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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

All Options on the Table? Nuclear Proliferation, Preventive War, and a Leader’s 
Decision to Intervene 

 
 

Under what conditions do states use preventive military force to forestall or destroy an 

adversary’s nuclear weapons program? If nuclear weapons are so dangerous, why do 

leaders disagree about the magnitude of the threat posed by specific nuclear programs? 

Despite the fact that nuclear proliferation has been a growing source of concern, counter-

proliferation decision-making remains poorly understood. In addition, though the logic of 

preventive war pervades the international relations literature as one state response to a 

relative decline in power, even after five decades of scholarship it remains unclear when 

this leads to war and when it does not. This manuscript demonstrates that the decision to 

consider and use preventive force rests not only on structural factors, such as power 

differentials and military feasibility, but critically on a leader’s prior beliefs about the 

consequences of proliferation and threat posed by a specific adversary, generally and 

once armed with nuclear weapons. Conducting comparative and historical analysis using 

archival research and process tracing, this manuscript examines American decision-

making against the Chinese, Iraqi, and North Korean nuclear programs. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 In the summer of 1981, Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin ordered a 

dangerous preventive military strike against Iraq’s Osiraq nuclear facility despite the 

risks involved in flying a covert mission over enemy territory against a hostile adversary. 

Later, in 2007, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu ordered a similar mission to destroy 

a nascent Syrian nuclear reactor. Despite these examples, multiple Israeli leaders, ranging 

from Yitzhak Rabin in the early 1990s, through Ariel Sharon and Ehud Barak in the 

2000s, and finally to Benjamin Netanyahu today, have considered but not used military 

action of this kind to destroy an Iranian nuclear program as it has developed. The 

American context exhibits similar puzzling variation. From 1990 to 1992, George H.W. 

Bush showed no sign of considering military action to target a North Korean nuclear 

program early in formation. Yet his successor, William Clinton, initiated a sanctions 

campaign immediately upon taking office and considered multiple military options to 

target North Korea before a negotiated solution took hold in 1994. During the same time 

frame, both Presidents Bush and Clinton authorized the use of force attacking Saddam 

Hussein’s nuclear program inside Iraq. How can we explain these and other historical 

cases where sometimes the use of force is contemplated or used as a counter-proliferation 

strategy, but in other seemingly similar cases, it is not even considered? 

 This issue is of concern for scholars and practitioners alike as the past decade 

alone has seen two instances where military force has been used to prevent another state 

from successfully acquiring nuclear weapons: in the 2003 Iraq War and in the 

aforementioned 2007 instance of Israel destroying a Syrian nuclear facility under 

construction without the knowledge of the international community. That leaders appear 
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to disagree about the degree of threat posed by these and other weapons of mass 

destruction programs further complicates our understanding of how nuclear weapons and 

nuclear proliferation is approached in the international system. Thus, despite increasingly 

common proliferation episodes over time, which are likely to increase and not decrease 

should Iran acquire nuclear weapons, counter-proliferation decision-making remains 

poorly understood. Moreover, the international relations scholarship offers an unhelpful 

answer to this puzzle, suggesting that preventive war should result when one state 

responds to a relative decline in power,1 as it would when an enemy acquires nuclear 

weapons. The literature notwithstanding, the use of this type of force as a counter-

proliferation strategy is empirically a very rare historical event, throwing further 

confusion into our understanding of the puzzling behavior we find in the empirical 

situation when one state seeks to acquire nuclear weapons and, sometimes, others try to 

stop that from occurring. 

 

Puzzle and Framework 

This manuscript has at its core one central question: under what conditions do 

states decide to use preventive military force to forestall or destroy an adversary’s nuclear 

weapons program? In order to address this issue, it documents significant leader 

disagreement about the magnitude of threats posed by specific nuclear programs in the 

international system. The very existence of these substantial disagreements has been 

previously overlooked in the literature. This is consequential in and of itself, but it is even 

more significant in light of the substantial impacts these differences in views have on 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 Waltz, Theory of International Politics; Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Copeland, The 
Origins of Major War. 
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strategy selections and decision-making processes. More broadly, this study provides a 

framework for understanding how states have chosen to behave when confronting 

weapons of mass destruction, specifically nuclear weapons, are developed by other states.  

To answer the above question, I argue that the prior beliefs of world leaders – 

those beliefs formed prior to, or early in, their tenure in executive office – are what shape 

their later counter-proliferation decision-making. My investigation therefore centers on 

the interaction of individual leaders and nuclear adversaries and looks at variation in 

leader behavior across time. I provide a typology of perceived threat environments that is 

valuable in hypothesizing about likely preventive behavior and provides an organized 

analytical device to determine what leaders find threatening in the international 

community, specifically regarding nuclear weapons. Conducting archival research and 

process tracing, I carry out a systematic historical analysis of the decision-making 

process undertaken when one state confronts another state attempting to acquire nuclear 

weapons and tries to prevent that state from going nuclear. Focusing on the pre-

presidential period (the formative and professional years prior to a person assuming 

executive office) and the first months of executive office, I identify key beliefs that later 

shape an executive’s thinking during a crisis period. These beliefs concern the 

consequences of nuclear proliferation in the international system broadly and the threat 

posed by a specific proliferator generally, and specifically once they are armed with 

nuclear weapons. I argue that it is these two key beliefs that are significant for the choice 

to consider military force or to not do so in the first place. 
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Argument in Brief 

 I argue that leaders enter executive office possessing different views about the 

dangers of nuclear proliferation generally and about specific threats posed by individual 

states attempting to go nuclear. These divergent prior views cause leaders to adopt 

divergent counter-proliferation policies once in office. In particular, these views affect 

the likelihood that a leader would consider preventive military force or actually use 

military intervention as a counter-proliferation strategy. While at heart this is a rationalist 

cost-benefit analysis, it is in fact a modification of a strict rationalist interpretation, which 

would not expect significant rational variation in this calculation. Instead, I offer a leader-

centric argument for understanding use of force decisions, where cost-benefit analyses by 

various leaders differ because of individual disagreements over the requirements of 

deterrence and the dangers of nuclear proliferation. This can be understood in light of 

existing work on the Cold War that suggests that leaders have patterned, entrenched, and 

divergent beliefs on these topics that are fundamental to intervention decisions.2 

Moreover, borrowing from psychological research,3 I contend that different people 

viewing the same evidence can disagree about the nature of a threat posed by a specific 

adversary and that these beliefs can drive variation in counter-proliferation decisions. 

 The main alternative explanation is a strict rationalist, state-level argument in 

which there is no significant variation in beliefs across individuals. This is a unitary 

explanation, whereby the state conducts a cost-benefit analysis in order to choose the best 

counter-proliferation strategy. This alternative suggests not only that a focus on leaders 

and their beliefs is unnecessary, but also that a simple cost-benefit analysis of the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 Murray, Anchors against Change; Eden and Miller, Nuclear Arguments. 
3	
  Jervis,	
  Perception	
  and	
  Misperception	
  in	
  International	
  Politics.	
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contextual environment is sufficient for explaining the historical variation in the decision 

to use preventive force. Though appealing for its parsimony, this model provides an 

insufficient explanation for the phenomenon under study. Instead, I provide a modified, 

but still rationalist, framework – one that relaxes the unitary actor assumption and allows 

individuals below the state level to be the relevant decision-makers. In my leader-driven 

model, individuals facing the same evidence and the same problem are able and likely to 

have different beliefs and different expectations, which are likely to lead to different 

strategy selections. 

 

Existing Explanations  

The logic of preventive war looms large in the international relations (IR) 

literature.4 It argues that one state is likely to use military force in order to forestall a 

perceived decline in power relative to another state. This motivation stems from the fear 

of this rising other and the decline itself, what this decline means in terms of lost power 

and prestige, as well as the adverse consequences of the other state’s gain in power and 

leverage. This thinking can be described as a “better now than later” attitude, where a 

state acts now in order to avoid paying concessions or suffering adverse consequences in 

the future. The importance of preventive war has been further emphasized as a logic that 

results from the more ubiquitous commitment problem, which can lead rational states to 

fight a costly war when, ex ante, we would expect a negotiated settlement to be 

preferable.5 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 See for example Waltz, Theory of International Politics; Morgenthau, Politics among Nations; the 
Struggle for Power and Peace.; Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Copeland, The Origins of 
Major War. 
5 Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War.” 
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The literature further explains that the preventive logic should be salient not only 

in a general sense when one state will overtake another in terms of relative military and 

economic power, but also in specific cases where an adversary threatens to cross a critical 

threshold of military power that would radically and quickly change the overall balance 

of power in the international system. However, as Levy describes, the logic of preventive 

war is under-specified as it fails to predict where or when force will be used.6 One 

military achievement that quickly changes the balance of power and is thus likely to 

result in the preventive use of force is the subject of this dissertation: the acquisition of 

nuclear weapons.7 The under-specification of the preventive logic is especially glaring 

here since we might expect situations where one state faces an adversary trying to go 

nuclear to be easily explained by the preventive logic. Instead, however, we find variation 

in how and when the preventive logic applies, and to date, this has not been convincingly 

explained.  

Whereas the general preventive logic is a prominent feature of the scholarship, the 

literature exploring preventive war as a counter-proliferation strategy is particularly thin. 

It is also striking for its almost uniform emphasis on the role of the state as the relevant 

decision-maker in episodes of this nature. While I emphasize the role of leaders and their 

divergent beliefs in explaining counter-proliferation behavior, the existing explanations 

by focusing on the unitary state, implicitly argue, that the dangers from nuclear weapons 

are so great that almost any leader facing an adversary pursuing them will think and act in 

the same way. And as I argue, because of this oversight regarding the key role of 

individual decision-makers, the existing scholarship lacks an understanding of the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 Levy, “Preventive War.” 
7 Ibid. 
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mechanisms that determine these important strategy decisions and therefore also an 

ability to explain the empirical variation found in the cases.  

In “Targeting Nuclear Programs in War and Peace,” Matthew Fuhrmann and 

Sarah Kreps present a preliminary analysis of the determinants for a nuclear country 

attacking a non-nuclear country’s infrastructure.8 Building a new data set and conducting 

a large-scale statistical analysis,9 the authors find that countries are likely to attack when 

they feel highly threatened by another country’s nuclear proliferation. Specifically they 

find that threats are particularly salient under the following conditions: when there is a 

history of violent conflict between the dyad; when the country attempting to proliferate is 

autocratic; and when there are divergent foreign policy preferences between the two 

states.  

These findings, however, are problematic. Because states pursuing nuclear 

weapons are usually autocratic states with divergent foreign policy preferences from 

and/or outright hostility towards the states contemplating prevention, this suggest that 

preventive war should occur far more frequently than it does. Moving beyond Fuhrmann 

and Kreps’ quantitative analysis, it is now necessary to test the salience of the factors 

they identify and demonstrate qualitatively the important factors they fail to consider. In 

addition, because their explanation cannot account for important anomalies within high 

threat salience cases, specifically instances of restraint where the preventive conditions 

seem to apply, it is evident that more work must be done in order to account for the 

mechanisms of this process. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 Fuhrmann and Kreps, “Targeting Nuclear Programs in War and Peace.” 
9 The choice to conduct a large-N quantitative analysis of this small universe is questionable, especially 
given the disproportionate role that the United States and Israel play within the population. It is possible 
that these two states may be skewing the findings the authors present. 
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In Preventive Attack and Weapons of Mass Destruction, Lyle Goldstein argues 

that militarily superior states are “likely to see a ticking clock with respect to an inferior 

state’s WMD program,” due to sensitivities about shifts in the balance of power and a 

desire to fight sooner rather than later before the adversary becomes more powerful. In 

doing so, Goldstein importantly connects the counter-proliferation debates to questions of 

power transition and preventive war generally. While this is an important contribution, 

Goldstein’s work does not answer a number of theoretical and empirical puzzles still 

outstanding. First, like Fuhrmann and Kreps, Goldstein fails to adequately explain the 

sizeable variation that exists when comparing dyads that one would expect to exhibit 

similar patterns. Like much of the policy literature on this topic, Goldstein also combines 

all types of WMD programs in his universe, and is therefore not comparing similar cases. 

The threat in the nuclear realm is sufficiently different from the threat of either chemical 

or biological weapons that it warrants a separate analysis. There are myriad reasons for 

this, but chief among them are the ubiquity of chemical and biological relative to nuclear 

weapons, the relative ease of concealing chemical and biological programs, and the 

specific risks of retaliation inherent to striking these facilities as compared to nuclear 

installations.10 Though Goldstein has made an important contribution by illuminating the 

history of the cases he treats, it could be improved with a more clearly articulated model, 

a more well-defined case universe with unit homogeneity, and a discussion of how his 

argument is generalizeable to very different state actors in radically different proliferation 

contexts. 

The newest addition to this body of literature comes in the form of a book 

manuscript by Alexandre Debs and Nuno Monteiro and offers a compelling formal model 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 For a discussion of the differences and similarities, see Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo, 374–76. 
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to explain why some states have acquired nuclear weapons, while others have not, based 

on the security environment that they each face.11 They argue that nuclear proliferation 

can be understood by exploring the strategic interaction between the relative change in 

the balance of power occurring through a state’s nuclearization, the potential cost of a 

preventive war option to prevent that development, and the effect of a militarily superior 

ally who might intervene on the proliferator’s behalf to protect it from prevention. 

Specifically they write that, “whether proliferation will occur, depends on whether the 

shift in power it will introduce between the new nuclear state and its adversaries is 

smaller than the cost of an effective preventive counter-proliferation strike.”12  

While intending to explore both nuclear proliferation and forbearance broadly, 

and thus going beyond the narrow topic of preventive war and when it occurs, their 

rationalist model is clean and straightforward, and it captures many of the factors 

involved in the decision to use preventive force in the nuclear realm. Specifically, the 

authors do the best job of capturing the strategic dynamics in action by examining the 

goals of the potential proliferator, the potential preventer, and relevant third parties. 

Unfortunately, the theoretical expectations derived from rationalist expectations about 

preventive war, and, from Debs and Monteiro’s model specifically, do not map neatly 

onto the empirical reality when we examine the universe of cases. Specifically, there are 

key cases, including the U.S. – U.S.S.R., the U.S. – China, Israel – Egypt, and Israel – 

Libya, where we would expect preventive war to be the selected strategy but it is not. 

Furthermore, there are instances where we would expect forbearance, i.e. Pakistan, where 

proliferation obviously occurs. Finally, while Debs and Monteiro claim that no weak state 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 Monteiro and Debs, A Strategic Theory of Nuclear Proliferation. 
12 Ibid., 7. 
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lacking a nuclear patron has ever successfully acquired nuclear weapons,13 the North 

Korean case contradicts this claim and thus warrants further exploration. Thus while 

Debs and Monteiro present a useful rationalist framework, there are important variables 

in the decision-making process – most importantly the role of individual leaders – that are 

either not taken into account or that are under-emphasized in their, and any, model that 

conceptualizes states as unitary actors and that warrant inclusion. 

On balance, this literature has significant theoretical and methodological 

shortcomings, in addition to being unable to explain the empirical variation in counter-

proliferation behavior. Perhaps the most important oversight in the unitary state model of 

preventive war as a counter-proliferation strategy is the near total absence of the role of 

leaders. As evinced by the development of the nuclear proliferation literature in general, 

though our understanding of proliferation dynamics began with a focus on states,14 over 

time it has evolved to include a focus on leaders, their perceptions and their 

preferences.15 This follows somewhat the trajectory within the IR tradition broadly, 

which despite an initial focus on leaders, evolved to a near exclusive focus on the system 

and the state, but has gradually returned to a focus on leaders and their role in state 

behavior.16 Reflecting the development of the literature and evidence to suggest that 

leaders are the key decision-makers in this context, it is misguided to focus studies of 

preventive war dynamics purely at the level of the state. This is particularly the case 

when we recognize that in a rationalist model, one assumes that the cost-benefit analysis 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
13 Ibid., 10. 
14 See for example Sagan, “Why Do States Build Nuclear Weapons?”; Solingen, Nuclear Logics 
Contrasting Paths in East Asia and the Middle East; Paul et al., Power versus Prudence. 
15 See for example Hymans, The Psychology of Nuclear Proliferation. 
16 For a discussion of why this has been the case within the international relations literature, see Saunders, 
“Transformative Choices,” 120; See also Byman and Pollack, “Let Us Now Praise Great Men.” 



 11	
  

that a state undertakes when comparing the costs of war with the costs of doing nothing 

looks the same from every actor’s perspective. This would be a mistake however, given 

that the “costs of preventive war” is actually a category that incorporates many matters of 

interpretation, and interpretation in turn depends on leader beliefs. Under consideration 

are the concrete costs of the military action, the risk of retaliation, and the risk of 

escalation to wider war, as well as the very nature of international security and the 

difficulty of achieving deterrence. Additionally, the costs of doing nothing, the 

consequences of proliferation, the utility of the use of force, and the nature of the 

adversary in question, are all consequential for the decision, and are also individually-

held notions. Furthermore, behavioral economics and political psychology have both 

called into question the strict rationalist assumptions, and have frequently demonstrated 

them to be empirically false.17 What this means, therefore, is that an individual leader’s 

beliefs both about the particular crisis at hand and about the nature of international 

politics generally factor heavily into the decision to use preventive military force. It is 

after all the leader atop the state decision-making apparatus who is making these gut-

wrenching decisions and to overlook them in a model of preventive war would be 

shortsighted.18 

Scope 

Before proceeding, it is worth noting the definitions and characteristics that guide 

the analysis contained herein. First, preventive wars are wars fought now to avoid the risk 

of fighting under less favorable conditions later. The temptation is to fight now under 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
17 See for example Thaler, “From Homo Economicus to Homo Sapiens”; Rabin, “Psychology and 
Economics”; Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics; McDermott, Risk-Taking in 
International Politics. 
18 Debs and Monteiro do not include a discussion of any sub-state dynamics within the bureaucracy or at 
the executive leadership level. 
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relatively favorable terms in order to block or retard the rise of an adversary or to avoid a 

deterioration of the status quo and the risk of a war under less favorable terms in the 

future. Even if the rising state is currently peaceful, there exists uncertainty concerning a 

rising state’s future intentions, given that preferences and interests can change. In the 

nuclear arena, a preventive war may occur when one state facing another state in the 

process of acquiring nuclear weapons attacks its nuclear program in an attempt to destroy 

or forestall it and remove the future possibility of fighting a nuclear-armed adversary. In 

such a scenario, a state considers the extent to which military power (both latent and 

actual) is shifting in the other state’s favor.19 

I follow Dan Reiter’s definition of preventive war: “a war that begins when a state 

attacks because it feels that in the longer term (usually the next few years) it will be 

attacked or will suffer relatively increasing strategic inferiority.”20 For the use of 

preventive war as a counter-proliferation strategy, I specifically define preventive 

military force as the state-sanctioned use of force that occurs when a state attacks because 

it feels that in the longer term it will be attacked by or will suffer increasing relative 

strategic inferiority because of an adversary’s acquisition of nuclear weapons.21 I use this 

definition to determine the appropriate contours of my case universe. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19 Though seemingly straightforward, in the aftermath of the War in Iraq, the mere mention of preventive 
war raises questions of legality, how to distinguish preventive from preemptive war, and domestic political 
wrangling in the United States. These important terminological distinctions and jurisprudential debates 
have received justifiable attention in both the political science and international legal literatures. Though 
none of these matters have been properly settled, for the purpose of this project I set aside the legal 
questions concerning preemption and prevention, as legal experts are fundamentally better suited to address 
these issues. I also do not attempt to adjudicate cases where there is debate over whether or not something 
is rightfully classified as preemption or prevention. For one discussion of the distinction between 
preemption and prevention, see Reiter, “Exploding the Powder Keg Myth,” 6. 
20 Reiter, “Exploding the Powder Keg Myth,” 6–7. 
21 Though there are many other options available to leaders when confronting a nuclear proliferant, it is 
only the use of preventive military force that is being considered here.  This is not meant to discount the 
other options which are important components in a larger and more broad counter-proliferation policy, but 
rather I leave aside the choice to use alternative methods including sanctions, industrial sabotage, 
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Second, though much of the counter-proliferation literature combines situations of 

all types of proliferation of weapons of mass destruction together in a single analysis, 

here I limit my focus to nuclear proliferation. I do this primarily to maintain an analogous 

comparison across cases, but also because the proliferation costs of each type of weapon 

is sufficiently different in a leader’s perspective as to warrant an analysis of each type of 

proliferation individually.22 Especially given nuclear weapons’ ability to rapidly and 

significantly change the balance of power between states, it is useful to consider the 

dynamics surrounding their proliferation and related counter-proliferation dynamics 

separate from other types of weapons’ diffusion. 

 Finally, it is worth noting that the use of preventive military force as a counter-

proliferation strategy is empirically quite rare. By contrast, the consideration of this type 

of military intervention occurs with relative frequency. Furthermore, there are puzzling 

dynamics surrounding consideration as sometimes one executive seriously considers 

military force, but his successor does not, despite the looming nuclear acquisition. 

Especially because consideration requires a significant investment of time, personnel, 

leadership, and resources within a state, that it happens with frequency is no small matter. 

And because the use of force cannot occur absent prior consideration, it is consequential 

to broaden the scope of analysis here in order to ascertain the mechanisms linking 

consideration to force as a means to understanding when they are likely to occur and 

when not. This leads to the dependent variable below. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
assassination of scientists, etc., as beyond the scope of this project.  Though certainly these strategies will 
appear in the case histories, my goal is not to explain when or why certain counter-proliferation strategies 
are adopted over others. 
22 Many believe that nuclear weapons are unique because of their consequences for defense, deterrence, or 
destruction, or because of the changes they bring to three-dimensional warfare. It seems, however, that 
despite these consequences, in many cases, leaders will tolerate nuclear proliferation instead of risk 
conventional war.   
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Dependent Variable 

This project explains the variation we find in the empirical universe – why certain 

leaders consider and attack adversarial nuclear programs, but other leaders, confronting 

the same adversarial nuclear program, do not. It will also explain why the same leader 

uses preventive military force against some proliferants, but refrains against others. To 

achieve these goals, I conceptualize the dependent variable (D.V.) under exploration as a 

trichotomous variable that can take the following three forms: the D.V. has the value of 2 

if preventive military force is used as a counter-proliferation strategy, the value of 1 if 

preventive military force is only considered, but not used, and finally has the value of 0 if 

there is no consideration of preventive military force. To be coded as a 2, the use of force 

must be overt, conducted by the military, and state-sanctioned. It will generally take the 

form of air campaigns, strategic bombings, and surgical strikes.  

 

Method and Research Design 

This project offers both a theory building and testing exercise, providing a theory 

of preventive war and also a detailed empirical exploration to test the theory. In order to 

both build and test, as well as identify and explore the causal mechanisms in action, this 

project utilizes the small-N, comparative case study method to ascertain why state leaders 

made the counter-proliferation decisions they did. The comparative case study method is 

useful for this project in that it allows me to achieve high concept validity by delving 

deep into the history in order to identify and measure the indicators of interest. This 

method also allows me to process trace the causal mechanisms I theorize to be at work in 
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this type of decision-making. This study is longitudinal in that it looks at the same dyad 

over time, in order to discover how consecutive administrations viewed the same 

adversary. It is also cross-sectional in that I examine multiple administrations within the 

same would-be preventer states that are contemplating preventive military force against a 

variety of adversaries. I employ an archival-based research strategy in order to delve into 

the historical details of each case under analysis. The project universe spans the entire 

nuclear era – from its early stages in 1942 until the present day. I chose not to limit the 

universe to an earlier period even though it therefore includes ongoing cases. For reasons 

of data availability and access that would arise in trying to acquire material on the most 

recent cases, however, these situations will not be treated in the analysis but rather will be 

addressed in the conclusion. Despite these limitations, I have chosen to define the scope 

conditions this way because these cases are important components of the universe and 

warrant inclusion, but my analysis is necessarily incomplete. 

 

Project Universe and Case Selection 

Much of the scholarship on this topic is understandably U.S.-centric, given the 

relative ease of access to information and also the American role as a leader in non- and 

counter-proliferation efforts. This, however, truncates the universe of cases and excludes 

important international actors who constitute a sizeable portion of those undertaking this 

kind of decision-making. While this project is in its analysis a study of U.S. foreign 

policy decision-making, as the three main empirical chapters concern U.S. counter-
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proliferation efforts, the full empirical universe includes instances of additional states’ 

decision-making.23 

This project is deliberately designed not to explore the entire universe of cases 

where any one state could have possibly intervened to target another state’s nuclear 

program. Doing so would require examining all possible dyadic combinations of the 

number of states in the international community and the nuclear or attempted nuclear 

countries. This conceptualization of the universe would dramatically inflate the relevant 

population, introducing many more 0 cases into the universe that are simply unrealistic.24 

Accordingly, I use Mahoney and Goertz’s “possibility principle” to scope out all such 

instances where the observed outcome is beyond the realm of possibility.25 Therefore, it 

is necessary to truncate the population to situations where contemplation of the use of 

force was plausible, and I do so according to this principle.  

At the same time, because I seek in this project to determine what leads to 

consideration and what leads consideration to become action, I take the potential for 

consideration as the starting point in the empirical cases rather than the entire potential 

universe of attack/non-attack. For this reason, I set aside and will not analyze cases where 

force could have theoretically been contemplated (meaning the potential preventer had 

the necessary military means at their disposal), but was not at any time contemplated 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
23 Future research will include analysis of Israeli decision-making vis-à-vis the Iraqi, Pakistani, and Syrian 
nuclear programs where preliminary research reveals the generalizability of my argument and the 
comparability of American and Israeli counter-proliferation decision-making behavior. I will also examine 
American decision-making against the Soviet nuclear program under Presidents Truman and Eisenhower. 
This is discussed further in the conclusion. 
24 The possibility principle holds that “only cases where the outcome of interest is possible should be 
included in the set of negative cases; cases where the outcome is impossible should be relegated to a set of 
uninformative and hence irrelevant observations.” Mahoney and Goertz, “The Possibility Principle.” 
25 As an example, including all dyad pairs in the international system would incorporate the combination 
Samoa – Tuvalu as a potential case for analysis. However, Samoa has no armed forces and thus it is beyond 
the realm of possibility for them to attack Tuvalu, or any state militarily in the manner described in this 
analysis. Furthermore, Tuvalu never pursued a nuclear weapons program, so there is no program for Samoa 
to target. 
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because the threat environment did not warrant it. This portion of the case population is 

characterized by either formal or informal alliances, the sharing of either civilian or 

military nuclear technology, or both of these factors. My theory would expect these cases 

of existing political and scientific relationships to lead unambiguously to no 

consideration of the use of preventive military force. This is precisely because of a 

special relationship that exists between the states and an elite consensus that there is no 

direct threat to national security posed by the attempted nuclear acquisition in question. It 

is not surprising therefore that no consideration of force occurred in the U.S. – Great 

Britain, U.S. – France, U.S. – Israel, or France – Israel dyads, which are distinguished 

from the rest of the universe by close political and military relationships and actual 

technological assistance and sharing of expertise specifically in the nuclear realm.26 For 

these reasons, my theory maintains a trichotomous coding of the dependent variable, but I 

set aside and do not analyze the portion of the universe where though force was 

theoretically possible, there was at no time period any consideration of it.  

Importantly, however, I do include cases where one leader considers preventive 

military force but the immediately proximate leader (either previously or subsequently) 

does not, as this allows me to analyze instances where no consideration occurred, avoid 

selecting on the dependent variable, and to understand the causes of this variation across 

leaders. This design allows me to ascertain the conditions under which consideration 

becomes force and conversely when it does not, when consideration occurs versus when 

it does not, and finally the precise causal mechanisms at play in each scenario. Defining 

the project in this way accomplishes several significant tasks. First, it allows me to forge 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
26 This is not to say, however, that elites in these circumstances uniformly supported these instances of 
proliferation. Rather, it is simply that force was not contemplated as a potential strategy to prevent it. 
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an analogous comparison across cases. Second, it yields an opportunity for both theory 

building and testing. And third, it supports a precise focus on the exact decision process 

in which I am interested.  

Cases are bounded to reflect the time period when one state had under 

consideration the use of force against the adversary, regardless of whether or when the 

adversary conducted a successful nuclear test. Though some of the literature on this topic 

codes such cases as concluding with a nuclear test,27 mine is a deliberate choice not to do 

so, given that in certain dyads the potential user of preventive military force continues its 

contemplation and strategizing despite an adversary’s nuclear test. This extends what 

some might consider the traditional preventive time frame and includes the period when 

an adversary has a nascent nuclear program. Nevertheless, the universe under 

consideration here remains preventive and not preemptive, given that there is no prior 

imminent threat of an attack – conventional or nuclear – from the adversary during any 

time period under consideration. This decision is justified on the grounds that in the time 

period immediately following a first nuclear test, the nuclear weapons are in their 

infancy, are not deployable, and thus the risk of a nuclear response in the aftermath of a 

preventive strike is still quite small. This stands in contrast to years or decades after a 

first nuclear test where a state’s nuclear program has developed considerably, has 

advanced both technologically and militarily, and thus the risk of nuclear retaliation has 

risen quite significantly. 

With these considerations and the previously articulated scope conditions in mind, 

the universe of dyads of historically antagonistic states where the use of force was at least 

contemplated as one state confronted an adversarial proliferant appears below. (N = 25) 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
27 See Fuhrmann and Kreps, “Targeting Nuclear Programs in War and Peace” for an example. 



 19	
  

Table 1 

Egypt - Israel Israel - Iran Norway – 

Germany 

United Kingdom 

- Iraq 

United States – 

North Korea 

India - Pakistan Israel - Iraq Pakistan - India United States - 

China 

United States - 

Pakistan 

Iran - Iraq Israel - Libya South Korea - 

North Korea 

United States - 

Germany 

United States - 

Soviet Union  

Iraq - Iran Israel - Pakistan Taiwan - China United States - 

Iran 

Soviet Union -

Israel 

Israel - Egypt Israel - Syria United Kingdom 

- Germany 

United States - 

Iraq 

Soviet Union - 

South Africa 

 

Since my argument centers on leaders and their beliefs, however, in order to isolate their 

specific role in counter-proliferation decision-making, I deliberately examine cases 

whose duration falls under multiple (at least two but maybe more) consecutive 

administrations. By doing so, I am able to control for the role of the target state and can 

isolate the effect of the leaders themselves. I chose consecutive administrations in order 

to minimize to the extent possible the amount of time that has elapsed for further 

development of the nuclear program in the adversary state, which might otherwise 

account for different assessments of the program by different administrations. This more 

limited universe is as follows (N=12): 
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Table 2 

India - Pakistan  

(1979-1981, 1984, 1987) 

United States - North Korea  

(1993-1994, 2001) 

Israel - Iraq  

(~1974-1981) 

United States - Iran  

(TBD) 

Israel - Pakistan  

(1979-1987) 

United States - Iraq  

(1990 - 2003) 

Israel - Syria  

(? - 2007) 

United States - Soviet Union  

(1945-1949, 1953-1954) 

Israel - Iran  

(TBD) 

Soviet Union - Israel  

(1967) 

United States - China  

(196 - 1964) 

Soviet Union - South Africa  

(1976, 1977-1979) 

 

Given that this smaller universe comprises only 12 cases, it would be useful to 

examine each of them in some detail. In light of resource and other constraints however, 

treating all 12 in-depth as full case studies is not feasible. Instead, one might pursue a 

democracy / non-democracy comparison that would in theory allow for a test of how 

regime type determines preventive war decisions. I am not using this strategy, however, 

because within the smaller universe of 12 cases only one state, the U.S.S.R., is not 

democratic and thus there is very little variation on this variable. Furthermore, my theory 

suggests that leader type, not regime type, is the crucial explanatory factor.  

In light of this, I explore only within the population of cases of U.S. decision-

making and set aside the other cases for future research. This is useful, moreover, in that 

by focusing on the United States, I am able to hold constant factors that might otherwise 

be confounding to my argument, including regime type, global position, and regional 

dynamics. Narrowing the core empirical chapters of this manuscript in this way thus 
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allows for a “structured, focused comparison” of the role that leader beliefs play in 

counter-proliferation decision-making.28 

To analyze American decision-making, I explore one case during the Cold War 

and two cases from the end or the post-Cold War period in order to assess the specific 

role of the Cold War in intervention decisions.29 For the Cold War period, I examine U.S. 

deliberations about the Chinese nuclear program. This case is analytically important for 

my theory in that it has two presidents – Kennedy and Johnson – confronting the same 

proliferant, and though neither administration authorizes the use of force, the 

deliberations of each president are different and therefore illuminating. For the more 

recent period, I explore the U.S. – Iraq case and U.S. – North Korea case. Doing so is 

analytically useful because it allows me to not only hold the target states constant and 

explore multiple administrations’ behavior toward Iraq and North Korea, but also to look 

at potential variation within each administration across adversaries. In other words, 

looking at Iraq and North Korea allows me to examine how George H.W. Bush and Bill 

Clinton dealt with Iraq and how these same leaders chose to deal with North Korea 

during approximately the same timeframe. This allows me to understand why force was 

used repeatedly against Iraq but has never been used against North Korea, despite being a 

similar situation confronted by the same leaders who used force against Iraq. 

Furthermore, as an additional test of generalizability beyond the Cold War, the U.S. 

behavior vis-à-vis Iraq under the George W. Bush Administration is explored, both as the 

newest instance of American counter-proliferation decision-making, and also as an initial 

test of the model’s traction in the post-September 11th context. 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences. 
29 The George H.W. Bush administration straddles the end of the Cold War allowing for an important test 
of the role the Cold War and its end played in counter-proliferation decision-making. 
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By combining both a longitudinal approach, looking at multiple administrations 

over time in the same case, and looking within administrations for internal variation 

across cases, I gain maximum analytical leverage to test the causal mechanisms I 

hypothesize.30 This case selection strategy also allows me to take advantage of a variety 

of sources in constructing my cases. The Cold War cases permit examination of the 

extensive collection of declassified government documents, as well as memoirs and 

biographies of the participants who are no longer alive. For the post-Cold War cases, in 

addition to exploring the available government documents and secondary literature, I am 

also able to make use of extensive journalistic accounts, published interviews, and 

contemporaneous accounts. Future research will augment this data with documentary 

materials as they become declassified and interviews with surviving administration 

officials. 

 

Research Method 

The main research strategy for this project is process tracing through the use of 

archival records and other historical sources to explore the decision-making process that 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
30 See Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions for a comparable research 
design. 

Empirical Chapters 

• U.S. – China (Chapter 3) 

• U.S. – North Korea (Chapter 4) 

• U.S. – Iraq (Chapter 5)	
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took place in each of the cases. The data is drawn primarily from American archival 

institutions including the National Security Archive, the U.S. National Archive, and the 

relevant presidential libraries. I scour official government documents as well as personal 

records and collections from the participants themselves as they are available. I also make 

use of the pertinent volumes from the Foreign Relations of the United States and Public 

Papers of the Presidents collections. In each location, I explore the available historical 

records including, but not limited to, recorded minutes and transcripts of high level 

(Executive or Cabinet) meetings, private diplomatic correspondence, government 

documents including speeches, testimony, voting records, military plans, budget 

estimates, and declassified intelligence reports, and also, memos, letters, and memoirs of 

the relevant participants. As there is also a rich secondary literature on the history of 

nuclear weapons broadly, and on particular states and their pursuit of nuclear weapons, I 

utilize diplomatic history and international relations texts on the cases themselves. There 

is also an abundant journalistic record that I explore in depth, and I make use of relevant 

first-hand sources for any of the participants involved in these cases. Finally, in addition 

to the documentary evidence, I examine available presidential biographies, diaries, and 

tapes or other historical recordings as necessary and available.  

By exploring the combination of diverse sources described above, I am able to 

recreate rich and detailed historical accounts of the cases under analysis. By utilizing both 

official government sources and unofficial personal records, I document how different 

leaders perceived the threats they faced, looking specifically at their beliefs about 

deterrence and nuclear weapons, the options they felt they had in confronting those 

threats, and the justification they provided for the policy they ultimately implemented. 
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Because I explore the pre-presidential records of each leader and examine their beliefs 

prior to holding the presidency, I disentangle what are personal, individually-held beliefs 

and what are the politics and case logistics determined by a particular crisis. And by 

comparing how multiple administrations viewed the same adversary, I ascertain how 

different people viewed the same situation, understood their choices, and ultimately 

decided to consider force, use force, or to abstain altogether. 

