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 International Studies Review (2007) 9, 369-384

 REFLECTION, EVALUATION, INTEGRATION

 Nuclear Weapons in Neo-Realist Theory'

 ZANVYL KRIEGER

 School of Arts and Sciences, Johns Hopkins University

 AND

 ARIEL ILAN ROTH

 Department of Political Science and International Relations, Goucher College

 This essay identifies a difference of opinion over the role of nuclear
 weapons as an absolute deterrent as the basis for the theoretical dis-
 agreement between Kenneth Waltz and John Mearsheimer regarding
 whether security is attained through the maintenance of the status quo
 or through the aggressive elimination of potential rivals. The essay
 traces the writings of both scholars over a period of decades to demon-
 strate how Waltz has come to regard nuclear weapons as making con-
 quest so unprofitable that possessing them provides absolute security. It
 also shows how Mearsheimer holds a more ambiguous position on the
 deterrent strength of nuclear weapons, which helps to explain why he
 believes that states still seek security through offensive action. The essay
 offers a guide to show how these important theories influence and
 shape current policy debates over the proliferation of nuclear weapons
 to both state and nonstate actors.

 After a long period of stability in which global nuclear proliferation has
 remained at the level of five declared nuclear powers and a presumptive sixth,
 the last decade has seen the addition of three new, publicly acknowledged
 nuclear states, namely, India, Pakistan, and North Korea, and the unbridled and
 highly public aspirations for the acquisition of nuclear power by Iran. Managing
 the nuclear balance during the Cold War, which, despite the five different play-
 ers involved, was essentially a dyadic relationship between the NATO and Soviet
 blocs (Brody 1963:688), has become far more complex as new dyads, some of
 which do not include either of the former Cold War superpowers as protago-
 nists, have added a nuclear dimension to their limited regional conflicts.

 Theorists of international politics are split regarding what the implications of
 a more widely proliferated nuclear world are. Based on their prior writings, we
 can infer that one set of theorists, those who have argued that nuclear weapons
 are an irresistible force for peace because of their immense deterrent strength,
 may welcome this more widely proliferated world as being the key to a more

 'The author wishes to thank Daniel Deudney, the editor, and three anonymous referees for their helpful
 comments.
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 tranquil future. Others, who have expressed doubt about the precise robustness
 of the nuclear deterrent, are likely to see a more widely proliferated world as
 one in which the propensity for conflict and, indeed, the crossover to actual war
 fighting are not appreciably reduced. More ominously, the implication is that
 not only has major power war not disappeared from the earth, but that nuclear
 war remains a real possibility.

 The theories of international politics that speak to the role of nuclear
 weapons in restraining conflict are not of merely academic interest. As Piki Ish-
 Shalom (2006) has shown, policymakers make policy choices that are informed
 by their exposure to academic theorizing. And indeed more dangerously, he
 (Ish-Shalom 2007) has also shown that complex theories of international politics
 are often simplified ad absurdum when they make the leap from the ivory tower
 to the policy street below. There is significant potential for the abuse of theories
 on the stabilizing effects of nuclear weapons to behave in this manner.

 The purpose of this essay is to clarify the key role that nuclear weapons play in
 explaining the divergence in the theoretical arguments within the highly influen-
 tial structural neo-realist paradigm in international relations theory. As the
 debate over "what to do" about nuclear proliferation gains momentum, it is
 likely that, in some form or another, policies derived from and driven by this
 theoretical literature will take center stage.

 The argument made in this essay is that the role of nuclear weapons as a
 restraining influence in international politics lies at the heart of the disagree-
 ment between structural neo-realism's most important thinkers, Kenneth Waltz
 and John Mearsheimer, over whether states manifest their desire for security by
 striving to preserve the status quo or by expanding to physically eliminate rivals.
 Given the likelihood of international relations theory being called on either
 overtly or as a background in support of specific policies, it is important that we
 have a clear picture as to the fine points of argumentation marking the contrast
 between structural neo-realism's two leading scholars. Their approaches to the
 deterrent effect of nuclear weapons stand at the core of what appears to be a dis-
 pute between Waltz and Mearsheimer and is the key to explaining why, accord-
 ing to Waltz, a widely proliferated nuclear world will be markedly peaceful
 and stable and perhaps one to be welcomed. Whereas for Mearsheimer, since
 possessing nuclear weapons does not assure security, we should anticipate a
 future in which expansionist clashes aimed at thwarting the ability of rivals to
 undermine security are as frequent as they have been in the past but more
 dangerous because of the raised stakes inherent between actors that possess
 nuclear weapons.

 This essay has five sections: (i) a brief overview of the points of commonality
 and difference between Waltz and Mearsheimer; (ii) a review of the writings of
 Waltz followed by (iii) a review of the writings of Mearsheimer over a period of
 decades to tease out the finer points of their reasoning on the restraining role
 of nuclear weapons and to show how their writings point to their conclusions
 about the likely direction of international politics in a proliferated world; (iv)
 comments on how well each theory has survived the test with reality in the recent
 past and methods for confirming their empirical validity; and (v) ideas regarding
 the relevance of this debate for contemporary policy.

 Waltz and Mearsheimer: Commonality and Difference

 Both Waltz (1979) and Mearsheimer (2001) reject the approach to international
 relations theorizing that was espoused by the paradigm's founder, Hans
 Morgenthau. Morgenthau's brand of realism placed the locus of responsibility
 for outcomes in international relations on a mixed combination of factors which
 stressed the fixed and flawed nature of mankind on the one hand and the con-
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 textualized, non-material elements of national power like national character
 and the quality of diplomacy on the other (Morgenathau and Thompson 1985:
 Chapter 9).
 Waltz and Mearsheimer see the locus of responsibility for behavior in interna-

 tional relations as being derived from systemic-structural constraints and not con-
 tingent on any fixed assumptions about human nature. Both scholars agree that
 the primary goal of states is to attain security. Where they differ is that Waltz
 (1979) posits that states seek security by maintaining their relative power vis-a-vis
 others. This preference leads states to be oriented toward the preservation of the
 status quo. Whereas Mearsheimer (2001) posits that states can only be secure
 when they eliminate all significant rivals to their power. Achieving security, thus
 understood, requires that major states aspire, at a maximum, to global hegemony
 or, at a minimum, to regional hegemony and the absence of regional hegemons
 elsewhere (Mearsheimer 2001:35). As a result, the international system is war
 prone as states clash in their pursuit of security. Even though Mearsheimer does
 not suggest that all states are fighting all the time, he does claim that the ulti-
 mate security aims of the state compel an expansionist policy focused on achiev-
 ing hegemony. A respite in actual warfare should be understood to be just
 that, a temporary cessation until material conditions favor a renewed offensive
 (Mearsheimer 2001:35).
 In a review of Mearsheimer's Tragedy of Great Power Politics, Glenn Snyder

