
biological weapons, however, the governments of strong states would be
well advised to pay more heed to the perspectives and interests of weaker
states. It is here that radical realism can easily misguide the statesmen. The
United States is by far the most powerful actor in the international system
since the end of the cold war, and the U.S. government has been tempted
to abandon many arms control agreements and constraints on U.S. nuclear
policy on the grounds that they are no longer necessary to protect American
interests. B

Four examples stand out. First, the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty
(CTBT) was originally championed by the U.S. government in an effort
to increase the constraints on the testing programs of other current and
future nuclear powers, albeit at the cost of placing similar constraints on
the U.S. testing program. Given that the United States has conducted more
nuclear weapons tests than all other nuclear powers combined, this seemed
like a very good deal to previous Americari administrations, Democratic
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nuclear weapons (article 2) and the nuclear weapon states pledged to wor
in good faith toward the eventual elimination of nuclear weapons (article 6)
The U.S. government, however, has done little to convince others that thes
article 6 commitments are taken seriously, a source of great debate at ever:
NPT review conference. This too is problematic from a long-term perspec
tive. For if the U.S. refusal to contemplate nuclear disarmament encous
ages other states to abandon the NPT, it will again lead toward a world o
widespread nuclear proliferation. Maintaining a small nuclear arsenal may
well be in the ultimate interests of the United States, but having signed an
agreement that it will work in good faith toward disarmament, its gover
ment officials should not signal bad faith by ridiculing advocates of nucle
disarmament, as they have often done in the past. :
A third example is the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty. The attraction
of building a national missile shield appears obvious at first. “Wouldn’t it
be better to protect the American people than to avenge them?” Ronal
Reagan often asked when promoting his Star Wars plan.59 Yet despite the
lure of perfect missile defenses, the U.S. government did not built them
because of uncertainty about their effectiveness and because all cold war
studies showed that enemy countermeasures would be cheaper than our
planned defenses. Republican and Democratic presidents therefore rehic-
tantly accepted nuclear deterrence and agreed under the ABM Treaty not
to deploy missile defenses. L
What has changed? Technological advances in sensors, kill vehicles, and
computer integration systems made the basic task — which once seemed im-
possible to all but the most committed Star Wars advocates - appear more
promising.®® What has not changed, however, is the basic political problem
of countermeasures and secondary reactions. The Chinese are likely to re-
actto U.S. missile defense deployments by deploying more nuclear weapons-
and advanced missiles. The Indian government will be as disturbed by th
Chinese offensive buildup as the Chinese government will be by a U.S. de-
fensive buildup and is likely to increase both the size and alert levels of its:
arsenal. Pakistan is likely to respond to a future Indian nuclear buildup by
increasing the size and alert status of its own nuclear-armed bombers and
. missile arsenal. If U.S. missile defenses exacerbate the problems of prolifer
ation elsewhere in the world in this way, the end result could be a reduction; ;
notincrease, in U.S. and global security.
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- Finally, the George W. Bush administration has maintained a nuclear
policy of “calculated ambiguity,” threatening possible nuclear retaliation
n response to chemical or- biological weapons. This strategy may well re-
uce the likelihood of the United States being attacked by states with such ]
eapons of mass destruction. But unless this doctrine works 100 percent of
the time in the future, it also increases the likelihood that the U.S. president
vould feel compelled to use nuclear weapons after a chemical or biological
weapons attack because he would feel that the nation’s reputation of acting
-on its deterrent threats was at stake.®" The use of U.S. nuclear weapons,
“however, would encourage many other states to abandon their ethical in-
ibitions against developing nuclear weapons and thus would eventually
crease the likelihood of future nuclear wars.

The tradition of nuclear nonuse is fragile. If it is in the U.S. interest
-and the global interest to maintain that tradition, it would be prudent for
the U.S. government to abandon threats to respond with nuclear weapons
‘€xceptinresponse to a nuclear attack. A really strong state should not always
do what it can with weapons of mass destruction.
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