 

Plan of the Study  

The subsequent chapters of this manuscript proceed as follows. Chapter 2 

describes in detail the theoretical argument of this project, exploring both the constituent 

components as well as situating them in the relevant literature. It also discusses the main 

rival explanation against which my argument is tested. Finally, it presents a typology of 

threat environments and explores the theoretical expectations and hypotheses derived 

from the typology. Following the presentation of the theory, Chapters 3, 4, and 5 

comprise the empirical core of this manuscript. They explore U.S. decision-making vis-à-

vis the Chinese, North Korean, and Iraqi nuclear programs respectively. Finally, Chapter 

6 concludes by reviewing my findings, discussing the implications and both academic 

and policy contributions, and describing areas for future research.
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Chapter 2: Theory 
 
Introduction 

Under what conditions do leaders decide to use preventive military force as a 

counter-proliferation strategy? To answer this question, this chapter explains in detail the 

argument of the manuscript and explores the mechanisms through which leaders make 

preventive war decisions. As described previously, the theory does not attempt to explain 

the choice between military intervention and other available counter-proliferation 

strategies; instead it explores only the consideration of the use of force and the actual use 

of force. While at any given time the would-be preventer may have alternative counter-

proliferation strategies available, in this analysis I account for this possibility by 

examining specific periods of counter-proliferation decision-making where the dominant 

strategy choice is between using force and abstaining from its use.1 The sections that 

follow situate my argument in the relevant context, discuss the rational baseline 

preventive model against which I compare my leader-centric model, and explore how the 

two models diverge. Additional sections justify the decision to focus on the role of state 

leaders and their divergent prior beliefs in counter-proliferation decision-making and 

conceptualize the key variables that influence counter-proliferation decisions. I draw 

hypotheses from my argument as well as from the alternative explanations, present a 

typological assessment of the decision-making process, and describe how it will be 

explored in the case studies that follow. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion 

of the case research strategy. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 Strategies targeting the proliferator’s nuclear program through options other than force will appear in the 
case narratives for background description. They are, however, distinct from the specific decision under 
analysis. 
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The Argument  

I offer a rational but non-unitary state centric argument for understanding use of 

force decisions to prevent another state from acquiring nuclear weapons, where cost-

benefit analyses by various leaders differ because of disagreement over the requirements 

of deterrence and the dangers of nuclear proliferation, as well as competing threat 

assessments of the state attempting to proliferate. In contrast to purely rational 

assessments that would not predict rational variation in the way that states respond to 

these threats, I argue that leaders possess divergent prior beliefs about the nature and 

dangers of proliferation, as well as specific threat perceptions of other states. Because of 

this, leaders will conduct different expected utility calculations and arrive at divergent 

policy selections in a given crisis situation despite viewing the same evidence. Thus, my 

argument moves beyond a strict rationalist model and predicts that decision-making by 

state leaders, driven by divergent prior beliefs, will determine states’ likely counter-

proliferation behavior.  

 

The Dependent Variable 

 As described in the introduction, the dependent variable in this analysis is a 

trichotomous variable which can take the following three values: the D.V. has the value 

of 2 if preventive military force is used as a counter-proliferation strategy, the value of 1 

if preventive military force is only considered, but not used, and finally has the value of 0 

if there is no consideration of preventive military force.  
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The Rational Baseline 

Within the international relations literature, scholars have long wrestled with 

questions of war and peace and worked to understand the behavior of actors in the global 

system. Over time, this tradition has grown to encompass both states and non-states, to 

include both within state and between state violence, and to examine the many different 

violent strategies a state can pursue as one tool of statecraft. One such strategy is 

preventive war. Preventive wars are wars fought now to avoid the risk of fighting under 

less favorable conditions later. The temptation is to fight under relatively favorable 

circumstances to forestall the rise of an adversary or to avoid a deterioration of the status 

quo and a future war when one’s position has deteriorated.2 Even if the rising state is 

currently peaceful, there exists uncertainty concerning its future intentions, given that 

preferences and interests can change. In the nuclear arena, a preventive war may occur 

when one state, facing another state in the process of acquiring nuclear weapons, attacks 

the nuclear program in an attempt to destroy or forestall it and remove the eventuality of 

fighting a nuclear-armed adversary. In such a scenario, a state considers the extent to 

which military power (both latent and actual) is likely to shift in the other state’s favor. 

The more the adversary stands to gain in terms of both material capabilities and 

bargaining leverage, the more likely one would expect the declining state to act to 

prevent this outcome.3 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 The logic of preventive war features prominently in realist literature including in Waltz, Theory of 
International Politics; Morgenthau, Politics among Nations; the Struggle for Power and Peace.; Gilpin, 
War and Change in World Politics; and Copeland, The Origins of Major War. 
3 Greater bargaining power does not necessarily imply a greater likelihood of aggressive behavior; it may 
be the case that a security seeking state will be satisfied with an increase in its relative power and stop 
there. 
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In this project, a preventive attack is explicitly limited to situations when a 

nuclear acquisition by an adversary threatens to radically alter the balance of power 

between two states, as opposed to changes in balance of power that occur for other 

reasons.4 According to the rational model of preventive war decision-making, in response 

to a changing security environment caused by another state’s attempted nuclear 

acquisition, a state weighs the severity of the consequences against the potential benefits 

of intervening to prevent the acquisition. In other words, the state weighs the expected 

costs and benefits of not attacking against the expected costs and benefits of attacking. 

Depending on this assessment, the potential intervener may then choose to attack 

preventively in an attempt to forestall its relative decline or may attempt to simply deter 

the other state. It is this calculation and these tradeoffs that this project explores. The 

basic framework is represented immediately below and Table 1 presents the rationalist 

calculation in the nuclear context. 

 

Standard Rational Cost-Benefit Analysis 

• Expected Utility of Intervention = Probability (Costs of Intervention) x Costs of 

Intervention + Probability (Benefits of Intervention) x Benefits of Intervention  

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 In many cases, the state may have conventional and/or nuclear superiority, but neither is necessary. What 
is required is for the would-be preventer state to be facing a situation in which the potential nuclear 
acquisition would radically change the previous balance of power in the state pursuing nuclear weapons’ 
favor. I also assume that the would-be preventer states meet some minimum military power threshold in 
order to have the military and technical ability to even theoretically conduct the intervention. 
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Preventive War Cost-Benefit Calculation (Table 3) 

 

Costs of Intervention 

As a state assesses its strategy options and compares their expected utilities, the 

relevant costs and benefits are comprised of multiple factors. First, there are the concrete 

military and human costs of conducting the intervention. Second, there are the strategic 

costs suffered, reflecting the relative change in the balance of power (vis-à-vis the 

Expected Utility – Intervention 
(Costs and benefits x likelihood 
estimations) 

Expected Utility – No Intervention  
(Costs and benefits x likelihood 
estimations) 

Costs of Intervention 
• Human and material costs  
• Relative change in balance of 

power  
• Reputational costs (domestic and 

international audience costs)  
• Risk of retaliation / provoking a 

hostile coalition 
• Risk of failure 

 

Costs of No Intervention 
• Consequences of nuclear 

proliferation 
• Proliferation costs (increased 

likelihood of arms races, cascades, 
nuclear terrorism) 

• Diminished resolve / credibility / 
non-proliferation reputation 

Benefits of Intervention  
• Reduced costs and probability of 

nuclear war 
• Maintain balance of power / 

superiority 
• Increased resolve / credibility 
 

Benefits of No Intervention 
• Zero human or material costs  
• Zero risk of retaliation 
• Zero chance of failure 
• Zero / low risk of condemnation 

Probability of incurring above costs and 
benefits (With intervention) 

• Military estimates 
• Intelligence estimates 
• Likelihood of success 

• Probability and timeline for the 
proliferator rebuilding nuclear 
program 

Probability of incurring above costs and 
benefits (With no intervention) 

• Probability another strategy 
succeeds  

• Probability proliferator’s program 
will be unsuccessful 

• Probability of nuclear war 
• Probability of deterring the 

proliferator  
• Regional foreign policy undermined  
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proliferator) as the state expends both men and materials in conducting the intervention. 

Third, there is the potential for both domestic and international reputational or audience 

costs as a state could be condemned either at home or abroad for using the military to 

intervene in the affairs of another state, in violation of the target state’s sovereignty. In 

theory, there are also normative costs that the state must take into consideration before 

conducting a military intervention of this sort. Specifically, if the preventive attack is 

nuclear, the state may suffer reputational costs for violating the nuclear taboo – a 

normative prohibition on the first use of nuclear weapons against an adversary.5 

Furthermore, the state may be punished or condemned for setting a dangerous precedent 

by using a preventive war strategy and thereby legitimizing such behavior in the 

international system, making it more likely that the preventive option would be utilized in 

the future.6 Lastly, states assess the costs and risks of a potential retaliation either by the 

target state itself or by a coalition that comes to its defense. In sum, each of these costs – 

material, human, strategic, and normative – are assessed against the likelihood and the 

potential benefits of a successful intervention. 

 

Benefits of Intervention 

As suggested, the state also stands to gain many potential benefits in the aftermath 

of a successful intervention. First, the proliferator will not go nuclear. This means both 

that the would-be intervener would maintain its military superiority relative to the 

proliferator, and that its relative balance of power would decline only as much as the 

intervention itself costs. Consequently, the state maintains its bargaining and coercive 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 See Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo for a discussion of the nuclear taboo, its evolution, and its limits. 
6 These normative costs do not appear in Table 1 for reasons explained in a later section. 
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power. This causes a reduction in the costs and probability of nuclear war. In addition, 

the system as a whole would not see an increase in the total number of nuclear weapons 

or nuclear weapons states.7 Second, the preventer state could gain in terms of its 

international resolve and credibility for having followed through on any commitments it 

may have made to uphold peace and security and promises to prevent nuclear 

proliferation. This would be especially important if the state is particularly vocal about 

the dangers posed by nuclear weapons and the need to uphold and strengthen the non-

proliferation regime, as the United States has been recently. Acting on its rhetoric would 

demonstrate resolve and credibility in the eyes of the international community.  

 

Costs and Benefits of No Intervention 

In addition to the above considerations for conducting an intervention, the would-

be preventer must simultaneously consider the costs and benefits from not intervening to 

target the other state’s nuclear weapons program. The costs of not pursuing an 

intervention include the relative decline in the preventer’s power compared to the newly 

nuclear state, which can manifest in the economic, social, or technological bases of power 

that might wane.8 We would expect the decline caused by another state’s proliferation to 

occur as a decrease in relative military power and a weakened or erased ability to deter 

the now-nuclear state. Additionally, choosing not to intervene raises the possibility of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 This concern reflects a persistent, but also contentious view in the literature that expects proliferation to 
beget proliferation and nuclear cascades to manifest in the aftermath of additional nuclear acquisition. 
Shultz, Preventing the Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons. Also, the fact that there are fewer weapons in the 
system means that there are also fewer opportunities for theft, loss, or accidental launch. 
8 Copeland 2000 discusses in detail the ways in which these varying types of decline may negatively 
impact a state; for example, with another state’s pursuit of a nuclear program, an arms race may be 
instigated. In order to compete in the arms race, both states may be required to expend valuable military 
and economic resources or risk being out paced. In this way latent and actual elements of a state’s power 
may be utilized and weaken the state. 
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specific proliferation costs resulting from a greater potential for arms races, proliferation 

cascades, and nuclear terrorism. Overall, the magnitude of the effect caused by this 

decline as well as its impact on regional foreign policy would stem from a weakened 

deterrent capacity.  

Beyond the purely security-type changes to the state, there are also normative 

consequences of proliferation. Specifically, if the would-be preventer state has 

championed the non-proliferation regime, has pledged to confront nuclear proliferation 

and work diligently to prevent it, and yet chooses not to use prevention against a 

particular nuclear program, then they may suffer diminished credibility in the eyes of the 

international community. This would have negative consequences in the nuclear realm, 

but also impact other deterrence situations or constrain other areas of a state’s foreign 

policy, both within international organizations and beyond. 

At the same time, the choice to not intervene may also afford the would-be 

preventer state potential benefits. First among them is saving the resources that would 

have otherwise been committed to the intervention including the human and material 

costs of conducting the campaign. Likewise, there is no risk of retaliation given that there 

would be no initial attack to provoke a retaliatory response from the proliferating state. 

Normative benefits may accrue if choosing not to intervene demonstrates a willingness to 

play by the rules of the international community. Lastly, if there is no intervention, then 

there is also no risk of having an intervention fail, or suffering international or domestic 

condemnation in the aftermath of an unpopular attack. 
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Baseline Expectations 

As a state undertakes this calculation in order to determine its strategy for 

counter-proliferation, it compares not only the possible costs and benefits of each 

strategy, but also each strategy’s likelihood estimations. We expect that if some other 

strategy is likely to prevent an adversary from going nuclear, then intervention should be 

unlikely to occur. Alternatively, if the would-be preventer state expects that the 

proliferator will not succeed in building the nuclear program,9 then an intervention is 

similarly unlikely. It might also be the case that the proliferator’s nuclear program is seen 

as not threatening, in which case there would also be little reason to intervene.10 In any of 

these scenarios, the expected utility of not intervening is high, and the likelihood of 

preventive intervention is low. Likewise, if the estimated probability of a successful 

outcome with an intervention is low, then the state will also be unlikely to intervene. 

However, if the estimated probability of success with an intervention is high, then the 

state may be more likely to intervene, as this would decrease the probably of a nuclear 

attack against it.  

Despite the multitude of factors described above, associated with both the choice 

to intervene and to not intervene, it is not the case that each individual factor is similarly 

consequential for the ultimate strategy choice. I argue that there are two key factors that 

are determinative for strategy decisions: the perceived consequences of nuclear 

proliferation generally in the international system, and the perceived threat posed by the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9 While I find very limited empirical evidence of this perspective, it is still theoretically a possibility. 
10 If a specific nuclear program were seen as uniformly not threatening by elites within the would-be 
preventer state, then the relevant dyad would not appear in the empirically explored universe of this 
analysis, as it would likely describe a case of allied proliferation. Otherwise, the threat posed by a nuclear 
program is likely to be an individually held belief divergent across people and is endogenous to the model. 
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proliferator generally and once in possession of nuclear weapons. The next section 

advances my argument and discusses these two critical factors. 

 

Argument  

Though unitary actor models like the one described above are common in political 

science and international relations, I argue that they provide an insufficient explanation 

for decisions to use force to prevent another state from acquiring nuclear weapons, and 

their assumptions do not reflect the empirical reality of leaders’ decision-making 

processes. In the rationalist baseline model, the decision-maker is the unitary and rational 

state. This simplifying assumption means that the state is the sole actor determining the 

values for each of the necessary components in the calculation, conducting the analysis, 

and deciding how to proceed. And because rational states are assumed to have the same 

interests and access to the same information, on average they are expected to make the 

same calculation given the same empirical situation, and thus pursue the same strategy.  

Unlike arguments for state behavior that have focused on the unitary state as the 

relevant actor, I argue that the individual executive leader is the appropriate decision-

maker for preventive counter-proliferation decisions in the nuclear context. This is an 

important contribution given the existing literature’s almost total focus on the state as the 

relevant actor despite a burgeoning literature on leaders regarding both military 

intervention and more generally.11 Furthermore, because the existing scholarship relies 

almost exclusively on either large-N statistical analysis or formal modeling at the unitary 

state level, it is unable to capture the precise sub-state mechanisms of the decision at 

hand. I explore these micro-level mechanisms and demonstrate that leaders possess 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions, 2–4. 
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divergent prior beliefs regarding nuclear proliferation and the nature of the adversary that 

can explain their decision-making behavior when confronting states pursuing nuclear 

weapons programs. To make this argument, the next sections explain first why leaders 

matter in this context; second why prior beliefs are consequential and diverge across 

leaders; and third how these divergent prior beliefs lead to significant variation in 

decision-making outcomes. 

 

Leaders and Their Beliefs 

Though once relegated to the purview of historians and psychologists, 

international relations has over time recognized that individuals play a consistent and 

important role in directing state behavior. Specifically they play a central role in shaping 

international affairs, in causes of war, alliance patterns, and other areas that scholars 

consider important.12 This recognition of their critical nature has brought individuals 

back into the favor of political scientists as a location of causal work as they attempt to 

explain important inter and intra-state dynamics. This resurgence follows in the early and 

path-breaking footsteps of Robert Jervis’s work on the role of misperceptions in decision-

making and Alexander George’s studies of the operational code.13 More recently, 

scholars including Jonathan Mercer, Roland Bleiker, Emma Hutchison, and Rose 

McDermott are paying significant attention to individual level characteristics. 

Respectively, they describe how emotions are a key part of decision-making and 

explaining international political behavior, and demonstrate how psychological elements 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12 Byman and Pollack, “Let Us Now Praise Great Men.” 
13 Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics; George, “The ‘Operational Code.’” 
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and early life experiences can determine how they see the world and choose to act within 

it.14  

While the role of individual leaders in a state’s intervention decision-making has 

been demonstrated by Elizabeth Saunders,15 and more broadly that personal 

characteristics are relevant for militarized behavior,16 this approach has not yet been 

carried over to preventive war decision-making in the nuclear context. Given the 

abundance of literature finding that leaders are critical for explaining variation in 

important outcomes including other instances of intervention, and the fact that the 

literature on counter-proliferation decision-making is still largely about unitary actors, the 

argument I offer here provides an important advancement of our understanding of this 

topic. 

Furthermore, within the nuclear literature specifically, there is a significant trend 

towards the recognition of the role of individual leaders in other aspects of nuclear 

decision-making. Jacques Hymans’ 2006 work, The Psychology of Proliferation, 

convincingly demonstrates how leaders and their nationalistic beliefs, determine the 

choices a state makes when contemplating pursuing nuclear weapons or abandoning the 

effort.17 Similarly, in a 2012 working paper Fuhrmann and Horowitz argue that early 

experience as a rebel fighter is a significant predictor of later decisions to support 

proliferation efforts once in office.18 Likewise, a 2013 volume by James Lebovic 

demonstrates the critical role of individuals and their beliefs for understanding U.S. arms 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14 Mercer, “Emotional Beliefs”; Bleiker and Hutchison, “Fear No More”; McDermott, Political Psychology 
in International Relations; Horowitz, McDermott, and Stam, “Leader Age, Regime Type, and Violent 
International Relations.” 
15 Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions. 
16 Horowitz and Stam, “How Prior Military Service Influences the Future Militarized Behavior of 
Leaders.” 
17 Hymans, The Psychology of Nuclear Proliferation. 
18 Fuhrmann and Horowitz, “Leaders, Rebel Experience, and Nuclear Proliferation.” 
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control decisions.19 Together, this work shows how nuclear decision-making, once 

thought to be the realm of traditional security and balance of power concerns, actually 

relies quite heavily on the person making the decision. 

Substantively, three characteristics of the preventive counter-proliferation context 

remove it from typical policy decision-making dynamics and create a space likely for an 

intervening role on the part of state leaders. These characteristics are a lack of traditional 

bureaucratic political interests and divisions, a lack of typical audience cost 

considerations, and the high stakes nature of the decision at hand. Each of these is 

addressed in turn below. 

First, the beliefs of leaders are more likely to matter for counter-proliferation and 

other nuclear decisions because they take place outside of the traditional bureaucratic 

political bargaining space. Specifically, for many foreign policy topics normal business 

includes congressional hearings, cabinet meetings, and interactions between the 

president, the legislature, and relevant administration officials. Because of the interests of 

the parties involved, we expect that bureaucratic or congressional wrangling can often 

play a dominant role. One such agenda item is weapons procurement decisions, where 

inter-branch politics within the military, congressional district dynamics, and local 

political considerations very much influence the type of weapons that the United States 

builds, buys, and maintains in its arsenal. In this and other similar issue areas where 

Congress has a vested interest, and may very well control the purse strings according to 

the Constitution, it is more inclined to participate in the discussions and may actually be 

mandated to do so in order to legally authorize action. Similarly, we should expect 

considerable inter-agency bargaining as the appropriate branches of the armed services 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19 Lebovic, Flawed Logics, see especially 249. 
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have a stake in the game as well. Conversely, in the nuclear context, because inter-agency 

struggles, local pork-barrel politics, and Congressional authorization are less relevant, the 

decision to intervene rests more firmly in the hands of the individual executive. 

Second, we should expect leader beliefs to be more consequential on issues that 

take place outside of public scrutiny. Specifically, for many other foreign-policy agenda 

items, the debate over policy takes place in the public eye, with public opinion on the 

particular issue under consideration acting as a factor. To this end, both in democracies 

and non-democracies, we expect potential audience costs to concern the executive, given 

that his actions may harm him or his party in future elections. While nuclear proliferation 

and counter-proliferation are usually hotly contested subjects in a public forum, there 

have been cases where the very development of an adversarial nuclear program is itself a 

secret, making any official or unofficial deliberations on appropriate counter-activity 

secret, lest they undermine the mission’s chances of success by alerting the target of the 

pending military intervention. In these instances, the public, generally an actor worth 

considering in the decision-making process, will sometimes only learn of the policy 

choice after it has been implemented, making popular opinion a lesser factor than it 

would otherwise be in normal political discourse.20 Moreover, in situations where public 

debate over the use of force does occur, both Congress and the public tend to be very 

deferential to leaders and the arguments put before them.21 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
20 This was the case during the Israeli raid on Syrian nuclear facilities in 2007 that occurred in secret. 
Though the American and Israeli governments were aware of each other’s actions and involvement on this 
issue, the deliberations and the decision-making took place out of public view. This was necessary given 
that the Syrian nuclear program was a secret and public discussion of the topic risked alerting the Syrian 
authorities to the impending raid causing them to take measures to protect the facilities from attack. 
Obviously, not all cases exhibit similar behavior – the current situation with Iran’s nuclear program 
provides one such counter example. 
21 Rourke 1993 argues that the extension of the president's power over decisions to use force has owed as 
much to Congress's willingness to defer to him during international crises (Rosato 2003, footnote 90).  
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Third and finally, the high stakes nature of this type of policy decision makes the 

individual leader the most influential actor in the deliberations. Nuclear weapons are 

unique in their ability to dramatically and quickly alter the balance of power between two 

states and for the international system as a whole. A leader who allows another state to go 

nuclear on his watch, risks a dramatic weakening of his own state’s position and more 

importantly opens up the potential for a nuclear attack either against his state or other 

members of the international community. Given the potential magnitude of a nuclear 

attack, this is of grave consequence. Especially in a post-9/11 world, to be the leader who 

let a threatening state go nuclear is quite a burden to bear. Furthermore, a leader who 

authorizes a preventive attack only to see it fail and has the intended target still acquire 

weapons and threaten the global community with them may pay a heavy political price in 

addition to a personal one. 

Thus, preventive counter-proliferation decisions, because of their nature and their 

isolation from traditional establishment debates, are different in kind from other policy 

areas and are not subject to regular bureaucratic dynamics. Indeed, unlike many foreign 

policy issues, the difficult decision to use force rests firmly in the hands of the president 

choosing to attack, as opposed to retaliating publically in the aftermath of an attack on the 

homeland where one expects a more united domestic audience. The leader in this 

situation therefore has more leeway and bears more of a burden in deciding which 

strategy to implement. This is significant in that it directs our analytical attention towards 

the role of the individual leaders making the decisions to implement military force and 

away from a unitary state perspective. 
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In a perfectly rationalist but leader-focused model, we should expect leaders to 

determine their preferred counter-proliferation strategy by conducting an expected utility 

calculation of the available strategies – assessing the costs and benefits of each and their 

likelihood for success. Then, having compared the required components, leaders should 

choose the strategy that maximizes the security to the state, and minimizes the costs and 

risks involved.22 In this scenario, any leader presented with the same information would 

arrive at the same conclusion regarding their preferred strategy.  

While appealing for its parsimony, in nuclear debates people very often 

vehemently disagree on the best strategy and both casual observance of current public 

discourse and historical research into past cases demonstrate the depth of this 

incongruity. The academic literature, specifically the alternative options for and 

impediments to pure rationality, offers a variety of explanations for why this might be the 

case. First, it could be that individuals are simply making random computational 

mistakes: to capture such aberrant behavior the analysis would require a theory of 

mistakes. Second, it could be the case that political actors are simply not rational actors 

and are instead driven by something other than a cost-benefit analysis, including 

normative or identity considerations.23 Third, the scholarship on motivated biases 

describes actor choices that are driven by a psychological need to distort reality to reflect 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
22 Portions of the American politics scholarship and literature on comparative political institutions focus on 
leaders’ incentives to get elected and re-elected and views much of executive behavior as furthering this 
core goal. This stands in contrast to much of the realist international relations scholarship that views 
maximizing security or power as the paramount interest of the state. See Drazen 2001 for a review of the 
literature focusing on economic incentives. Given the nature of the decision under analysis and the 
theoretical framework of preventive war, I argue that prioritizing a state’s security is appropriate in this 
context. At the same time, I am sensitive to electoral pressures that may influence a leader’s decision and 
impact the context of a proliferation crisis. Drazen, “The Political Business Cycle after 25 Years.” 
23 The literature abounds with theories of international relations that do not depend on a rational 
framework. See for example Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics; Finnemore, The Purpose of 
Intervention; Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics. 
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or match what they wish to see.24 The beliefs-based argument presented here, however, 

maintains that none of these scenarios captures the decision-making dynamic in the 

preventive nuclear context.  

 

An Individual Level Argument 

Though leaders will conduct a rational decision-making process, because of 

systemic and strategic uncertainty, their rational calculations will rely heavily on 

subjective beliefs fundamental to the decision at hand. While the literature abounds with 

theories of bounded or imperfectly rational decision-making processes where people 

suffer from biases,25 or use simplifying mechanisms (heuristics, analogies, etc.) to 

combat complexity in the decision-making process,26 this is not the type of theory I offer 

here.27 Instead, I argue that leaders facing an uncertain environment will rely heavily on 

their prior beliefs to assess both threats and potential solutions when confronting 

challenges from nuclear proliferation. Because of this, leaders who possess different prior 

beliefs will pursue different strategies accordingly, despite relying on what is at its core a 

rational decision-making framework. 

In “Rationalist Explanations for War,” James Fearon argues that “… [g]iven 

identical information, truly rational agents should reason to the same conclusions about 

the probability of one uncertain outcome or another. Conflicting estimates should occur 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
24 See for example Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. 
25 Unmotivated biases stand in contrast to motivated biases. For a discussion of motivated biases, and in 
particular Social Identity Theory see Tajfel, “Experiments in Intergroup Discrimination”; and for a 
discussion of attribution error see Tetlock and Levi, “Attribution Bias.” 
26 Simon, “Human Nature in Politics”; Simon, “Models of Man”; See also Jones, “Bounded Rationality” 
for a discussion of the intellectual origins of bounded rationality. 
27 Other important examples from the literature include Gigerenzer, Todd, and ABC Research Group, 
Simple Heuristics That Make Us Smart; Gigerenzer and Goldstein, “Reasoning the Fast and Frugal Way”; 
Khong, Analogies at War; Kahneman and Tversky, “Prospect Theory”; Jervis, Perception and 
Misperception in International Politics especially chapter 3. 
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only if the agents have different (and so necessarily private) information.”28 Taking issue 

with this claim, Jonathan Kirshner’s “Rationalist Explanations for War?” demonstrates 

that not only rational leaders, but rational experts, can look at identical information, and 

in the absence of any private information arrive at different conclusions about expected 

outcomes. In his study Kirshner explores the predictions made by six professional sports 

writers regarding the outcomes of three National Football League seasons. When the 

spread is 1.5 points of less, the predictions mimic asking the question “Which side do you 

think will win this game?” Remarkably, “…There are many cases where rational experts, 

flush with relevant, symmetrically available information can disagree on the outcome. 

Note that the crucial point is not whether or not the experts are right or accurate, but the 

extent to which they disagree—and in these cases they disagree sharply 74 percent of the 

time, and are only in unanimous agreement 6 percent of the time.”29 As Kirshner points 

out, there is no reason to suggest that these professional experts would be subject to any 

consistent bias, and they have access to incredible amounts of information – more so than 

most if not all – real world situations.30 Finally, these experts have access to the same 

information, meaning that differences in their predictions are not based on any 

asymmetric access to private information.31 

Obviously, the football field is not the same as the international political arena. 

And sporting competitions are hardly akin to outcomes of war and peace. Nevertheless, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28 Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” 392. 
29 Kirshner, “Rationalist Explanations for War?,” 149. 
30 The quality of individual players is known, such as the speed, to the hundredth of a second, of how fast 
they can run forty yards. The coaches are also known quantities. The teams have been together as roughly 
the same unit for years, and they play games every week. Most practices are open, and each team is 
required by the league to provide extensive injury reports, and is assessed fines for small violations. This 
list could be extended much further—in some cases, for example, the very same teams have played each 
other a few weeks earlier. Kirshner, “Rationalist Explanations for War?”. 
31 Ibid., 148. 
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there are very good reasons to believe that rational experts examining war are even more 

likely to disagree than similar experts are about football. Foremost among these reasons 

is the incredible amount of space there is for disagreement in the complicated world of 

international politics. In football many things are certain – the rules, the field, the players, 

the goals of those players, and the range of possible tactics they can employ in pursuit of 

those goals are all public knowledge. In international relations, there is simply much less 

information available and determining who will win a war and with what costs is much 

more difficult to do. While it is not the case that the international arena is infinitely 

complex or complicated, even experts will have more room for disagreement and less 

information on which to rest their arguments.32 Additionally, like the professional 

football experts who have incredible access to information to guide their decisions, so too 

is the president awash in the best information available. Indeed, they have at their 

disposal their staff and the relevant agencies providing up to the minute details on the 

case at hand and on any pertinent historical and contextual information. 

Not only does the above analogy demonstrate the relative complexity of 

international politics, more importantly it allows me to claim that we should expect 

rational, expert leaders to systematically disagree in the same manner that rational, expert 

sports commentators do. More so than on the turf, in the international arena the number 

of actors participating at any given time and the strategies they will use, as well as a 

variety of other uncertainties that exist, combine to create an extremely complex and 

ambiguous strategic environment. For example, it is not perfectly knowable which or 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
32 As Kirshner poignantly says, “At almost twenty-year intervals, the United States fought wars in the 
mountains of Korea, the jungles of Vietnam, and the desert of Arabia, against different opponents and each 
time with a different generation of weapons, soldiers, and military and political leadership. There is more 
room to disagree about how the U.S. military will perform in a hypothetical conflict in the future than about 
how the New England Patriots will fare from one week to the next.” Ibid., 149. 
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how many actors will engage in a certain conflict, specifically which strategies actors 

might pursue, and how the militaries involved will perform. These factors and others 

complicate the ability to know with any certainty when wars are likely to occur and what 

their precise outcomes might be. And it is this uncertainty that provides the context in 

which leader disagreement comes to exist and plays a role in counter-proliferation 

decision-making dynamics. 

While Kirshner does not explain why experts disagree about the outcome of 

certain events, elsewhere in the military intervention literature, we find explanations that 

may offer traction in the preventive war context. As Elizabeth Saunders demonstrates, the 

“most important source of willingness to intervene is perception of a threat to national 

security, but even within states, leaders may differ in how they identify such threats. As 

leaders survey the landscape of international hazards, they use causal beliefs about the 

nature of the international system and the utility of force, to sort and prioritize the many 

possible threats they face.”33 These “causal beliefs” are beliefs about cause-effect 

relationships, and they assist leaders in processing information and acting where and 

when they see fit.34 They also provide guidance for how individuals can achieve the goals 

they prioritize in accordance with their beliefs. Additionally, they can assist leaders in 

overcoming uncertainty within the decision-making environment that might otherwise 

lead to paralysis. This view lends credence to the existence of significant and personal 

beliefs that are of consequence when intervention for national security is at issue.35 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
33 Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions, 5. 
34 Goldstein et al., Ideas and Foreign Policy, 10. 
35 Though Saunders’ argument is in many ways the theoretical precursor to the argument of this 
manuscript, her specific model is insufficient as an explanation for the outcome under analysis. While we 
agree that the role of leaders’ prior beliefs is causally important for explaining military intervention 
generally, the specific mechanisms at play in the preventive military context and the Third World context 
are different. In the leader-centric argument, the threat perception variable (IV#2) is paired with a variable 
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Whereas in other substantive areas beliefs may derive from the dominant political 

parties or reflect political ideology, in this context, I argue that the relevant beliefs form 

much earlier in a leader’s life. While there is no one pathway for this process, there are a 

few likely scenarios for identifying the beliefs at issue in this analysis. First, a leader’s 

formative years may serve to shape how they view the world and determine their 

individual threat perceptions. This may especially be the case if a leader served in the 

military, and in particular, fought for his country. Experiences from these periods should 

be critically important to belief construction and specifically for threat perception. 

Second, early education or political service may also produce defining moments for 

political leaders. This could be the case with key lessons, critical junctures, or significant 

events remaining salience from the earlier period through to later life. Because of the 

diversity of channels through which beliefs are formed, the beliefs that matter for 

counter-proliferation decision-making should vary not based on party or other 

institutional affiliation, but rather across individuals themselves. 

In light of the above demonstration that rational individuals can and often will 

disagree, I conclude that the specific decision to use or abstain from preventive military 

force is rife with uncertainty that might reasonably cause otherwise rational experts (state 

leaders) to disagree.36 Unlike other environments where the precise number of actors, 

their options for moves and strategies, their historical behavior, and the exact rules of the 

game are known, the international political arena is much less clear and likely to foster 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
focusing on the dangers of nuclear proliferation (IV#1), which is unsurprisingly irrelevant in Saunders’ 
story. Furthermore, Saunders’ internal/external leader type distinction is insufficient to capture the 
empirical universe as both types of leaders conducted preventive interventions and also seriously 
considered, but ultimately refrained from using it. 
36 Kirshner 2000 demonstrates that rational experts can disagree because of unknowns and imperfect 
information, not because of private information, which, following Fearon 1995, was previously thought to 
be a dominant reason for rational disagreement. 



 46	
  

disagreement. And where preventive intervention is the subject of the decision, it is a 

leader’s prior beliefs on nuclear proliferation, threats, and deterrence that will guide their 

decisions. 

 

Key Decision Components 

Two sets of prior beliefs are especially likely to be determinative for use of force 

decisions: first, a leader’s view of the general consequences of nuclear proliferation, and 

second, their view of the proliferating state generally and once in possession of nuclear 

weapons. These factors comprise the two independent variables of the leader-centric 

argument. 

While in theory leaders could disagree about the value of each individual element 

identified in the rationalist baseline model of preventive war decision-making, they are 

more likely to disagree about some items more than others and some matters of 

disagreement are likely to be more important than others for the decision at hand. As an 

example, it is unlikely that leaders will have independent knowledge in addition to the 

military and intelligence estimates given to them by the respective government agencies. 

As such, while they may be likely to disagree about the meaning derived from these 

reports (which would reflect the key beliefs I argue are determinative), it is less likely 

that they will debate the content of the estimates given to them by the agencies. 

Conversely, they are very likely to disagree about the consequences of nuclear 

proliferation generally and what the goals and intentions of a specific adversary are. 

Furthermore, not only do people disagree at practical and tactical levels, they also have 

fundamental disagreements over that which is threatening generally. As Jervis explains, 
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perceptions of danger are inherently subjective,37 meaning that what or who poses a 

threat and when that threat waxes or wanes can vary across individuals.38 Because of this, 

we can expect that even leaders confronting the same crisis may conclude that it poses 

different levels of threat given the factors and debates influencing these perceptions. 

Given these factors’ relative weight on the decision-making process and also the fact that 

these features are especially likely to cause debate among individuals, these items are the 

independent variables of my argument and they appear in Table 2 below. They reflect 

prior beliefs, i.e. beliefs formed prior to or early in presidential office, and I argue, are 

leveraged once a leader is in office and confronting a specific case of adversarial 

proliferation.  

 

 

 

 

 

While the specific components of the independent variables and the decision to 

both consider military force and intervene are described in full below, it is worth noting 

at the outset that for the leader-centric argument there are two stages of decision-making 

that combine to determine a leader’s strategy selection and where a leader’s prior beliefs 

are consequential. In the first stage, a leader utilizes his long-held beliefs about nuclear 

proliferation (the general consequences of nuclear proliferation), and combines them with 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
37 Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics, 20. 
38 Citing the Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan as exceedingly rare foreign policy outcomes because 
consensus on them was so easily reached, Jervis argues that more often than not situations are rarely so 
compelling as to quickly and easily chart a clear course ahead. Ibid. 

Table 4 
 
Explanatory Variables of the Leader Centric Argument  

• General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1) 
• Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2) 
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a subjective assessment of the adversary in question and how they are likely to act once 

in possession of nuclear weapons (the threat posed by the proliferator). Together, this 

yields an estimation of the degree to which the particular proliferator is a critical threat to 

the national security of the state (the threat assessment), and what action will be 

necessary to confront it. In the second stage, a leader takes the results of the feasibility 

assessments, if requested, and must decide whether or not to proceed with the 

intervention. To do so, he weighs the costs and benefits of intervention against the costs 

and benefits of not intervening and does so according to the values of his prior beliefs. 

The components and details of this process are further detailed in the pages that follow. 

Whereas a strict rational formulation would not expect the beliefs of individual 

leaders to vary or systematically impact use of force decision-making, in my leader-

centric model, both long-held and context-specific beliefs are fundamental to counter-

proliferation strategy. Specifically, leaders must rely in large part on long-held beliefs 

about what they view as threatening and what the consequences of nuclear proliferation 

are generally, in order to analyze the on-the ground details of the case at hand. In this 

context, this means that they consider crises that they or previous administrations faced 

and also recall their general feeling regarding the advent of and nature of nuclear 

weapons. In addition, when analyzing the particular proliferator, the leader considers the 

state’s goals, intentions, and both state and regime type, in order to assess how 

threatening that state is, how likely that state is to be deterred once in possession of 

nuclear weapons, and specifically how likely that state is to use their nuclear weapons 

against the would-be preventer, its allies, or its interests. Finally, if necessary, the leader 
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weighs the risks and rewards of a potential military campaign against their subjective 

assessment of the magnitude of the situation.  

Though the specific research strategy that I utilize for this effort is discussed in 

more detail at the conclusion of this chapter, it is important to note here that I examine 

two key time periods in the life of an individual leader in order to capture the two 

relevant layers of beliefs. First, I explore the critical years of a leader’s life before they 

assume executive office. This means that I examine their formative years and 

experiences, early career and/or military records, and activity during any political office 

they held prior to becoming president. As shorthand I refer to this time period as the “pre-

presidential period” and the source of “pre-presidential beliefs.” Second, I investigate the 

years of the specific crisis a leader confronts as the executive in the highest office of his 

or her state. To do this, I compile both government records from the actual crisis period 

and also individual accounts from memoirs and biographies of the leader and relevant 

government officials who documented the crisis as it was occurring. 

Examining these key beliefs collectively produces a typological space of the 

potential perceived threat environments that could, in theory, manifest in the empirical 

universe of preventive war decision-making explored in this analysis.39 It also produces 

testable hypotheses that can be compared with the rationalist baseline expectations. 