 (2002) tries to identify the root of the difference between Mearsheimer's and
 Waltz's neo-realisms. Snyder observes that the difference between states accord-
 ing to Mearsheimer and Waltz lies in the amount of risk that they are willing to
 tolerate. Snyder (2002:153) finds that Mearsheimer's states are "haunted by
 fear" and in pursuit of absolute security, whereas Waltz's states are "less fearful,
 more accepting of risks, more oriented toward particular non-security interests,
 and more willing to live with only a modest amount of security."
 The current author disagrees with Snyder's conclusions regarding the core dif-

 ference between Waltz and Mearsheimer, contending that the core difference
 lies not in states' tolerance for risk, but rather in the different estimations each
 holds regarding the amount of security that results from the possession of
 nuclear weapons. Waltz, it will be shown, is a disciple of the movement that sees
 nuclear weapons as having affected a "revolution," in Robert Jervis' (1989)
 phrase.2 According to this approach, once states attain a secure second-strike
 capability, that is, an ability to retaliate massively no matter how devastating the
 first blow, they are secure because the outcomes of a potential war are clear and
 absolutely devastating. As such, war becomes an irrational act under all circum-
 stances. Indeed, so pacifying and sobering is the impact of these super-deadly
 weapons that Waltz (1981) argues that their proliferation to areas currently suf-
 fering from high political tension could be beneficial in stabilizing those zones
 of conflict. In short, a state with a secure second-strike capability is secure and,
 therefore, concerned only with maintaining its relative position, not with an
 expansion that would add costs with no concurrent increase in security.
 Mearsheimer seems to hold a more ambiguous position on the impact of

 nuclear weapons. While he never claims that a nuclear war is survivable, the
 conclusions that he reaches about the drives of contemporary great powers can
 only be understood if a war between nuclearized great powers need not, per-
 force, escalate to the level of nuclear exchange, and further that a low-level
 nuclear exchange need not, perforce, escalate to a full out, arsenal-emptying
 Armageddon. The possession of nuclear weapons by both sides to a conflict does
 not, in Mearsheimer's theory, mean that war cannot occur between them or that
 they will dismiss war as a tool to be used to obtain maximal security. Since

 2Additional authors in this genre include Bernard Brodie (1946) and Lawrence Freedman (1989).
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 nuclear weapons do not in and of themselves provide security, great powers in
 Mearsheimer's theory continue to behave much as they have in the past, strug-
 gling to achieve a mastery over their region and seeking to physically vanquish
 their would-be rivals at every turn (Mearsheimer 2001:131-133).

 Nuclear Weapons in Waltz's Structural Neo-Realism

 Waltz's stand on the unique restraining influence of nuclear weapons is unam-
 biguously clear. Waltz (1990:732) states that "the absolute quality of nuclear
 weapons sharply sets a nuclear world off from a conventional one." It is true that
 in his form of structural neo-realist theory war remains possible because of the
 self-help nature of the system, but war, for Waltz, is a rational act and as such
 subject to considerations of costs and benefits. States and their leaders engage in
 a series of calculations wherein they consider their aims for a war, the prospects
 for victory, and finally, and most importantly, how the war will affect their attain-
 ment of security. The fact that certain states initiate a war they expect will better
 their long-term security and end up both losing the war and having a worsened
 security situation does not mean, necessarily, that the war was irrational. What
 Waltz argues is that, since in a conventional war it is possible to miscalculate how
 things will turn out, the decision to go to war is rational given the interpretation
 of the data available at the time that hostilities were initiated. In fact, (Waltz and
 Sagan 2003:8) goes further, suggesting that even if foreknowledge of eventual
 defeat is perceived, the decision to fight is still rational because much can hap-
 pen on the battlefield and losing would not mean losing too much anyway. Pre-
 dicting the results of a conventional conflict, says Waltz, "has proved difficult"
 to say the least.

 No such potential for miscalculation exists in a nuclear conflict. In several
 papers and articles, as well as a co-authored book, Waltz makes explicit his belief
 that nuclear weapons eliminate (or at least severely reduce) the likelihood of
 miscalculation of the degree to which a war will be costly. Because, according to
 Waltz, one of the main engines for war is uncertainty regarding outcomes and
 because the immense destruction that can come as the result of a nuclear

 exchange can be fully anticipated, it is never rational to engage in a war where
 the possibility of a nuclear exchange exists. Consequently, as Waltz (1990:740)
 forcefully argues, "the probability of major war among states having nuclear
 weapons approaches zero."

 Critical, though not explicit, in Waltz is the belief that a war between nuclear
 powers will be hard to maintain at the conventional level. Waltz (Waltz and
 Sagan 2003:9) allows that such a sub-nuclear war may be fought but considers
 the risk of it escalating to the nuclear level with its accompanying certain
 destruction as too high for the risk tolerance of most leaders. The strategic stud-
 ies literature has played host to this debate for decades. Some, like Snyder
 (1965), have argued that nuclear weapons are, in a sense, mutually negating, cre-
 ating what has been called the stability-instability paradox, wherein stability at
 the nuclear level breeds instability at the conventional level. It is, in this concep-
 tion, as if two duelists stand with guns loaded and cocked at each other's heads
 yet proceed to have their fight with daggers instead (Jervis 1989:19-20). Others,
 like Barry Posen (1982), have argued that even though nuclear states may wish
 to limit their conflict to conventional weapons, actions that occur during war-
 time can lead to what he calls "inadvertent escalation." In his "Cold War

 Turned Hot" example, NATO attacks near Soviet ballistic submarine bases could
 draw a nuclear response even though the aim of NATO is not to harm the strate-
 gically stabilizing Soviet submarine-based missile arsenal (Posen 1982:29-30).
 Such an interaction would then escalate further as American targets were hit
 with nuclear weapons and a war that was supposed to be both limited and
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 sub-nuclear is now an apocalyptic doomsday. The prospects for inadvertent esca-
 lation are recognized by Jervis (1989:21) as well who comments that "because
 escalation can occur although no one wants it to, mutual second-strike capability
 does not make the world safe for major provocations and limited wars." This
 conclusion leads to the first of Jervis' (1989:23-24) expected outcomes from what
 he calls the "nuclear revolution," namely, that there will be peace among the
 great powers.