Though discussed in full below, briefly, in environments where a leader believes that the 

threat from the proliferator generally and once armed with nuclear weapons is low and 

also believes there is a low probability of nuclear use generally in the international 

system, the leader-centric model predicts a DV = 0 and no consideration of the use of 

military force. Conversely, in environments where a leader believes that the threat from 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
39 Elman, “Explanatory Typologies in Qualitative Studies of International Politics.” 
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the proliferator generally and once armed with nuclear weapons is high and also believes 

there is a high probability of nuclear use generally in the international system, the model 

predicts the use of force (DV = 2) will be highly likely. The next sections describe the 

leader-centric model and its key variables, the typology of perceived threat environments, 

and the theoretical expectations this model yields. 
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Leader-Centric Preventive War Cost-Benefit Calculation (Table 5) 

 

Independent Variables and the Potential for Disagreement 

Taking a leader-centric approach, three factors (in bold font in Table 3 above) are 

specifically likely to be determinative for use of force decisions. These are 1) the 

consequences of nuclear proliferation, 2) the probability of deterring the proliferator, and 

Expected Utility – Intervention 
(Costs and benefits x likelihood 
estimations) 

Expected Utility – No Intervention  
(Costs and benefits x likelihood 
estimations) 

Costs of Intervention 
• Human and material costs  
• Relative change in balance of 

power  
• Risk of retaliation / provoking a 

hostile coalition 
• Risk of failure 

Costs of No Intervention  
• Consequences of nuclear 

proliferation  
• Proliferation costs (increased 

likelihood of arms races, new 
proliferants, nuclear terrorism)  

• Diminished resolve / credibility 
 

Benefits of Intervention  
• Reduced costs and probability of 

nuclear war (proliferator denied 
weapons) 

• Maintain balance of power / 
superiority 

• Increased resolve / credibility 
 

Benefits of No Intervention 
• No human or material costs 
• No risk of retaliation 
• No chance of failure 
• No / low risk of condemnation 

Probability of incurring above costs and 
benefits (With Intervention) 

• Military estimates 
• Intelligence estimates 
• Likelihood of success 

• Probability and timeline for 
proliferator rebuilding nuclear 
program 

 

Probability of incurring above costs and 
benefits (With No Intervention) 

• Probability another strategy 
succeeds 

• Probability proliferator’s program is 
unsuccessful  

• Probability of nuclear war 
• Probability of foreign policy being 

undermined 
• Probability of deterring 

proliferator  
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3) the likelihood of a successful military intervention.40 The first two have theoretical 

support from the international relations literature, derive from strong theoretical and 

political debates, and form key prior beliefs that are relevant to the decision-making 

process. Thus, they are not only likely to directly influence use of force decisions but also 

are likely sources of disagreement among individuals. They therefore also form the 

explanatory variables of the model. The third factor reflects both the objective military 

assessment of the feasibility of conducting the intervention under consideration and also 

the subjective threat assessment of the leader who must ultimately decide how to proceed. 

This last factor is consequential for determining whether the outcome of a particular case 

is simply the consideration of the use of force (DV  = 1) or the actual use of the strategy 

of preventive intervention (DV = 2).41 This is not a separate independent variable in the 

decision-making process, but rather a reflection of the two variables already identified in 

conjunction with relevant feasibility assessments. 

As Table 3 above makes clear, there are many other components to the decision to 

use preventive military force as a counter-proliferation strategy, beyond those identified 

as doing causal work. These remaining factors can be excluded from the argument, 

however, either because they are less likely to exhibit systematic divergence across 

individuals or because there are theoretical justifications for setting them aside. The 

specific reasoning for each excluded factor is described below. Moreover, because the 

two independent variables offer predictions for both the consideration and use of force, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
40 While there are many other factors that contribute to the decision to consider or use preventive military 
force, as will be discussed below, they either do not demonstrate systematic variation across individuals or 
are not independent factors. 
41 While this is in part an objective assessment, it is ultimately employed by the leader in a subjective 
determination of the utility of conducting the military intervention (which is itself a reflection of the prior 
beliefs). 
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they carry relatively more causal weight in the decision-making process as a whole than 

any of these individual factors. To the extent that any one of these items is particularly 

salient in a given case, then it will be discussed in the empirics. 

First, both the human and material costs of the intervention are ruled out as 

central to the model. As the use of force under consideration is primarily a conventional 

air campaign, the costs of which are relatively small, they will not be meaningfully 

relevant to the decision-making.42 Second, factors associated with the changing levels of 

relative power (“relative change in balance of power” and “maintain balance of power / 

superiority” in Table 3) are related to the would-be preventer state’s future ability to deter 

the state acquiring nuclear weapons, and therefore, as an independent factor have little 

meaning. Instead, they matter only if the changing power balance is associated with a 

high risk of nuclear attack, which is captured by the “consequences of nuclear 

proliferation” and “threat posed by the proliferator” variables previously described. Next, 

there is little empirical evidence to suggest that audience costs43 (domestic or 

international condemnation) or concerns about perceptions of resolve and credibility have 

significant impact on the decision-making dynamics. Also, though it could theoretically 

influence a decision-maker, there is no support for concern over the need to maintain 

one’s reputation as a guarantor or guardian of the non-proliferation regime. More 

importantly, there is little theoretical support for the idea that when the national security 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
42 This may not be the case for the latter half of the US-Soviet case where the Eisenhower Administration 
contemplated using nuclear power to attack the existing Soviet nuclear program or for instances of 
preventive action that take place within wider wars (e.g. U.S. – Iraq). For these specific cases, I am 
sensitive to the potential larger costs associated with either a nuclear attack or a wider war as being more 
relevant to the decision-making process. 
43 Weeks, “Autocratic Audience Costs” defines audience costs as “the domestic punishment that leaders 
would incur from backing down from public threats.”; For more on audience costs, see Fearon, “Domestic 
Political Audiences and the Escalation of International Disputes”; Tomz, “Domestic Audience Costs in 
International Relations”; Schultz, “Looking for Audience Costs.” 
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of the state is in jeopardy reputational costs of any kind should be more influential than 

the proliferation and threat variables that are central to my argument. Furthermore, 

Fuhrmann and Kreps have demonstrated statistically that there is little salience for 

international condemnation concerns in deterring these attacks.44 

In the same way that one would expect reputational costs to be much less 

consequential to a state’s decision-making when national security is at stake, there is little 

theoretical reason to believe that normative costs will be significant. Similarly, there is no 

empirical evidence to support the idea that normative pressures of any variety are 

determinative for use of force decisions in the nuclear context.45 This includes any 

potential negative impact associated with violating the nuclear taboo, setting a precedent 

in the international system for the strategy of prevention, or undermining the strength of 

the non-proliferation treaty (NPT). There is also no empirical evidence to suggest that 

fear of mission failure impacts the decision-making dynamics and there is no theoretical 

reason to believe that it should be determinative.46 

While one might be inclined to suspect that the risk of retaliation is a significant 

factor in counter-proliferation decision-making, recent literature has demonstrated that 

this is not the case systematically across the universe. In a statistical analysis, Fuhrmann 

and Kreps have demonstrated that the risks of provoking a military response are 

statistically insignificant when contemplating preventive attack.47 Furthermore, my own 

empirical research has also revealed little to no systematic support for this factor. At the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
44 Fuhrmann and Kreps, “Targeting Nuclear Programs in War and Peace,” 833. 
45 This stands in contrast to use of force decisions in other arenas where it has been demonstrated that 
normative pressures can be significant and consequential. See Finnemore 2004 for an example. If there is a 
norm that is relevant in this context, it is the norm of self-defense. 
46 This is intended to capture a mission failure caused by a technical glitch or some other operational 
problem and is distinct from a mission not being successful in terms of its stated goals. 
47 Fuhrmann and Kreps, “Targeting Nuclear Programs in War and Peace,” 833. 
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same time, there are individual cases (U.S. – North Korea, U.S. – Iran) where the risk of 

direct or indirect retaliation becomes more consequential. However, I argue that this 

component is a reflection of IV #2 and the perceived future inability to deter the 

adversary in question. Thus, I do not consider the risk of retaliation as an independent 

factor in the decision-making process. Finally, though a state’s regional foreign policy is 

likely to be negatively impacted as a result of its relative decline compared to the state 

acquiring nuclear weapons, my expectation is that these factors are reflections or 

symptoms of the “general consequences of nuclear proliferation” and “threat posed by the 

proliferator” variables, not independent factors themselves. Thus, I expect them to have 

limited independent impact on the outcome of the decision-making process and do not 

include them as explanatory variables. 

Beyond the above factors, there are two additional items that could deductively be 

expected to impact the decision-making process. These factors are 1) the probability that 

another strategy succeeds and 2) the probability that the state attempting proliferation is 

unsuccessful in its efforts. If the would-be preventer believes in the viability of a different 

and available strategy (i.e. something other than preventive force) for successfully 

terminating the proliferator’s nuclear program, then they should be less likely to consider 

prevention, and this would be a significant reason accounting for why. Similarly, if the 

would-be preventer believes that the state’s attempt at nuclearization will fail because of 

some internal characteristic – a lack of technical sophistication, an inherent incompetence 

on the part of the attempting state, etc. – this should also determine their willingness to 

use preventive force. However, because this universe explores cases where the 

acquisition of nuclear weapons is on the horizon and not just a hypothetical future, the 
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decision-makers know that the choice they face between force and no force ultimately 

means the choice between the adversary having weapons and not having weapons. 

Therefore, while the above two factors could theoretically offer alternative explanations, 

they should have less relevance for this analysis. I explore the possibility however, as part 

of the alternative explanations in the empirical chapters.48  

Views of the General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1) 

At the heart of one’s “views of the general consequences of nuclear proliferation” 

is a debate over the broad impact of additional nuclear proliferation in the international 

arena and specifically whether additional proliferation results in a higher or lower 

probability of nuclear use. Importantly, this is distinct from the consequences of an 

individual state’s successful nuclear acquisition (which will be discussed below with IV 

#2). While one perspective in this debate argues that nuclear weapons are inherently 

dangerous and lead to an increased probability of nuclear use, others take an opposite 

perspective claiming that they are inherently stabilizing for interstate dynamics and result 

in a decreased probability of nuclear use. As such, this debate concerns the probability of 

nuclear use not the cost of a nuclear detonation, which most everyone agrees is high. A 

volume jointly penned by nuclear experts Kenneth Waltz and Scott Sagan has framed this 

debate.49 While capturing in broad strokes both the optimist and pessimist perspective, 

and addressing the chief nuclear concerns of the end of the 20th century – nuclear 

proliferation on the South Asian subcontinent – their volume does not portray the larger 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
48 One might also expect there to be disagreement over the military and intelligence estimates provided to 
the executives. I argue that while it is unlikely for there to be disagreement over the content of the estimates 
themselves, it is likely for disagreements to arise over the implications of the estimates. These 
disagreements reflect the divergent leader beliefs previously identified in IVs # 1 and 2 and are thus not 
independent factors for further consideration. 
49 Sagan and Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons. 
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academic debate that has been active since the earliest days of the nuclear age. For this 

reason, I take a longer view of the proliferation debate as described below. 

Perhaps the most historically and substantively comprehensive analysis of the full 

debate comes from a 1995 Security Studies article by Peter Lavoy who identifies three 

broad schools of thought in the debate over nuclear proliferation and its consequences.50 

First, Lavoy describes the nuclear optimist perspective, which argues that wars will 

become far less likely with an increasing number of nuclear weapons, because even with 

victory, a nuclear conflict comes with far too high a price.51 Quickly gaining adherents, 

this view highlights the deterrent and peace-creating power of nuclear weapons. R. 

Robert Sandoval for one, articulated what he called the ‘porcupine theory,’ saying that 

even states with modest capabilities would “walk like a porcupine through the forests of 

international affairs: no threat to its neighbors, and too prickly for predators to 

swallow.”52 Perhaps the most well known subscriber to this view, Kenneth Waltz, 

describes how the very possibility of nuclear use induces caution in all parties, meaning 

that as there are more weapons, the less likely war becomes.53 Though each variant of 

optimism has its own view of the scope and the durability of peace through 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
50 Lavoy, “The Strategic Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation.” 
51 Champions of this view include Jacob Viner, Bernard Brodie, and Arthur Les Burns. See Viner, “The 
Implications of the Atomic Bomb for International Relations” in particular. 
52 Sandoval, “Consider the Porcupine,” 19. 
53 Waltz, “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons”; Those arguing a similar view include Weltman, World 
Politics and the Evolution of War who claims that nuclear weapons induce caution and moderate conflict; 
Mesquita and Riker, “An Assessment of the Merits of Selective Nuclear Proliferation” who argue that 
proliferation serves the interests of peace assuming that adversaries go nuclear at approximately the same 
time; Brito and Intriligator, “Proliferation and the Probability of War” who argue that despite a slight rise in 
the probability of accidents, nuclear weapons because of their increased deterrent effects create a lower 
likelihood of war among states who possess them; Van Creveld, Nuclear Proliferation and the Future of 
Conflict who claims that in regional settings, countries with nuclear weapons will be prevented from 
fighting one another. 



 58	
  

proliferation,54 what the many voices have in common is their focus on the strategic 

situation shared between two or more states, and the deterrent value of nuclear weapons 

in light of the very high costs that their mere presence risks imposing. 

Conversely, the proliferation pessimists focus on the characteristics of the state 

and the nuclear complex, and argue that when nuclear weapons spread they create risks 

and dangers for the international community. The major strands of this perspective 

include: the abolitionists who view nuclear weapons as far too dangerous for anyone – 

historical nuclear weapons state and new proliferant alike – to possess;55 the absolute 

pessimists, those less fearful of the original nuclear powers and focusing instead on the 

dangers posed by emerging proliferants who lack the necessary resources and experience 

for safe proliferation;56 and finally, the conditional pessimists who argue for a more 

selective approach and recognize that while some states will repeat the mistakes of the 

superpowers, others may be able to implement the necessary technical, military, and 

political requirements to avoid them.57  

Two particular variations of the conditional pessimist perspective are worth 

noting because they specifically call into question much of the rational deterrence logic 

that has been articulated by the optimists. First, in highlighting a variety of potential 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
54 Additional optimists have focused on specific geographic regions where nuclear weapons have or could 
induce caution or create peace - Shai Feldman, Steven Rosen and Paul Jabber on the Middle East; George 
Perkovich, Devin Hagerty, and Peter Lavoy among others for South Asia; John Mearsheimer, Steven Van 
Evera, and Barry Posen have discussed the position of Germany and Ukraine against Russian aggression 
and how nuclear weapons would change that regional dynamic. 
55 See Gilpin, American Scientists and Nuclear Weapons Policy for a discussion of these views held by 
figures including Niels Bohr, Robert Oppenheimer, and other participants in the Manhattan Project, as well 
as Jonathan Schell, Daniel Ellsberg, and other contemporary supporters of nuclear disarmament. 
56 Subscribers to the absolute pessimist view include Oscar Morgenstern, Fred Iklé, and Paul Doty, who 
wrote of the “Nth country problem,” Leonard Beaton, John Maddox, and Leonard Spector, and 
contemporary scholars including Joseph Nye and Harald Müller. 
57 This perspective has many adherents including Peter Feaver, Rodney Jones, Bradley Thayer, Richard 
Haass and Albert Carnesale; the most prominent among them, however, are Scott Sagan and Lewis Dunn. 
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complications (technical deficiencies, regional competition, inadvertent and deliberate 

use, domestic unrest, and nuclear accidents) Lewis Dunn argues that it is a mistake to 

assume that new members of the nuclear community will necessarily subscribe to a 

Western view of nuclear weapons that focuses on their deterrent value. Instead he says, 

new owners of nuclear weapons may see coercive or actual-use value in their newly 

acquired arsenals, which could be very destabilizing especially when coupled with a 

variety of domestic disturbances that could lead to their use.58  

Second, Scott Sagan argues that the dangers of proliferation stem from 

organizational pathologies, biases, and standard operating procedures and also the risks 

of accidents inherent to the complexity of the institutions overseeing the nuclear 

industry.59 Sagan highlights two aspects in particular: first, that organizations tend to 

function within environments where there are limitations and impediments to rational 

calculation and coordination (including standard operating procedures that both simplify 

a complex and uncertain environment and create myopic perspectives and territorial 

interests that obscure the overall objective of states);60 and second, that complex 

organizations are likely to possess conflicting goals reflecting the many sub-units 

comprising the whole, and their pursuits are intensely political reflecting self-interest and 

fierce resource competition. Furthermore, these organizations are slow to change, 

generally inflexible, and learning usually only occurs in the aftermath of a failure.61  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
58 Dunn, “Nuclear Proliferation and World Politics.” 
59 Sagan is not unique in this view; Charles Perrow and Fred Charles Iklé have argued a similar 
organizational perspective. 
60 Stated differently, the safety of the state is subordinated to the narrow goals of the particular element of 
the military overseeing the weapons complex. 
61 Perrow, Normal Accidents describes how organizations like the nuclear industry that have high 
interactive complexity (numerous interrelated, yet unplanned, interactions that are not readily 
comprehensible) and tight coupling (systems with highly time-dependent and invariant production 
sequences, with limited built-in slack) are particularly accident-prone. Perrow has demonstrated, and Sagan 
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The third view of nuclear proliferation is political relativism. Whereas the 

optimist view focuses on the strategic situation, and the pessimists focus on 

complications at either the organizational or societal levels, this third group explores 

inside the state itself with governance structures, ideologies, and strategic cultures and 

connects them to the proliferation debate. Prior to becoming President Richard Nixon’s 

Secretary of Defense, James Schlesinger notably wrote that the consequences of a state’s 

proliferation depend on the character of the state, not the details of its program.62 In 

doing so, he and likeminded others argued that it is the internal structure and 

characteristics of a state, not its larger environment, that determine the impact of its 

proliferation. Akin to a second image approach in the international relations 

scholarship,63 for a political relativist, it is the specific character of a state that will 

determine whether it is peaceful and therefore if its nuclear program is cause for 

concern.64 

Though the debate over the consequences of proliferation continues,65 the central 

issues being contested are the requirements of deterrence and the level of security that 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
has emphasized, that this is particularly problematic in the nuclear context, where militaries may be hostile 
to technology that could improve the vulnerability of weapons, may have routines that can infringe on 
safety and security mechanisms, and where learning from trial and error is dangerous and untenable. 
62 In Dougherty and Lehman, “Arms Control for the Late Sixties. Editors.” 
63 See Waltz, Man, the State and War for a discussion of the second image. 
64 Like the pessimist school, the political relativists believe that deterrence is fallible. Like the absolute 
pessimists, the relativists also assert that no efforts at management from the international community will 
fix a “bad” state such that its nuclear program would not pose a threat to the international community – it 
will remain an inherently bad actor. This relativist view has been articulated by scholars including Michael 
Mandelbaum, Robert Jervis, and Jed Snyder, and as Lavoy describes in detail, has characterized much of 
American administration proliferation policy in the later part of the 20th century. See Mandelbaum, 
“Lessons of the Next Nuclear War”; Jervis, “The Political Effects of Nuclear Weapons”; Wohlstetter et al., 
On Not Confusing Ourselves. 
65 In addition to Lavoy’s characterization of this nuclear debate, Peter Feaver has described an additional 
iteration focusing particularly of the most recent scholarly writings on this topic. Feaver refers to the early 
intellectual forbearers as the “paleos,” and describes both an optimist and a pessimist view, comparing 
them to the more recent “neo”-perspectives. As he argues, the original pessimists, including Dunn and 
Spector both writing in the 50s and 60s, were challenged in later years by the Waltz, Van Evera, and 
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exists in the international system. In addition, critics of the rational actor paradigm 

frequently argue that the many simplifying assumptions inherent to the rational model do 

not hold in many decision-making environments. Considering the debate over 

proliferation in terms of a basic deterrence framework, at issue here are the costs in the 

calculation. Waltz and other likeminded optimists believe that with some low number of 

nuclear weapons, the costs of conflict become so large that they inspire caution and 

stability results. Similarly, even with only a small nuclear arsenal, a state obtains the 

capability to inflict high costs on others (and suffer from them as well if it is involved in 

a nuclear skirmish). Because of these factors, the deliberate use of nuclear weapons 

becomes a low probability scenario.66  

Pessimists like Dunn describe many ways that deliberate use of nuclear weapons 

could occur if newly nuclear powers do not subscribe to a Western deterrence philosophy 

and explore other domestic political pathways that could lead to accidental or 

unauthorized use. Sagan for his part uses organizational theory to demonstrate many 

features of a state’s nuclear apparatus that undermine what a rational state actor should 

do. Unlike the purely rational actor who is sensitive to the large costs in the nuclear realm 

and the ease with which the capability could be demonstrated or acquired, for the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
Mearsheimer-esque optimistic perspective. Later, these mainly rational actor views were challenged by the 
neo-pessimists including Sagan and Feaver himself who take an organizational and rational 
actor/organizational view respectively. Finally, the neo-optimists argued that the original optimists seemed 
to overlook the precarious nature of the superpower balance. Though conceding this point to the pessimists, 
the neo-optimists argue that safe behavior is easier than the many neo-pessimists claim, especially because 
new proliferants will be inclined to maintain only small arsenals, given both financial restrictions and the 
fact that large arsenals are unnecessary for the deterrent value they require. Lastly, they claim that the 
empirical record of new proliferation supports the optimist view, as newly nuclear states have adopted the 
necessary safety and security protocols to avoid the risks on which the pessimists focus. 
66 The basic deterrence formulation requires comparing the benefits of an intended action as well as the 
probability of attainting those benefits successfully, with the threatened costs and the probability of that 
threat being carried out (which reflect capability and willingness). 
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pessimists, there are many reasons to doubt the rational actor paradigm and they therefore 

find many more risks inherent to a nuclear existence. 

While these issues are certainly fodder for debate within the academic 

community, it is likely that they exist among the wider population and especially among 

leaders who must pay significant attention to the consequences of proliferation. Among 

leaders, we can expect a divide between two general types: the nuclear optimists and the 

pessimists, with some of the individual arguments and details that characterize the above 

academic debates likely to appear in the case histories depending on the arguments most 

salient for the individual leaders themselves. 

 

Hypotheses Derived from General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1) 

• If a leader is a proliferation optimist, then he should be less likely to consider 

using preventive military force as a counter-proliferation strategy. 

• If a leader is a proliferation pessimist, then he should be more likely to consider 

using preventive military force as a counter-proliferation strategy. 

• If a leader is a proliferation relativist, then his willingness to consider using 

preventive military force as a counter-proliferation strategy should reflect his 

perception of the type of state attempting to proliferate. 

 

Views of the Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2) 

Whereas IV #1 captures the general consequences of nuclear proliferation in the 

international arena, IV #2 looks closely at the impact of a specific individual state’s 

proliferation attempt. Yet, in the same way that the general consequences of proliferation 

are contentious, so too is the question of “how threatening a specific adversarial state is 

once in possession of nuclear weapons?” Assessment of this issue is necessarily 
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complicated given that issues of nuclear strategy require understanding and assessing 

similarly difficult and often murky issues – the intentions of the state, the state’s type,67 

its likelihood of pursuing specific strategies, and what precisely it will take to deter them 

once armed with nuclear weapons. Similarly, the validity of assumptions about the 

requirements of deterrence are difficult to prove given the lack of data to analyze, thanks 

to the fact that no nuclear wars have been fought between two nuclear-armed 

adversaries.68 As Charles Glaser describes in “Why do Strategists Disagree about the 

Requirements of Strategic Nuclear Deterrence?” debates over deterrence generally do not 

concern the deterrence logic itself. Instead, the basic formulation holds: “A will be 

deterred from pursuing a specific action if A is confronted by a threat from B, and if A 

judges that the probability that B will carry out the threat combined with the costs if the 

threat is carried out is greater than the probability that A can accomplish the 

contemplated action combined with the benefits A expects from the action.”69 Because 

the logic itself is not contentious, the problem lies with the fact that people disagree over 

how the basic logic translates into actual policy for a specific policy problem.70 

Moreover, as is known from existing scholarship drawing on the psychological 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
67 Borrowing from Glaser, I define different types of states (i.e. what kind of state they are) according to 
their motivations, and identify states as either status quo or revisionist. Glaser, Rational Theory of 
International Politics, 35–40. 
68 See Charles Glaser in Eden and Miller, Nuclear Arguments; Jervis, The Illogic of American Nuclear 
Strategy, 37–40. 
69 Eden and Miller, Nuclear Arguments, 111; Snyder, Deterrence and Defense; Jervis, “Deterrence Theory 
Revisited.” 
70 In Eden and Miller, Nuclear Arguments, Lynn Eden expands on this point describing the nature of 
nuclear arguments as mostly irresolvable and resting on peoples’ interpretations. Taking the Soviet case, 
though some data can be leveraged in an attempt to understand their intentions, much remains unknown. 
First, it is almost impossible to perfectly divine another’s intentions and interpret their actions for hints 
about those intentions. Even doing so requires interpretation on the part of those viewing the information. 
Second, the evidence surrounding a state’s intentions is often shrouded in secrecy, especially when 
concerning an adversarial super power. As one would expect, enemies locked in a contest of survival are 
often deliberately creating areas of misperception to undermine the other. Even when the attempts are not 
deliberate, so much requires interpretation that the same evidence often appears differently to different 
people. 
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underpinnings of international relations, threat perception (or the perception of danger) is 

an inherently subjective process.71 This further directs our attention to the difficulty, 

subjectivity, and inherent disputability of the level of threat posed by a given adversary. 

In light of the complexity surrounding threat perception and the question of 

deterrability, the analysis relies on three related factors that can help determine what a 

leader thought of a particular adversary: intentions, state type (whether it is security-

seeking or revisionist), and a state’s level of commitment in pursuit of its goals. Certainly 

these factors are connected, as one’s deterrability rests on his or her intentions, type, and 

the value placed on the end result. While there is no quantitative coding scheme to try to 

measure each of these individual factors separately, they are explored as three significant 

factors that are central to understanding what a leader perceived in terms of the likelihood 

of deterring the particular adversary in a future conflict and the threat they pose to the 

would be preventer state’s national security. Examining these features in the case studies 

helps to determine what the leader of the would-preventer state thought of the proliferator 

state and the possibility for deterring it once it acquired nuclear weapons.72 At the same 

time, it is worth noting that each case may not provide evidence on each of the three 

factors, rather a leader may speak only in terms of one or two of these items. 

Nevertheless, the analysis maintains all three possibilities and searches for evidence of 

any or all of them in the case research. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
71 Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics, 19–20; Saunders, Leaders at War: How 
Presidents Shape Military Interventions, 28. 
72 One might also argue that a third factor, the nature of the relationship between the two states in question 
is also fundamental to the issue of deterrence. While I agree with this perspective, I have used the nature of 
the dyadic relationship as a scope condition for defining the universe under analysis in this manuscript, and 
therefore do not reconsider the issue here. Specifically, I limit my empirical analysis to dyads of states with 
historically adversarial relationships. 
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For this analysis, the existence of a well-documented Cold War debate over the 

threat posed by and the requirements of deterring the Soviets lends further credence and 

empirical support to the argument that leaders will have divergent beliefs regarding 

counter-proliferation strategies. Given the contours of the debate presented below, I argue 

that similar debates over leaders’ views of other states should be quite likely to occur in 

an international system that has only grown more complicated and complex over time. 

During the Cold War, even the most savvy of the American political 

establishment hotly debated the intentions of the Soviet Union (USSR) and what could 

and should be done to deter it: “Should [the] Soviets be seen as analogous to Nazi 

Germany, an implacably aggressive enemy, malevolent and bent on world domination? 

… Or should the Soviet Union be seen, in Michael Howard’s words, as a nation led by 

‘cautious and rather fearful men,’ a nation capable of aggressive action but concerned 

above all, with ensuring its own security?”73 Three main perspectives emerged with 

potential answers: 1) that the Soviets were inherently expansionist and sought to 

dominate the world, 2) that the Soviets were primarily concerned with their own 

vulnerabilities and sought security to improve them, and 3) that the Soviets had 

competing goals: they were highly competitive and sought opportunities to compete, but 

were subject to rival domestic priorities and international pressures that constrained them. 

Central to this debate was the Soviet state type74 and how U.S. foreign policy should be 

conducted against them: deter them at every turn to quell their aggressive behavior or, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
73 Eden and Miller, Nuclear Arguments, 4; quoting Howard, “On Fighting a Nuclear War,” 8. 
74 Morgenthau, Scientific Man vs. Power Politics uses this terminology; Jervis, Perception and 
Misperception in International Politics describes acceptance or rejection of the status quo or definitions of 
state behavior based on the costs and risks a state is willing to tolerate in achieving its goals; Glaser, 
Rational Theory of International Politics uses the terms status quo and revisionist states. 
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mindful of a conflict spiraling out of control, exercise caution?75 The three main views of 

the time offer competing answers to these questions. 

Those who viewed the Soviets as fundamentally expansionist and unalterably 

committed to achieving dominance over their neighbors and rivals expected them to do 

so through coercive military means.76 They argued that the interests of the U.S. and 

USSR were in profound conflict, and that only military strength on the part of the U.S. 

would limit Soviet expansion.77 As the Soviets placed very high value on expansion and 

were willing to pay large costs in achieving their goals, this view saw the Soviets as very 

difficult to deter.78 Extrapolating from this general perspective, advocates of this view 

would have been likely to advocate preventive military force to forestall Soviet nuclear 

acquisition. Conversely, a second approach saw the Soviet Union as singularly focused 

on improving its own security due to political, military, and geographical vulnerabilities. 

Having suffered outside invasion repeatedly throughout its history, their foreign and 

military policies aimed above else to achieve security for the Soviet state.79 Accordingly, 

this view believed that the U.S. and USSR shared considerable mutual interests stemming 

principally from a view of the USSR as neither inherently aggressive nor expansionist, 

and like the U.S., seeking nuclear deterrence only to protect its homeland.80 Furthermore, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
75 Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics, see chapter 3 for a discussion of the 
deterrence and spiral models of interaction. 
76 Eden and Miller, Nuclear Arguments, Seay 52. 
77 Ibid., Seay 49. Champions of this perspective include former National Security Advisor Zbigniew 
Brzezinski, Defense Department official Richard Perle, and prominent Russian historian Richard Pipes 
among others. 
78 Ibid., Glaser 118, 120. Pipes, for example, has argued that we know this to be the case because of 
historically demonstrated cost-insensitivity as displayed during World War II when tremendous population 
losses did not deter the USSR from further aggression. 
79 Proponents of this view include SALT I negotiator Raymond Garthoff, senior scholar David Holloway, 
and former Ambassador George Kennan, among others. 
80 Eden and Miller, Nuclear Arguments, 10. This was especially true given the dangers that nuclear war 
would entail under Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD). 
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given the strong deterrent value of nuclear weapons embedded in this view, those in this 

camp would have been less likely to advocate preventive military force against the Soviet 

nuclear program. A final view of the Soviets argued that their foreign policy was highly 

competitive, even expansionist, and seeking military superiority. At the same time, it 

recognized that Soviet foreign policy was also highly constrained by both domestic and 

international considerations. Very much like a traditional great power, this view said the 

Soviets were out to maximize their self-interest and would exploit any opportunities it 

encountered to do so.81 As this is a hybrid position of the first two, with some focus on 

the Soviets’ expansionist tendencies and other attention given to the areas of mutual 

cooperation, this perspective does not yield analytically distinct hypotheses. 

Beyond the Soviet case, over time many scholars have focused on the tendency of 

states in the international system to balance or bandwagon against one another given 

shifting distributions of power, and have refined the specific patterns exhibited under 

certain conditions. Central to this issue is one’s perception of what type of state is being 

confronted. Though spectrums of state type abound,82 the basic division concerns states 

who are comfortable with the status quo, and those who wish to overturn it. To this end, 

Charles Glaser focuses on assessments of what a state wants and the value it places on 

achieving particular outcomes, i.e. a state’s values and fundamental interests. In Glaser’s 

categorization, security states who are not greedy are termed “security seekers,” and are 

juxtaposed with those both security seeking and greedy, the “greedy states.” Also, those 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
81 Ibid., 51. Subscribers to this view include former National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger, Soviet 
expert Coit Blacker, and Adam Ulam. Seay also lists Marshall Shulman, Seweryn Bialer, Robert Levgold, 
Dimitri Simes and William Hyland. 
82 See for example, Morgenthau, Politics among Nations; the Struggle for Power and Peace.; Glaser, 
Rational Theory of International Politics; Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics; 
Schweller, “Bandwagoning for Profit.” 
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who are not security seeking and instead have purely greedy motivations, are “purely 

greedy” states.83 We can predict that the security seekers should be relatively less prone 

to aggression against other states in the system. If they pursue nuclear weapons, we 

would expect them to do so in order to enhance their own security. Conversely, greedy 

states, especially the purely greedy ones are likely to be more offensively-minded, 

outwardly aggressive, and out to overthrow a regional or international status quo in order 

to exercise their motivations and satiate their expansive desires.  

Related to the issue of state type is an adversary’s willingness to bear costs in 

pursuit of its goals. This is the case given that the ability of one state to successfully deter 

another from some specific behavior reflects the level of the stakes involved in the 

dispute.84 Considering the original deterrence calculation (benefits and the probability of 

achieving those benefits as compared to the potential costs and likelihood of having the 

costs imposed), resolve impacts both the benefit and costs sides of the calculation. An 

adversary who is highly resolved, or very willing to bear costs, is said to value the 

potential benefits it aims to acquire so much so that it is willing to bear high levels of 

costs in order to reap those benefits. As an example, historian Richard Pipes argued that 

the Soviets were so committed to expansion and were so resolved in their efforts that they 

would be nearly impossible to deter making them incredibly threatening and dangerous 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
83 Schweller, “Bandwagoning for Profit” identifies four different types of states, though they too diverge 
across a security or greed-seeking spectrum of interests. Schweller describes lions out for self-preservation 
and prone to either balancing of buck-passing behavior; lambs whose goal is self-abnegation and who are 
likely to favor appeasement and bandwagoning; jackals who are interested in self-extension, but in a 
limited way, and who may be likely to “jackal bandwagon” or bandwagon with a rising expansionist state 
or group of states seeking to change the current status quo; and finally, wolves, the pack leaders, those with 
whom the jackals align and who pursue unlimited self-extension through risk-acceptant aggression. 
84 An additional and potentially significant issue in deterrence calculations is the credibility of the would-be 
preventer. Their credibility or lack there of should impact the actions of the state attempting to go nuclear 
and this issue has been addressed in the proliferation context by Debs and Monteiro (in progress). Since 
this project examines only the decision-making of the would-be preventer and not that of the proliferator, 
this issue is beyond the scope of the analysis here. 
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for the U.S. He based this assessment on their cost-insensitivity displayed during World 

War II, when tremendous population losses did not deter them from continued outward 

aggression.85  

Often high levels of resolve are associated with conflicts over homeland, strategic 

territory, or objects of cultural significance with either intrinsic or strategic value (or 

both). As a result, the imposition of very high costs are unlikely to deter the state in 

question, given the high values associated with these benefits. Reflecting these 

characteristics, we can hypothesize that states that are incredibly resolved are less likely 

to be deterrable and more threatening to the potential preventer. On the other hand, less 

resolved states are more likely to be deterrable and less threatening. 

Taken together, examining what a leader perceives regarding the proliferator’s 

intentions, type, and willingness to bear costs, allows for an assessment of what the 

subjective threat estimation was at the time a leader confronted a specific case of 

proliferation. From this assessment of threat and deterrability, we can make predictions 

about the subsequent preventive war decision-making and these are presented below. 

 

Hypotheses Derived from the “Threat Posed by the Proliferator” (IV #2) 

• If the threat from the proliferator is perceived to be high, then a leader should be 

more likely to consider using preventive military force as a counter-proliferation 

strategy to destroy or forestall its nuclear program.86 

• If the threat from the proliferator is perceived to be low, then a leader should be 

less likely to consider using preventive military force as a counter-proliferation 

strategy to destroy or forestall its nuclear program.87 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
85 Eden and Miller, Nuclear Arguments, 120. 
86 We expect deterrence to be weak and the perceived threat high, for example, when facing a particularly 
resolved or cost-insensitive adversary. 
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Typology of Perceived Threat Environments 

When funneled through a rationalist framework in which each leader conducts a 

cost-benefit analysis in order to choose his strategy, divergent expectations for the 

likelihood of the use of force results reflecting the leaders’ divergent beliefs about the 

consequences of each input variable. Varying the independent variables yields four 

possible combinations and these are reflected in Table 4 below. From these two variables, 

four potential perceived threat environments result and their nature determines how the 

decision progresses. Depending on their perceived threat environment (whether the threat 

level is sufficiently high or not), leaders may or may not decide to request a military 

assessment exploring the feasibility of potential military campaigns to destroy or forestall 

the adversary’s nuclear program.88 If they do not, the decision to intervene ends here and 

the case concludes with a DV = 0. If they do request the assessment however, the 

decision progresses to a second phase where the outcome of the assessment as well as the 

leader’s subjective valuation of the assessment dictate the ultimate strategy selection. The 

theoretical expectations derived from the leader-centric framework appear below; 

hypotheses derived from the expectations follow immediately thereafter. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
87 One such scenario when this might hold is during the Cold War under conditions of MAD. 
88 Though for simplicity’s sake, I describe this as a linear process, the empirical reality may be a more or 
less simultaneous interaction of the components of the decision-making process. 
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Leader-Centric Typology (Table 6) 

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2) 

   High    Low 

 

 

Consequences  High 

Of  

Proliferation  

(IV #1)  Low

   

 

 

 

Leader-Centric Hypotheses  

Deriving theoretical expectations for my leader-centric argument from the above 

typology, I offer the following four main hypotheses. They are tested against those 

derived from the rational baseline model in the empirical chapters that follow in the 

subsequent case analyses. 