 Substantiation for Posen's inadvertent escalation can be found in much older

 (and venerable) sources, like Carl von Clausewitz's (1976) famed On War.
 Clausewitz argued that three factors impinge themselves on the conduct of battle
 and generally interfere with things proceeding according to some general staff
 plan. His famed fog of war, which at the time was a literal reference to the
 clouds that hung over the battlefield from discharging muskets and artillery
 pieces which obscured the vision of generals who generally sat above the fray
 and directed action from there, today has come to refer to the inability of all
 things to be known and understood in real time in a complex battlefield envi-
 ronment. His second factor, friction, refers to the fact that armies are cumber-
 some and do not move as fluidly in the field as planners in their staff rooms
 expect they will. And, finally, there is interaction, which refers to the principle
 that what you plan to do to the enemy, so he plans likewise against you. Meaning
 that one does not fight the plan, but rather fights the war, and the enemy may
 not do what was expected and one may have to adapt to those changes, no mat-
 ter how the course of the war was planned to go. All of which is a roundabout
 way of saying that with all the things that can happen in war, expecting that one
 can plan to limit how and with what tools the war is waged is a risky proposal.

 It is not just that things can go wrong in war that convinced Clausewitz on the
 folly of predetermined limits on means, but rather, as he observed in the open-
 ing paragraphs of On War, that such an escalation to utilize all means available is
 inherent in the nature of war. In Clausewitz's (1976:75-76) words:

 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. That side will force the other to follow suit; each will drive its opponent
 toward extremes and the only limiting factors are the counterpoises inherent
 in war.

 All of which is a way of saying that the calculation of what makes sense to do in
 wartime changes once one is in a war. Thus, an action that was ruled out while
 planning a war suddenly seems quite logical to do once in the thick of action.
 The longer the war continues and the more blood and treasure are expended,
 the calculus of what is worth doing changes even further. Thus, it is not hard
 to conceive of how a conflict that was supposed to remain sub-nuclear could
 cross that threshold sooner or later in a conflict. Sir Basel Liddell Hart (1960:81)
 echoes this view, with specific reference to nuclear weapons, when he comments:

 But once any kind of nuclear weapon is actually used, it could all too easily
 spread by rapid degrees, and lead to an all-out nuclear war. The lessons of expe-
 rience about the emotional impulses of men at war are much less comforting
 than the theory--the tactical theory which has led to the development of these
 {small yield nuclear) weapons.

 Critics could point out that nuclear powers have fought several wars since their
 ascension to the nuclear club, none of which has included the use of nuclear
 weapons. As a statement of fact, this is correct, but as evidence of an enduring
 trait it leaves something to be desired, since all such wars were nuclear versus
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 non-nuclear (United States versus North Korea and China, United States versus
 Vietnam, Soviet Union versus Afghanistan, United States versus Iraq 1991,
 United States versus Yugoslavia, United States versus Afghanistan, United States
 versus Iraq 2003). What is more, none of these wars were total wars for national
 survival on the part of the nuclearized state in which it is to be expected that
 whatever means necessary to insure survival are brought to bear.

 If the prospect of the absolute level of destruction that can be inflicted
 by nuclear weapons were not sufficient in explaining why Waltz believes these
 weapons contribute to the absence of war and the preservation of stability, an
 additional rationale is provided by an examination of precisely for what nuclear
 weapons can and cannot be used. Building on the work of Jervis (1978) in
 exploring the security dilemmas, Waltz expects that the less weapons have the
 capacity to facilitate conquest, the less they will destabilize the system. Nuclear
 weapons, he asserts, do not facilitate conquest in the least and, therefore, do not
 encourage taking to the offense especially since the security of a state that has a
 secure second-strike force is not enhanced by holding greater territory (Waltz
 and Sagan 2003:7). In situations of mutual assured destruction, that is, when
 both sides have a secure second-strike capability, no benefit accrues to the side
 that employs the weapons first since, as the name implies, both sides retain the
 ability to inflict massive retaliatory damage no matter the level of destruction
 visited during a first strike, even a fully unexpected one.

 Taken together, both the certainty of devastating outcomes and their unsuit-
 ability for offensive purposes have convinced Waltz that states in possession of
 nuclear weapons have attained a level of absolute security. Because the attain-
 ment of such security is the supreme aim of states and their military actions are
 always taken in furtherance of that aim, a nuclear world will be a peaceful one
 among major powers given that their security cannot be further enhanced
 beyond the level of the absolute they now enjoy. Indeed, so strong is the effect
 of these weapons that they eliminate the need to even keep up with one's com-
 petitors in any comparative sense. As Waltz (1990:741) passionately argues, new
 generations of nuclear weapons do not make the old generation of weapons
 obsolete. The security of states in a nuclear world is not judged in comparison
 with the nuclear weapons of their would-be rivals, but depends only on the invul-
 nerability of their own nuclear forces. Leading, Waltz (1990:741) writes, to a
 reduction in the need to expand defense budgets beyond what is required to
 maintain the necessary minimal deterrent force.

 In some ways, Waltz's argument hearkens back to the Eisenhower Administra-
 tion's "New Look," which, in seeking to keep defense expenditures down, envi-
 sioned a greater reliance on the threat of nuclear weapons. Indeed, as for the
 maintenance of great power peace, both the New Look and Waltz have proven
 to be correct, at least so far. The only shortcoming to the thinking that a reli-
 ance on nuclear forces can bring about a significant reduction in spending is
 failure to recognize that nuclear states sometimes need non-nuclear weapons for
 dealing with events and rivals for whom compellence through threat of nuclear
 devastation is neither credible nor efficient.

 Nuclear Weapons in Mearsheimer's Structural Neo-Realism

 Unlike Waltz's explicit treatment on the issue, discerning Mearsheimer's position
 on the role that nuclear weapons play in great power politics is more difficult. In
 some of his published works, Mearsheimer seems to share Waltz's view about the
 stabilizing effects of nuclear weapons while in other works he seems skeptical
 about the extent of their influence. At a minimum, it is fair to say that he does
 not echo Waltz's sentiment, mentioned above, that a nuclear world is set off
 from a conventional one in an absolute sense. Nor does Mearsheimer appear to
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 consistently subscribe to Jervis' school of nuclear revolutionaries. As will become
 clear, Mearsheimer seems to have cycled through three distinct periods. In the
 first period, around the time of the publication of his book, Conventional Deter-
 rence (Mearsheimerl983), he discounts, or more accurately, does not consider
 the suggestion that nuclear weapons make war either irrational or inconceivable
 between great powers. The second period, which coincides with the end of the
 Cold War, sees a Mearsheimer who, much like Waltz, views nuclear weapons as
 providing greater stability and, indeed, even more like Waltz, encourages the
 spread of nuclear weapons to currently non-nuclear states in an effort to pro-
 mote stability in regions that he expects to be rife with potential conflict. The
 third period, coincident with the publication of his most recent book, The Trag-
 edy of Great Power Politics, finds Mearsheimer (2001) hedging his bets, acknowledg-
 ing the stabilizing effects of nuclear weapons, but ultimately discounting their
 long-term effect as he builds his argument for a structural neo-realism that finds
 states interested in expansion and the achievement of regional hegemony.

 Period I

 In Conventional Deterrence, Mearsheimer (1983) develops a theory based on his
 understanding of the recent history of land warfare that he employs to predict
 when deterrence of a conventional attack is likely to succeed and when deterrence
 of such an attack is likely to fail. In a meticulous analysis, Mearsheimer examines
 three different war-fighting strategies: attrition, blitzkrieg, and limited aims. In the
 first, or attrition strategy, Mearsheimer (1983:33) explains, an "attacker is primar-
 ily concerned with overwhelming a stubborn defense in a series of bloody set-piece
 battles." Examples of such strategies can be found in the plans pursued by the Rus-
 sians in their eventual defeat of the Germans in the Second World War or by Gen-
 erals Grant and Sherman as they blazed through the American South and West in
 their efforts to decimate Confederate forces in the US Civil War.

 A blitzkrieg strategy aims to "pierce the defender's front and then to drive
 deep into the defender's rear, severing his lines of communication and destroying
 key junctures in the network" (Mearsheimer 1983:36). This strategy works as a
 result of "the paralysis of the defense. Large elements of the defender's forces
 may still be intact at the conflict's end, but the defender is no longer able to
 coordinate them and thus combat the attacker" (Mearsheimer 1983:37). The
 most famous example perhaps of an effective blitzkrieg strategy is the defeat of
 the French by the Germans in May-June of 1940.

 The final strategy, the one of limited aims, is, as its name implies, a decision
 by an attacker to attempt to grab a piece of territory and, from that point, cease
 any effort to advance, rather establishing a defensible line at the new point. An
 example of a limited aims strategy is the Egyptian crossing of the Suez Canal
 during the opening days of the October 1973 Middle Eastern war. This last strat-
 egy is dismissed by Mearsheimer (1983:62) as unlikely to be chosen by the super-
 powers in a war against each other for several reasons, among them, that such a
 strategy is politically dissatisfying as the victim is unlikely to accept the change in
 the status quo.

 The question with which Mearsheimer (1983:53) grapples is: will the fighting
 between NATO and the Soviets be akin to the German attack on France or will

 it resemble the fighting on the Eastern Front during World War II? This ques-
 tion is of critical importance because, on the one hand, if the Soviets are com-
 pelled to choose an attrition strategy (presumably because NATO's mobile
 defenses preclude an effective penetration of its rear), then deterrence is likely
 to obtain since the perceived costs of the war will be quite high. If, on the other
 hand, the Soviets are able to choose a blitzkrieg strategy, then deterrence is likely
 to fail because the perceived costs will be much lower.
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 While the analysis of different war-fighting strategies and their relative impact
 on the likelihood of successful deterrence is interesting, what is more intriguing
 for the purposes of this essay is that Mearsheimer writes an entire book as late as
 1983 that deals with war fighting between hyper-nuclearized powers, assumes
 total-war objectives, and yet does not entertain the role that nuclear weapons
 might play in either preventing the war in the first place or becoming part of it
 once it begins. While it is true that Mearsheimer has defined away the issue by
 focusing on conventional warfare, readers cannot but conclude that this is not a
 mere theoretical enterprise and might reasonably infer that he must believe that
 conventional war-fighting issues have continued salience even between nuclear
 great powers.

 Readers who infer as much gain a similar insight from an article published just
 2 years later. In this piece, geared to participate in the then ongoing policy
 debate over NATO's adopting a "no first use" policy vis-a-vis nuclear weapons,
 Mearsheimer (1984/1985) argues that to adopt such a policy would undermine
 NATO's deterrent strength. He claims that the threat to escalate to a nuclear
 level is critical to the function of the NATO deterrent. Interestingly though, later
 in the article, Mearsheimer contends that to renounce a readiness to use nuclear
 weapons by NATO would be disingenuous. It is conceivable, he argues, that if
 NATO's conventional forces were crumbling then NATO would use a nuclear
 weapon, not so much to overcome battlefield reverses, but to signal a readiness
 to "kick things up a notch" and possibly even to escalate to a full-out nuclear
 exchange (Mearsheimerl984/1985:24-25). Again, what is interesting is that he
 not only envisions the possibility that a great power war would break out, but
 that the war could remain, for a while at least, sub-nuclear; and even when it
 crosses the nuclear threshold, he still sees potential for a controlled escalation,
 from a detonation meant as a signal to an all-out exchange.