1. If a leader believes that the threat posed by the proliferator is low and that the 

general consequences of nuclear proliferation in the international arena are low, 

then they are unlikely to consider preventive military force. (DV = 0) 

2. If a leader believes that the threat posed by the proliferator is low and that the 

general consequences of nuclear proliferation in the international arena are high, 

then they are likely to consider preventive military force. (DV = 1) 

3. If a leader believes that the threat posed by the proliferator is high and that the 

general consequences of nuclear proliferation in the international arena are low, 

then they are likely to consider preventive military force. (DV = 1) 

Use of preventive military 

force is likely 

(DV = 2) 

Consideration of preventive 

military force is likely  

(DV = 1) 

Consideration of preventive 

military force is likely 

(DV = 1) 

No consideration of 

preventive military force is 

likely  

(DV = 0) 
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4. If a leader believes that the threat posed by the proliferator is high and that the 

general consequences of nuclear proliferation in the international arena are high, 

then they are likely to consider and use preventive military force. (DV = 2) 

 

The Decision to Intervene 

In military terms, total destruction of a nuclear program has grown more difficult 

over time given improvements in attempts to conceal, disperse, and protect nuclear 

programs from external attack. This is done so that if some parts of the infrastructure are 

damaged or destroyed, other components remain for salvage in the future. External attack 

may also confirm for the proliferator that nuclear weapons are critical to its defense and 

survival, and in an attack’s aftermath they may seek to rebuild with particular zeal. In 

terms of the requisite knowledge, because destroying the physical components of a 

program does not destroy the technical and scientific know-how that rests with the 

engineers and scientists, if the proliferating state should choose to do so the program may 

be reconstituted regardless of the extent of the initial destruction.  

Because of these challenges, the decision to use preventive military force is a 

difficult one even with a positive feasibility assessment for the military campaign in 

question. Given the difficulties of destroying the program outright and permanently, the 

ultimate choice to order force must reflect some decision-rule given no obvious or easy 

solution to the problem. As previously described, it is the prior beliefs (IV 1 & 2) that 

assist in making this difficult decision. Specifically, these beliefs allow a leader to weigh 

the pros and cons of the actual military intervention against their view of the 

consequences of doing nothing, i.e. allowing the proliferator to acquire nuclear weapons. 

In this way, the ultimate strategy selection reflects not only the feasibility of the 



 73	
  

campaign but also the leader’s individually held beliefs regarding the consequences of 

allowing this particular state to become a nuclear-armed state. Thus, once in a realm 

where the state contemplating prevention has a reasonable chance of executing the 

intervention, the decision to intervene becomes guided by individual will and 

assessments.89 As such, the probability of a successful military campaign, the likelihood 

of the program’s reconstitution, and how much time the would-be preventer state stands 

to gain by conducting the intervention are collectively weighed by the leader in order to 

determine the potential benefits to intervention and the consequences of not intervening 

that a leader perceives. 

 In light of this, the two stage decision-making process comes into focus. In the 

first stage, the two independent variables combine to determine whether or not 

consideration of military force is necessary, reflecting a leader’s subjective assessment of 

the threat environment they face. If it is deemed necessary, then a leader will request 

feasibility studies and options from the relevant military and intelligence agencies. In the 

second stage, a leader must decide whether or not to order the military intervention. This 

stage is necessarily more complicated than the first, as the decision to order a military 

intervention includes additional contextual factors, including but not limited to military, 

political, and economic. Additionally, the results of the feasibility assessment, and the 

leaders’ prior beliefs play a role in determining the ultimate strategy selection. If 

according to the relevant agencies the likelihood of a successful military intervention is 

high, it is not necessarily a given that force will be observed. Instead, a leader must still 

decide whether to order the mission. He does so by assessing the costs and benefits of the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
89 Raas and Long, “Osirak Redux?,” 30. 
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mission as well as the costs and benefits of not intervening, which, reflects not only the 

objective assessment, but rather his prior beliefs about the magnitude of the situation. 

Taken together, this means that the independent variables are consequential in 

both stages of the counter-proliferation decision-making process. First, they determine 

whether or not consideration of preventive military force is likely to occur for a given 

leader. Especially since to consider military force requires a significant investment of 

time, resources, and personnel, both on the part of the leader and their military and 

political apparatus, this is no small matter. Substantively, it is significant as well since as 

the empirical universe makes clear, it is not at all a given that when presented with an 

adversarial proliferator, that all leaders will consider military force. Second, the 

independent variables help the leader to weigh the options presented to him with their 

feasibility assessments, costs, and benefits, against the option of doing nothing. This 

process is represented visually below. 

 

Leader-Centric Decision-Making Process (Figure 1)

 

    Stage 1    Stage 2 

 

At the same time, there is considerable uncertainty associated with even the best 

military and intelligence estimations of an intervention’s outcome. This has led many to 

Beliefs	
   Consideration	
   Decision	
  to	
  
Use	
  Force	
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argue that attacking a proliferator’s nuclear program is a poor strategy choice to pursue. 

Conversely, others maintain that even setting back another state’s nuclear program for a 

few years is enough to warrant the attempt at intervention. As Fuhrmann and Kreps have 

demonstrated, even partially destroying an adversarial nuclear program can successfully 

deter that proliferator from further attempted efforts.90 In the aftermath of an attack, a 

proliferator may forgo a new effort because of international pressure, experience a regime 

change that brings into office a new government opposed to the nuclear pursuits of its 

predecessor, or change in such a way that it is no longer hostile to the would-be 

preventer. Any one of these changes could usher in a new period where the consideration 

of intervention becomes unnecessary.  

Moreover, many states contemplating prevention have verbalized this logic 

historically in arguing for preventive military force, despite their inability to be 100% 

successful in permanently destroying an adversarial program. As an example, prior to 

Operation Desert Fox, Clinton administration officials described the mission’s aim as 

degrading Iraq's ability to manufacture and use weapons of mass destruction, not to 

eliminate. When asked about this distinction, Secretary of State Madeline Albright 

offered the following explanation:  

 

"I don't think we're pretending that we can get everything, so this is - I 
think - we are being very honest about what our ability is. We are 
lessening, degrading his ability to use this. The weapons of mass 
destruction are the threat of the future. I think the president explained very 
clearly to the American people that this is the threat of the 21st century. [. . 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
90 Kreps and Fuhrmann, “Attacking the Atom.” 
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.] [W]hat it means is that we know we can't get everything, but degrading 
is the right word."91  

 

This confirms the subjective aspect of the ultimate decision to use force (the second stage 

of the decision-making process), given the inherent limitations of a preventive attack and 

the desire to attempt the intervention nevertheless. This also highlights how during this 

second stage of the deliberations, between the use of force and merely considering it, a 

leader’s prior beliefs are leveraged in order to explain the ultimate strategy selection. 

Stated differently, because success can never be 100 percent guaranteed, even in 

scenarios where there is a high likelihood of success, a leader’s evaluation of the goals, 

benefits, risks, and costs associated with the campaign (and those associated with doing 

nothing) together influence the decision to give the order to attack. 

Consequently, in order to understand when the consideration of military force as a 

counter-proliferation strategy occurs, it is necessary to explore a leader’s prior beliefs 

about the general consequences of nuclear proliferation (IV#1) and the perceived threat 

posed by a specific proliferant and whether or not that threat can be deterred (IV#2). 

When the threat assessment dictates the consideration of preventive military force, the 

prior beliefs emerge to determine a leader’s subjective evaluation of the utility or worth 

of the military operation. In concert, therefore, through these key prior beliefs, the leader-

centric model predicts what a leader’s proclivity regarding the use of force in a given 

case should be.  

 

 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
91 Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) NewsHour Online, interview transcript: "Secretary Albright: 
December 17, 1998,” (accessed September 25, 2006), http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/middle_east/july-
dec98/albright_12-17.html. 
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Coding the Variables 

In order to assess the value of the independent variables for each case, I use a 

dichotomous coding scheme and assign either a low or high value. These values reflect 

leaders’ writings and statements both public and private that the primary and secondary 

source research reveals. 

 

Independent Variables 

IV #1 General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation 

• If a leader believes that nuclear weapons are generally peace creating and 

additional proliferation reduces the likelihood of nuclear use in the international 

system, then IV #1 is coded Low 

• If a leader believes that nuclear weapons are not peace creating and additional 

proliferation increases the likelihood of nuclear use in the international system, 

then IV #1 is coded High 

IV #2 Threat Posed by the Proliferator 

• If a leader believes the threat posed by the specific proliferator in question once 

they are in possession of nuclear weapons is low, then IV #2 is coded Low 

• If a leader believes the threat posed by the specific proliferator in question once 

they are in possession of nuclear weapons is high, then IV #2 is coded High 

 

Dependent Variable 

• To be coded as the use of preventive military force, a situation must exhibit the 

state-sanctioned use of surgical strikes, limited military intervention, or a full-

scale invasion to target the nuclear program of an adversarial proliferant for the 

purpose of destroying or forestalling it. (DV = 2) 

• To be coded consideration of preventive military force requires high-level 

discussion of the military option on the part of the national executive and some 

portion of their cabinet or national security making apparatus. Also necessary is a 

request for feasibility assessments from the military and intelligence communities 
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regarding the state’s practical ability to conduct the military campaign(s) in 

question. A case may also include high-level discussions with allies or other states 

in the international system either for the purpose of conducting joint military 

action or to request over flight rights, safe passage, or some other practical 

component for the intervention. (DV = 1) 

• If none of the above indicators of consideration takes place, especially no requests 

for feasibility assessments, then no consideration of military force is understood 

to occur. (DV = 0) 

 

Case Research Strategy 

I ask a standard set of questions throughout each case study in order to have a 

common point of comparison across each of the cases. The questions are designed to 

guide the research process in an organized manner and to help identify information 

relevant for the eventual coding of the variables. The first basket of questions explores a 

leader’s pre-presidential period. What were the leader’s earliest beliefs about nuclear 

weapons? What were their beliefs about the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki? What 

or whom do leaders describe or identify as threatening? What were their beliefs about 

Hitler, Stalin, and the Soviet Union or other temporally appropriate international actor? 

To the extent that leaders have pre-presidential political experience in some other elected 

or appointed office, during that time what beliefs, if any, do they express in speeches, 

letters, or testimony about nuclear weapons, international interventions, the adversary 

they will later face in executive office, or regarding other instances of counter-

proliferation by prior administrations?  

The second basket of questions concerns the administration period. What were the 

leader’s beliefs about the specific proliferator in question? Did the leader view this 
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proliferator as threatening, and if so for what reasons, if specified? Did the leader view 

the state as deterrable once armed with nuclear weapons? What kind of state type does 

the leader attribute to the proliferator? How resolved is the proliferator? What is the 

likelihood of suffering a nuclear attack (directly or indirectly) in a future with a now-

nuclear adversary?  

By examining materials from the pre-presidential period and asking generalized 

questions about nuclear weapons, deterrence, and threats to national security, I establish 

the early formed and long-held prior beliefs that I argue are leveraged during the 

proliferation crisis faced during the leader’s actual administration. Then, while examining 

the government documents and executive records from the cases themselves, I identify 

the impact of those beliefs on the ultimate outcome of each case. 

 

Conclusions 

The decision to use preventive military force as a counter-proliferation strategy 

against an adversarial nuclear program is a complex and difficult one. Despite clearly 

articulated prior beliefs and crises that may appear to mimic patterns described in the 

perceived threat environment typology, the theory presented here offers only probabilistic 

predictions. The reality of wartime decision-making is that the context is necessarily 

much more complicated and fraught with uncertainty as compared to our theorized 

hypothetical circumstances.  

While at its core the leader-centric argument offers an expected utility calculation 

where the potential costs, benefits, and risks of certain strategies are analyzed and 

compared, it is only by understanding an individual leader’s subjective threat perception 
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that the final outcome can be understood. By shaping how leaders view the situation they 

confront, beliefs about nuclear proliferation and threats in the international system are 

determinative for use of force decisions and also offer key evidence for the idea that not 

everyone views the challenges from nuclear proliferation in the same way. 

The next chapters explore my leader-centric argument and test it against the 

baseline rationalist expectations in three cases of American counter-proliferation 

decision-making, paying particular and systematic attention to the variation in beliefs 

across leaders and how this impacts ultimate strategy choices. A final chapter discusses 

conclusions, implications, and areas for future research. 
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Chapter 3: Kennedy and Johnson Confront China’s Nuclear Program 
 
Introduction 

 This chapter argues that the explanation for American counter-proliferation 

decision-making vis-à-vis the Chinese nuclear program, and specifically the decision to 

abstain from preventive military force as a counter-proliferation strategy, rests with the 

change in leadership from John F. Kennedy to Lyndon B. Johnson immediately following 

Kennedy’s assassination. The divergent beliefs of Kennedy and Johnson on the dangers 

of nuclear proliferation generally, and the threat from the Chinese Communists 

specifically, explains their differing approaches to the threat of a Chinese nuclear 

program. In the weeks and months leading up to his untimely death, Kennedy seriously 

considered and took steps to plan for a military attack; yet almost immediately after 

Kennedy’s assassination then-President Johnson saw no such need for military action. 

Through archival sources and case evidence this chapter demonstrates that Kennedy and 

Johnson brought to bear significantly different approaches when it came to the problem 

of the Chinese nuclear program and that their divergent beliefs led to divergent behaviors. 

Whereas Kennedy was enormously worried about the dangers from nuclear proliferation, 

and specifically frightened by the threat from an aggressive and potentially nuclear Red 

Chinese menace, Johnson was far less concerned about the Chinese nuclear danger, 

because he thought that a direct nuclear attack on the American homeland was unlikely 

and that the Chinese were deterrable even with nuclear weapons.  
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Methodological Note 

 Before proceeding further, it is worth noting that this case study provides an 

important methodological test for the rest of the manuscript. As explained in the 

introductory chapter, part of the research design employed in this project is selecting 

cases where at least two consecutive administrations confronted the same adversary, thus 

controlling for the development of the state’s nuclear program and wider context as much 

as possible. In other words, by examining two consecutive administrations, it is possible 

to limit the progress of the nuclear program,1 and control for both the international 

context and the position of the state contemplating prevention, which are unlikely to 

change significantly in such a short period of time. This research design allows me to 

isolate the effect of my explanatory variables from potentially confounding factors.2 

The study of the Chinese nuclear program is particularly significant in this regard. 

Unlike most other eras in American politics, where the transition from one administration 

to the next may take more than a year - accounting for the election and the transition - 

due to Kennedy’s assassination the transition from Presidents Kennedy to Johnson 

occurred in one day. Thus, both the U.S. position in the international system and the state 

of the Chinese nuclear program was unlikely to have changed between the Kennedy and 

Johnson administrations. Because of this, it is safe to conclude that any change from 

Kennedy to Johnson’s threat perception is likely to originate with the man himself rather 

than from the international system or from some other factor. In addition, an elected 

president could be selected by characteristics that would also make him more or less 

likely to take significant risks, such as a nonproliferation attack. The fact that Johnson 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 Failure to control for this would leave open the possibility that the difference in presidential approach was 
caused by the advancement of the nuclear program, and not the divergent prior beliefs as I argue. 
2 For a similar research design see Saunders, “Transformative Choices.” 
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was not elected through the course of normal domestic political processes allows me to 

conclude that it is Johnson himself, and not the implicit voter preferences that are having 

causal effect.3 Furthermore, Johnson was deliberate and explicit about maintaining 

continuity for the country in the aftermath of the shock of the assassination, which he 

achieved initially by retaining all of President Kennedy’s cabinet to serve in his new 

administration. While in normal circumstances one might expect that the bureaucratic 

political perspectives of the Cabinet members could shift dramatically from one 

administration to another, because the cabinet remained consistent, we can rule out a 

bureaucratic political explanation for the change in strategy behavior over time. 

However, there are some evidentiary challenges presented by Kennedy’s untimely 

death. Unlike many other American presidents that have left a considerable paper trail 

following their time in the executive office, Kennedy was unable to offer interviews, 

memoirs, or an autobiography. Nevertheless there is still an abundance of evidence from 

which research can be conducted and conclusions drawn. First, Kennedy wrote multiple 

books and articles prior to his term in the White House, leaving behind evidence of some 

of his own thinking early in his career. Second, though in total his political career was 

short, he did spend 8 years in Congress, so there is a congressional record on which to 

draw. Kennedy also started taping conversations that occurred in the White House 

beginning in July 1962, and this too provides another layer of materials to explore. 

Finally, given the public fascination with and scrutiny of Camelot and Kennedy in 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 Theoretically there could have been some latent quality of electability that Kennedy used in choosing 
Johnson, thinking perhaps of a future presidential election. While possible, it is unlikely given the well-
documented and terse relationship that existed between the two men. Furthermore, Kennedy frequently 
excluded Johnson from important matters especially on foreign affairs. As one illustrative example of the 
relationship, after the Cuban Missile Crisis JFK did not include Johnson on a list of people from his team 
whom he would like to see president. Those included were Bobby Kennedy, C. Douglas Dillon, and Robert 
McNamara. See Caro “The Passage of Power,” 196 and 222 for a discussion of this episode and for more 
discussion of the relationship between Kennedy and Johnson. 
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particular, countless biographies and articles provide a rich secondary source 

environment in which to find evidence germane to this case. 

 

Plan of the Chapter 

 The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. First, I briefly review the 

leader-centric argument, paying particular attention to the key explanatory variables 

explored throughout the chapter. Second, I discuss the history of the Chinese nuclear 

program and describe early American reactions to it. Next, the chapter explores John F. 

Kennedy’s key beliefs concerning nuclear proliferation, deterrence and threats in the 

international arena, and specifically his threat assessment of the Chinese Communists. 

Subsequent sections describe Lyndon B. Johnson’s beliefs on the same issues, focusing 

especially on his divergent approaches to them during his early political career. This 

allows me to compare and contrast Kennedy and Johnson’s divergent beliefs and connect 

them to their divergent policy preferences. In doing so, this chapter as a whole profiles 

both Kennedy and Johnson along the key variables pertinent to the argument of this 

manuscript, and demonstrates how their similarities and their differences on key issues 

determined the course of action each undertook once President of the United States. Final 

sections discuss alternative explanations and offer conclusions. 

 

Nuclear Weapons and Threat Perception 

 To demonstrate the claims of the leader-centric argument of this manuscript – that 

a leader’s prior beliefs about the general consequences of nuclear proliferation and the 

dangers posed by a specific adversary determine his counter-proliferation behavior once 
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in presidential office – I explore both a leader’s pre-presidential record (life and career 

prior to assuming the presidency) and early presidential record to document these critical 

views. Combining these two discrete time periods allows me to demonstrate that these 

beliefs are independent, rather than a function of the particular crisis while also process-

tracing the causal mechanism that I argue is at work in counter-proliferation decision-

making. I find evidence of the general views on nuclear weapons and threats in the 

international arena from the early life and career of the leaders, and then document the 

continuity of these beliefs once in presidential office in order to demonstrate how these 

views are both consistent and activated during the subsequent nuclear crisis. I also 

explore the relevant time frame of the proliferation crisis. Specifically, I examine the 

months or years of the specific deliberations prior to and including the ultimate decision. 

I also examine relevant agency and cabinet debates in order to capture the dynamics of 

the crisis situation, as well as to demonstrate the specific causal mechanism of the leader 

beliefs previously identified.  

To put this process in the concrete terms of the current chapter, I search the early 

lives and political careers of both Presidents Kennedy and Johnson for evidence of their 

early beliefs regarding nuclear weapons and the nuclear age generally (IV #1), and their 

views on WWII, the Cold War, and potential dangers confronting the United States in the 

20th century including any stemming from the specific proliferator in question (IV #2). 

Then, I demonstrate continuity in these beliefs by showing how these same beliefs are 

reflected in the debate surrounding the attempt at proliferation by Communist China – the 

crisis that they confronted once they assumed the presidency. Next, I look within the 

narrow decision-making context of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations when they 
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were explicitly deliberating what to do about the Chinese nuclear program. Consistent 

with my argument, both Kennedy and Johnson’s views about the Chinese Communist 

pursuit of nuclear weapons track directly back to views they both expressed much earlier 

in their careers, decades before the Chinese nuclear issue emerged. Furthermore, these 

views and their individual assessments of the risks and payoffs of the military 

intervention ultimately determine how they would choose to confront the Chinese nuclear 

program. 

 

The U.S. and the Chinese Nuclear Program  

 When Chairman Mao met with senior Politburo members in Zhongnanhai, the 

massive walled complex adjacent to Beijing’s Forbidden City where Chinese Communist 

rulers conduct their major affairs, there was one sole discussion item: a Chinese nuclear 

program. It was there on January 15, 1955 that the decision was made to devote 

themselves to the development of a program, hereafter designated “02.”4 The Third 

Ministry of Machine Building was established to head the nuclear industry initially, and 

shortly after the Taiwan Straits Crisis concluded the Beijing Nuclear Weapons Research 

Institute was created – a Chinese counterpart to Los Alamos.5 In May, miners began 

construction in the Hunan Province of the Chenxian Uranium Mine – which for many 

years to come the Americans would not know existed. Other key facilities in the nuclear 

effort included the Uranium Mining and Metallurgy Design and Research Academy, a 

Hydrometallurgy Plant, and the Uranium Oxide Production Plant located at Baotou in 

Inner Mongolia, 445 miles away from Beijing. Also at Baotou, the Nuclear Fuel 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Richelson, Spying on the Bomb, 137–8. 
5 Ibid., 138. 
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Component Plant (Plant 202) was constructed and would later house the Uranium 

Tetraflouride Workshop and Lithium-6 Deuteride Workshop both of which are 

significant for their indication of early plans for a hydrogen bomb.6 Similarly, the 

Lanzhou Gaseous Diffusion Plant, located on the banks of the Yellow River 15 miles 

north of the city of Lanzhou itself, was the site for the initial work on a plutonium 

production facility. Along with the Jiuquan Atomic Energy Joint Enterprise, these 

facilities signaled to the American intelligence agencies observing the program that 

China was pursuing only a plutonium production route for their nuclear endeavors and 

they (mistakenly) based their estimates and timelines on this assumption.  

Eventually, the Chinese selected Lop Nur as the location for their future nuclear 

testing. The surrounding area was a large desert valley 60 miles wide and 37 miles long, 

within the Tian Shan mountain range to the north. Water was readily available to support 

the installation and no residents were located within 280 miles of the downwind 

direction. No significant settlements existed at all within a 140-mile radius. Furthermore, 

the site offered the ability to have a ground zero and a command post nearby without 

risking the lives of any observers witnessing the test. On October 16, 1959 the Lop Nur 

Nuclear Weapons Test Base was officially established and just five years to the day later, 

witnessed China’s entry into the elite club of nuclear states.7 

 In 1960, American intelligence about China was poor, so what little the 

Americans knew about the nuclear program was superficial and outdated. In June 1955, 

Sherman Kent of the Central Intelligence Agency’s (CIA) Office of National Estimates 

had prepared the first significant memo on Chinese nuclear developments and in it 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 Ibid., 139. 
7 Ibid., 141. 
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concluded that China would almost certainly not develop significant capabilities for 

weapons production within the next ten years, unless it received substantial external 

assistance.8 Though ultimately his timeline would prove accurate, his assessment was 

based on what little he knew or believed about China’s scientific and industrial 

capabilities – their inability to produce uranium ore internally and their lack of domestic 

scientific tradition in both theoretical and experimental physics. Furthermore, the U.S. 

believed China was unwilling to divert significant resources away from the basic 

economic and military needs of the country, which at the time were substantial. On 

practically each count, Kent’s estimations were wrong – not only was China pursuing 

both uranium and plutonium paths to the bomb (and the uranium route would lead to the 

successful test in 1964), but the Chinese were receiving extensive assistance from the 

Soviets and would until the Sino-Soviet Split, had worked diligently to import or learn 

the requisite scientific expertise, and were willing to take whatever means necessary to 

fund the nuclear program, regardless of other considerations. In October 1961, a decision 

was made to analyze the geography of China to vastly improve the rudimentary 

understanding that had existed previously. Indeed, a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 

from December 6, 1960 made explicit just how fragmentary U.S. knowledge actually 

was.9 

 Beyond the specifically nuclear context, in the American political dialogue, China 

had been recognized as being problematic for some time. When the Communists 

prevailed in the Chinese Civil War in 1949, their leadership immediately targeted the 

United States as “public enemy number one” and attempted to erase all memory of more 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 Ibid., 143. 
9 NIE 13-60, December 6, 1960, FRUS 1958-1960, XIX, Doc. 362. 



 89	
  

than a century of goodwill and friendly relations between the two peoples.10 By May 

1958, a National Security Council paper (number 5810/1) identified “hostile Soviet and 

Chinese Communist regimes” as a “basic threat to U.S. Security.”11 As Secretary of State 

Rusk described it, because of the formerly close relationship and the benevolent attitude 

of the U.S. towards the Chinese people, the reaction to the fall of China in 1949 was that 

of a jilted lover.12  

 In addition to the deterioration of the bilateral relationship and the evident 

hostility from the Communists towards the U.S., Mao’s behavior especially in the nuclear 

realm offered Kennedy and others further reason for concern. Mao had a bizarre view of 

nuclear weapons, saying that if they were not banned and were used, the “monsters would 

be destroyed, and [the] victorious people [the communists] will rebuild a new civilization 

thousands of times higher than the capitalist system.”13 Further demonstrating his 

unconventional perspective, Mao told Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru in late 

1954, that in the event of nuclear war, the imperialists would be totally wiped off the face 

of the earth, but the socialist camp would survive.14  

Beyond such peculiar statements, the Chinese Communist foreign policy 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s was aggressive, revisionist, and belligerent and did little 

to assuage American concerns about their intentions. Throughout the period China 

actively used terrorist tactics to support communist parties throughout Southeast Asia and 

to mobilize communists into military force in both Laos and Vietnam, pushed Asian 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 Rusk and Papp, As I Saw It, 157. 
11 NSC 5810/1, Note by the Executive Secretary to the National Security Council on Basic National 
Security Policy, May 5, 1958, FRUS 1958-1960, III, Doc. 24; see also Luthi, The Sino-Soviet Split, 249. 
12 Rusk and Papp, As I Saw It, 158. 
13 Luthi, The Sino-Soviet Split, 251. “NIE 4-2-1961,” FRUS 1961-1963, VII, Doc. 37. 
14 Ibid., 77. 
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solidarity throughout Indochina, and encouraged civil wars using guerilla means.15 The 

Chinese Communists also emphasized the contours of the Cold War, the struggle of East 

versus West, and directly threatened first Japan and then the offshore islands repeatedly 

in a series of crises in the Taiwan Straits.16 During the eight years of the Kennedy and 

Johnson administrations, Peking was a “militant, aggressive power…[sending] men 

across the northeastern frontier of Burma, attack[ing] India, send[ing] agents into 

northern Thailand, and of course, send[ing] massive supplies and arms to North 

Vietnam…Communist China even broke with the Soviet Union over how militant to be 

in support of world revolution; the Chinese preached extremely militancy, while the 

Soviets urged caution.”17  

 

President John F. Kennedy 

 Many familiar with President John F. Kennedy’s legacy would not be surprised to 

hear him described as a proliferation pessimist – someone who viewed nuclear weapons 

and nuclear proliferation as dangerous and destabilizing to the international system. 

Kennedy extolled a logic that focused mostly on nuclear cascades (proliferation begetting 

proliferation),18 nuclear accidents or accidental launches by commanders on the field,19 

and small arsenals as vulnerable to attack and more likely to be used rather than 

maintained for their deterrent value.20 Early in his presidency, Kennedy publically 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
15 Hilsman, To Move a Nation; the Politics of Foreign Policy in the Administration of John F. Kennedy, 
285. 
16 Ibid., 290. 
17 Rusk and Papp, As I Saw It, 289. 
18 Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, 1962, 903. Television and Radio Interview: “After 
Two-Years—a Conversation With the President.” 
19 Ibid., 611. The President’s Interview with Robert Stein, Representing a Group of Seven Magazines. 
20 Kennedy, The Strategy of Peace, 20. “Student Convocation at U.C.L.A. Los Angeles, California, 
November 2, 1959. 
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predicted that the not-too-distant future would be a world with an ever-increasing number 

of nuclear weapon states and this idea drove him to nonproliferation action from the 

moment he entered the White House. Dating from his youth and his Congressional 

career, Kennedy also articulated a belief in the need for a strong U.S. military, one that 

was ready and able to be flexible and proactive in meeting challenges wherever they 

might emerge.21 He developed these views while traveling and studying overseas, during 

his service in World War II, and in the aftermath as a journalist reporting on the events in 

the immediate post-war environment. Kennedy was also an anti-communist, but the 

specific threat he identified emanated from the internal dynamics of the communist 

system itself and from the communist ideology,22 which threatened his liberal and 

democratic worldview. Like his early thinking on the Soviet Union, he saw Communist 

China as an aggressive, cost-insensitive, and revisionist rising power – interested in 

dominance both in the Asian context and across the globe. He feared its coming 

challenge to the United States and American interests, and viewed its successful effort at 

nuclear proliferation as the most dangerous potential development of the 1960s. In light 

of these beliefs, the leader-centric theory of counter-proliferation behavior expects that 

Kennedy would be very likely to consider military force as a counter-proliferation 

strategy, and the historical record of his tenure as President indicates that this is indeed 

what occurred as he confronted the Chinese nuclear program from 1960 until November 

1963. 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
21 “Appeasement at Munich,” Series 10.2 Why England Slept. “Final Thesis, Carbon Typescript with 
Corrections, Preface – Page 29.” Pages 1, 6, John F. Kennedy #1, Personal Papers, Box 26, John F. 
Kennedy Library (hereafter JFKL). 
22 Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions, 94–97.  
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JFK & International Affairs  

From a young age, John F. Kennedy was inquisitive about the world and curious 

about his surroundings. He had a knack for competition, was prone to flouting the rules, 

and was fiercely competitive with his brothers and otherwise. Though never a diligent 

student, young Jack demonstrated a consistent interest in international affairs. His 

family’s wealth afforded him multiple opportunities to traverse the Atlantic and this 

sparked in him a wonder about how European affairs affected America and interest in 

how the European states interacted with one another. His curiosity about the world, 

skepticism about common wisdoms, and enthusiasm for world affairs would persist 

throughout his political career. Likewise, the same competitiveness and inquisitiveness 

became a zeal for foreign policy and global problems that continued throughout his 

presidency. As a May 1, 1964 memo from National Security Council staffer Robert W. 

Komer to National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy explained, “JFK was unique in his 

omnivorous devouring of every scrap on foreign affairs.”23 

 Kennedy’s early travels to Europe inspired his senior thesis at Harvard University 

where he offered the first glimpses of the pragmatic approach to international affairs that 

would characterize his career. Writing on Munich and the reasons behind British 

appeasement, Kennedy was critical of what he perceived to be overly sentimental 

reasoning about world affairs and of those who made judgments about international 

dangers by ignoring or willing them away. Specifically, Kennedy argued that much of the 

underlying explanation for Munich rested with Britain’s complacent attitude to early 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
23 Memo from Robert W. Komer to McGeorge Bundy, May 1, 1964, Document #164, “Komer Memos, 
Volume 1 [3 of 3],” National Security File, Name File, Box 6 [1 of 2], Papers of Lyndon Baines Johnson 
President, 1963-1969, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library (hereafter LBJL). 
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German rearmament efforts and a strong pacifist sentiment within the population.24 He 

criticized what he saw as slow British acceptance of the dangers inherent to German 

rearmament, and the naïve clinging to the League of Nations, whose powers would turn 

out to be non-existent.25 From this effort, Kennedy concluded that while liberal 

democracy was the preferred form of government, one of its main perils is its slow ability 

to change, which can lead to vulnerability when dangers arise. As he argued, in the inter-

war period, the British population was slow to recognize the danger of Nazism and 

Germany’s violations of the Treaty of Versailles, and when they should have been 

mobilizing and preparing for the coming conflict, they were instead dangerously 

complacent and postponed any preparations until it was almost too late.  

This thesis, which would later be published as a book, provides early evidence for 

the foreign policy approach that Kennedy would carry into politics. In particular, 

Kennedy was critical of Britain’s lackadaisical attitude with danger looming on the 

continent and this caused him to adopt the view that preparedness and preparation were 

key to combating mounting international threats wherever they emerged. Later, while 

serving in the Pacific Theater for an under-supplied U.S. Navy, he made similar 

arguments about the consequences of the lack of preparation on the battlefield.26 Finally, 

in 1945, Kennedy called for vigilance at the first signs of the growing rift between the 

U.S. and the Soviet Union, while the overwhelming majority of his contemporaries were 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
24 “Appeasement at Munich,” Series 10.2 Why England Slept. “Final Thesis, Carbon Typescript with 
Corrections, Preface – Page 29.” Pages 1, 6. John F. Kennedy #1, Personal Papers, Box 26, JFKL. 
25 “Appeasement at Munich,” Series 10.2. Why England Slept. “Final Thesis, Carbon Typescript with 
Corrections, Pages 30-64.” Page 64, John F. Kennedy #1, Personal Papers, Box 26, JFKL. 
26 Kennedy entered service in the U.S. Navy in October 1941 as an ensign (the junior commissioned officer 
in the navy). He served initially for the Foreign Intelligence Branch of the Office of National Intelligence in 
Washington, DC. Eventually, following persistent petitioning on Kennedy’s part, he was granted active 
duty and sent to the South Pacific. 
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blind to the storm clouds that were brewing, warning of the advancing Cold War.27 He 

repeated this sentiment as a young congressman warning that if the U.S. was slow to 

rearm it would lead to war in Europe.28 In general, Kennedy consistently argued that 

when threats emerge internationally, one must be ready to spring into action or take 

proactive steps to challenge them, lest one become vulnerable or ill prepared to make the 

required efforts. 

The highly active spirit that characterized Kennedy’s youth emerged as a similar 

activism in politics – his eventual chosen career after the conclusion of World War II. 

Indeed, his go-getter spirit was evident in many of the positions he took as a junior 

congressman and a U.S. Senator. Unlike George Kennan, then U.S. Ambassador to the 

Soviet Union, Kennedy spoke of defeating not containing communism. He spoke of the 

need to escalate and expand American efforts as necessary to defeat communism 

wherever it appeared.29 As a Senator, Kennedy warned of the dangers of resting on one’s 

laurels instead of meeting trouble head on: “Yet, did we not learn in Indochina, where we 

delayed action as the result of similar warnings, that we might have served both the 

French and our own causes infinitely better, had we taken a more firm stand much earlier 

than we did?”30  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
27 Kennedy, The Strategy of Peace. In the introduction to Kennedy’s diary, journalist and Kennedy friend 
Hugh Sidey argues that by Yalta, Kennedy had figured out before most others the dangers of the Soviet 
Union and the looming Cold War. As Sidey says, “At the very least he discerned Soviet brutishness, the 
dark clouds that would turn into the cold war and the need for allied arsenals to face that challenge.” 
Strategy of Peace, page xxxi. 
28 JFK, floor debate, August 17, 1951, Congressional Record, 82nd Congress, 1st Session, 10234-5. 
29 Reeves, President Kennedy, 140.  
30 Kennedy and Library of Congress. Legislative Reference Service, John Fitzgerald Kennedy; a 
Compilation of Statements and Speeches Made during His Service in the United States Senate and House of 
Representatives., 520. Speech entitled, “Imperialism—The Enemy of Freedom” and delivered on July 2, 
1957. 
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Later while campaigning for the presidency, Kennedy was critical of the 

Eisenhower Administration for what he saw as complacency and inaction. “For the last 

eight years we have faced problem after problem, and the solution to each of them has 

been to appoint a committee. I think it is time for action. I think it is time we met our 

problems. It takes more than words, hard or soft, more than tours, more than parades, 

more than conferences. It takes a stronger America…”31 He further criticized Eisenhower 

for a reactive instead of proactive approach to the challenges facing the United States: 

“Reacting instead of acting, they [the Eisenhower Administration] usually found 

themselves at the mercy of events instead of anticipating the danger and shaping a firm 

and consistent policy to meet it.”32  

As President, this commitment to activism continued. Kennedy described 

programs and goals that reflected his image of Soviet and Chinese strategies and tactics: 

“The adversaries of freedom…have fired no missile, and their troops are seldom seen. 

They send arms, agitators, aid technicians and propaganda to every trouble area. But 

where fighting is required, it is usually done by others, by guerrillas striking at night, by 

assassins striking alone…”33 and was prepared to confront these challenges wherever 

they arose even if they were indirect or clandestine. Kennedy’s Secretary of State Dean 

Rusk described a similar level of activism that imbued the entire Kennedy administration: 

“Many of Kennedy’s staffers and the President himself favored a more activist approach. 

‘Vigor’ was the word of the day. The Kennedy administration, all of us, had a bias 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
31 Kennedy and Sorensen, Let the Word Go Forth, 117–8. Campaign Speech, San Francisco, California, 
November 2, 1960. 
32 Kennedy, The Strategy of Peace, 227. Discussion with John Fischer, Editor-in-Chief Harper’s Magazine, 
December 9, 1959. 
33 Reeves, President Kennedy, 140. Referring to President Kennedy’s May 25, 1961 speech entitled, “The 
Goal of Sending a Man to the Moon.” 
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toward taking action, even when doing nothing might better serve American diplomacy 

and our national interest.”34  

 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1) 

 As a proliferation pessimist, John F. Kennedy was worried about the inherent 

dangers of the spread of nuclear weapons around the world and to new states in the 

international system. He was an alarmist in his approach, particularly attuned to the 

catastrophic dangers of new nuclear arsenals, the risks of accidental use or launch, and 

worried about the cascade of nuclear weapons as newly nuclear states inspired others to 

proliferate in their aftermath. Though multifaceted, his fear was also simple: in 1962, 

during his speech to the nation on the Cuban Missile Crisis, he said, “Nuclear weapons 

are so destructive, and ballistic missiles are so swift, that any substantially increased 

possibility of their use or any sudden change in their deployment may well be regarded as 

a definite threat to the peace.”35 Though this remark during the Missile Crisis is hardly 

surprising given the nature of the crisis and the need to demonstrate strength to the 

American and international audiences, this is but one of the dozens of remarks Kennedy 

made on this topic consistently from his early career to his time as a congressman, 

through his campaign for president, and throughout his tenure in the Oval Office.  