 Mearsheimer's understanding of the role that nuclear weapons play in a possi-
 ble great power war during this era is an echo of the scholarship of Herman Kahn
 from the 1960's. In a highly controversial book, Thinking about the Unthinkable,
 Kahn (1962) argued that there is an "escalation ladder" that the superpowers
 climb during times of hostility. On Kahn's (1962:194-219) ladder, despite the fact
 that both states have nuclear weapons at the outset, they are not introduced until
 later stages of a conflict and, even then, in a moderate and controlled way.
 As opposed to the authors mentioned above, who question the ability of leaders
 to control or limit the use of nuclear weapons once the initial threshold has
 been crossed, Kahn argues that political leaders can maintain control through-
 out the process, from its earliest stages up to (and including) the arsenal empty-
 ing "spasm war" that lies at the end of the escalation ladder.3 The long and the
 short of it is that where Waltz, Jervis, and others see the very presence of nuclear
 weapons as being so fundamentally revolutionary as to make irrelevant any con-
 versation anticipating a World War III, Mearsheimer has written an entire book
 on how to think about conventional force structures for combat between nuclear

 superpowers as if the very presence of nuclear arsenals will have little impact on
 their likelihood to fight.

 Period II

 At the Cold War's end, Mearsheimer wrote a pair of articles about the likely
 effects that the collapse of the Soviet Union would have on international
 relations in Europe. In these articles, one in International Security (Mearsheimer
 1990) and the other in Foreign Affairs (Mearsheimer 1993), he echoes, with reser-
 vations, Waltz's "more are better" approach to the spread of nuclear weapons

 3For an elaboration on this theme of civilian control throughout the escalation process, see Kahn (1965).
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 and for the same reasons that Waltz thinks proliferation would be beneficial.
 Namely, that it will elevate the cost of a potential war to the point where miscal-
 culation would be impossible and will, thereby, promote stability.
 In "The Case for a Ukrainian Nuclear Deterrent," Mearsheimer (1993) fore-

 sees great potential for conflict between the newly independent Ukraine and
 Russia. Given historical animosities between them as well as the documented

 trend of Russian expansionism in both the Czarist and Soviet eras, Mearsheimer
 suggests that rather than surrender the nuclear weapons that were on its soil at
 the time of the Soviet Union's dissolution, a policy advocated by most (and,
 indeed, so carried out), Ukraine should hold on to the weapons and become, in
 his words, an equal inheritor of the Soviet arsenal. In answering what purpose
 would be served by Ukraine's retention of the weapons, Mearsheimer (1993:6)
 said that "in fact, nuclear weapons diminish international violence, and Ukrai-
 nian nuclear weapons would be an effective deterrent against a Russian conven-
 tional attack or nuclear blackmail." In fact, just a few lines later Mearsheimer
 (1993:6) presents a succinct statement about the peace-inducing effects of
 nuclear weapons, saying:

 Nuclear weapons are a powerful force for peace because they are weapons of mass
 destruction. They create the possibility that in a war both sides will cease to exist
 as functioning societies. This catastrophic threat will foreclose any Russian
 thoughts of aggression against Ukraine, since a defeated Ukraine could well use
 its nuclear weapons against Russia before going under...Moreover, there is always
 the possibility that nuclear weapons might be used inadvertently or accidentally
 in the course of a conventional war, which provides further incentives for caution.

 Clearly in addressing the possible effects of a nuclear balance between Russia
 and Ukraine, Mearsheimer seems to feel that the very possibility of war dimin-
 ishes significantly since both sides possess the capacity for total destruction, even
 in the face of "defeat."

 Russo-Ukrainian relations are not the only kind that benefit from a nuclear-
 terror-induced peace during Mearsheimer's second period. The second article
 makes a similar argument for the spread of nuclear weapons to Germany. In
 "Back to the Future," Mearsheimer (1990) analyzes possible directions that
 European relations could take with the Cold War's end. Among the issues that
 cause Mearsheimer to be concerned is the possibility that with an American with-
 drawal from European security affairs, Europe will return to multipolarity, a sys-
 temic condition that typified European relations prior to 1945 and which many
 see as having facilitated, or even promoted, hostilities both in 1914 and 1939.

 The solution to this potential problem, suggests Mearsheimer (1995:111), can
 be found in a well-managed proliferation of nuclear weapons, preferably to Ger-
 many alone (keeping in mind that Britain and France already possess nuclear
 weapons). Such a process would mean that all the major powers in the European
 system-Germany, France, Britain, and Russia (USSR)-are equivalently armed
 and in a position to enjoy the pacifying influence of nuclear weapons. Even
 though a multipolar world is less stable and more prone to violence than a bipo-
 lar one, we can "still expect it to be peaceful when the risks of going to war are
 high and the benefits of going to war are low" (Mearsheimer 1995:85). As indeed
 they would be if all relevant parties were in possession of nuclear weapons which
 "guarantee high costs" and thereby deter aggression (Mearsheimer 1995:93).

 Among the observations that are interesting in this piece by Mearsheimer is
 one that suggests he considers the possibility both of limiting a nuclear war and
 "winning" one to be very low. As he comments in a passage concerning the risks
 that accompany proliferation, "there will be some in post-Cold War Europe argu-
 ing that limited nuclear war is feasible and that nuclear wars can be fought and
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 won. These claims might be taken seriously in states that have not had much
 direct experience with the nuclear revolution" (Mearsheimer 1995:111). The
 implication is clear: thinkers in a mature nuclear power, which includes the Uni-
 ted States, have long ago disabused themselves of either notion, an implication
 which will seem puzzling in the next section.

 Period III

 The most comprehensive treatment of a theory of international politics that
 Mearsheimer (2001) offers can be found in his latest book, The Tragedy of Great
 Power Politics. It is a volume that spells out quite clearly the assumptions, theory,
 and conclusions of offensive realism. As mentioned earlier, this brand of
 neo-realism is similar to Waltz in that it finds the motivation for international
 behavior to be derived from structural constraints as well as different in that

 Mearsheimer believes that states' quest for security is defined by the pursuit of
 an unchallenged hegemony and not merely contentment with the maintenance
 of their current position.

 In The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, Mearsheimer strikes a compromising
 chord between the silence on the topic of nuclear weapons found in his Conven-
 tional Deterrence and the full confidence in their deterrent capability evidenced in
 the two articles following the Cold War's end. What Mearsheimer posits in
 Tragedy is that despite the changes that have taken place in the nature of regimes
 over the last century and even changes in weapons technology and war fighting,
 the recurrent trends and dynamics of international relations have not changed.
 And those rules and behaviors that have governed international relations since
 the conclusion of the Thirty Years War in 1648 remain true today.

 Among the bold assertions that Mearsheimer posits is the continuing primacy
 of land power in calculating the strength of nations. Or, as Mearsheimer
 (2001:83) puts it, "a state's power is largely embedded in its army and the air
 and naval forces that support those ground forces. Simply put, the most powerful
 states possess the most formidable armies." Further, since Mearsheimer expects
 that states will be expansionist in their pursuit of security, the relevance of strong
 ground forces is clear since, historically, no conquest has been possible without
 the physical presence of troops on the ground. As opposed to Conventional Deter-
 rence (1983), though, in Tragedy Mearsheimer (2001) explicitly considers the
 question of whether the possession of nuclear weapons by one or more great
 powers in the system changes the relevance of either the expansionist assump-
 tion of offensive realism or the claims about the continued primacy of land
 power in the contemporary world.

 Mearsheimer concludes that it does not. He suggests, building on Snyder's
 "stability-instability paradox," that even if states recognize that the absolute
 destructiveness of nuclear weapons makes the risk of their use unimaginable, that
 very recognition allows for the possibility that they will feel free to fight a war at
 the sub-nuclear level with confidence that it will not escalate to the nuclear level.

 Because even during the heat of the fight, the restraint from using nuclear weap-
 ons will remain, it will be "safe" to fight a conventional war. Further, once the
 possibility that a state will adopt such a philosophy is realized, the logical thing
 for all states to do is "to compete for security at the conventional level, much as
 they did before the advent of nuclear weapons" (Mearsheimer 2001:132).

 As evidence that great powers do, indeed, behave in just such a manner,
 Mearsheimer points out that despite their possession of large nuclear arsenals,
 both the Soviet Union and the United States invested heavily in conventional
 armaments during the Cold War. In other words, they were "deeply concerned
 about the balance of ground and air forces in Europe, as well as in other places
 around the globe" and did not behave as if their nuclear arsenals were sufficient
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 guarantors of their security so as to free them from such conventional worries
 (Mearsheimer 2001:132). What is more, though the United States and the Soviet
 Union did not fight a war, other wars against nuclear powers were fought, prov-
 ing, in Mearsheimer's mind, that possession of nuclear weapons alone is neither
 an absolute deterrent nor a guarantee of security. As evidence of the latter,
 Mearsheimer (2001:132) cites the case of the joint Egyptian-Syrian attack on Israel
 in October 1973 during which "Egypt and Syria knew that Israel had nuclear
 weapons... but nevertheless they launched massive land offensives against Israel."
 The source which Mearsheimer cites as substantiating this claim is Shai Feld-

 man's (1982:10-11) book, Israeli Nuclear Deterrence, and yet, in that volume Feld-
 man says the following: "A survey of Arab pronouncements since the October
 1973 war reveals an enormous amount of confusion as to whether Israel does or

 does not have nuclear weapons...Egypt's President Anwar Sadat was very explicit
 in an interview that he gave to Der Speigel in March 1976 stating that he did not
 believe that Israel has nuclear weapons." Feldman carefully reviews statements by
 Arab leaders, some of which indicate doubt about whether Israel possessed
 nuclear weapons at the time and others that express some certainty they did.
 However, given the degree of ambiguity in the minds of Arab leaders in the late
 1970s, there is reason to wonder if the Arabs knew, in Mearsheimer's words, that
 the Israelis possessed the weapons. A credible argument can be made, for exam-
 ple, that the motivation for the October 1973 war was to fight while Israel did
 not yet have operational nuclear weapons, knowing, as Feldman (1982:111-115)
 indeed suggests, that once Israel's possession of nuclear weapons was publicly
 announced and accepted, specific deterrence was likely to hold. It is puzzling
 that Mearsheimer cites Feldman as a source to indicate the lack of robustness of

 nuclear threats for deterrent purposes when the bulk of Feldman's argument is
 that nuclear threats have provided Israel with an extremely robust deterrent
 against its strongest rivals.

 To put Mearsheimer's treatment of the role that nuclear weapons play in con-
 temporary great power politics into perspective, it is important to note that while
 Tragedy has 402 pages, only four are given to considering and dismissing the
 issue of nuclear weapons as a deterrent to great power conventional war in the
 modern world.

 The Past, the Future, and the Empirical Validity of Both Theories

 While the contention of this essay is that the core difference between Waltz's
 defensive realism and Mearsheimer's offensive realism can be traced to the dif-

 fering positions that each holds regarding nuclear weapons, in the end, it
 remains unsatisfying that Mearsheimer does not offer as explicit a treatment of
 the issue as Waltz does. Absent such a statement, the present author has been
 compelled to attempt to tease out from Mearsheimer's many writings a coherent
 approach. With Mearsheimer, though, it is important to note that while he is
 always coherent, he is not consistent. As was shown above, during the early 1980s
 his focus was on how land warfare between NATO and the Soviet Union would

 look without considering how their large nuclear arsenals might act as a brake
 on such a war ever happening. And while the material is both interesting and
 insightful regarding how different conventional force structures can impact on
 the likelihood of successful deterrence, to be concerned that an insufficiently
 mobile defense could render NATO forces weak in the face of a potential Soviet
 blitzkrieg without referencing the fact that regardless of how NATO front-line
 units do or do not behave the alliance retains the ability to destroy the Soviet
 Union through nuclear retaliation is a serious oversight. In the early 1990s,
 Mearsheimer became effusive in extolling the salubrious effects of nuclear
 weapons and even prescribed a controlled proliferation so that more regions
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 could benefit from their pacifying and stabilizing effects. And, yet, by the turn of
 the century, he is forcefully developing a codified statement about the tenets of
 offensive realism that pushes away speculation of the pacifying effects of nuclear
 weapons in a mere few pages. While Mearsheimer never says that he personally
 believes that great powers can fight a full conventional war without escalating to
 the nuclear level, if the logic of offensive realism is to hold, just such an assump-
 tion must lie at its heart-either that or an assumption that a nuclear war could
 be both fought and meaningfully won. And though, as discussed above, Mears-
 heimer does not himself seem to hold this view, other writers, who like Mearshei-
 mer imply that the pacifying influence of nuclear weapons may be overstated,
 have, in fact, made such an argument.