In the very first entry of the diary Kennedy kept while traveling abroad during the 

summer of 1945, he expressed his belief that “the clash with Russia will be greatly 

postponed…by the eventual discovery of a weapon so horrible that it will truthfully mean 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
34 Rusk and Papp, As I Saw It, 294. 
35 Hilsman, To Move a Nation; the Politics of Foreign Policy in the Administration of John F. Kennedy, 
211; Kennedy, John F. Kennedy, 1963, 807.  
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the abolishment of all the nations employing it.”36 Though at the time the Manhattan 

Project was still secret, given the circle of military and political leaders with whom 

Kennedy associated, it would not have been beyond the realm of possibility for him to 

discover the nature of the weapon under development.37 Regardless of the particular 

knowledge Kennedy may or may not have had in early 1945, his fear of the idea of such a 

weapon was already evident even in these early writings. Later, as a Member of 

Congress, Kennedy was quick to identify the spread and existence of nuclear weapons as 

among the greatest challenges confronting the world at the time. In 1950, then-

Congressman Kennedy introduced for the record a new Atomic Energy Commission 

Report entitled “The Effects of Atomic Weapons.”38 That Kennedy felt compelled to 

submit this report for the record suggests an early awareness and interest in nuclear issues 

and a focus on the increasingly destructive nature of nuclear weapons, which the report 

described in detail. Speaking to a student convocation at the University of California, Los 

Angeles on November 2, 1959, Kennedy said, “No change in a fast-changing world 

presents a greater challenge—no problem in a world full of problems calls for greater 

leadership and vision—than the control of nuclear weapons, the utter destruction which 

would result in their use in war, and the radioactive pollution of our atmosphere by their 

continued testing in peacetime.”39 In December, Kennedy delivered a major address on 

nuclear disarmament criticizing the Eisenhower administration for the lack of a concerted 

effort on this topic and reiterating that the nuclear issue was among the most pressing 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
36 Kennedy, Prelude to Leadership, 7. 
37 Kennedy, Prelude to Leadership. The journalist Hugh Sidey, also Kennedy’s friend and the writer of the 
introduction to the published version of Kennedy’s European Diary, makes this point in his analysis.  
38 JFK, floor debate H. Con Res. 252, August 24, 1950, Congressional Record, 81st Congress, 2nd Session, 
13400. 
39 Kennedy, The Strategy of Peace, 19. “Student Convocation at U.C.L.A.” Los Angeles, California, 
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items on the foreign policy agenda of the day.40 Together, these remarks reveal a 

consistent level of concern with and consciousness of the problems with nuclear 

weapons.41 

Kennedy’s fears of nuclear weapons were not concentrated in a particular area of 

the world or on a specific state considering proliferation. Instead he was opposed to both 

horizontal (state to state) and vertical (within one state) proliferation and made critical 

remarks to this end regarding nuclear developments in France, China, and West 

Germany,42 and consistently addressed the need to reign in the dangerous arms race 

between the U.S. and U.S.S.R. Thus, Kennedy’s nuclear pessimism was both broad and 

deep – he was opposed to proliferation among American allies and adversaries alike and 

he saw the virtues of pursuing nuclear disarmament among the existing nuclear powers 

and working diligently to lessen the worst characteristics of the Cold War. As he told 

British Ambassador to the United States David Ormsby-Gore during the Cuban Missile 

Crisis, “A world in which there are large quantities of nuclear weapons is an impossible 

world to handle. We really must try to get on with disarmament if we get through this 

crisis… because this is just too much.”43 

Kennedy repeatedly expressed concern about the dangers of a nuclear cascade. In 

his inaugural address, Kennedy spoke of the two superpowers “rightly alarmed by the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
40 Ibid., 26–30. 
41 The John F. Kennedy Library has a variety of constituent letters penned by Kennedy in which he 
describes to the recipient his views on the dangers of proliferation and the need to have a concerted effort 
for international disarmament. See for example, Letter from JFK to Mr. Albert Rudnick, August 11, 1959, 
“Foreign Policy Disarmament,” The Papers of President Kennedy, Pre-Presidential Papers, Senate Files, 
Legislation, Legislation Files 1953-1960, Box No. 718. This folder contains a variety of constituent letters 
with very similar content. 
42 For more on Kennedy’s views of European proliferation, see for example, “Multilateral Nuclear Force,” 
Summary Record of NSC Executive Committee Meeting No. 41, February 12, 1963, FRUS, 1961-1963, 
XIII, Doc. 173 and Summary Record of NSC Executive Committee Meeting No. 38 (Part II), January 25, 
1963, FRUS, 1961-1963, XIII, Doc. 169. 
43 Beschloss, The Crisis Years, 570. 
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steady spread of the deadly atom.”44 He also demonstrated a particular fear of small 

arsenals, saying: “Only when arms are sufficient beyond doubt can we be certain beyond 

doubt that they will never be employed.”45 In July 1962, the dangers of nuclear 

proliferation worried Kennedy greatly as he “reckoned that by 1972, twenty more nations 

would acquire nukes, with China being the first.”46 Later, at a March 21, 1963 press 

conference regarding the Test Ban Treaty negotiations he said, “I see the possibility in 

the 1970s of the President of the United States having to face a world in which fifteen or 

twenty or twenty-five nations may have these weapons.”47 

 Likewise, Kennedy worried about the dangers of accidental launch because of 

command and control failures or the dangers of the fog of war – both key elements 

identified by the proliferation pessimist narrative. Kennedy was also alarmed by the 

dangers of nuclear use by an irrational individual, and the risk of nuclear blackmail by a 

state utilizing nuclear weapons as a bargaining chip for something they desired. Speaking 

in 1959, then-Senator Kennedy described these fears inherent to a world with more 

nuclear weapons and nuclear armed states: “[The] possibilities of accidental war will be 

enormously increased—the possibilities of a nuclear holocaust being initiated for 

irrational reasons by a fanatic or demagogue will be tremendously increased—so will the 

possibilities of nuclear blackmail by any nation that chooses to use its atomic armaments 

as a diplomatic tool or threat.”48 Shortly upon taking office, now-President Kennedy 

reviewed NATO operational procedures given his concern that accidental use of a nuclear 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
44 Kennedy, John F. “Inaugural Address.” January 20, 1961. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=8032  
45 Coleman, “Camelot’s Nuclear Conscience - Never-before Published Transcripts of a Secret White House 
Meeting Reveal President John F. Kennedy Struggling with the Grim Realities of the Nuclear Age.,” 44. 
46 Luthi, The Sino-Soviet Split, 249. 
47 Quoted in Reeves, President Kennedy, 477. See also Kennedy, John F. Kennedy, 1964, 280. 
48 Kennedy, The Strategy of Peace, 24. “Student Convocation at U.C.L.A.” Los Angeles, California, 
November 2, 1959.” 
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weapon could trigger a world war.49 Specifically, he fretted about the command and 

control rules inherited from the Eisenhower administration and, in particular, the fact that 

any subordinate commander facing Russian military action could easily start a 

thermonuclear holocaust. Both issues added to his worries about inadvertent escalation.50 

Later, after a June 1961 trip to Europe, Kennedy asked for analysis on the consequences 

of nuclear war between the superpowers. When he wondered how many Americans 

would die in an all-out nuclear exchange with the Soviet Union, the Pentagon’s estimate 

stood at 70 million Americans, or half of the nation at the time. Curious about how many 

Americans would die if just one enemy missile got through and hit somewhere near an 

American city, Kennedy was told there would be 600,000 causalities. He promptly 

responded, “That’s the total number of casualties in the Civil War, and we haven’t gotten 

over that in a hundred years.”51 What this evidence demonstrates is that the same issues 

which concerned Kennedy as a young politician, motivated his inquiries, investigations, 

and worries even later when he became President. 

Beyond his public statements, both Kennedy biographers and his contemporaries 

have further documented evidence of Kennedy’s nuclear apprehensions. In a biography 

of the President, Robert Dallek describes his general opposition to excessive reliance on 

nuclear weapons and to international proliferation.52 He documents how at the beginning 

of his presidency Kennedy expressed that an all out nuclear war would be “a truly 

monstrous event in the U.S. – let alone in world history,”53 and how Kennedy found it 

inconceivable that anyone could speak causally about nuclear war, which some military 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
49 Dallek, An Unfinished Life, 344. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Reeves, President Kennedy, 175. 
52 Dallek, An Unfinished Life, 705. 
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and far-right politicians did mid-century.54 Kennedy’s then head of the State 

Department’s Policy Planning Council, Walt W. Rostow, recalled that nuclear war was 

Kennedy’s “greatest nightmare.”55 

 President Kennedy’s fears of nuclear proliferation and the dangers of nuclear 

weapons made arms control one of the top three items on his administration’s foreign 

policy agenda,56 and also something of deep personal interest.57  He had promised this 

would be the case during the 1960 Presidential Campaign when he critiqued the 

Eisenhower administration for a lack of progress on this issue: “Disarmament planning is 

the most glaring omission in the field of national security and world peace of the last 

eight years.”58 This broad commitment to nonproliferation and disarmament was 

demonstrated both in policies towards individual states and their nuclear programs 

(including most importantly China and Israel), and more broadly in bilateral efforts with 

the Soviet Union and through international control regimes.59  

Kennedy saw disarmament as more than just “an idle dream”60 and his 

accomplishments in the arms control arena during his administration were quite 

significant. During his first year in office Kennedy created the Arms Control and 

Disarmament Agency whose mission was “to strengthen the national security of the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
54 Ibid., 608. 
55 Ibid., 343. Citing an Oral History interview with Walt Rostow, http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-
Viewer/Archives/JFKOH-WWR-01.aspx  
56 Rusk and Papp, As I Saw It, 251. 
57 “Draft – Avoiding Nuclear War,” folder “Foreign Policy: “Avoiding Nuclear War,” Office Files of Harry 
J. Middleton, Box 90, Papers of Lyndon Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, LBJL. 
58 Kennedy and Sorensen, Let the Word Go Forth, 118. 
59 In many ways this was a personal commitment for JFK. Key officials inside his Administration believed 
that the threat of nuclear proliferation, and specifically the risks of nuclear diffusion were dramatically 
overblown. See for example, ‘Letter From the Deputy Director for Intelligence, Central Intelligence 
Agency (Cline) to the Director of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (Foster),” October 1, 1962, 
FRUS, 1961-1963, VII, Doc. 234. 
60 Dallek, An Unfinished Life, 613. 
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United States by formulating, advocating, negotiating, implementing and verifying 

effective arms control, nonproliferation, and disarmament policies, strategies, and 

agreements.”61 Later, he began talks with the Soviets that ultimately produced the 

Limited Test Ban Treaty, which prohibits nuclear weapons tests or any other nuclear 

explosion in the atmosphere, in outer space, and under water. Kennedy was a firm 

believer that the Test Ban Treaty would significantly slow, if not halt, the proliferation of 

nuclear weapons.”62 Even when the Test Ban negotiations were not going well early in 

1963, Kennedy maintained that it was necessary to keep moving “… because personally I 

am haunted by the feeling that by 1970, unless we are successful, there may be 10 nuclear 

powers instead of 4, and by 1975, 15 or 20… I regard that as the greatest possible danger 

and hazard.”63 Robert F. Kennedy confirmed his brother’s dedication to the disarmament 

and non-proliferation agenda writing, “He [JFK] thought that all of our energies and all 

of our efforts should be toward getting control over the distribution of the knowledge of 

making atomic weapons, the construction and the testing of atomic weapons. His greatest 

disappointment through ’62 and ’63 was the fact that we hadn’t done that, hadn’t been 

able to get any [agreement]. He was willing to go back and go back and go back—and 

walk, as he described it, the last mile.”64 

Furthermore, Kennedy signed two-outer space treaties, a civil-aviation agreement, 

a consular agreement, and laid the groundwork for both the Non-Proliferation and the 
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Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty that were ultimately signed by President Nixon.65 At his 

first State of the Union Address as President on January 30, 1961, when Kennedy 

announced, “I have already taken steps to coordinate and expand our disarmament effort 

– to increase our programs of research and study – and to make arms control a central 

goal of our national policy under my direction…” it was not just an empty promise in the 

first weeks of his nascent presidency; rather it was a promise that Kennedy would fulfill 

both during his short time in office and through his legacy with the Presidents who came 

after him.  

Overall, Kennedy’s commitment to real progress on arms control and non-

proliferation was evident in his significant accomplishments in the nuclear arena, both 

during his tenure in the White House and in the legacy he left which would influence an 

American commitment to arms control for decades to come. His personal dedication was 

observed by Glenn Seaborg, then Chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission who 

came away from Kennedy’s 1961 talks with British Prime Minister MacMillan with the 

“distinct impression that in private JFK was considerably more in favor of accepting risks 

and making compromises in order to achieve a test ban than either he or US negotiators 

ever allowed themselves to be in public.”66 In addition, Kennedy himself expressed the 

depths of his commitment to these issues when asked after one year in office to describe 

the highs and the lows he had experienced. Of the greatest lows, he said, “Our failure to 

get an agreement on the cessation of nuclear testing, because … that might have been a 
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very important step in easing the tension and preventing a proliferation of [nuclear] 

weapons” was his greatest disappointment.67  

Despite his many efforts to lessen the dangers of the nuclear age and regardless of 

the many arms control agreements that were signed between the Soviets and the 

Americans throughout the Cold War, the years after Kennedy’s time in the White House 

saw an increase in the numbers of nuclear weapons in the superpowers’ arsenals and 

advanced technologies (like MIRVs) made these weapons more not less destabilizing. 

Though perhaps the most dangerous points of the Cold War occurred early during the 

Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises, the later decades were arguably no less worrisome as 

the conflict continued and escalated according to many metrics and analyses. To that end, 

JFK biographer Herbert S. Parmet has argued that JFK “would have been profoundly 

disturbed to know that so many historians would later stress that his contribution to 

human existence was the extension of the cold war and the escalation of the arms race” 

rather than a legacy of peaceful coexistence.68 

 In summary, Kennedy was a strong nuclear proliferation pessimist, believing that 

more nuclear weapons would be worse for the international arena. He was fearful of their 

rapid spread around the world, as the technological knowhow and scientific materials 

required became easier to build and cheaper to acquire. Kennedy was especially 

concerned about new nuclear weapons states—those lacking in strong command and 

control procedures, vulnerable to external attack, and prone to accidental launch or a “use 

them or lose them” mentality. This pessimism led Kennedy early on to make 

commitments to arms control, non-proliferation, and disarmament during his time in 
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Congress, and later, to undertake actions and fulfill campaign promises once President. 

Significantly, his devotion to these issues generally applied to both allies and adversaries 

alike, as he worked diligently to prevent the construction of independent deterrent forces 

on the European continent, sought significant limitations on nuclear testing with the 

Soviets, and as will be explored next, fought to keep nuclear weapons out of the hands of 

the Communist Chinese. 

 

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (Independent Variable #2) 

 Whereas the general consequences of nuclear proliferation variable (IV #1) 

described above captures President Kennedy’s general views of nuclear issues, as 

opposed to his views regarding a specific state’s attempt at nuclear acquisition, the 

second variable – the threat posed by the specific proliferator – aims to document 

Kennedy’s perception of where and how threats manifest themselves in the international 

arena generally and his views of a specific other – here the Communist Chinese and their 

pursuit of nuclear weapons. As a general matter, the threat posed by another state reflects 

one’s perceptions of your own ability to deter them generally and once armed with 

nuclear weapons, their goals and how resolved they are in pursuing them, and how much 

one is willing to pay to stymie the other state’s quest of said goal. For the purpose of this 

chapter, it is essential to know then both what Kennedy perceived to be generally 

threatening to U.S. national security and specifically what he believed about the Chinese 

Communists in order to determine what danger he believed they posed to the United 

States with their nuclear pursuit. 
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 Though Kennedy confronted a variety of challenges during his lifetime, arguably 

one of the most important was the challenge from imperialism, first from Nazi Germany 

and later from Soviet communism. As evidenced by his university thesis, he believed that 

passivity in the face of a rising challenger was a dangerous strategy, and he therefore 

articulated the need to meet the Japanese and German problems head on. For his personal 

commitment as a young man, he did not shy away from military service in the American 

war effort.  

Consistently throughout this period and after, Kennedy supported a strong effort 

to prevent the emergence of any hegemon on the European continent lest it challenge 

American national security and national interests.69 While traveling abroad after the war, 

he described Hitler’s “boundless ambition for his country which rendered him a menace 

to the peace of the world…”70 In the winter of 1944-45, recovering from his exertions 

during military service, JFK authored an article entitled “Let’s Try an Experiment for 

Peace” in which he took a different angle – warning of the dangers of a destabilizing and 

expensive arms race with the much larger Soviet Union.71 Though the opinion of the 

article reflects a different view and a less activist approach from earlier commentary, it 

does suggest an early recognition of the challenge emerging in the Soviet Union. To that 

point, later in 1945, on behalf of the Hearst News Organization, Kennedy traveled to San 

Francisco for the inaugural conference of the United Nations. There, distinguishing 

himself from his many contemporaries who viewed Stalin and the U.S.S.R. as an ally (if 

a persnickety one), Kennedy reported on the emerging tensions with the Soviets and 
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advocated a realistic approach to what the new world organization could achieve. 

Warning against expecting good relations to continue with the Soviets into the future, he 

correctly predicted that conflict with them was forthcoming and that the UN would 

function as an ineffective peacemaker72 – the same criticism he voiced about the League 

of Nations in his collegiate thesis. 

 By the mid-1950s, Kennedy was firm in his view of the dangers of communism 

and its imperial tendencies, and viewed the Soviets in particular as aggressive in nature 

and imperialist in perspective. The “single most important test of foreign policy today is 

how we meet the challenge of imperialism,” he said at the time.73 Despite warning about 

the forthcoming arms race and its negative consequences in 1944-45, in general, 

throughout his political career Kennedy preached a firm support for proactive and 

strategic decision-making and its deterrent effects. In 1945, Kennedy commented “ … 

[The] great issue facing the world today … the issue is Soviet Russia … a slave state of 

the worst sort … embarked upon a program of world aggression … unless the freedom-

loving countries [stopped Russia they] would be destroyed.”74 Later, upon meeting 

Khrushchev for the first time, Kennedy told Hugh Sidey, “I never met a man like this, [I] 

talked about how a nuclear exchange would kill 70 million people in 10 minutes and he 

just looked at me as if to say, ‘So what?’ My impression was that he just didn’t give a 

damn if it came to that.”75 Similar themes would characterize Kennedy’s concerns later 

when confronting the Communist Chinese.  
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Later, while running for Senate, a common theme in Kennedy’s campaign 

speeches was strong defense of the West and western values against the threatening 

communist advance.76 Once in Congress, he advocated a show of strength against Soviet 

imperialism on the continent, as he believed it would discourage Moscow from 

dangerous adventurism in the future.77 In the aftermath of the Chinese Civil War, he 

criticized the Truman Administration and the State Department for its foreign policy 

failure in the Far East and for having lost sight of the tremendous importance of a non-

communist China78 – that the U.S. had not given military aid to the Chinese Nationalists 

had crippled them in their battle against the mainland communists who ultimately 

emerged victorious. In 1949, Kennedy again warned of the rising threat from communism 

in the aftermath of the loss of the Mainland.79 Addressing the 1956 Democratic National 

Convention in nomination of Adlai Stevenson for President, Kennedy spoke of the threats 

to American national security that the next president would be forced to confront: “Of 

overwhelming importance are the ever-mounting threats to our survival that confront us 

abroad, threats that require a prompt return to firm, decisive leadership. Each Republican 

year of indecision and hesitation has brought new Communist advances—in Indochina, in 

the Middle East, in North Africa, in all the tense and troubled areas of the world.”80 Thus, 

throughout this long period of pre-presidential political life, Kennedy consistently 

demonstrated his view that communism posed a serious challenge to American interests 

and advocated for a firm and proactive approach to confronting it wherever necessary. 
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As the 1950s were drawing to a close, Kennedy had identified reasons for 

optimism when approaching the Soviets. First, early in his Senate term, Kennedy 

introduced for the record an article that concluded that the Soviets were not interested in 

attacking the United States.81 Later, Kennedy described areas of potentially common 

interest between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. and used these to push for compromise and 

progress between the two superpowers. Speaking at the University of Rochester on 

October 1, 1959, Kennedy spoke of potentially common interests and gleaned from 

Khrushchev’s speeches: “First, both the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. would like to be free of 

the crushing burden of the arms race…Secondly, neither the U.S. nor the U.S.S.R. wants 

a nuclear war…Third, neither the U.S. nor the U.S.S.R. wants nuclear weapons—and the 

power to initiate nuclear war—to pass into the hands of too many other nations—Red 

China, France, Sweden, and a host of others now preparing to join the atomic club.”82 

While it is probably going too far to suggest that Kennedy saw the Soviet Union as a 

security-seeking state, it is possible that these areas of commonality allowed Kennedy to 

focus on cooperation with the Soviets especially in the nuclear arena, and to distinguish 

between the Soviet problem and the rising Chinese Communist threat of which he was 

acutely aware. 

Traveling across Europe as a Member of Congress in 1951, Kennedy also began 

internalizing a belief in the deterrent powers of nuclear weapons, yet significantly, only at 

certain levels. His trip confirmed that the Russians were unlikely to invade the continent 

since, as he argued, “The Russians had not attacked before, why should they now when 
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the bomb is still as much a deterrent as it was before?”83 Indeed, Kennedy and Premier 

Khrushchev both believed that no president or premier was actually going to use nuclear 

weapons if the enemy had the ability to retaliate in kind as, by then, both the U.S. and the 

U.S.S.R. did. In early 1961, for example, in a “Special Message to Congress on Defense 

Policies and Principles,” Kennedy argued for an increase in American defense spending 

to guarantee defense through deterrence: “Our strategic arms and defenses must be 

adequate to deter any deliberate nuclear attack on the United States or our allies – by 

making clear to any potential aggressor that sufficient retaliatory forces will be able to 

survive a first strike and penetrate his defense in order to inflict unacceptable losses on 

him…”84 Over time, as the logic of mutually assured destruction (MAD) grew in 

acceptance during this period, the danger from the Soviet arsenal was no longer seen as 

that of a direct nuclear attack on the U.S. mainland as both sides’ massive arsenals 

deterred such recklessness and inspired caution.85  

At the same time, however, the Administration recognized that it was necessary to 

maintain parity with the Soviets, lest newfound strategic superiority encourage aggressive 

Soviet behavior.86 To that end, during the 1962 debate over the resumption of American 

nuclear testing, Kennedy argued, “And I must report to you in all candor that further 

Soviet tests, in the absence of further Western progress, could well provide the Soviet 

Union with a nuclear attack and defense capability so powerful as to encourage 
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aggressive designs.”87 Thus, while mutual deterrence existed with a parity of nuclear 

arsenals, the absence of such parity bred dangerous instability.  

Much of what was threatening to Kennedy about the Soviet Union in 1945 – their 

cost-insensitivity, their aggressive tendencies, their proclivity towards imperialism – were 

the same characteristics he also identified as threatening about the Communist Chinese. 

Writing to his friend Lem Bellings in 1942, Kennedy said “I don’t think anyone really 

realizes that nothing stands between us and the defeat of our Christian crusade against 

Paganism except a lot of Chinks who never heard of God and a lot of Russians who have 

heard about him but don’t want Him.”88 This is but the first time that Kennedy articulated 

his belief in the dangers emanating from Red China. 

Speaking before the Cathedral Club in Brooklyn, New York on January 21, 1954, 

Senator Kennedy argued for “A Strong and Vigorous Foreign Policy,” the title of the 

address he delivered. In the speech, Kennedy warned of the growing danger of 

Communist China:  

Their [Communist China’s] assistance to the forces of Vietminh is thus 
steadily growing, and they themselves, and this is a most significant fact, 
are steadily increasing their own military strength. Some observers believe 
that within 2 years the Chinese Communists will have developed over 150 
modern divisions. They will then become, after the Soviet Union and the 
United States, the greatest single military power in the world, lacking only 
an atomic arsenal and an industrial capacity to sustain it, to put them in the 
first rank. This power will be under the direction of a native leadership 
which has increasingly evidenced aggressive and rapacious intentions 
toward the countries along their southern border.89 
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Thus already by 1954, Kennedy identified Communist China as a rising power growing 

in significant military strength. Furthermore, he highlighted specifically their aggressive 

and expansive intentions and seemed to warn of a situation likely only to decline should 

the Chinese acquire nuclear weapons. By the close of 1959 and with Kennedy’s 

declaration of his candidacy for President on the horizon, Kennedy again addressed these 

issues in an interview with John Fischer the Editor in Chief of Harper’s Magazine: “[The 

Eisenhower Administration] will leave on the next Administration’s doorstep the most 

critical problems we have ever faced: the growing missile gap, the rise of Communist 

China … the lack of an arms control agreement.”90 In a major address on foreign policy 

and national security in June 1960, now-candidate for president Kennedy outlined twelve 

core agenda items to concern the next president of the United States: “We must reassess a 

China policy which has failed dismally to move toward its principal objective of 

weakening Communist rule in the mainland—a policy which has failed to prevent a 

steady growth in Communist strength—and a policy which offers no real solution to the 

problems of a militant China. … And, although we should not now recognize Red China 

or agree to its admission to the United Nations without a genuine change in her 

belligerent attitude toward her Asian neighbors and the world—and regrettably there is 

evidence that her belligerence is rising rather than receding…”91 Overall, from 1942 

during his military service and through his candidacy for president, Kennedy consistently 

argued for recognition of the dangers posed by a rising Communist China – one with 

hostile intentions towards the U.S. and its allies, a record of hostility towards the Asian 
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region, and a general history of aggression, expansion, and menacing behavior towards 

the non-Communist world. 

Significantly, though there were similarities between the Soviet and the Chinese 

menace, there was one very important distinction between them in the nuclear arena: 

Kennedy and his advisors recognized that the same deterrent effect governing the 

interactions between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. did not translate to new nuclear states or 

to small and vulnerable arsenals where the logic of MAD did not apply. Whereas 

National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy confirmed the administration’s belief in 

MAD’s deterrent power while discussing the Berlin Crisis and the constraint that leaders 

on both sides demonstrated,92 Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara disparaged lesser 

capabilities, saying: “limited nuclear capabilities, operating independently, are dangerous, 

expensive, prone to obsolescence, and lacking in credibility as a deterrent.”93 Kennedy 

himself articulated this same nuclear pessimist logic describing the dangers inherent to 

new instances of nuclear proliferation in previously non-nuclear countries: “… As these 

weapons proliferate into other countries, and more and more countries get them which 

may not have this sophisticated means of control, then the chance of accidental explosion 

increases.”94 This distinction is significant given that it explains how the Kennedy team 

would have perceived a significant threat in a potential new and small nuclear arsenal 

(like the Chinese Communist one) despite the deterrent value and security-creating 

characteristics of the Soviet arsenal during the same era. 

For Kennedy, given his general nuclear pessimism and his view of the 

Communist Chinese as broadly threatening to U.S. interests, it is unsurprising that the 
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specifically nuclear element of the looming crisis with China gave him particular pause. 

Furthermore, Kennedy’s specific remarks about the Chinese nuclear program prior to 

1960 reveal that he viewed Chinese proliferation as a significantly dangerous 

development, one that threatened the safety and security of the United States, even before 

assuming presidential office. Though Kennedy never explicitly addressed it, in 1946 Mao 

famously satirized the atomic bomb calling it “a paper tiger”95 and mocked the power it 

gave the United States and others. Given his concern with irrational leaders in possession 

of nuclear weapons, Mao’s cavalier attitude (which was well known at the time) would 

likely have unsettled Kennedy. More broadly, Kennedy recognized that the acquisition of 

nuclear arsenals by additional states in the international system would have dangerous 

implications for the world community. Speaking at U.C.L.A. in 1959, he identified China 

as one among a small group of states whose nuclear ambitions would be damaging to 

U.S. security: “And, perhaps even more importantly, the ability of other nations to test, 

develop and stockpile atomic weapons will alter drastically the whole balance of power, 

and put us all at the mercy of inadvertent, irresponsible, or deliberate attacks from many 

corners of the globe… For one China, or France, or Sweden, or half a dozen other nations 

successfully test the atomic bomb, then the security of both Russians and Americans is 

dangerously weakened.”96 

Later in 1959, speaking on the Senate floor, Kennedy reiterated his earlier 

concerns about the incredible growth in Chinese power and, importantly, highlighted the 

nuclear element of the Chinese rise. “Within the last year the Chinese have produced 

their first automobile. Within the next year they may have launched their first earth 
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satellite. Even more seriously, they may well begin to take their place among the select 

company of nuclear powers.”97 Furthermore, given both McNamara’s pronouncements 

about the dangers of small arsenals, and Kennedy’s early concerns about accidental 

launches and the lack of command and control capabilities in new nuclear proliferants, it 

is unsurprising that Kennedy viewed the small and new Chinese arsenal as destabilizing 

and highly problematic given that they did not offer the deterrent protection of a dyadic 

relationship governed by MAD. Especially because they were vulnerable to outside 

attack, small arsenals like a nascent Chinese one would also have been more likely to be 

used by those possessing them rather than lost to some outside aggressor in an extended 

conflict. Finally, Kennedy explicitly connected China’s attempted proliferation as having 

a negative impact on the balance of states in the international arena. Speaking on the 

campaign trail in 1960 he said, “… Red Chinese possession of atomic weapons could 

drastically alter the balance of power… the Chinese are increasingly important, 

increasingly menacing, and increasingly impossible to omit from effective international 

agreements…”98 

 Once President and with the contours of the Chinese nuclear crisis beginning to 

take shape, Kennedy continued to describe how he feared Chinese nuclear weapons and 

how they would cause a decline in American foreign policy prowess – making American 

defense of its Asian allies basically infeasible.99 He was also consistent in his recognition 

and articulation of fears stemming from the threat posed to the world by Communist 
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expansion.100 China had exhibited over time a distressing meddlesomeness in the region 

and had overtly threatened a variety of its neighbors including a brazen attack into Indian 

territory in 1962. This and other military maneuvers as well as Chinese growth in other 

metrics of power caused Kennedy and his Cabinet a significant level of concern.101 

Furthermore, since the Chinese Revolution, the Chinese Communists had been extremely 

clear about making the Americans “enemy number one” and nuclear weapons would give 

them the wherewithal to act on this sentiment. Kennedy summarized his fears saying that 

a nuclear China, “would so upset the world political scene [that] it would be 

intolerable.”102 His brother Robert recalled a similar view: “He said once, if this 

continued and the Chicoms got the bomb and went ahead in the direction they were 

heading, in the seventies this world would be even more dangerous than it was now.”103 

Later, JFK explained how haunted he was by China’s nuclear efforts – he thought that 

nuclear proliferation was the greatest single problem in the 1960s, and that the single 

most compelling reason for a Test Ban was to prevent Communist China from 

developing a bomb.104 Kennedy confirmed his earlier fears in November 1962, telling 

Bundy that the Chinese program “was the greatest single threat to the status quo over the 

next few years.”105 His approach to the program from 1960 to 1963 illuminates the 
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degree to which Kennedy was truly worried about the acquisition of nuclear weapons by 

China and his desire to confront it by all means necessary.  

 The above evidence suggests a clear picture of that which Kennedy found 

threatening in the international arena. From his early career, Kennedy was concerned 

with both imperialism and communism, and certainly their expansive designs in the 

international arena. Furthermore, it is evident that Kennedy feared nuclear weapons 

broadly for their destabilizing and dangerous nature. When these two sets of issues 

combined in the form of the Chinese Communist pursuit of nuclear weapons, two of 

Kennedy’s major fears were married in one menacing form. The idea of the most 

problematic weapons in the hands of an adversary who had been openly aggressive to its 

neighbors, hostile to the United States, and who harbored revisionist aims of remaking 

the world in the communist image naturally struck Kennedy as a significantly dangerous 

development in international affairs. Additionally problematic for Kennedy was the fact 

that the deterrent security of MAD did not apply in the Chinese nuclear context. Given 

these features, the Chinese nuclear situation was one that Kennedy felt needed to be 

proactively dealt with, not just allowed to develop while the world sat idly by. 

 

Theoretical Expectations: JFK 

John F. Kennedy was deeply concerned with nuclear proliferation and its negative 

consequences both for the United States and for the international arena. His subjective 

threat perception focused on the dangers of imperialism, communism, and expansion all 

of which manifested in Communist China. Specifically given China’s aggression towards 

its neighbors, overt hostility towards the United States and its interests, and its pursuit of 
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nuclear weapons, the leader-centric argument predicts that Kennedy would have been 

highly likely to consider and use preventive military force as a counter-proliferation 

strategy. This is the case given that in high threat environments such as this one (where 

the general consequences of proliferation are seen as high and the threat posed by the 

adversary is also high), the model expects that a leader should be very likely to pursue the 

military options at his disposal. 

 

Table 7 

President Kennedy and China’s Nuclear Program 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1)                                High  

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2)                                                        High 

Expectation – Likely to Consider and Use Military Force                         DV = 2 

 

President Lyndon B. Johnson 

 Though a product of an earlier generation, Lyndon B. Johnson was also a Cold 

Warrior focused on the defense of the United States. However, his views about nuclear 

proliferation were fundamentally different than Kennedy’s, and were in fact that of a 

weak nuclear optimist. Despite believing that nuclear war posed a grave danger, he was 

much less of an alarmist than President Kennedy. Whereas Kennedy spent much of his 

early life thinking about international affairs and world politics, as a young man, Johnson 

paid much more attention to the challenges of domestic poverty, racial inequality, and 

domestic politics. Like Kennedy, as a Member of Congress Johnson worked diligently 

advocating preparedness and a strong national defense. Whereas for Kennedy these 

preparations at home were a means towards proactive strategy abroad, Johnson believed 

that domestic preparedness would on its own deter attacks on the homeland. Unlike 
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Kennedy who saw the very ideology of communism as threatening, Johnson worried 

about the expansive aims and the likelihood of a direct attack against U.S. interests.106 

While Johnson perceived some danger emanating from the PRC, he believed that the 

threat was not nearly as imminent as Kennedy warned, as the Chinese did not have a 

near-term ability to deliver any nuclear weapons they produced in the 1960s. Nor did 

Johnson believe that they were likely to attack the U.S. in the first place. Given this mild 

nuclear optimism and a more sanguine view of the threat posed by the Chinese nuclear 

weapons program, the theory argued here predicts that President Johnson would be 

unlikely to consider the use of force and would quickly back away from any military 

action that the previous administration had been considering.  

 

LBJ & International Affairs 

 Though many early portrayals described Johnson as ignorant of foreign policy,107 

a more accurate description, reflecting newer waves of Johnson scholarship, suggests 

considerable exposure to foreign affairs. Rather than being ignorant, Johnson is better 

described as somewhat disinterested and keen to focus on domestic rather than 

international affairs. This is not to say, however, that he ignored international issues or 

stumbled through foreign policy choices – in fact, Vietnam would come to dominate 

Johnson’s time as President as the conflict escalated. Scholars Warren Cohen and Nancy 

Tucker confirm Johnson’s participation and involvement on the issues, contending that 

Johnson was very well informed as President and maintained the details of what he 
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read.108 A May 14, 1965 diary entry from Lady Bird Johnson confirms Johnson’s 

dedication: “It’s odd to hear people like Adlai Stevenson and many, many columnists say 

that the President, alas, is not as interested in—does not give as much time to foreign 

affairs as he does to domestic affairs. Foreign affairs devour his days and nights. It’s just 

that the problems are harder to solve than domestic affairs. True, he takes less joy in 

them, but whatever bad happens in them, it’s not for lack of trying…”109 Johnson himself 

confirmed this prioritization writing somewhat begrudgingly in 1964, “I am spending 

more time on foreign affairs than on any other subject.”110 

Though certainly anti-communist and a strong supporter of U.S. military strength, 

Johnson held rather simplistic views of international affairs, favored a cooperative 

approach to challenges, and in many ways reflected the perspectives of the Eisenhower 

administration and Eisenhower-Dulles foreign policy. Johnson’s brand of 

internationalism was lacking nuance and not particularly adventurist, despite extensive 

exposure to the many foreign policy challenges of the early and middle parts of the 20th 

century. Indeed, Johnson’s Congressional service was marked by his participation on the 

House Naval Affairs and Armed Services Committees, as well as on the Joint Committee 

on Atomic Energy. In the Senate, Johnson served on the Senate Armed Services 

Committee and chaired the Senate Preparedness Subcommittee. While Johnson had been 

instrumental in ending the McCarthy era in American politics, he did not share 

Kennedy’s more aggressive and proactive foreign policy approach to combating 

challenges where they emerged. Nor did he have many fine-grained or complex views on 
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international affairs. Early in his presidency, he wrote to Brazilian President Goulart of 

his approach to problem solving in the international arena: “I believe that all these 

problems are soluble if approached within a framework of expanding international 

cooperation…”111 Though in this letter the two are discussing economic issues 

specifically, the cooperative attitude carries over to security and nuclear issues as well. 