 Colin Gray (1999), for example, argues that the idea any nuclear exchange will
 result in the assured destruction of both sides is not necessarily correct. As Gray
 (1999:311) comments, "barring the creation of a literal 'doomsday machine,'
 destruction, let alone mutual destruction, cannot possibly literally be 'assured'."
 From this perspective, the entire premise which lies at the heart of Jervis'
 nuclear revolution, namely that mutual assured destruction is a fact that funda-
 mentally changes strategic calculi, is based on an untruth. Further, it is not only
 false that any nuclear exchange must be total, but, as Gray (1999:314) argues,
 the idea that a nuclear war cannot be meaningfully won is also fallacious.

 It is not a canonical truth to claim that nuclear war could not be won during the
 Cold War. Of course, the risks would have been appalling, but...any outcome is
 possible depending on the unique circumstances of the time. Victory with
 nuclear arms was a distinct possibility, even probability, for the United States in
 the 1950s, 1960s, and perhaps later, given the fragility of the Soviet strategic
 command and control.

 And if this is true in competition with an enemy whose arsenal numbered war-
 heads in the thousands, is it even more true against potential enemies whose
 arsenals are much smaller? This argument has, in fact, been made recently by
 Keir Lieber and Darryl Press (2006).

 Finally, whereas Waltz has claimed that a nuclear world is different in an abso-
 lute sense from a conventional one, Gray (1999:322) offers a concise statement of
 the opposite view claiming that "it is commonplace, and wrong, to argue that the
 nuclear revolution affected an incompatibility, a fatal chasm, between (nuclear, or
 conventional escalating to nuclear) military power and political purpose." In other
 words, the advent of a nuclear age does not mean a break in the Clausewitzian rule
 of military force as a political tool. Nuclear force, according to Gray, can serve
 many of the same functions as conventional weapons in obtaining political ends.
 While some of Gray's statements may be too extreme for Mearsheimer's liking, if
 the latter could be brought to make explicit allowances similar to Gray's, the logic
 of the applicability of offensive realism to today's world would be more compelling
 or, rather, at least more internally consistent.

 While critics of Waltz's "more are better" approach have pointed out flaws in
 his logic, among them, the risks of nuclear weapons in the hands of irrational
 leaders and instability during the phases of their development leading to efforts
 to preempt, such criticisms do not question the internal consistency of his theo-
 retical logic (see Waltz and Sagan 2003:46-87). They are, rather, concerns about
 the junction between theory and practice. What might hold true on paper may
 still be something not to be risked in practice, especially when the costs of reality
 failing to live up to theory's predictions can be so dire.

 Nonetheless, the behavior of states since the end of World War II has con-
 formed more closely with the expectations of Waltz's defensive neo-realism than
 with those of Mearsheimer's more expansionist offensive realism. And while
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 there are many good reasons to be cautious in applying Waltz's suggestions
 about horizontal nuclear proliferation, the fact is that the enduring peace
 between the great powers continues despite the fact that the logic of bipolarity
 to which it was once ascribed no longer pertains. And, indeed, who can say that
 the crossing of the nuclear threshold by India and Pakistan in 1998 has
 not brought them to a greater sobriety. While sabers have rattled on the sub-
 continent over the last years, they have not been drawn in war. Might the aware-
 ness that any military escalation could lead to a nuclear exchange not have been
 a factor in diffusing crisis? It certainly could be.

 Recent history lends few confirming examples to Mearsheimer's theory. Many
 of the predictions that Mearsheimer made in his 1992 International Security article
 and, indeed in his 1993 Foreign Affairs piece as well, did not, in fact, materialize.
 Contrary to Mearsheimer's expectations, Europe has not become militarily multi-
 polar, Germany has not nuclearized nor does it appear that its eastward appetites
 from the last century have been re-awakened. What is more, Ukraine voluntarily
 passed its share of the Soviet nuclear arsenal back to Russia and has not suffered
 from Russian bellicosity in the interim. The failure of any of those outcomes to
 happen, though, does not in any substantial way call into question the utility of
 the articles for the time they were published. Indeed, as Mearsheimer himself
 observes in his 1990 International Security piece, "predictions of events soon to
 unfold provide the best tests of social science theories, by making clear what it
 was that given theories have predicted about those events. In short, the world
 can be used as a laboratory to decide which theories best explain international
 politics" (see Mearsheimer 1995:82).

 The absence of war in the recent past, though, is neither a clear validation of
 Waltz nor a clear refutation of Mearsheimer. An empirical test of the validity of
 either Waltz's or Mearsheimer's theories has yet to offer itself. The absence
 of war between nuclear armed great powers is not, after all, proof that the causal
 agent for the lack of armed conflict is their possession of nuclear weapons. Nor
 does the absence of war in the present prove that states have rejected a resort to
 force for the future. It may simply mean that the circumstances for war are not
 at present propitious, though they may be considered to be so in the future.

 An intentional (as opposed to purely accidental) war between two nuclear
 armed states, if such a war does occur, will be the case that falsifies Waltz's the-
 ory on the peace-inducing influence of nuclear weapons. To the extent that the
 goals of the combatant states involved also center on reducing the hegemonic
 potential of their rivals, then Mearsheimer's assertions, both on the continued
 relevance of an expansionist model of security and the lack of absolute security
 that nuclear weapons afford, will provide a very strong and convincing case for
 the salience of the offensive realist model in the modern age. Absent such a test
 case, it is not possible to definitively establish the empirical validity of either
 model because it is impossible to establish a case in which a war "should"
 happen. Therefore, only the occurrence of a war where it "should not" happen
 will be of use.