 Perhaps these differences are unsurprising given the two men’s distinct 

backgrounds and their natural proclivities. Johnson, a southerner, was drawn towards 

local issues and focused on the difficulties he encountered as a youth and in the isolation 

of the back woods of Texas. He had a natural affinity for improvement – both for himself 

and his family but also for society at large – that was understandable largely as a product 

of his small town background.112 He quickly identified a role for the federal government 

in achieving this improvement and would champion both the New Deal under Roosevelt 

and later his own Great Society. What arms control represented for Kennedy – one of the 

key priorities of his leadership – racial discrimination and poverty alleviation were for 

LBJ. Therefore, while Johnson was certainly knowledgeable about foreign affairs, 

especially given his long experience in politics from a young age, he had no personal zeal 

for it, no pressing interest.  

Johnson’s congressional service put him in Washington at the time that many key 

foreign policy challenges and the American role in the world were being debated. 

Johnson emerged early as a leading advocate for defense spending because he believed 

that a strong and prepared America would counter any mounting external threats. Though 

frequently voting with FDR on defense measures, like most Americans Johnson was 
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reluctant to see the United States become too heavily enmeshed in international affairs. 

These positions reflected that Johnson was both highly sensitive to external threats but 

also of the opinion that military expenditures were meant for defense as opposed to 

offense.113 Unlike those who advocated for defense spending and supported strategies to 

compel challengers to back down – Kennedy among them – Johnson’s view reflected a 

preference for a strong defense at home to dissuade any challengers from threatening in 

the first place. For example, whereas some of his contemporaries were quicker to 

advocate U.S. involvement in World War II, Johnson only supported American entry 

once Great Britain was under siege. He was concerned not just for Britain, but more 

broadly feared that by not acting, they would encourage the Nazi thirst for global 

conquest and America would become vulnerable to a direct attack.114 This view is 

consistent with Johnson’s overarching fear of external aggression, imperialism, and direct 

attacks against American interests and national security.  

While overseas with a congressional delegation, Johnson became more aware of 

the threat of communist expansion across the European continent and the need to 

challenge such outward enlargement. This same spirit would echo in his Vietnam policy 

many years later when he argued that American failure to act would allow a communist 

takeover throughout much if not all of South East Asia.115 For many of the same reasons, 

he supported Lend Lease, the Truman Doctrine,116 and the Marshall Plan. Consistently 
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over time, Johnson feared that the rest of the world would end up behind an iron curtain if 

the United States failed to act to counter the expansion of communism that threatened.117 

 Later, as Kennedy’s Vice President, Johnson was sent to South Asia in 1961 to 

assess the situation in the region. His report gave a standard recounting of domino theory 

– the Eisenhower-Dulles strategy that claimed that if one state succumbed to 

communism, the surrounding states would soon fall like a line of dominoes – and argued 

that the United States must stand strong on communism in South Asia or be prepared to 

take up arms to confront it eventually at home. This is unsurprising coming from Johnson 

given that he was afraid of the expansion of communism, not of the system itself.118 

Taken together, this evidence suggests that LBJ perceived threats more acutely in the 

international system when the U.S. homeland was directly threatened especially through 

territorial or imperial expansion.  

 

LBJ’s Views of the General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1) 

 Like Kennedy, Johnson was aware of the tremendous costs of nuclear war. At the 

same time, he was not nearly as alarmist as Kennedy was about the high likelihood of a 

nuclear detonation or accident. Nor was he as nuanced in his perceptions of the specific 

dangers of nuclear weapons and instead was focused simply on “avoiding a nuclear 

holocaust.”119 In the aftermath of World War II, Johnson advocated for a largely 

cooperative and liberal agenda, especially in light of the dangers of the newly nuclear 

age. During this time, Johnson followed FDR’s collaborative spirit and suggested giving 
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the Soviet Union the atomic bomb.120 As a Member of Congress in 1946, Johnson 

introduced as an extension of his remarks on the House floor an address on the subject of 

atomic energy and world cooperation. Again cognizant of the dangers of nuclear war, this 

address offered a cooperative solution to the atomic problem, which Johnson 

supported.121 As a Senator discussing the situation in Korea, Johnson expressed his 

certainty that the United States would use nuclear weapons as if they were any other 

weapon: “Discussions about whether we should use the Atomic Bomb are elementary by 

comparison. I am sure that we will use the Atomic Bomb – if and when it can be used to 

stem the tide of aggression.”122 Significantly, when Senator Ralph Flanders of Vermont 

introduced a resolution calling on the United States to work towards universal 

disarmament, Senator Kennedy was one of 33 cosponsors of the amendment. Senator 

Johnson was not.123 Later, as President in June 1964, a Johnson memorandum approved 

further nuclear sharing, this time within the NATO alliance and among the member 

nations.124  

More broadly, Johnson believed in international organizations and supported the 

Baruch Plan for international atomic cooperation and had high hopes for the peaceful 

abilities of the United Nations as it got off the ground, both in the nuclear arena and 

elsewhere.125 During the 1964 presidential campaign Johnson articulated details about 

the unique destructiveness of nuclear weapons and their horrendous casualty producing 

effects that suggest he understood their grievous nature. While he understood that 
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American nuclear superiority was fading over time and that, because of both this decline 

and MAD, he also felt that nuclear weapons could only be used for deterrence and not for 

war fighting or preemption.126 To that end, in September 1964, he told a Seattle audience 

“Our nuclear power alone has deterred Soviet aggression.”127  

Upon taking Presidential office, Johnson declared, “A nuclear war will be the 

death of all of our hopes and it is our task to see that it does not happen.”128 However, 

because Johnson did not believe that nuclear war was a high probability scenario, it 

allowed him to pursue other priorities.129 Thus, while on the one hand Johnson 

understood the destructive and dangerous nature of nuclear weapons, his support for 

nuclear sharing both with the Soviets and with NATO allies, and his belief in the 

deterrent power of nuclear weapons suggests a weak nuclear optimist position. While this 

does not extend to a more extreme view that more weapons will necessarily be better, it 

does suggest a belief in a lower likelihood of nuclear war and a strong deterrent ability 

inherent to nuclear weapons, which together yield a lower likelihood of finding 

significant threats emerging from nuclear issues. Furthermore, early comments about the 

usability of nuclear weapons suggest at least an initial belief that there was nothing 

particularly special about them. Taking this evidence collectively reveals a radically 

different portrait of Johnson’s beliefs about nuclear weapons as compared to Kennedy’s. 

 The limits of Johnson’s nuclear optimism can be seen in the context of the Cuban 

Missile Crisis. This event in particular reveals that Johnson was hardly passive or 

ignorant of the potential dangers in the nuclear age. Early in the crisis, Johnson took a 
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hawkish view and advocated for the use of force against the Soviet missile sites under 

construction in Cuba.130 When Kennedy eventually decided on a naval blockade, Johnson 

did not agree with this position. According to Director of Central Intelligence John 

McCone, Johnson viewed the blockade as “locking the barn after the horse was gone” 

since missiles were already in Cuba.131 This is unsurprising given the significant Soviet 

arsenal, their ability to target the U.S. with ballistic missiles, and their increased chances 

of success given the missiles’ proximity to the U.S. mainland from the Cuban island. As 

Johnson saw the Soviet menace as much more acute and the danger of missiles in Cuba 

as severe given their proximity to the U.S. homeland, his advocacy for force during the 

crisis supported his broader threat perception which focused on external attack. When the 

Chinese nuclear crisis emerged, however, it is in comparison to Cuba where he took a 

hawkish view, that his lack of concern over Chinese nuclear weapons comes into focus, 

and his relatively weak concern for nuclear proliferation in general is revealed. Unlike 

Cuba which posed an immediate threat to the United States – one backed by the Soviet 

adversary – the Chinese nuclear program was nascent, far away, and backed by a 

relatively militarily weak power, one unable to realistically target the United States from 

around the world. 

 Johnson believed in arms control though he lacked Kennedy’s “effervescence and 

contagious enthusiasm for it,” and never took a strong personal interest in the subject.132 

Whereas nuclear issues were among the top three agenda items of the Kennedy 

Administration, Johnson viewed “the spread of nuclear weapons [as] one of the great 
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dangers to peace,” yet hardly at or near the top of the list as it was for Kennedy.133 Like 

Kennedy before him, however, the Johnson administration had a variety of successes in 

the arms control arena. As early as December 17, 1963, Johnson highlighted in an 

address to the United Nations his desire to prevent the dissemination of nuclear weapons 

to nations who at the time did not possess them. He also called for a continuation of the 

arms control and reduction measures instigated under President Kennedy before him.134 

To that end, Johnson presided over a mutual cutback in fissionable material production 

by the U.S. and the U.S.S.R., signed an Outer Space Treaty, which prohibited the 

stationing of nuclear bombs on the moon, planets, or anywhere in outer space. He led the 

majority of the effort towards the signing of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, though 

for political reasons the Soviets declined to actually sign their name until the Nixon 

administration entered office in 1969. 

 How can we explain the successes he oversaw in the nuclear arena given his lack 

of enthusiasm for the issues? Johnson was quite clear about the need to keep continuity 

with the JFK Administration in the aftermath of his assassination. This desire extended to 

continuing with Kennedy’s many pending initiatives both on racial equality (which was 

also personally important to LBJ) and on the non-proliferation agenda in which he 

believed, but was not quite as individually motivated to pursue. To that end, Johnson not 

only supported the many non-proliferation and arms control efforts spearheaded by his 

predecessor and championed deals with the Soviets wherever they emerged, he also 

moved forward with his own initiatives calling on President Kennedy’s legacy to 

encourage additional support.  
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Moreover, the evidence from within the Johnson administration and from public 

sources reveals that the Chinese nuclear test itself had a significant impact on the non-

proliferation agenda, and to a certain extent on Johnson himself.135 In particular, the test 

gave a newfound sense of urgency to the nuclear problem and efforts to combat it. At the 

November 23, 1964 meeting of the Committee of Principals, participants discussed the 

formation of the Gilpatric Committee and the need to “investigate the desirability of a 

non-proliferation policy.”136 This suggests that such a policy did not exist previously and 

was not a foregone conclusion moving forward. Later, a draft of the Gilpatric Committee 

report to the President explains, “The Chinese explosion has had an immensely catalytic 

effect upon national nuclear decisions… it has lent urgency to the problem 

everywhere.”137 A December 2, 1964 article in The New York Times confirms the impact 

of the Chinese test, stating that the Chinese Communist test spurred the creation of a 

committee and the Johnson Administration’s intensity on the nuclear issue given that the 

test highlighted the notion that others could follow in Chinese footsteps and get the bomb 

in the future as well.138 Also in December, President Johnson told Soviet Foreign 

Minister, Andrei Gromyko, of his commitment to non-proliferation, saying, “… We were 

anxious to avoid a situation where others might follow in the footsteps of the Chinese. 
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We were doing all we could to discourage others from embarking upon a nuclear 

weapons program.”139 Additionally, a Memorandum for the President prior to his 

meeting with the Gilpatric committee in January of 1965 describes how nuclear 

proliferation is a threat that must be dealt with, as the world was rapidly reaching a point 

of no return in controlling the spread.140 Finally, a memo from Robert W. Komer to 

McGeorge Bundy describing the post-election agenda for the Johnson Administration in 

1965 lists nuclear proliferation as an important agenda item: “Pending Chicom test forces 

us to face up to the issue. Of course, we are in fact the greatest promoters of proliferation 

when we sell reactors, know-how, etc., all over the world, at the same time when we’re 

trying desperately to forestall it via arms control. I’m a realist here and maybe best thing 

is to carry water on both shoulders. But let’s do so consciously at any rate.”141 Taken 

together, the evidence reveals a newfound Administration focus on the non-proliferation 

agenda, but one that emerged only in the aftermath of the Chinese nuclear episode. 

 

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2) 

 From his youth, Johnson developed a particular approach to enemies, bullies, and 

the threats that he confronted. As Costigiola describes, Johnson learned early that if you 

ran from a bully, “He is going to wind up charging you right out of your own house.”142 

Indeed, Johnson conveyed precisely this sentiment in 1964 when he asked rhetorically, 
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“What in the hell is Vietnam worth to me?” He then answered himself: “Of course, if you 

start running from the Communists, they may chase you right into your own kitchen.”143 

This need to confront an enemy head on, lest they capitalize on your weakness and 

expand their attack, characterized Johnson’s approach to Vietnam in particular. In a 

conversation with Senate Minority Leader Everett Dirksen on February 17, 1965, 

Johnson said, “That we know, from Munich on, that when you give, the dictators feed on 

raw meat. If they take South Vietnam, they take Thailand, they take Indonesia, they take 

Burma, they come right on back to the Philippines.”144 That Johnson did not express a 

similar logic surrounding the Communist Chinese nuclear program and its effects on the 

dictators in Peking, suggests that he did not see this situation as significantly menacing or 

dangerous to the U.S. or U.S. interests. If he had, we can speculate that LBJ would have 

felt compelled to meet the threat from the Chinese Communists head on, given the 

dangers he perceived from backing down in the face of an aggressor.  

What seemed to worry Johnson most consistently was American vulnerability 

from external attack. Specifically, he was troubled by communist imperial expansion and 

sought a strong and secure United States through a significant military buildup, an effort 

he began as a congressman. Johnson’s work towards American preparedness was not 

designed to permit an American military offensive; rather, it was a way to foster peace 

abroad through readiness at home. Similarly, Johnson’s favorable look towards 

international institutions suggested a liberal and cooperative spirit of engagement abroad. 
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On both counts, Johnson stood apart from Kennedy who saw the internal characteristics 

and nature of the communist system as inherently threatening,145 and who viewed 

international organizations as weak and unhelpful for confronting the challenges of the 

international arena. Moreover, whereas Kennedy had raised the alarm about the dangers 

posed by the Soviet Union as early as 1945, Johnson and many of his contemporaries 

were much slower in changing their view of the Soviets from complicated ally to 

dangerous threat to American interests. So while the two men agreed about the need to 

have a military second to none, their end games were different. Johnson saw strength at 

home as fostering deterrence and security; Kennedy saw domestic military strength as a 

means to combating problems abroad wherever they should arise.  

As a congressman, Johnson voted consistently with the Truman and Eisenhower 

administrations on defense measures, but like most Americans in 1940 was reluctant to 

see the U.S. become enmeshed in foreign affairs. He was sensitive to defending the 

country from external threats, but he saw military expenditures as meant for defense and 

not offense.146 By the summer of ’41, he believed it essential for the U.S. to enter the war 

and imperative to enter as soon as possible before it was too late to assist the British and 

stem the tide of Nazi occupation. Later, he saw Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union not 

as easing the need for U.S. entry but, rather, as further evidence of the need to combat the 

Nazis’ plans for world conquest.147 On both counts, this suggests that what concerned 

Johnson was not the Nazis per se, but rather their desire to digest the European continent 

and presumably turn their attention subsequently to the U.S. Later, Johnson was shaken 

by the Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb and the Chinese Communist Victory in the 
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Chinese Civil War, and in general was motivated to work with President Truman who 

shared his concern for strengthening the American capacity to deal with this rising 

communist threat.”148 

 Johnson’s basic approach was consistent as time progressed, as he supported the 

American decision to fight in Korea. The North Korean attack on the South, he thought, 

represented a challenge to the free world, reminiscent of Hitler’s aggression against 

Czechoslovakia in 1938; he therefore saw the attack as part of a Soviet design for world 

domination.149 Once again, it was the threat of external aggression and conquest with 

hostile states attacking neighbors or other individual states, where Johnson saw the need 

to rise up and act against a threat emerging in the international arena. Significantly, this 

view did not extend to the early years in the War in Vietnam, given that the Communists 

involved in that effort had no power to directly injure the United States.150 What this 

suggests is that while Johnson believed communist expansion was threatening, the crucial 

element of that concern was an enemy’s ability to directly target the United States. As 

articulated in a constituent letter penned while Vice President, China did not pose this 

kind of threat, rather while it was hostile to the United States, it posed threats to the 

security only of its neighbors.151 Thus, while Johnson did not ignore the nuclear problem 

in Communist China, he was much less focused on it, given their limited ability to attack 

the United States directly during this period. He was also keen to focus on stopping the 

communist expansion that was already under way in South East Asia.   
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 Moreover, the American military apparatus had soared to new heights in the first 

years of the Kennedy administration. Kennedy and Johnson had campaigned against the 

previous years of Republican irresponsibility in letting the American military dominance 

wane in the period after the Second World War, and championed a need to make defense 

preparedness and strength a new American priority. By 1964, and with these 1960 

campaign promises fully met, Johnson articulated a sense of security in light of newfound 

American strength. Speaking in January 1964, in his first State of the Union Message to 

Congress, Johnson said, “We must maintain … that margin of military safety and 

superiority obtained through 3 years of steadily increasing both the quality and the 

quantity of our strategic, our conventional, and our antiguerrilla forces.”152 Later, in 

Miami Beach, Johnson articulated the deterrent logic: “We can only be free to pursue our 

passion for peace behind a shield so powerful that no aggressor dares try its strength 

against America. I am here to say to you and to them that America has created such a 

shield. In the past 3 years, we have doubled the number of strategic weapons on alert.”153 

In June, he connected this increase in strength to the ability to deter specifically atomic 

destruction: “In every area of national strength American today is stronger than it has 

ever been before. It is stronger than any adversary or combination of adversaries. It is 

stronger than the combined might of all the nations in the history of the world. And I 

confidently predict that strength will continue to grow more rapidly than the might of all 

others. The first area of this increasing strength is our ability to deter atomic 

destruction.”154 Finally, in September of 1964 and importantly just prior to the first 

Chinese nuclear test, Johnson repeated the benefits of the American military position as 
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the pillar of U.S. policy: “First is the effort to persuade our adversaries that any attack 

upon us would immediately bring about their own destruction… Our strength is our 

surest shelter against war.”155 Even years after the first Chinese test, the Johnson 

administration still took comfort in their arsenal and were confident that they could deter 

any deliberate Chinese initiation of an attack.156 This suggests that over time, as the 

American military grew, Johnson perceived additional layers of strength and security that 

would deter any aggressor that might have once contemplated a direct attack, including 

the Communist Chinese. 

 

Theoretical Expectations: LBJ 

Examining his pre-presidential career and his early comments on the challenges 

confronting the United States mid-century, it is clear that in the early 1960s, Johnson 

perceived a limited direct threat emerging from the Chinese Communists. Because 

Johnson was especially sensitive to external manifestations of threat, i.e. a direct attack 

on the United States or its interests, the simple fact of a Chinese nuclear program seems 

itself not to have significantly disturbed him because it was not coupled with a significant 

missile capability with which to target the United States directly. Thus, given Johnson’s 

weak proliferation optimism, a threat perception that focused on imperial expansion and 

direct attacks on the United States, and his limited early concern for China relative to the 

Soviet Union, the leader-centric argument expects little commitment from President 

Johnson to pursuing a counter-proliferation strategy centered on the use of military force 
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against the Chinese nuclear program. Specifically, because Johnson saw this as a low 

threat environment (one with low consequences of nuclear proliferation generally and a 

high likelihood of deterring the limited Chinese threat) the theory does not expect either 

consideration or the use of preventive military force. This expectation is demonstrated 

below in Table 2. 

 

Table 8 

President Johnson and China’s Nuclear Program 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation  (IV#1)                              Low 

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV#2) Low 

Expectation – No Consideration of Force  DV = 0 

 

The Kennedy Administration and the Chinese Nuclear Program 

When President Kennedy took office, his approach to the Chinese began with 

ruling out any changes to U.S. China policy and maintaining the position of a one-China 

approach with the Nationalists occupying the Chinese seat at the United Nations.157 Early 

contacts with Peking were not promising according to Secretary Rusk, with the Chinese 

Communists showing little interest in improving U.S.-China relations and even acting 

violently towards Americans abroad.158 The foreign policy of Communist China 

indicated that they sought to play a strong role in the world, have a large voice in 

international affairs, and make an attempt to dominate all of Asia driving the U.S. and its 

interests back across the Pacific.159 Furthermore, for Kennedy and his senior advisers, the 

view was that China was an “aggressive and expansionist power, intent on usurping 
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American influence in Asia.”160 And over time, American perceptions of the dangers 

posed by China would only grow as China demonstrated its willingness to use force to 

achieve its interests during the Sino-Indian border war in October 1962 and ratcheted up 

the militancy of its rhetoric and propaganda accosting the Soviet Union and imperialism 

more generally.161 

Despite this broad consensus at the surface, within the administration different 

people maintained contrasting views of the Communists intentions and the consequences 

of their nuclear acquisition. In June 1961, a Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) report concluded 

that the impact of a Chinese nuclear capability would be marked for U.S. security posture 

around the globe and in particular in Asia.162 The CIA,163 however, did not believe that 

explosion of the first Chinese bomb or even acquisition of a limited nuclear weapons 

capability would result in a “general policy of military aggression or even [Chinese 

willingness] to take significantly greater military risks,”164 and rather that its effect would 

be that the Chinese would realize just how limited their capabilities were leading to 

cautious rather than aggressive or revisionist behavior. At the same time, State 

Department Director of Policy Planning George McGhee argued that the effect of 

China’s nuclearization would be political and psychological problems rather than 

concrete military issues with states in the region opting to bandwagon with the Chinese, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
160 Jones, After Hiroshima, 404. 
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162 Richelson, Spying on the Bomb, 145. 
163 The President and the intelligence community often did not agree on the dangers of proliferation in the 
international system. Later, in June 1963, National Intelligence Estimate 4-63 expressed doubt over how 
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seeing communism as the wave of the future instead of capitalism and democracy.165 

McGhee further suggested that the way to deal with this development was to encourage 

Indian proliferation. Rusk vetoed this idea immediately saying that it would contradict 

the administration’s policy of opposition to further extension of nuclear weapons around 

the globe.166 Later, in February 1963, former Atomic Energy Commission Chairman and 

new CIA Director John McCone met with McGeorge Bundy, Kennedy’s National 

Security Advisor, and described the President’s fear that a nuclear China “would so upset 

the world political scene [that] it would be intolerable.”167 He continued saying that Cuba 

and China’s nuclear program were the “two issues foremost in the minds of the highest 

authority and therefore should be treated accordingly by the CIA.”168  

Despite the different assessments within his administration, President Kennedy 

remained focused on the dangers posed by the Chinese nuclear program and led the 

charge to confront it: “I’ll go to the last mile to try to prevent new testing of nuclear 

weapons … and to find a way to prevent China from developing its first nuclear 

bomb.”169 A memorandum from National Security Council secretary Bromley Smith to 

McGeorge Bundy documents JFK’s initiative to this end when he asked for a dedicated 

NSC meeting to investigate the Chinese Communists and their agenda.170 Repeatedly and 

especially during the lead up to the Test Ban Treaty Negotiations with the Soviet Union, 

Kennedy articulated that his greatest fear was Chinese nuclear weapons. “Any 

negotiations that can hold back the Chinese Communists are most important,” he said at 
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170 “Memorandum to Mr. Bromley Smith from McGeorge Bundy,” July 30, 1963 Document #34, “BKS 
(Kennedy Admin. – NSC Meetings, [1 of 2]), Box 23, Papers of Bromley Smith, LBJL. 
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an NSC meeting, “because they loom as our major antagonists of the late 60’s and 

beyond.”171 The Test Ban Treaty he viewed as potentially able to rein in Chinese 

development of nuclear arms and had an “almost romantic attachment to the idea that, 

somehow, the Americans and the Russian could combine to block China’s nuclear 

programs.”172  

The decibels of Kennedy’s cries on this point were elevated to new heights in the 

aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Though certainly Kennedy had been concerned 

about China and its nuclear program prior to October 1962, after the Missile Crisis, 

Kennedy perceived the Chinese nuclear issue as a wedge to further dismantle the Sino-

Soviet alliance which had fractured significantly by this time. By early 1963, JFK was 

practically obsessed with the Chinese nuclear project and its dire implications for 

American security. “We’ve won a great victory,” … Kennedy told Congressional leaders 

after the missile crisis, “We have resolved one of the great crises of mankind … There 

will be another one – when and if the Chinese get the hydrogen bomb.173 

In the first months of the Kennedy Administration, a memorandum from the 

Secretary of Defense to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff described the significant 

political and military implications of Chinese nuclear acquisition and spoke positively 

about a study commissioned by multiple agencies to analyze the problem, its 

consequences, and potential steps for U.S. policy to counteract it.174 In the fall of 1962, 

prior to a visit to the U.S. by General Chiang Ching-Kuo (Chiang Kai-Shek’s son and at 
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174 “Memorandum for the Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff,” July 3, 1961 signed by Acting Secretary of 
Defense Gilpatric, “China (CPR) 1961-63” Folder 2 of 3, Box Papers of President Kennedy, NSF, Robert 
W. Komer, Box 410, JFKL. 



 139	
  

the time the head of the Secret Police), Secretary of State Rusk penned a memo to 

Kennedy describing how he expected Chiang to want to discuss a potential sabotage 

operation to target the nuclear installations on the mainland. Rusk suggested keeping all 

available options open at the time.175 

On September 11, 1963, President Kennedy asked his Joint Chiefs of Staff about 

the possibility of conducting a commando operation to target the Chinese nuclear 

facilities. The plan was to utilize 300-500 men traveling by air to such distant locations as 

Baotou. Kennedy was specifically concerned with the likelihood that the planes 

conducting the operations would be shot down. Though Chiang Kai-Kuo (a son of 

Nationalist Chinese leader Chiang Kai-Shek, who was sent to discuss military 

cooperation between the U.S. and the Nationalists against the Communist nuclear 

program) maintained that the operation was feasible and had been discussed with him by 

the CIA, Kennedy was skeptical. This skepticism was understandable given his recent 

experience with the failure at the Bay of Pigs.176 On the other hand, on November 18th, 

General Maxwell Taylor – the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs – told his colleagues that 

they would be discussing options for how to delay or prevent the Chinese from 

succeeding in their nuclear development. He said that the Chinese nuclear effort was 

fraught with scientific, technological, and industrial troubles, such that a coordinated 

program of covert activities designed to intensify those troubles could cause significant 

delay.177  
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Additionally, a State Department Policy Planning Report commissioned at this 

time, though not released until 1964 after Kennedy’s death, described four military 

options that could be considered for targeting the Chinese nuclear program. Included in 

the report are 1) an overt non-nuclear air attack, 2) a bombing campaign executed by the 

Government of the Republic of China, 3) a covert ground attack with agents inside the 

Mainland, and 4) an airdrop of Government of the Republic of China sabotage teams.178 

That JFK asked for intelligence assessments of the Chinese nuclear program’s progress 

and military options to target it are evidence to support a high threat assessment from his 

perspective, as well as for the consideration of preventive military force.  

Under any scenario, the reality was that no military agency could guarantee with 

certainty a successful operation. Despite this and despite the competing perspectives 

Kennedy received from his advisors, he forged ahead with the pursuit of a variety of 

military options. As an example, Kennedy was aware of both the CIA and Under 

Secretary of State for Political Affairs George McGhee’s arguments against a rising 

Chinese challenge once in possession of nuclear weapons and yet still told CIA Director 

McCone and NSA Bundy in January of 1963, “We should be prepared to take some form 

of action unless they [the Chinese] agreed to desist from further efforts in this field.”179 

At no point does the evidence suggest that any potential risk of retaliation or difficulty of 

conducting the military campaign would prevent the administration from attempting to 

destroy or delay the Chinese nuclear program. Similarly, no evidence suggests that the 
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risk of either domestic political costs or international condemnation interfered with 

Kennedy’s deliberation over the pursuit of military options.   

 JFK told the NSC that the “Chinese nuclear program [was] a principal driving 

force behind his quest for a test ban, designed to halt or delay the development of an 

atomic capability with the Chinese communists.”180 It remains unclear to this day 

precisely why Kennedy placed such hope in the Test Ban Treaty for preventing Chinese 

proliferation as it limited atmospheric and underground testing of nuclear weapons and as 

one would expect, the Chinese were in no way interested in becoming signatories to any 

such institution.181 Nevertheless, with the Test Ban Treaty as one piece of his approach, 

in 1963 Kennedy seriously started to contemplate other schemes for “removing the 

potential capability” or “action to deny the ChiComs a nuclear capability.”182 To this end, 

in the lead up to U.S.-Soviet negotiations over the Treaty, Kennedy instructed U.S. 

representative and former Ambassador to the Soviet Union Averill Harriman to push 

Khrushchev on the possibility of taking some collective action to prevent the Chinese 

nuclear development.183 Once Harriman had traveled overseas for the meeting, and even 

after Khrushchev had rebuffed the idea, remarking that it would be many years before the 

Chinese could be considered a true nuclear threat,184 Kennedy repeated his desire to 
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discuss potential options with the Soviets sending Harriman a telegram emphasizing his 

original points and re-articulating his call to action.185 

 

Your report is encouraging on limited test ban … I remain confident that 
Chinese problem is more serious than Khrushchev suggests and believe 
you should press question with him in private meeting … consider that 
relatively small forces in hands of people like Chicoms could be very 
dangerous to us all. You should try to elicit Khrushchev’s view of means 
of limiting or preventing Chinese nuclear development and his willingness 
either to take Soviet action of accept U.S. action aimed in this direction.186 

 

The U.S.-Soviet cooperative action described in Harriman’s briefing books was 

but one option considered for preventing China from developing nuclear weapons. 

Indeed, William Bundy, Assist Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs 

tasked the JCS with developing a contingency plan for a conventional attack designed to 

cause “the severest impact and delay to the Chinese nuclear program.”187 The JCS 

proposed looking into a nuclear option as well, but the idea was rejected. Also, an 

Unconventional Warfare Program codename BRAVO described paramilitary action to be 

considered by the Administration. The Chinese Nationalists repeatedly approached the 

United States seeking their assistance in attacking the Chinese nuclear program, as it 

would mean a return to the mainland for them. Chiang Kai-Kuo, the son of Chiang Kai-

Shek, discussed with the CIA’s Chief of Station William Nelson and later with NSA 

Bundy a commando raid. Bundy told Chiang that the U.S. was very interested in the 
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possibilities and what could be planned that could “delay and prevent” nuclear growth in 

China.188  

Taken together, the evidence demonstrates that during his time in the White 

House, Kennedy seriously contemplated a variety of options to confront and directly 

attack the threat he perceived in the Chinese nuclear program. Despite the seriousness of 

the planning underway, and Kennedy’s intense personal commitment to the issue, 

American efforts were cut short on November 22, 1963 when an assassin’s bullet took 

Kennedy’s life and handed the presidency to Lyndon Johnson. 

 

The Johnson Administration and the Chinese Nuclear Program 

As 1964 began, the CIA reported that the Chinese test was likely sometime during 

the calendar year. Reports surfaced that Premier Zhou en Lai told the Premier of Mali 

that the test would happen in October, but many inside the CIA and the State Department 

discounted the rumors. The American intelligence collection effort had steadily improved 

since 1960, and between July 1963 and July 1964 multiple Corona (intelligence 

gathering) missions had flown into Chinese airspace. In April, satellite imagery revealed 

a tower at Lop Nur, though most analysts again discounted its relevance for the looming 

nuclear test. Although in August OSI concluded that the suspect facility was indeed the 

nuclear test site, the agency also decided that it would not be operational for at least two 

months, reflecting the misguided American assumption that the Chinese were utilizing 

plutonium for their effort instead of uranium.189 
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 144	
  

 Also in April, Robert Johnson of the State Department’s Policy Planning Council 

authored a report describing four potential methods of targeting the Chinese nuclear 

infrastructure. First, the U.S. could conduct an overt non-nuclear air attack, which would 

require a relatively heavy attack in order to destroy the facilities. The report assumed that 

the U.S. would have the capability to conduct such an attack and put out of action the 

Chinese nuclear sites without nuclear weapons.190 Second, bombing by the Government 

of the Republic of China (the Nationalists) was considered but ruled out because of 

inadequate capabilities. Similarly, a third option, a covert ground attack with agents 

inside Mainland China was deemed not feasible because of a lack of assets inside. 

Finally, the plan described an airdrop of Government of the Republic of China sabotage 

teams. The report determined that a 100-man team could overwhelm the security forces at 

the relevant installations and damage the facility, though also noted that the mission, 

while difficult, was receiving further consideration within the agency.191 The same report 

noted that the destruction efforts of the fissionable materials would only last five years, 

and for something more permanent, it was necessary to destroy the research facilities as 

well as the personnel.192 Ultimately this report concluded that military action was not 

justifiable based on technical feasibility, the impermanence of the effect, the political 

difficulty, and “arguments to the effect that the near and medium term consequences in 
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Asia of a Chinese nuclear capability will be small, and that the direct threat to the US will 

be very small.”193  

A December 1964 extension of the original report questioned its sanguine 

conclusions and noted how even a small Chinese offensive investment could do great 

damage to U.S. resources especially considering the relative vulnerability of a 

comparatively smaller U.S. population.194 It also described the potential demonstration 

effect to other countries considering nuclear proliferation and who might reconsider in 

the face of a preventive attack. Finally, the later addendum was critical of what it 

perceived as the earlier report’s underestimation of the medium and long-term effects of 

Chinese attainment on the U.S. – Chinese confrontation and the near term anti-

proliferation effects of destroying the Chinese capabilities. Collectively, these reports 

demonstrate not only the variety of military efforts under consideration by the Americans 

in 1964, but also the diversity of opinions even within the State Department itself. 

In August, an Arms Control and Disarmament Agency position paper further 

undermined the sanguine nature of earlier reporting, offering a much more dire 

assessment of the Chinese test. Specifically, the report spoke of four additional countries 

that would be forced to develop nuclear weapons of their own to balance the Chinese, and 

warned of additional proliferation cascade risks that would follow in their aftermath. The 

report concluded by echoing President Kennedy saying, “If we do not solve this 

problem—either because of mistake or because of delay—we will soon be faced with a 

world in which there are ten and then possibly twenty states having national nuclear 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
193 Ibid. 
194 “Destruction of Chinese Nuclear Weapons Capabilities” by George Rathjens, December 24, 1964, 
National Security File, Committee File Committee on Nuclear Proliferation, Box 5, Papers of Lyndon 
Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, LBJL. 



 146	
  

capabilities. This would be a world of the greatest danger and insecurity.”195 Despite the 

multitude of voices of concern inside the Johnson Administration, nothing of significance 

would result until after the Chinese test. 

 In September, the issue was ripe for presidential decision with the CIA 

reassessing their earlier reports and State Department China specialist Allen Whiting 

saying that the test was imminent. The issue had been discussed repeatedly at the 

Tuesday lunchtime meetings among national security officials but no conclusion had yet 

been reached. On September 15, 1964 a Memorandum for the record confirms a meeting 

between McCone, McNamara, Rusk and Bundy occurring at Rusk’s State Department 

dining room.196 There they heard McCone’s estimation that a test was imminent. Soviet 

Ambassador to the United States Dobrynin had told American Ambassador Llewellyn 

Thompson the same thing. After discussing the issue among themselves, they concluded 

that they were not in favor of an unprovoked military attack, but decided that if they 

should find themselves in hostilities, then it would be advisable to target the Chinese 

nuclear program. Taking the issue to the President, Johnson concurred with their 

assessment and concluded that it would be best to allow the Chinese to test rather than to 

conduct unprovoked unilateral action against it. Attacks, he argued, would only be 

possible in the aftermath of an exchange of military hostilities.197  

 In the end, how can we understand Johnson’s decision to stop the consideration of 

preventive military force against the Chinese nuclear program, and to accept it as a reality 
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of the international arena? Firstly, Johnson’s relative calm in the face of Chinese nuclear 

weapons demonstrated a low perceived threat from the development itself. As a matter of 

course, Johnson was prone to concern about the dangers of external attack on the U.S. 

homeland as was demonstrated earlier during the Cuban Missile Crisis where the full 

might of the Soviet arsenal had infiltrated the waters immediately offshore from the 

continental United States. For a variety of reasons – including American deterrent 

strength and the Chinese lack of delivery vehicles – he considered a Chinese nuclear 

attack against the United States to be a low probability scenario and thus not directly 

threatening to the United States. On the day of the test, the President’s statement 

declared, “Its [the nuclear test] military significance should not be overestimated… The 

Chinese Communist nuclear detonation is a reflection of policies which do not serve the 

cause of peace. But there is no reason to fear that it will lead to immediate dangers of 

war.”198  In a news conference discussing the Chinese test, President Johnson reiterated 

this position: “Secretary McNamara reported in detail on the U.S. defense plans and 

deployments which take full account of the Chinese effort now and for the future. He 

emphasized as well the enormous cost to all mankind of any nuclear holocaust, and he 

showed how the heavy strategic superiority of the Untied States deters, and will continue 

to deter, all possible opponents.”199 At the same time, Johnson did not view the test as a 

positive development for world affairs remarking in a radio and television report to the 

American people, “The lesson of Lop Nor is that we are right to recognize the danger of 

nuclear spread; that we must continue to work against it, and we will.”200 Moreover, even 

before the test itself, Johnson viewed the immediate threat of Chinese nuclear weapons as 
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limited to the Far East and Southeast Asia, at least in the near term. Speaking following a 

meeting with the President of the Philippines, Johnson said, “The two presidents 

recognized that the aggressive intentions and activities of Communist China continue to 

present an imminent threat in the Far East and in Southeast Asia.”201  

Collectively, these statements reveal a threat environment prior to the first 

Chinese nuclear test that was not significantly dangerous for the immediate security of 

the United States. First, given Johnson’s nuclear optimism, he believed that the 

overwhelming strength of the U.S. arsenal would deter any aggressor’s actions including 

the Chinese. Second, especially given China’s lack of ballistic missile capabilities, there 

was no way for them to directly target the U.S. homeland, making for a very low 

likelihood of nuclear attack against the United States. Combined, these factors made 

President Johnson relatively unconcerned for the safety of the U.S. in the immediate 

aftermath of a Chinese nuclear test. For this reason, at no time during his first year in 

office did he request additional military assessments beyond those answering Kennedy’s 

original request. All together, this low threat environment exhibited the behaviors 

predicted earlier in the chapter, with President Johnson not seriously considering military 

intervention, beyond ruling it out in the months prior to the Chinese test.202 While the 

leader-centric theory predicts a value of 0, or no consideration of the use of force, I code 

the observed outcome in this case as 1, the consideration of the use of force. I do this 

because consideration of military options does occur under the Johnson Administration, 
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but only as a result of the requests that Kennedy had made before he died. Absent JFK’s 

earlier proactivity in making these requests, I have no expectation that LBJ alone would 

have pursued military options and feasibility studies from the military, and that a DV = 0, 

no consideration, would have been the observed result. That said, it is worth noting that 

while the observed outcome in both the JFK period and the LBJ period is a DV = 1, they 

are by no means equivalent. While the JFK period was characterized by a sense of 

alarmism over the Chinese nuclear program and the consideration of how best to confront 

it including militarily, the LBJ period was focused elsewhere and demonstrated much less 

concern over the Chinese issue. At the same time, it is impossible to know if the Kennedy 

period would have exhibited the use of force (DV = 2) if the assassination had not 

occurred. 

 In the aftermath of the Chinese nuclear test in October 1964, then-President 

Johnson described it as not a great surprise, and said that he had been expecting it for 

some time. “Nonetheless, the fact that a large country with a hostile government had 

mastered the technology of nuclear explosives was necessarily a source of worry.”203 

 

I was not concerned for the immediate future. A long and expensive road 
separated setting off a nuclear blast and developing the powerful and 
accurate missiles to carry nuclear weapons across seas and continents… 
Some future President would have to face the question of how to deal with 
this situation.204 … [The] problem was not just a matter of China. It was a 
question of how to deal with a great many nations, of all sizes and levels 
of political stability, equipped with nuclear weapons. All I could do was to 
move as fast and as far as possible during my Presidency to slow the arms 
race, to achieve international agreements on their control, and to prevent 
the continuing proliferation of weapons that could mean the end of 
civilization as we knew it.205 
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Though materials from an individual’s memoirs must be approached with skepticism, the 

view articulated above is consistent with Johnson’s complacency about the Chinese 

nuclear program captured elsewhere. White House tapes from 1964, for example, 

recorded Johnson’s attitude towards the nuclear bomb both before it was tested and in the 

immediate aftermath of the tests. First, in a discussion between National Security Advisor 

Bundy and President Johnson on September 24, 1964, Bundy said to the President, 

“You—or, if not you, then the Secretary of State—should call attention to what we now 

estimate is a real possibility that the Chinese may do a nuclear test on their anniversary, 

which is the first of October.”206 To which Johnson responds, “Hmm”207 and the 

conversation abruptly concludes. Given the mounting evidence about the looming nuclear 

test, Johnson’s lack of real response stands in stark contrast to Kennedy’s 

hypersensitivity to the same issue only months previously. Second, on October 27th, a 

mere 11 days after China’s successful nuclear test, Johnson met with his speechwriter 

Richard Goodwin to discuss the content of the speeches he would be making in the 

coming days and weeks. During the brief conversation, Johnson mentioned a variety of 

issues of note including Alexei Kosygin’s succession to the Soviet Premiership and notes, 

“The last good piece of news I’ve had, I guess, was… the Chinese Bomb.”208 Though the 

conversation between Johnson and Goodwin is quite short, even this brief remark about 

the Chinese nuclear test suggests a casual attitude on the part of the president on this 

issue. While it could be possible that Johnson’s comment was intended to be sarcastic, 

even still, in contrast to President Kennedy who never joked about nuclear proliferation 
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in any context, Johnson’s attitude is surprising for its jovial and seemingly lackadaisical 

nature. 

Combining Johnson’s own words and the evidence from the sound recordings, 

both of which describe Johnson’s sentiments following the Chinese test in October 1964, 

how can we understand the significant contrast from Kennedy’s pessimistic approach and 

intense personal dedication to finding a solution to the Chinese nuclear situation, to 

Johnson’s seemingly lackadaisical and much less worried perspective? An explanation is 

necessary for in the last weeks of his life President Kennedy pushed for action, and yet 

now-President Johnson just days later was remarkably calm towards the identical 

development.   

One possible explanation is that President Johnson received new intelligence or 

new information upon assuming office that President Kennedy did not have access to 

before he died. And, if Kennedy had been given access to that same information, would 

have behaved identically to Johnson. One likely contender discussed in the case history 

previously, is the 1964 State Department report penned by Robert Johnson that argued 

that the Chinese would behave more peacefully in the aftermath of a successful test. 

Specifically, the report described how the minimal capability was unlikely to be an 

umbrella for aggression and that the Chinese would be additionally deterred by American 

nuclear superiority.209 He further argued that the consequences of the test would be more 

psychological weakening of Washington’s political influence in the region as others 

flocked to the Chinese model. Though perhaps compelling, according to Burr and 

Richelson there is no concrete evidence to demonstrate that President Johnson saw the 

report or was made aware of its contents, whereas it is clear that Kennedy could not have 
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seen it given his death prior to its publication. Furthermore, the view espoused in this 

report was not a novel one, as others within the administration had made similar 

arguments in the months prior to the report’s release and while JFK was still alive.210 

Similarly, the special intelligence estimates authored by the CIA throughout the 

Kennedy and Johnson administration do not demonstrate any radically changing 

intelligence throughout this period. While there is growth in the Chinese infrastructure as 

well as continuously improving American intelligence capabilities that reveal more and 

more details about the program, as well as an improved ability to target the facilities 

directly, the intelligence community maintained a fairly consistent belief from 1963 

onward that China would not behave recklessly even into the future.211 At the same time, 

while the reports indicated that the nuclear capability would not fundamentally change 

China’s behavior, it would allow them to deter US intervention on the mainland, which 

could in turn, make China more assertive closest to home.212 

  Later in Vietnam, Johnson described a desire to avoid actions that would lead to a 

wider war with China, and Richelson argues that this probably also impacted his thinking 

on preemption. Given his desire to avoid escalation to a wider war in the Vietnam 

context,213 it is plausible that similar fears motivated his decision to forgo preventive 

force against China. This fact is unsurprising in light of Johnson’s particular threat 
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perception. Because Johnson was specifically concerned with external aggression and 

direct attacks on the homeland (unlike Kennedy who perceived threats emanating from 

the internal characteristics of communism), the fact that a preventive strike against 

China’s nuclear program and its potential to incite a retaliatory attack by the Chinese 

risked provoking that which he specifically perceived to be problematic in the first place. 

Thus, for Johnson, who perceived a limited threat from the Chinese nuclear program in 

the first place, the treatment was worse than the original problem and thus not worth 

risking. 

In light of this, it is evident that Johnson’s nuclear optimism, focus on the 

deterrent strength of nuclear weapons, and low perceived threat of nuclear war 

particularly with a now-nuclear armed China made Johnson much less anxious about 

these issues than his predecessor. Furthermore, unlike Kennedy, Johnson made no public 

comments about China’s nuclear program prior to their test, much less discussing 

publically actions to destroy it. This too lends credence to the existence of divergent 

threat perceptions and divergent beliefs about the risks of nuclear war in general and with 

the Chinese in particular yielding divergent approaches to the Chinese nuclear crisis. 

Beschloss confirms this disjuncture in recounting the events of the day of the test: “On 

Friday, (October 16, 1964), the Chinese detonated their first nuclear weapon. Unlike his 

predecessor, Johnson remained calm. From a CIA briefing, he knew that the Chinese 

would have to travel a long and expensive road before they developed accurate ICBMs; 

some future President would have to deal with that problem.”214 

It is also worth nothing that once the U.S.S.R. expressed no interest in joining the 

American effort, any proposed military action became unilateral. We know from his 
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preferences in earlier foreign policy crises that Johnson favored a multilateral and 

cooperative effort to solve most problems. The lack of such cooperation from the Soviets, 

or at minimum their refusal to even tacitly support American military action, probably 

also weighed on Johnson’s mind at least to a certain degree. As Burr and Richelson 

argue, Johnson was rhetorically more cautious about China and made a strong case 

against proposals for military action unless Washington had world opinion on its side or 

Beijing was directly menacing its neighbors215 (and the United States). As they conclude, 

“President Johnson was troubled enough by the implications of a nuclear China to 

approve an overture to Moscow, but his rejection of unilateral action suggested that he 

saw no “intolerable” threats if Beijing successfully tested a weapon.” This too, is 

consistent with Johnson’s overarching belief profile. Though at least in theory the United 

States had the military wherewithal to target the Chinese program, having Soviet 

cooperation might have improved their likelihood of success and would have also 

probably lessened the likelihood and consequences of a wider war. Given Johnson’s 

personal sensitivity to this escalation risk, we can imagine that it further lessened his 

already weak enthusiasm for prevention.  

Lastly, on the day after the Chinese nuclear test, President Johnson tasked the 

NSC with a full study of the Chinese Communist weapons program.216 This supports 

earlier claims from both within and beyond the administration, that the test itself ushered 

in a new period of commitment to the non-proliferation agenda and a focus on nuclear 
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issues that had not existed previously. It also confirms that the Chinese nuclear issue was 

not a high priority on Johnson’s radar until it had already come to pass. 

Taken as a whole, the historical record of U.S. decision-making regarding China’s 

nuclear weapons’ program demonstrates the utility of exploring a leader’s early beliefs 

about nuclear proliferation and threats in the international arena as they can serve as 

predictive guides to future counter-proliferation behavior. Indeed, the understanding of 

both President Kennedy and Johnson’s counter-proliferation actions against the Chinese 

nuclear endeavor begins with an exploration of their early beliefs about threats in the 

international arena, nuclear proliferation generally, and the challenges confronting the 

United States. 

 

Alternative Explanations 

The main rival explanation in this manuscript argues that leader beliefs do not 

matter for explaining preventive war decision-making in the nuclear context, and offers 

simply that the cost-benefit analysis the state conducts, as well as the likelihood 

estimations associated with intervention and no intervention, will determine a state’s 

counter-proliferation strategy against a given adversary. In the Chinese case, other than 

the military options there were no real alternative strategies under consideration other 

than opting to do nothing. Because of this, from the perspective of the American 

administrations, there was a low likelihood that an alternative strategy was going to 

succeed in preventing the Chinese Communists from acquiring nuclear weapons. 

 It could have also been the case that the U.S. believed the Chinese Communists 

were unlikely to successfully complete their nuclear program, and that this would have 
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prevented both Kennedy and Johnson from pursuing a military option. Indeed, early 

statements by President Eisenhower suggest a racist element within the American 

political establishment that viewed the Chinese Communists as inferior, depraved, and 

immoral. Tucker argues that Eisenhower brought a paternalistic and patronizing attitude 

to bear against the Chinese, telling his advisers, “we are always wrong when we believe 

that Orientals think logically as we do.”217 Eisenhower further characterized them as 

“hysterical” and “fanatical,” taking Mao’s rhetoric about atom bombs being “paper 

tigers” as evidence of depravity, not self-protection.218 Others in the intelligence 

community argued that the Chinese were technologically and socially backwards, and 

lacking in scientific and engineering expertise and thus unable to complete a complex 

scientific endeavor like a nuclear weapons program.219 Over time, however, with 

expanded intelligence capabilities, it was clear to both Kennedy and Johnson that the 

Chinese Communists were in fact technologically able to pursue such a program, were 

receiving outside support from the Soviets (until the Sino-Soviet split), and generally 

were on their way to nuclear acquisition.  

 The final expectation of the rationalist baseline is that the U.S. might have been 

unlikely to intervene given a low probability of a successful military intervention. If it 

had been the case that the U.S. was militarily unsure of its ability to target the Chinese 

nuclear infrastructure or damage the identified locations, then this could be a plausible 

alternative explanation. However, military plans drafted by the Joint Chiefs and Policy 

Planning demonstrate that at this time, the U.S. military and administration believed the 

military option was on the table. While the ability to destroy the program outright, the 
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potential for the Chinese to rebuild in an attack’s aftermath, and the potential risks of 

retaliation were up for debate, the actual ability to conduct the intervention was not. 

Furthermore, while it is the case that the risks of retaliation and provoking a wider war in 

Asia were real, especially in light of U.S. involvement and presence in South and East 

Asia at this time, one might believe that this is ultimately the explanation for U.S. 

behavior vis-à-vis the Chinese nuclear program. While it is certainly part of the caution 

that guided both Kennedy and Johnson, on its own, it does not explain the about-face 

from Kennedy’s very serious consideration of military intervention, to Johnson’s 

cessation of discussion of the option.  

Beyond the expectations of the rationalist argument, there are many other 

considerations and factors associated with counter-proliferation choices that crowd the 

decision-making process of any president facing this type of situation. None of them, 

however, tell a sufficient portion of the story such that they overwhelm the leader-centric 

argument offered in this chapter. One likely candidate for a competing explanation 

concerns the role of the bureaucratic environment in which the President operates. I 

argued in the previous chapter that the President is the “decider-in-chief” both in the 

nuclear context generally, and in the counter-proliferation decision-making process 

specifically. Whereas in other national security areas, Congress and the various agencies 

of the United States Government may have a vested interest in the decision under 

consideration, because of the special nature of the counter-proliferation context 

(insulation from bureaucratic haggling and pork-barrel politics, the secret nature of the 

deliberations, etc.), the President exerts significant and determinative pressure. Because 

of this, traditional bureaucratic political or organizational concerns become less 
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relevant.220 Though naturally the President relies on individual agencies for information 

germane to the consideration at hand, the “pulling and hauling” of normal political 

decision-making is not evident in this case.  

Beyond the bureaucratic considerations, it might have been the case that the 

personnel inhabiting the key positions deliberating with Kennedy and Johnson on the 

Chinese nuclear program might exert incredible and determinative amounts of pressure 

such that they crafted the outcome they desired. While plausible, especially given the 

skilled individuals comprising the cabinet at that time (Robert McNamara, McGeorge 

Bundy, Dean Rusk, etc.), because the Cabinet remained consistent both in terms of 

personnel and their views on the Chinese issue during the Kennedy Administration and 

through the Johnson administration (at least until well after the China episode took 

place), this type of bureaucratic alternative cannot explain the abrupt shift that happened 

when Johnson took over for Kennedy.221 

Specifically, one might have expected that the individuals representing Defense, 

State, the CIA, the NSA, and the JCS might individually or collectively be driving the 

decision-making in counter-proliferation decisions such as this one. Perhaps especially 

likely might be the Defense establishment (Defense and JCS together) advocating force, 

while State was against the use of force. In this case, while certainly it was true that some 

members of the defense establishment advocated for force and some members of State 

were against it, neither support nor opposition was across the board among all relevant 
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individuals nor were they consistent over time.222 First, as a nuclear pessimist, Secretary 

of Defense Robert McNamara was concerned about nuclear proliferation generally and 

on the subject of the Chinese nuclear program favored further consideration of the 

issue.223 In a September 30, 1964 interview he said, “The danger to other nations of the 

world increases geometrically with the increase in the number of nations possessing those 

warheads.”224 Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs 

Henry Rowen offered a more dire assessment of the Chinese nuclear program’s impact 

comparing their future behavior and trajectory to the Soviets, and arguing that the 

potential negatives associated with a military mission were tolerable, such that force 

could be a good option to pursue. Specifically, he felt that even if the military option 

offered only a temporary fix, those few years would be consequential. He also argued that 

though the Soviets would have to criticize American action publically, privately he 

believed they would support their effort. Finally, Rowen believed that any potential 

Chinese retaliation would be minimal.225  

Conversely, Secretary of State Dean Rusk viewed the threat from Chinese 

proliferation as small and was against the use of force unless during wider hostilities, and 

even seemed to favor increased proliferation for its deterrent benefits. Prior to the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
222 Opinions were also mixed inside the NSA with Bundy interested in the possibility of force still in 1964. 
His deputy Komer was more skeptical. Jones, After Hiroshima, 432. 
223 “Memorandum for Mr. Bundy, Subject: Status of the Gilpatric Report Authored by Spurgeon Keeny” 
March 26, 1965, Document #17, “Gilpatric Panel [2 of 2]”, National Security File, Files of Spurgeon 
Keeny, Box 6, Papers of Lyndon Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, LBJL. 
224 “Selected Statements on Non-Dissemination of Nuclear Weapons by President Johnson, Secretary of 
State Rusk, and Secretary of Defense McNamara: January – November 1964” no author listed, folder 
“General Selected Statements on Non-Dissemination of Nuclear Weapons – Pres./Rusk/McNamara, 1/64-
11/64,” National Security File, Committee File Committee on Nuclear Proliferation, Box 7, Papers of 
Lyndon Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, LBJL. 
225 Memo to McGeorge Bundy from Robert W. Komer, September 18, 1964, Document #94, Folder 
“Nuclear Testing China, Vol. 1 [2 of 2], National Security File, Subject File, Box 31, Papers of Lyndon 
Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, LBJL. 
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Chinese next, Rusk argued that the detonation of a first nuclear device does not mean a 

stockpile of weapons and modern delivery systems.226 Later, a 1965 memo for NSA 

Bundy described the widespread belief that Rusk and others at State did not place a high 

priority on non-proliferation and even favored selective proliferation in certain cases.227 

During the Gilpatric Committee meetings, Rusk was quoted as saying that he was 

unwilling to sacrifice a great deal for the non-proliferation agenda, as this “was not the 

overriding element in US relations with the rest of the world.”228 This nuclear optimism 

was not limited to State, however, as Deputy National Security Adviser Walt W. Rostow 

argued that nuclear weapons bring caution to the international system.229 Also at State 

and the author of the initial Policy Planning assessment of the options available to the 

U.S., Robert Johnson critiqued Rowen’s comparison of the Chinese to the Soviets on the 

grounds that the Chinese were much weaker generally, had a much more nascent 

program, and claimed their test was likely to have only psychological implications, rather 

than strategic or military. In 1963 however, the Bureau of Intelligence and Research 

argued for the possibility of greater militancy resulting from the Sino-Soviet split and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
226 “Selected Statements on Non-Dissemination of Nuclear Weapons by President Johnson, Secretary of 
State Rusk, and Secretary of Defense McNamara: January – November 1964,” Folder “Nuclear Testing 
China, Vol. 1 [2 of 2], National Security File, Subject File, Box 31, Papers of Lyndon Baines Johnson 
President, 1963-1969, LBJL. 
227 “Memorandum for Mr. Bundy, Subject: Status of the Gilpatric Report Authored by Spurgeon Keeny” 
March 26, 1965, Document #17, Folder “Gilpatric Panel [2 of 2]”, National Security File, Files of 
Spurgeon Keeny, Box 6, Papers of Lyndon Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, LBJL. This same 
document further confirms McNamara’s nuclear pessimism in contrast to Dean Rusk’s perceived optimism. 
228 Memorandum of Conversation Secretary’s Meeting with the Gilpatric Committee on Non-Proliferation” 
January 7, 1965, Document #36, Folder “Presidential Task Force Committee on Nuclear Proliferation [2 of 
2], National Security File, Subject File, Box 35, Papers of Lyndon Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, 
LBJL. 
229 Memo to McGeorge Bundy from Robert W. Komer, September 18, 1964, Document #94, Folder 
“Nuclear Testing China, Vol. 1 [2 of 2], National Security File, Subject File, Box 31, Papers of Lyndon 
Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, LBJ Library. 
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manifesting in continued Chinese expansion and belligerence throughout the region.230 In 

light of these diverse perspectives, it is evident that no administration consensus existed 

that would explain the counter-proliferation behavior during this period. Especially 

because these same individuals populated both the Kennedy and the Johnson White 

House, it cannot explain Kennedy’s serious consideration of the use of force as compared 

to Johnson’s failure to do so. Thus, while a bureaucratic political explanation may be 

especially productive in other arenas, in the preventive nuclear context, it offers little 

traction. 

One might also argue that there is an electoral politics explanation shaping the 

intervention decisions in the Chinese nuclear case. This might be especially likely given 

the well-documented obsessions that Lyndon Johnson had with domestic political 

concerns, his willingness to spend resources on domestic issues, and the looming 1964 

presidential election in which he was a candidate. Indeed, Johnson’s natural proclivities 

were towards domestic rather than international politics, and this is evident in his limited 

interest in the details of foreign affairs to which Kennedy was naturally drawn. This 

electoral explanation is weak, however, for the following reasons. First, polling 

information from the fall of 1964 reveals that the U.S. public feared the Communist 

Chinese to the Soviets by almost a three to one ratio,231 suggesting perhaps some 

conceivable support for proactive action against them.232 Second, Barry Goldwater, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
230 Thomas L. Hughes, Bureau of Intelligence and Research to the Secretary (of State), “The Possibility of 
Greater Chinese Communist Militance,” Research Memorandum RFE-70, August 12, 1963, Folder – 
“China (CPR) 1961-1963,” Folder 1 of 3, Box Papers of President Kennedy, NSF, Robert W. Komer, Box 
410, JFKL. 
231 Gallup Poll (AIPO), Jan. 1964 and Aug. 1964, from the iPOLL Databank, Roper Center for Public 
Opinion Research, University of Connecticut, 
http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/data_access/ipoll/ipoll.html 
232 Jones, After Hiroshima, 403; Jones cites “Report on Changes in Public Attitudes toward Communist 
China by Samuel Lubell Associates,” and a covering note from Forrestal to Bundy, 18 February 1964, 
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Johnson’s Republican competitor for president, had done significant and self-inflicted 

damage to his chances at securing the Oval Office by seeming ill informed, ignorant, and 

dangerously flippant towards nuclear issues. To offer one example, Goldwater was 

repeatedly criticized for making statements about a lack of presidential control over 

nuclear weapons that had no basis in reality, despite being so informed by the appropriate 

U.S. Governmental agencies.233 Johnson could conceivably have further weakened his 

opponent by demonstrating his mastery of the subject, but ultimately chose not to. 

Finally, as this chapter has demonstrated, Johnson’s views on nuclear issues were 

surprisingly consistent throughout his pre-presidential political career and his time in the 

White House. This consistency is far more informative than any electoral considerations, 

which only serve to confirm an already well-documented and relatively calm attitude 

towards nuclear weapons.  

While these domestic political concerns may appear especially significant in the 

Chinese context where Lyndon Johnson manifested a particularly stark preference for 

domestic over international affairs, they play a much more minimal role in the remaining 

cases under consideration and in the wider universe. Especially considered in light of the 

leader-centric argument, this sensitivity does highlight that Johnson’s priorities were very 

clearly domestic and centered on the U.S. homeland, and unlike Kennedy’s, were not 

focused on nuclear or international affairs and the particularly nuclear threat from 

Communist China. This further argues in support of the leader-centric explanation. 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
China Memos, Vol. I, Country File, box 237, NSF, LBJL, which suggests at least certain members of the 
Johnson Administration were aware of popular opinion on this point. 
233 “Nuclear Control – Miscellaneous,” Papers of Lyndon Baines Johnson President, 1963-1969, National 
Security File, Intelligence File, Box 9, LBJL. This folder contains a variety of documents describing 
Senator Barry Goldwater and nuclear issues in the context of the 1964 presidential campaign. There are 
speech notes, memoranda, news articles and other miscellaneous items that recount Goldwater’s 
misstatements regarding nuclear issues as well as high-ranking individuals who came out prominently to 
correct him, including President Eisenhower. 
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An Alternative History 

 It is impossible to know precisely how Kennedy would have acted had his life 

continued up through and including the successful Chinese nuclear test at Lop Nur. 

Certainly his personality inclined him to tackle challenges in a proactive and sometimes 

risky manner and this suggests that the culmination of this approach might have been a 

unilateral and preventive attack on China’s nuclear facilities. Especially given his clear 

statements regarding the serious threat posed to American national security by the 

Chinese nuclear program in terms of both the dangers of proliferation and the stability in 

East Asia, his threat perception further supports this conclusion. Though Kennedy was 

fully aware that it … “may take some years, maybe a decade, before they become a full-

fledged nuclear power,” he was also explicit in an August 1963 press conference that “we 

would like to take some steps now which would lessen that prospect that a future 

President might have to deal with.”234 In this context, his request to the Joint Chiefs for 

military options seems to demonstrate his seriousness on the subject and his desire to 

know what options were realistically available to him. Furthermore, Kennedy told French 

Minister of Culture Andre Malraux that China “[was] the great menace in the future to 

humanity, the free world and freedom on earth. The Chinese would be perfectly prepared 

to sacrifice hundreds of millions of their own life [for] their aggressive and militant 

policies”235 and this further supports an expectation for the use of force.  

At the same time, it is possible to argue that the Chinese nuclear experience might 

have turned out similarly to the Cuban Missile Crisis, with Kennedy first advocating 

military force, but then later preferring a less offensively aggressive option in light of 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
234 Hilsman, To Move a Nation; the Politics of Foreign Policy in the Administration of John F. Kennedy, 
339. 
235 Ibid., 548. 
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additional considerations. Indeed, Kennedy himself explained this change of heart saying 

“First, there was no certainty that an air strike would destroy all missiles now in Cuba. 

We would be able to get a large percentage of these missiles, but could not get them 

all…We were not certain that our intelligence had discovered all the missiles…an air 

strike would involve an action comparable to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.”236 It 

is possible that the Chinese case could have ended similarly with force under 

consideration early by President Kennedy only to be ruled out later on. For the present 

purposes however, my argument is simply that based on his prior beliefs about nuclear 

proliferation and deterrence, Kennedy should have been highly likely to consider the use 

of military force, which he indeed did. As a senior Kennedy advisor recalled him saying, 

“The Chicom nuclear explosion is likely to be historically the most significant and worst 

event of the 1960s,”237 and in light of the abundance of evidence to this end, but for his 

untimely death Kennedy may have been highly likely to not only consider, but also 

perhaps use military force as a counter-proliferation strategy against the Chinese nuclear 

program.  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has demonstrated how Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. 

Johnson held significantly different beliefs regarding the dangers of nuclear proliferation 

generally, and specifically the threat posed by the Chinese nuclear program. It has argued 

that these divergent beliefs were both evident from their lives well before arriving in 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
236 Untitled typed up notes by Bromley Smith, Document #4a, page 6 especially, “Portion of the NSC 
Meeting Minutes, Monday, October 22, 192,” Folder 5 “BKS (Kennedy Admin) – NSC Meetings, 1962 [1 
of 2],” Box 22, Papers of Bromley Smith, LBJL. 
237 Leffler and Westad, The Cambridge History of the Cold War Vol. 2, Crisis and Détente, 114–5. 
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Presidential office and significant factors in predicting their later counter-proliferation 

behavior. Kennedy, both a proliferation pessimist and an alarmist in general, and fearful 

of the Chinese Communists alone and especially with nuclear weapons, indeed 

considered extensively the use of preventive military force. Had he not died suddenly he 

very well might have gone through with the military operation. Johnson, on the other 

hand, was much more calm regarding the dangers of nuclear proliferation and also 

perceived a more minimal direct threat against the American homeland by the Chinese 

nuclear program. As such, while JFK’s earlier request left him military options for 

consideration, Johnson’s perception of a low likelihood of a direct attack and his belief in 

the U.S. ability to deter the Chinese from direct aggression, explains why he never gave 

any military option serious consideration.  

 

 The next chapters continue the exploration of American counter-proliferation 

decision-making and examine the cases of the North Korean and Iraqi nuclear programs. 
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Chapter 4: George H.W. Bush, William J. Clinton, and North Korea’s Nuclear 
Program 
 
Introduction 

In exploring the American response to the Democratic Republic of North Korea’s 

(DPRK) nuclear program, this chapter argues that the lack of concern exhibited during 

the late 1980s and the early 1990s as well as the escalation during the 1993-1994 period 

can be explicated by the prior beliefs of Presidents George H.W. Bush and William J. 

Clinton. In particular, the lack of focus on the issue under Bush and the consideration of 

military action under Clinton are explained by understanding their prior beliefs regarding 

nuclear proliferation generally and the specific threat posed by the North Korean nuclear 

program. 

 

Methodological Note 

 The previous chapter demonstrated the explanatory power of the leader-centric 

model, utilizing a wealth of declassified archival material to show the role of President 

Kennedy and Johnson’s divergent views about the consequences of proliferation for 

explaining how each president responded to Chinese proliferation once in presidential 

office. The North Korean case, however, occurs in a much more difficult environment for 

analysis. First, scholars must confront a relative lack of available archival evidence, as 

significant amounts of material remains classified. Analysis is therefore much more 

reliant on public statements, contemporaneous accounts, and the small secondary 

literature, which is itself dependent on limited archival material. Public statements can be 

difficult to evaluate given one’s incentives to misrepresent true beliefs, especially while 

participating in a political campaign for office. For this reason, I aim to triangulate across 
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multiple sources where possible, in order to confirm the representativeness of the 

material I marshal. Nevertheless, while there is less material to work with in this time 

period, by relying on similar types of evidence as in the previous chapter and pairing the 

existing materials with contemporaneous accounts, I am able to gain inferential 

advantage even in a tough environment. 

Second, the period immediately following the end of the Cold War presents a 

complication for scholars of international relations, particularly for those wanting to 

capture the role of leaders in foreign affairs. During the Cold War, the centrality of the 

Soviet threat to the United States and the structure of the international system made for a 

much clearer analytical environment. In the post-war period, by contrast, the upheaval 

that occurred with the collapse of the Soviet Union ushered in a period of greater 

complexity and uncertainty, making it perhaps more difficult for scholars to isolate the 

causal work being done by key variables.1 At the same time, unipolarity meant that the 

United States had relatively few strong challengers within the global system. However, 

there is a huge divergence in how Presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton 

responded to similar threats from the North Korean nuclear program, and as I will show 

below, the evidence does not support the claim that this divergence was because of the 

change in the international system that occurred. This is especially evident because the 

end of the Cold War occurred nearly two years prior to the change in leadership from 

Bush to Clinton, providing a discrete time period in which to assess the role of the 

changing international system before the change in presidents takes place. As the case 

history reveals, despite the international system transforming dramatically, and Bush’s 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 See Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions, 191 for more on this point. 
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explicit recognition of this shift,2 no policy change on North Korea occurred. 

Furthermore, that President Bush oversaw no major policy change after the end of the 

Cold War adds more support to the claim that the event itself did little causal work. Bush 

was obviously willing to use force in the post-Cold War environment, as he did in the 

Persian Gulf context, making it consequential that he did not even consider doing so vis-

à-vis North Korea. Speaking more broadly, as well, that Bush and Clinton had distinct 

responses to major developments in the international system – the end of the Cold War 

and especially its potential ideational consequences in the nuclear realm – adds further 

support to my claim that individual leaders’ beliefs are relevant for understanding 

counter-proliferation decisions of this nature. This evidence is extremely important to 

ruling out the change in international system from bipolarity to unipolarity as an 

alternative explanation.  

Furthermore, the North Korean case is significant because it is temporally 

proximate to repeated U.S. interactions with Iraq and its nuclear program. This is 

important because it allows me to test the proposition that a state might forgo 

consideration of the preventive military option against an adversarial proliferant if it is 

militarily committed elsewhere. Stated differently, one might argue that President Bush 

opted against the consideration of preventive military force in North Korea because of the 

U.S. military involvement in Iraq. As I will show below, however, the evidence does not 

support an alternative explanation of this nature.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the Persian Gulf Crisis and the Federal Budget 
Deficit,” September 11, 1990, available at: 
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/public_papers.php?id=2217&year=1990&month=9 
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Finally, even if the data limitations constrain my ability to fully process trace the 

mechanisms of my theory in this context, significantly, the observed outcomes are 

consistent with the theoretical expectations of my model. For this reason, the North 

Korean case offers an important test of my model’s generalizability beyond the Cold War 

context and into the more recent historical period. Especially since the model offers 

initial traction in a difficult information environment, it should only strengthen with time 

as more evidence from this period becomes available for scholars to utilize.3 

 

Plan of the Chapter 

 The remainder of this chapter proceeds as follows. First, I review the leader-

centric argument of this manuscript and preview how the key explanatory variables exert 

leverage in the North Korean context. Second, I briefly discuss the evolution of the North 

Korean nuclear program and American reactions to it over time. Then, this chapter, like 

the preceding one on Presidents Kennedy and Johnson in the Chinese case, shows the 

belief profiles of Presidents Bush and Clinton along the central variables of the argument 

using material from their pre-presidential and early presidential periods, and documents 

how their similarities and differences on core issues determined how each behaved once 

in executive office regarding the North Korean nuclear effort. Specifically, I show that 

Clinton, especially relative to Bush, had a much more pessimistic view of the 

consequences of nuclear proliferation generally and by North Korea specifically and that 

this led him to consider the use of preventive military force to forestall the North’s 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 While my conclusions here are necessarily preliminary, I continue to request document declassification 
and will update my findings over time as new materials are released. 
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program. A concluding section describes alternative explanations and offers final 

commentary. 

 

Nuclear Weapons and Threat Perception 

 The leader-centric argument claims that leaders’ prior beliefs about the 

consequences of nuclear proliferation in a specific case and more generally, determine 

how they will behave when confronting a specific nuclear proliferation challenge once in 

presidential office. I document the existence of these prior beliefs to the extent possible 

during a leader’s pre-presidential and early presidential career and then demonstrate how 

these beliefs affect decision-making during later crises. More specifically, I look for a 

leader’s earliest statements and beliefs on nuclear weapons and views on what is 

threatening from their early lives and pre-presidential careers and trace these same beliefs 

through to presidential office and the proliferation episode under analysis. As discussed 

in the previous chapters, the two independent variables are the general consequences of 

nuclear proliferation (IV #1) and the threat posed by the specific proliferant (IV #2). The 

dependent variable (DV) of this manuscript is a leader’s decision to use preventive 

military force as a counter-proliferation strategy.  

 To make this discussion more concrete, in the language of the current chapter, I 

explore both Presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton’s pre-presidential careers in 

search of their earliest views on nuclear weapons (IV #1) and that which is threatening to 

the security of the United States generally and regarding North Korea specifically (IV#2). 

Then, to the extent possible, I trace continuity in these beliefs from the prior period 

through to their administrations as they confronted the North Korean nuclear program 
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and either pursued the use of force or did not. President Bush paid very little attention to 

nuclear matters both generally and in relation to North Korea prior to presidential office, 

and subsequently, once president made no mention of a military option to confront North 

Korea. By contrast, President Clinton – much more focused on the negative consequences 

of proliferation, including loss of materials, transfer to terrorists, or sale to unsavory 

characters in the international system even before he was President – did explore the 

military option, and at least according to contemporaneous accounts, would have ordered 

force, had a negotiated agreement not emerged in the 11th hour. These behaviors are 

consistent with the preliminary belief portrait of each leader as revealed by their earliest 

remarks on nuclear weapons and threat perceptions. As in the China case, this reveals that 

a leader’s earliest views on nuclear weapons and deterring threats in the international 

system allow us to predict how they are likely to behave once in executive office and 

forced to confront a nuclear proliferant as President of the United States. 

 

The U.S. and the North Korean Nuclear Program 

 The United States carried out the only uses of nuclear weapons on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki at the end of World War II. During the Korean War, the idea of using nuclear 

weapons was entertained by American officials as part of a massive retaliation campaign 

against North Korean and Chinese adversaries. Specifically, General Douglas MacArthur 

requested permission to use 26 nuclear bombs against specific targets; his successor 

Matthew Ridgeway renewed the request. Though President Eisenhower did not authorize 

the use of nuclear weapons, in 1953, he did hint that the U.S. would need to employ them 
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if the ongoing armistice negotiations to end the Korean conflict failed to produce a 

successful result.4  

 Following repeated nuclear threats from the United States, and the development 

of a self-reliant military policy by North Korean leader Kim Il Sung (because of what he 

saw as Moscow’s capitulation to the U.S. during the Cuban Missile Crisis), Kim’s 

interest in nuclear weapons sprouted.5 In 1956, Pyongyang and Moscow inked two 

agreements to increase their nuclear cooperation and Korean scientists began training in 

nuclear physics at the Soviet Dubna Nuclear Research Complex.6 Three years later, the 

Soviets agreed to set up a research facility in the DPRK, which both parties referred to as 

a “Furniture Factory” to help conceal its true purpose from prying eyes on the outside. 

Throughout the following years, Kim received continuing assistance gaining a Soviet-

supplied research reactor at Yongbyon and additional training for Korean engineers.7 

Subsequent to the Chinese nuclear test in 1964, the North Koreans also sought 

Chinese assistance for their nuclear program. Kim Il Sung sent a delegation to Chairman 

Mao for help producing a parallel program, “as brother countries who shared dying and 

fighting on the battlefield, should also share [the] atomic secret.” Mao rejected this plan 

saying that a nuclear program was far too expensive for such a small country and for 

whom a nuclear program was not necessary.8 Despite the Chinese rejection, the North’s 

program continued as the original Soviet-built reactor became operational in 1967,9 and 

construction began on a 5 megawatt graphite moderated reactor for the production of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Bleiker, “A Rogue Is a Rogue Is a Rogue,” 725. 
5 Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 2. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Mazarr, “Going Just a Little Nuclear,” 93–94; Perry, “Proliferation on the Peninsula,” 80–81. 
8 Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, 252. 
9 Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 2. 
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plutonium – the pathway the DPRK would ultimately pursue through to nuclear weapons 

acquisition. 

 The 1970s brought not only the global oil crisis, but also an intensification of 

global nuclear ambitions.10 The North specifically sought to upgrade its nuclear capacity 

by focusing its work on multiple additional reactors of significantly larger size. These 

additional facilities were identified by American intelligence capabilities over the next 

decade and caused the North’s nuclear program to come to the attention of the 

international community. 