 Relevance of Neo-Realist Theory for Future Policy

 Since the end of the Cold War, and especially since the attacks of September 11,
 2001, two sets of nuclear fears have arisen. On the one hand, the acquisition, or
 anticipated acquisition, of nuclear weapons by states which have been less than
 sympathetic to the United States, including Iran and North Korea, has raised the
 question of precisely how well deterrence will obtain between the United States
 (or, for that matter, Israel) and a nuclear-armed Iran and/or North Korea.
 Waltz's and Mearsheimer's theories have useful contributions to make to this

 debate. On the other hand, there has arisen in recent years the possibility of a
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 terrorist organization obtaining nuclear weapons. On this second set of fears,
 Waltz and Mearsheimer have far less to say.

 Problem I: Proliferation to More States

 On the first question, it is fairly clear that from a Waltzian perspective, nuclear
 deterrence is robust even when it is embodied in only a small nuclear force
 (Waltz 1990) such as is possessed by North Korea and, eventually, perhaps Iran.
 The acquisition of nuclear weapons by North Korea and Iran will make them
 secure in an absolute sense from possible invasion by the United States. To the
 extent that their anti-American actions in recent years were motivated by a desire
 to undermine American power to secure themselves, such actions will no longer
 be necessary. Thus, freed from the fear of invasion, it is possible to conceive of
 the relationship with both states evolving in a more relaxed and mutually accom-
 modating way. A less pleasant outcome, though, is also consistent with Waltz's
 theory. Freed from fear of invasion by their nuclear umbrella, Iran and North
 Korea may feel even less restrained in their antagonistic behaviors toward the
 United States because they recognize the threat of military retaliation as being
 inherently empty.

 Which particular choice either Iran or North Korea make cannot be predicted
 by Waltz's theory or by structural neo-realism more broadly because it will not be
 driven by security concerns narrowly understood. Rather, it will be a reflection of
 the threat inherent in the ideological incompatibility between rival social sys-
 tems. Though it has been criticized by several scholars (see, for example, Chris-
 tensen and Snyder 1990:137-138) for its lack of engagement with specific
 foreign policy predictions, Waltz has never claimed that his theories can predict
 what behavior states will choose. Indeed, the rather narrow claim that Waltz
 (1979:120-125) makes is that while states are free to choose whatever foreign
 policy they want, policy choices which do not reflect the realities of their physical
 security predicament are likely to suffer punishment as a result. In this case,
 since physical punishment is out of the question because of their nuclear arse-
 nal, the choice of foreign policy will be driven by domestic level factors which
 structural neo-realism declines to theorize about. This lack of specificity is a seri-
 ous shortcoming of structural neo-realism given that, as in this case, it is a
 prediction of foreign policy behavior that both theorists and policymakers crave.4

 It is not at all clear what can be expected to happen to a nuclear nation that
 is antagonistic to the United States, though the example of the Soviet Union
 during the Cold War is perhaps the most telling. In that case, while the relation-
 ship was tense, it was not openly and violently hostile. As with the Soviets, given
 the protection afforded by their nuclear arsenals, it may only be a question of
 how willing North Korea and Iran are to give up the pleasures of financial and
 commercial intercourse with the United States in deference to their perceived
 ideological incompatibility that will determine how amicable their relations with
 the United States are.

 From an offensive realist perspective, the acquisition of nuclear weapons by
 Iran and North Korea only complicates, but does not diminish. the need for the
 United States to strive to secure itself through the maintenance of its current
 regional hegemony and its efforts to forestall the rise of comparable regional he-
 gemons elsewhere. To the extent that doing so requires military intervention,
 such interventions are certainly more feasible and less costly when the target
 nation is not armed with nuclear weapons. The clear inference from the litera-

 4For detailed criticism about this shortcoming see, in addition to Thomas Christensen and Jack Snyder (1990),
 John Vasquez (2003).
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 ture discussed above, though, is that mere possession of nuclear weapons is not
 a sufficiently strong deterrent to avoid all wars.
 Though the following cannot be directly attributed to any source within Mears-

 heimer's opus, it would seem logically consistent with offensive realism to argue
 that to the extent Iran represents a potential regional hegemon with the poten-
 tial to reduce US security, it is better to crush its hegemonic bid at a lower price,
 which should be read as prior to its acquisition of nuclear weapons when the
 price will become considerably higher. The fact that Mearsheimer (Mearsheimer
 and Walt 2003) argued against the invasion of Iraq should not in the current
 author's estimation be taken as evidence of his faith in the absolute deterrent

 strength of nuclear weapons but rather his firm belief that Iraq did not represent
 the kind of rival hegemon against whom offensive action is necessary. If Iran is
 similarly inconsequential, then we should not expect offensive action to be
 taken. If, however, Iran embodies a greater risk to US hegemonic security than
 Iraq did, then Mearsheimer's theory clearly predicts conflict, regardless of
 whether Iran possesses nuclear weapons.

 Problem II: Proliferation to Terrorist Organizations

 Both offensive and defensive realism have far less to say on the second question,
 that of the proliferation of nuclear weapons to terrorist organizations. Structural
 neo-realism, no matter its variant, is a systemic-structural theory which assumes
 that the only relevant actors within the international systems are states. Both
 Waltz (1993, 2000) and Mearsheimer (1994/1995) have rejected the indepen-
 dent influence of international organizations and asserted the continued pri-
 macy of state actors as the unit of consequence in international politics.
 Terrorist groups lacking the territory, population, and other trappings of sover-
 eignty are simply outside the realm of structural neo-realist theorizing.

 The fact that both Waltz and Mearsheimer have so little to say regarding this
 problem tells us a great deal about the utility of structural neo-realism as an
 explanatory theory in a world where the material capabilities to inflict harm-
 the kind of harm that the formation of states was supposed to protect individuals
 from-have proliferated beyond and below the level of the state. Perhaps this
 last statement implies the need for a new post-state paradigm for organizing
 social units. Just as Charles Tilly (1975) has suggested, the rise of the state can
 be traced to its ability to provide existential protection, the decline of the state
 may stem from its failure to continue to provide such a key service. The future
 will surely tell.
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