 In April 1982, American intelligence photographed the vessel of a large nuclear 

reactor under construction at the Yongbyon nuclear complex – some sixty miles north of 

Pyongyang.11 Two years later, in March, U.S. satellite imagery showed the outline of a 

cylindrical nuclear smokestack. In June, the images showed a reactor, a cooling tower, 

power lines, and electrical grid connections for the purpose of local transmission of 

energy.12 Taken alone, the pieces could have been civilian in nature. But by 1986, 

satellites identified cylindrical craters, the residue of experimental high-explosives 

detonation, “in a familiar pattern – the precisely simultaneous explosions that are basic to 

implosion” weapons design.13 

 Additional details regarding the North’s nuclear program came into focus as the 

1980s progressed.14 In 1987, the U.S. identified a building that exhibited the typical 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 Ibid., 3. 
11 Central Intelligence Agency, “North Korea: Nuclear Reactor,” July 9, 1982, available through the 
National Security Archive http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB87/nk01.pdf  
12 Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, 250. 
13 Ibid. 
14 North Korean experts dispute the specific timeline of these assessments from 1984 to 1986 and from 
1987 to 1989. However, by 1989 there is no doubt in the U.S. government that the North is pursuing a 
nuclear program. 
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configuration for a plutonium separation plant.15 By 1989, they detected a plutonium 

reprocessing plant, additional evidence of high explosives testing, and a third reactor at 

Yongbyon, this one with a 200-megawatt output. This giant facility could churn out 

enough plutonium for several weapons a year.16 In light of these discoveries, the United 

States pressured the Soviet Union to get the North Koreans to sign the Nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT),17 which they did in 1988 in exchange for four full-size 

nuclear power plants.18 The U.S. also pushed for International Atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA) inspections, though that did not happen until 1991 following a U.S. nuclear 

withdrawal from South Korea, and a North-South agreement to keep the Korean 

peninsula free of nuclear weapons. While the North ultimately signed the NPT and 

submitted to IAEA inspections, they did so while secretly retaining their nuclear 

ambitions, continuing to reprocess nuclear materials, and hiding critical fuel supplies 

from inspectors.19 Most importantly for the present purposes however, by the time the 

Administration of George H.W. Bush began, despite the North’s secretive nature, 

American intelligence regarding the North Korean program had dramatically improved 

leaving no doubt about the nature of the North’s initiative.  

 

Pre-Presidential Views of George H.W. Bush 

 Unlike many of those who have succeeded him, George Herbert Walker Bush 

came to Presidential office with extensive international and political experience. This was 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
15 Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, 251. 
16 Mazarr, “Going Just a Little Nuclear,” 94. 
17 Department of State Briefing Paper, ca. January 5, 1985, available through the National Security Archive 
http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB87/nk05.pdf  
18 Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 3. 
19 Perry, “Proliferation on the Peninsula,” 80–81. 
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not an innate interest, however, as both his passion for international affairs and his 

political activism developed over time. Beginning with his first political position as a 

Member of Congress and through to the Vice Presidency, Bush internalized certain core 

principles that he carried through to the Oval Office – a strong sense of internationalism 

and need for the United States to lead abroad, a hostility to aggression, and a belief that 

instability was a threat to the United States and its interests.  

Nevertheless, Bush did not develop a focus on nuclear proliferation issues during 

either World War II or the Cold War, and as I will argue in the next chapter, only in the 

aftermath of the Gulf War discovery of the extent of Saddam Hussein’s nuclear program, 

did this become a salient issue for him personally. Bush had a long-standing belief that 

the American nuclear deterrent provided safety and stability for the United States. 

Regarding North Korea in particular, in the mid-1970s Bush was wary of their anti-

Americanism and their potentially destabilizing role in the South East Asian region, but 

he did not seem to see them as a significant threat to U.S. national security or to the 

homeland more broadly. Thus Bush had no specific early commitment to nuclear issues, 

and paid very limited attention to North Korea prior to taking executive office. For these 

reasons, the theory expects Bush to be highly unlikely to identify North Korea’s nuclear 

program as a significant threat to the security of the United States and similarly unlikely 

to consider preventive military force.20 Indeed, as will be described in detail, this is 

precisely what occurs – Bush, having no particular view of North Korea’s nuclear 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
20 To be clear, my claim is that Bush’s beliefs are unlikely to lead him to consider the use of military force 
against North Korea; I am not arguing that there will be zero activity on or discussion regarding North 
Korea and their nuclear program during the Administration, only that it is unlikely to include the 
consideration of military force.  
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endeavor as threatening to the United States, at no point considers the use of preventive 

military force as a way to forestall it. 

 From his youth, Bush stood up for others in the face of older or bigger kids,21 and 

he did so formally when upon graduation, Bush enlisted in the service of the U.S. Navy 

during World War II. As Halberstam argues, this service led Bush, with his “instinct to 

resist overt aggression,” to hawkish views on the War in Vietnam and Saddam Hussein’s 

violation of international sovereignty laws when he invaded Kuwait,22 which will be 

discussed in Chapter 5. 

Bush’s formal political experience spanned four decades beginning with his first 

term as a Republican Representative for Texas’s 7th District and culminating as 41st 

President of the United States. When first successfully running for Congress in 1966, 

Bush campaigned on a platform of the Eastern establishment and internationalist 

Republicanism of his youth mixed with the “stringent frontier conservatism” then 

developing in Texas.23 Once in office, he was exposed to many of the key foreign policy 

issues of the time, and later, to the key agencies of U.S. foreign and national security 

policy making. For example, during his two terms in Congress, Bush voted to abolish the 

military draft and supported the Nixon administration’s policies in Vietnam. However, 

the Congressional Record during Bush’s tenure reveals no evidence of concern for 

nuclear weapons generally or regarding North Korea in particular. Instead, his remarks 

over the four-year period center on domestic matters including drugs, crime, and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
21 Koch, My Father, My President, 9. 
22 Halberstam, War in a Time of Peace, 69–70. 
23 Bush and Engel, The China Diary of George H.W. Bush, 407. Bush ran first for this seat in 1964. Though 
he was unsuccessful in that effort, the campaign did reveal his discomfort with the ideologues of the 
Republican Party, especially those hostile to internationalism. 
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government oversight, population growth and control, and natural resources and 

environmental issues.  

 After only two terms in Congress, Gerald Ford appointed Bush Chief of the 

Liaison Office to the People’s Republic of China – the equivalent to the ambassador 

given that the U.S. did not have an embassy in Beijing at this time.24 And it was during 

his tenure in this position that the foreign policy principles that would guide him through 

executive office solidified. In the preface to a published compilation of the diary he kept 

while in China,25 Bush described his experience at the Liaison Office as “one of the 

greatest adventures of our [he and wife Barbara’s] lives.” Among other things, it inspired 

his passion for foreign affairs.26  

During this period Bush adopted the domino theory as a guiding principle to 

international politics; witnessing events in South Asia, he feared the collapse of Asian 

dominoes to communism in the same way that Europe had fallen to fascism previously. 

As he had in the European context,27 Bush articulated the need to confront tyrannical 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
24 From March 1971 to January 1973, Bush served as Ambassador to the United Nations; from January 
1973 to September 1974, Bush also served as Chairman of the Republican National Committee. 
25 The diary kept by Bush during his stint in China is of significance for demonstrating the existence and 
significance of his pre-presidential beliefs. While many presidents write memoirs, usually they are only 
written after the fact, allowing for modifications of memory, alterations to protect oneself or confidantes, or 
to write history as you wish it to be read. Very few presidents by contrast, kept private journals 
documenting their pre-presidential period. Additionally, only a smaller number of presidents expound on 
international politics prior to the campaign trail and those who do are usually seeking high office and 
writing for the public. By contrast, Bush wrote simply for himself and never intended the diary to be read 
by anyone, let alone be published. Thus his diary reveals private views written as events were unfolding 
allowing scholars a unique glimpse into his person, his experiences, and their effect on his later decisions. 
At the same time, like all historical records, the diary is imperfect because its entries are not consecutive 
and the records that survive are what assistants transcribed. The original tapes of this process have been 
lost. For more on this point, see Bush and Engel xviii-xix. Engel described the diary as follows; “His China 
Diary was thus more than a daily record of his activities. It became instead his private sketchbook for his 
later presidential diplomacy, the canvas upon which he first seriously began to paint his own diplomatic 
image.” (Engel 400). 
26 Bush and Engel, The China Diary of George H.W. Bush, xxii. 
27 For an example of Bush’s aggressive attitude during World War II, see “Letter to Mum and Dad,” 
August 24, 1944, Donated Historical Records, George H.W. Bush Collection, Personal Papers, World War 
II Correspondence, August 1944, George Bush Presidential Library.  
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aggression with resolve and commitment this time in South East Asia.28 As will be 

demonstrated in the next chapter, the lessons of these experiences (in World War Two 

and in China) shine through and guide his later responses to the Gulf War, as he said, 

“History taught that dictators were only stopped by resolute force… comparing Saddam 

Hussein to Adolf Hitler.”29 This reveals that where Bush perceived threats, his response 

was to meet them resolutely and with force. By extension, it suggests the inverse – where 

no threats manifest, no consideration of force should be required. And as Bush’s early 

career reveals no focus on either nuclear proliferation or North Korea, this intimates that 

these issues were not salient for him until he entered presidential office.  

 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1) 

 Prior to assuming presidential office, George H.W. Bush said relatively little 

about nuclear proliferation both as a general feature of the international system, and as it 

related to specific instances of proliferation over time, suggesting a lack of real thinking 

on the issue prior to assuming presidential office. This places him in stark contrast to 

someone like John F. Kennedy who spoke, wrote, and acted in Congress and throughout 

his pre-presidential career on the subject of nuclear weapons. Nevertheless, there are 

some significant data points from Bush’s pre-presidential career and the early days of his 

presidential administration that are useful for assessing his early beliefs on nuclear 

weapons and nuclear issues more generally. Based on the available evidence, I code him 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28 For Bush’s commentary on domino theory in South East Asia, see Donated Historical Materials, George 
H.W. Bush Collection, Personal Papers, China File, Peking Diary, Box Range Peking Diary Volume I –- to 
-- Peking Diary Volume III, Folder Peking Diary Volume I, page 162, George Bush Presidential Library.  
29 Bush and Engel, The China Diary of George H.W. Bush, 452, 454. 
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as a weak nuclear optimist. The case history itself will reveal more fully the extent to 

which these prior views continued into office and throughout the Bush Administration. 

 During his first (and unsuccessful) run for U.S. Congress in 1964, Bush opposed 

the first U.S. – Soviet arms control agreement – the Partial Test Ban Treaty  – that 

President Kennedy negotiated with Soviet Premier Khrushchev in 1963 in the hopes of 

preventing Chinese and French proliferation.30 This opposition could represent nuclear 

optimism on Bush’s part if he thought the treaty would have successfully limited 

proliferation as a result of limiting testing, and he wanted to prevent such limitation.31 

Conversely, this could simply be politics, with Bush merely acting against the democratic 

president’s initiative as a means to securing congressional office.32 During the same time 

frame though, Bush’s behavior does not offer any reason to suspect he was concerned 

about the dangers of nuclear proliferation. Specifically, while Bush was a Member of 

Congress in 1967, 1968, and 1969, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty was being 

debated and negotiated and Bush’s colleagues including William Proxmire and Albert 

Gore, Sr., among others, offered many comments for the record and statements on the 

floor on the issue. That Bush was not vocal is significant in that it reveals a lack of focus 

on what is perhaps the key nuclear issue of the time.33 

 While in Beijing as Chief of the U.S. Liaison Office, the Australian Ambassador 

Steve Fitzgerald informed Bush that Taiwan was actively trying to procure a nuclear 

weapon. In an editorial footnote to the May 18, 1975 diary entry of The China Diary of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
30 Naftali, George H.W. Bush, 14. 
31 The Americans and Soviets put forward an argument to this effect to justify the pressure they exerted on 
the Chinese to sign the treaty prior to them becoming a nuclear weapons state. 
32 This could also represent a general opposition to limitations on U.S. freedom of action, but that spirit is 
not evidenced by hostility to treaties generally or participation in international organizations broadly, 
making it a more unlikely alternative. 
33 See the Congressional Record: Proceedings and Debates of the United States Congress 1967-1971. 
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George H.W. Bush, Engel describes how Bush cabled this information to Washington 

“with little comment.”34 At face value, this suggests that Bush had no specific concern 

for the proliferation attempt then underway in Taiwan at this time, perhaps suggesting 

that additional nuclear proliferation was not seen as dangerous or threatening from his 

vantage point, or more specifically that allied proliferation was not cause for concern.35 

Relatedly, however, the evidence reveals no utterances by Bush regarding either the 

Indian, Chinese, or Soviet nuclear tests that had occurred in 1974, 1964, or 1949 

respectively. While one could potentially argue that in 1949, Bush was too young to have 

taken note of the Soviet test, given the magnitude of the event as it broke the American 

nuclear monopoly and Bush’s very recent service in World War II, this does not seem 

compelling. Regarding China, it is much more difficult to argue that the 1964 Chinese 

test should have been inconsequential for Bush as he was running for Congress in its 

immediate aftermath and would be stationed in their region just a few short years later. 

While Bush’s China Diary mentions the growing Indian nuclear capability, it is only in 

the context of Australia’s concern that there was a greater miscalculation risk between 

India and China given India’s newfound nuclear power and China’s growth generally. 

The tone of Bush’s writing, however, suggests he viewed Australia’s concern as 

overblown, and the issue received no additional discussion.36 While a lack of concern 

about any of these individual attempts at proliferation – the Soviet, the Chinese, the 

Indian, and the Taiwanese – may not be revealing, taken collectively, the lack of concern 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
34 Bush and Engel, The China Diary of George H.W. Bush, 210. 
35 I have not seen the memo first hand so it is difficult to know definitively if this is indeed evidence of 
nuclear optimism. I am currently working with the George Bush Presidential Library to acquire this cable, 
which should assist with a more certain assessment of its contents and its significance for Bush’s beliefs 
regarding nuclear proliferation. 
36 Donated Historical Materials, George H.W. Bush Collection, Personal Papers, China File, Peking Diary, 
Box Range Peking Diary Volume I –- to -- Peking Diary Volume III, Folder Peking Diary Volume I, page 
15, George Bush Presidential Library. 
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on Bush’s part suggests that horizontal proliferation (to new states in the international 

system) was not a salient issue for him between the late 1940s and the mid-1970s. 

 Writing in Looking Forward, a book started in 1977 but not finished until 1987 

while Vice President, Bush strongly supported President Harry S. Truman’s use of two 

nuclear weapons at the conclusion of World War II and described their decisive nature on 

the battlefield: “Now, years later, whenever I hear anyone criticize President Truman’s 

decision to drop the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, I wonder whether the 

critic remembers those days and has really considered the alternative: millions of fighting 

men killed on both sides, possibly tens of millions of Japanese civilians. Harry Truman’s 

decision wasn’t just courageous, it was far-sighted.”37 This view harkens back to one 

espoused by Lyndon Johnson (described in the previous chapter) who also viewed 

nuclear weapons as usable.38  

 In the first months of his Presidential administration, Bush made consecutive 

speeches that shed additional light on his views of nuclear weapons. First, while 

addressing the commencement ceremony of the United States Coast Guard Academy, 

Bush told his audience, “Our task is clear: We must curb the proliferation of advanced 

weaponry…”39 While his speech continued, unfortunately there was no additional 

mention of proliferation or the type of weaponry he was specifically identifying as cause 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
37 Bush and Gold, Looking Forward, 41. 
38 Though the utility of nuclear weapons on the battlefield is beyond the scope of the optimism / pessimism 
debate in the academic literature, it does seem to be the case that there is an additional and parallel divide 
across individuals in terms of those who see the utility of these weapons versus those who do not. So far, it 
is the nuclear optimists who explicitly address and even laud their employment in warfare. This is 
counterintuitive because if you view nuclear weapons as usable on the battlefield, presumably you would 
not want your enemies to have them. Alternatively, it may indicate a belief about nuclear weapons as 
simply another weapon, having no special characteristics. As such, this view could be seen as compatible 
with the optimist perspective. 
39 Bush, Speaking of Freedom, 49. Remarks at the United States Coast Guard Academy Commencement 
Ceremony, Nitchman Field, New London, Connecticut, May 24, 1989. 
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for concern. Had he singled out nuclear proliferation and nuclear weapons as the specific 

type of advanced weaponry that was threatening the United States, that could lead to the 

view that he was articulating the nuclear pessimist logic that additional nuclear weapons 

or nuclear weapons states in the international system are destabilizing and threatening to 

the U.S. As he offered no such clarity, this alone is insufficient to draw any conclusions. 

However, just one week later, President Bush offered remarks to the citizens of Mainz, 

Germany where he went further than he had previously. He said, “But we’re also 

challenged by developments outside of NATO’s traditional areas of concern. Every 

Western nation still faces the global proliferation of lethal technologies, including 

ballistic missiles and chemical weapons. We must collectively control the spread of these 

growing threats. So, we should begin as soon as possible with a worldwide ban on 

chemical weapons.”40 Quite significantly for the purpose in this analysis, here Bush 

specifies exactly what advanced and lethal weapons are cause for concern – ballistic 

missiles and chemical weapons,41 not nuclear weapons.42 Thus taking the two remarks in 

conjunction, we can begin to conclude that it is not nuclear weapons that Bush found 

particularly threatening to the United States or to the stability of the international system. 

In the academic literature, the concept of stability is intimately connected to the 

idea of deterrence. Especially in the post-World War II environment, stability and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
40 Ibid., 57. Remarks to the Citizens of Mainz, Rheingoldhalle, Mainz, Federal Republic of Germany, May 
31, 1989. 
41 Chemical weapons were used in March 1988, when Saddam Hussein attacked the Kurdish population in 
the city of Halabja. Understandably, this would make chemical weapons a seemingly more urgent point of 
concern for the international community. Nevertheless, a nuclear pessimist would have mentioned both 
chemical and nuclear weapons as dangerous and necessitating action. Both in the immediate aftermath of 
the Halabja attack and subsequently, that Bush does not is revealing for his lack of focus on nuclear 
proliferation. 
42 It could also be the case that ballistic missiles are a proxy for nuclear weapons in Bush’s mind, but I find 
no evidence to support this. Nor do I find a specific focus on ballistic missiles elsewhere in the 
documentary record. 
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deterrence are associated with nuclear weapons. Early in his Presidency, Bush himself 

drew an explicit connection between these issues: “How we and our allies deal with these 

diverse challenges depends on how well we understand the key elements of defense 

strategy… two points in particular: first, the need for an effective deterrent, one that 

demonstrates to our allies and adversaries alike American strength, American resolve; 

and second, the need to maintain and approach to arms reduction that promotes stability 

at the lowest feasible level of armaments.”43 Bush’s description of nuclear weapons and 

deterrence together demonstrate the connection he viewed between them, and to some 

extent, confidence in the American deterrent capability. Bush continued: “Deterrence is 

central to our defense strategy. The key to keeping the peace is convincing our 

adversaries that the cost of aggression against us or our allies is simply unacceptable. In 

today’s world, nuclear forces are essential to deterrence.”44 This underscores his focus on 

and confidence in peace through (nuclear) deterrence and suggests optimist tendencies.45 

At the same time, Bush made other remarks that seem to suggest the beginnings 

of a proliferation pessimist attitude, albeit a relatively weak one. Addressing a question 

and answer session for White House journalists on March 31, 1989, Bush remarked, “I 

strongly stand against the proliferation of nuclear weapons. We must strengthen IAEA 

safeguards to be sure that there is as much inspection as possible.”46 In July, Bush called 

non-proliferation an “important element of our overall national security policy, which 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
43 Bush, Speaking of Freedom, 49. Remarks at the United States Coast Guard Academy Commencement 
Ceremony, Nitchman Field, New London, Connecticut, May 24, 1989. 
44 Ibid. Remarks at the United States Coast Guard Academy Commencement Ceremony, Nitchman Field, 
New London, Connecticut, May 24, 1989. 
45 One might wonder if Bush believed that nuclear weapons caused stability only in “responsible” hands, 
like those of the United States. Unfortunately, the documentary record reveals no evidence on the issue of 
regime type and its consequences for proliferation. Clinton, by contrast, is explicit in linking the dangers 
posed by proliferation specifically to proliferation attempts by rogue states and autocratic regimes.  
46 Remarks and a Question-and-Answer Session at a White House Luncheon for Journalists, May 31, 1989, 
United States et al., Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, George Bush, 340. 
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seeks to reduce the risk of war and increase international stability.”47 And yet, as will be 

discussed in a later section, there is little to suggest that the administration’s actions 

followed up in any significant way with this pessimist rhetoric, suggesting it may in fact 

simply be rhetoric.  

  Individually, none of the above evidence offers a smoking gun for determining 

George H.W. Bush’s views on the consequences of nuclear proliferation as a clear 

optimist or a pessimist. Even in aggregate, however, the evidence does not suggest a 

person focused on nuclear proliferation or nuclear weapons as a general matter. When 

Bush does mention the issue, especially before entering office, what he says or writes 

points toward a very weak nuclear optimist perspective. Additionally, the overall paucity 

of data regarding this issue from his pre-presidential period further supports the idea that 

nuclear weapons were not his early focus.48 On balance, I code Bush as a (weak) 

optimist, despite the ambiguity in the record, and turn later to the empirical record to 

explore to what extent this attitude continued through to the case period itself.  

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2) 

 Whereas the first independent variable captures President Bush’s systemic views 

of nuclear issues, the second independent variable – the threat posed by the proliferator – 

focuses on Bush’s perception of where threats manifest in the international arena and of 

North Korea in particular. Like the first IV, this variable aims to draw on the pre-

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
47 Annual Report on Nuclear Nonproliferation, July 19, 1989, ibid., 984. 
48 To date, I have filed numerous Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and Mandatory Declassification 
Review (MDR) requests with the George Bush Presidential Library in the hopes of shedding additional 
light on this issue through access to materials that have heretofore been classified and unavailable for 
researchers. Unfortunately, it is impossible to know how long it will take for the information to become 
available, and when it does, what if anything, it might contain. However, in the interim and until such 
material is released, the available evidence offers enough information to allow me to preliminarily code 
Bush as a weak nuclear optimist regarding the consequences of additional nuclear proliferation in the 
international system. 
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presidential and earliest administration period in order to temporally separate to the 

extent possible the coding of the independent variables from the coding of the dependent 

variable during the case history itself, thus avoiding a tautological argument. Thus what 

follows below documents Bush’s confidence in deterrence relative to the threats as he 

perceived them generally in the international system, and his earliest views on the 

Democratic Republic of North Korea. In particular, the evidence reveals that Bush saw 

North Korea not as a threat or as a problem for the United States in and of itself, but 

rather more marginally in the context of South East Asian regional stability in the 

aftermath of the U.S.’s withdrawal from Vietnam. While North Korea was by no means 

irrelevant in global affairs, it was not a serious national security concern for Bush prior to 

taking Presidential office. 

Importantly, it is worth noting that the U.S. did not know about North Korea’s 

nuclear program until 1982, so it is unsurprising that Bush’s record from before then does 

not reveal anything about this issue. Later, however, given that Bush was Vice President 

when the program was discovered, we might expect more information on this topic to 

emerge during that time period. That it does not is revealing in and of itself. What follows 

is consequential nevertheless, as it documents Bush’s earliest views of North Korea – of 

the state itself, its government, and the role it was playing in the international community 

before Bush became president.  

 Bush’s first reference to North Korea appears in 1969, following the North 

Korean downing of an American plane flying in international air space. In supporting 

President Nixon’s decision to have all future flights receive adequate protection, then 

Congressman Bush calls the North’s behavior “criminal” and the leadership 
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“outrageous.”49 While he also says that they only respond to shows of force, this is the 

strongest utterance he makes in reference to North Korea throughout his career, and this 

forcefulness is an isolated episode. 

 Two diary entries from Bush’s time in Beijing document an early focus on 

stability and the negative consequences of North Korea’s behavior for regional instability 

and American interests. First, on April 22, 1975 Bush wrote in his private diary, “I worry 

about the fall of [South Vietnamese President] Thieu—no personal attachment 

whatsoever. I have complete conviction that there is such a thing as a domino theory. 

Thailand and the Philippines and others rushing towards new alignment. Kim Il Sung of 

Korea talking much tougher now about the South in Peking.”50 This highlights Bush’s 

focus on the domino theory, i.e. that in the aftermath of the fall of South Vietnam, other 

South East Asian states, encouraged by the menace of North Korea, would realign like 

falling dominoes to complicate regional affairs for the U.S.  

A few days later, on April 28th, Bush again described the role of North Korea in 

destabilizing the Asian theater: “The Kim Il Sung communiqué with China came out. 

It…blasts against the United States, glorification of revolution in Africa, strong anti-

Israel position, strong anti-imperialistic language…Yet nobody focuses in on the 

ridiculous leadership role of Kim Il Sung, with its self-adulation and totalitarianism. A 

communiqué like this makes us realize how far we have got to go in our work with 

China.”51 This refers to an April 1975 joint North Korea – China communiqué that 

spewed anti-American rhetoric, anti-imperialism, and even anti-Israel sentiment. This 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
49 George H.W. Bush, floor debate, April 21, 1969, Congressional Record, 91st Congress, 1st Session, 
9684. 
50 Bush and Engel, The China Diary of George H.W. Bush, 264. 
51 Ibid., 270–1. 
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combined with Bush’s focus on the totalitarian nature of the North Korean state suggests 

that he viewed North Korea as fomenting regional instability and making U.S. relations 

with China and with other regional actors more difficult. At the same time, it is of 

consequence that there is no specific mention of any threat posed by the North Koreans to 

the United States itself, it simply is as a consequence of the shifting balance of power and 

growing regional instability that the North could act in ways detrimental to American 

interests. Furthermore, Bush calls the Kim regime ridiculous emphasizing a lack of 

serious threat emanating from the state. 

 Taken together, these two diary entries suggest a regional focus for Bush at this 

time, which is unsurprising given that he is in Beijing while writing and that the war in 

Vietnam had just ended. However, they also demonstrate a larger focus on stability (or 

the lack thereof) as consequential for U.S. security. In the mid 1970s then, North Korea 

was on Bush’s radar, but only in a limited way, as undermining or attempting to 

undermine that stability.52  

 It is also worth recalling the contours of the American defense apparatus during 

Bush’s time as Vice President and early in his tenure as President.53 Reagan had come to 

office as a long time critic of arms control and détente with the Soviets and quickly 

moved to initiate a massive military buildup and increase in defense spending.54 Out of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
52 Furthermore, during Kim Il Sung’s visit to Beijing that produced the communiqué, he called for the 
Communist world to seize the opportunity of the fall of Saigon to “reinvigorate his dream of unifying the 
Korean peninsula, by force if necessary. See Bush and Engel, The China Diary of George H.W. Bush, 
264n12. 
53 For a discussion on the arms buildup and subsequent arms control policies of the Reagan Administration, 
see Lebovic, Flawed Logics, Chapter 4, 132–181. 
54 Later in his administration, Reagan initiated some of the most important arms control efforts between the 
U.S. and USSR and emerged as a strong nuclear pessimist. Though beyond the analysis here, I would argue 
that this was possible only after the massive buildup over which he presided. Bush may have undergone a 
similar transition, beginning as a weak nuclear optimist, but then presiding over the START I arms control 
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increasing fears of falling behind the Soviets and vulnerability of U.S. long-range 

weapons, Reagan accelerated nuclear modernization plans and led efforts to build a 

national missile defense system, the Strategic Defense Initiative. Specifically, Reagan 

authorized funding for advanced aircraft including the B-2 bomber and stealth 

technology, resurrected the B-1 bomber, and initiated a significant modernization of U.S. 

nuclear options including submarine launched ballistic missiles, air and sea-launched 

cruise missiles, and the massive MX missile. This campaign to upgrade weapons 

research, production, and testing was supported by the controversial view that nuclear 

superiority would provide greater military and political leverage vis-à-vis the Soviets and 

also allow the U.S. to win a nuclear war.55 While it is difficult to show definitively how 

supportive of these programs Bush was as Vice President,56 as a general matter, he was 

inclined to support the president after a decision had been made.57 That Bush continued 

improving these capabilities, especially the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) during his 

own presidential administration, suggests at least a minimum level of support for 

continuing to strengthen the American deterrent for its peace and stability-creating 

nature. 

Combined with his limited early attention on North Korea (beyond the regional 

context in South East Asia), this leads me to the conclusion that during his pre-

presidential and early presidential years, George H.W. Bush was confident in the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
treaty process, only in the aftermath of the Gulf War when Bush began to recognize the dangers of nuclear 
proliferation.  
55 Arms Control Association, Arms Control and National Security; See also Kimball, “Looking Back: The 
Nuclear Arms Control Legacy of Ronald Reagan,” available at http://www.armscontrol.org/act/2004_07-
08/Reagan. 
56 For a discussion of Bush as Reagan’s Vice President, see Naftali, George H.W. Bush, 42. 
57 Letter to President-elect and Mrs. Ronald Reagan November 10, 1980, Bush, All the Best, George Bush, 
303. 
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deterrent capability of the United States and was not threatened by North Korea 

specifically, viewing it instead as a nuisance within East Asia. 

 

Theoretical Expectations George H.W. Bush 

 In light of Bush’s weak proliferation optimism, confidence in deterrence, and 

limited focus on North Korea as a threat to the United States,58 the leader centric model 

predicts that Bush will be relatively unlikely to consider preventive military force in the 

North Korean case. Specifically, I expect him to be unlikely to request feasibility 

assessments or military options and make no serious consideration of military action as a 

counter proliferation strategy. This prediction is represented below in Table 1. 

  

 Table 9 

President George H.W. Bush and North Korea’s Nuclear Program 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1)                                Low  

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2)                                                         Low 

Expectation – No Consideration of the Use of Force                                 DV = 0 

 

Pre-Presidential Views of William J. Clinton 

Assessing President Clinton’s pre-presidential period is particularly difficult given 

his lack of political experience containing a real foreign policy focus. While his 

gubernatorial career has been well documented and archives are available from this 

period, this is of little use for the issues presently of concern as the position was 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
58 Bush obviously could not have known about the nascent North Korean nuclear program during this 
period, as even the United States Government had not learned of it. At the same time, North Korea – its 
regime, its behavior, etc., could have been seen by Bush as more directly threatening or challenging to 
American interests and allies. That Bush did not describe North Korea in such terms and rather spilled only 
a little ink on the subject lends support to the view that North Korea was more of an annoyance to Bush 
than a threat. 
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uniformly focused on domestic politics. This leads to reliance on campaign materials, 

contemporaneous accounts, and personal memoirs, complete with the challenges of doing 

so. Specifically, these materials must be taken with appropriate skepticism given their 

personal and political nature, until the point at which they can be compared with archival 

evidence as it is declassified in the years ahead. Nevertheless, what is available currently 

is helpful in determining Clinton’s early foreign policy perspective and demonstrates a 

role for leaders and their prior or early beliefs in nuclear decision-making.  

Observers of the 1992 Presidential Campaign, for example, noted a high degree of 

foreign policy position similarity between Clinton and President Bush, describing both as 

committed internationalists.59 But taking a more precise look at the details, differences 

between the two perspectives are apparent and they will lead to contrasting approaches 

on a variety of issues,60 including North Korea’s nuclear program. As I argue below, 

Clinton’s early proliferation pessimism and focus on the danger of rogue regimes 

pursuing nuclear and other WMD programs, including North Korea, paved the way 

during his administration to a prioritization of non- and counter-proliferation, including 

the very serious consideration (and almost use of) preventive military force against North 

Korea’s nuclear program. This stands in contrast to Bush before him, whose limited focus 

on nuclear issues and North Korea in particular, made him unlikely to do so. 

 Though exclusively holding state level offices during his early political years as 

Attorney General and then Governor of Arkansas, Clinton kept focused on national 

politics, emerging eventually as a national figure in the Democratic Party. Though it 

happened only infrequently, when Clinton did mention international affairs, he did so 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
59 Oberdorfer, “On Global Matters, Two Candidates’ Positions Are Mostly in Sync.” 
60 See Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions, 191–196, for a discussion 
of Somalia and their contrasting approaches, for example. 
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with one foot planted firmly in its domestic aspects. Over time, however, hints of an 

internationalist similar to Bush emerged as Clinton transformed his commitment to 

democracy and freedom at home to a commitment to these same ideals abroad: 

“Retreating from the world or discounting its dangers is wrong for the country and sets 

back everything we hope to accomplish as Democrats. The defense of freedom and the 

promotion of democracy around the world aren’t merely a reflection of our deepest 

values; they are vital to our national interests.”61  

 On the campaign trail in 1992, Clinton recognized his deficit in international 

political knowledge and experience and constructed his campaign to address this. 

Specifically, while the other candidates for president took an almost deferential view to 

President Bush given his abundant international political experience, Clinton engaged the 

issue directly. In order to distinguish himself from the Bush administration and to 

distance himself from other Democratic hopefuls, Clinton offered a full enunciation of 

his views on foreign policy in a speech entitled “A New Covenant for American 

Security.”62 He spoke of three foreign policy objectives saying, “First, we must 

restructure our military forces for a new era. Second, we must work with our allies to 

encourage the spread and consolidation of democracy abroad. And third, we must 

reestablish America’s economic leadership at home and in the world.”63 Clinton 

highlighted changes in the post-Cold War international environment that required action 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
61 “A New Covenant for American Security,” delivered at Georgetown University, Washington, D.C., 
December 12, 1991, cited in Clinton et al., Preface to the Presidency, 113. 
62 During the 1992 campaign, Clinton gave three formal platform speeches dubbed “New Covenant” 
speeches. One addressed responsible citizenry, one focused on the economy, and a third, this one, was 
devoted to foreign policy. Obviously these are highly political in nature, but they are also telling because 
they offer the closest thing available to a vision for presidential office. Especially since the other 
democratic candidates avoided addressing foreign policy issues as much as possible given Bush’s subject 
matter expertise, these are clearly issues that Clinton chose to engage. 
63 Clinton et al., Preface to the Presidency, 113. 
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from the United States, and as will be shown below, this included regarding the dangers 

posed by nuclear weapons. 

 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1) 

 The earliest hints of Clinton’s views on nuclear weapons and nuclear proliferation 

appeared in the 1980s. When combined with the early agenda and overall 

accomplishments of the Clinton Administration in the field of nuclear proliferation and 

security, they suggest that Clinton himself should be coded as a proliferation pessimist. 

To begin with, in a 1984 speech entitled, “Remembering Truman: Be Bold in Fighting for 

America’s Future,” Clinton spoke of the need for America to be strong defensively and to 

act boldly in reducing the dangers posed by nuclear weapons. He said specifically, 

“America needs both a strong defense and a strong effort to aggressively reduce the 

chances of nuclear war.”64 While this is similar to Bush’s attitude toward the deterrent 

arsenal of the U.S., the similarities end there. 

 Clinton continued in this vein and articulated central elements of the nuclear 

pessimist logic. First, suggesting the “more will be worse” attitude fundamental to the 

pessimist perspective, Clinton said: “We can dramatically reduce our nuclear arsenals 

through negotiations and other reciprocal actions.” Second, zeroing in on the threat that 

exists from proliferation that manifests in the loss, theft, or sale of nuclear weapons or 

material, Clinton said “We must do more to stop the threat of weapons of mass 

destruction from spreading. We must clamp down on countries and companies that sell 

these technologies, punish violators, and work urgently for all countries for tough 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
64 “Remembering Truman: Be Bold in Fighting for America’s Future,” delivered to the Democratic 
National Convention, San Francisco, California, July 16, 1984, cited in ibid., 47. 
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enforceable, international nonproliferation agreements.” He even singled out China as an 

offender, calling their exports of nuclear and missile technology “irresponsible.” Finally, 

honing on what some would argue was the key national security challenge of the post-

Cold War national security environment, Clinton said, “No national-security issue is 

more urgent than the question of who will control the nuclear weapons and technology of 

the former Soviet empire. Those weapons pose a threat to the security of every American, 

to our allies, and to the republics themselves.”65 

 Beyond the Covenant speech and the specifics it offered, elsewhere Clinton 

enumerated additional warnings regarding the challenges from proliferation.66 

Addressing the Los Angeles World Affairs Council, he identified the spread of WMD to 

the third world as dangerous and spoke of the need to prevent such technology transfers 

through a multi-pronged approach, including even a hint of the preventive logic: 

 
One of the most dangerous new threats is the spread of military 
technology, especially weapons of mass destruction. We can’t afford to 
wait until a host of Third World nations acquires full arsenals of First 
World weapons…We need to clamp down on countries and companies 
that sell proscribed technologies, punish violators, and work urgently with 
all countries for tough, enforceable, nonproliferation agreements. We need 
better intelligence to identify at an earlier stage foreign nuclear, chemical, 
and biological weapons programs.67 

 

Advancing to the first months of the Clinton Administration, we find that Clinton upheld 

his campaign promises and maintained combating proliferation as a top administration 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
65 “A New Covenant for American Security,” Georgetown University, Washington, D.C., December 12, 
1991, ibid., 115, 116, 119, 120.  
66 Recall that despite knowledge of North Korean reprocessing efforts, President Bush remained quiet on 
these issues during this time period, including during the 1992 Presidential Campaign. 
67 “Strategic Security in a Changing World,” Los Angeles World Affairs Council, Los Angeles, California, 
August 13, 1992, Clinton et al., Preface to the Presidency, 275.  
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priority.68 Speaking at the United Nations General Assembly in September, Clinton spent 

1/5 of his speech discussing proliferation and efforts to combat it.69 Journalistic accounts 

from this period offer additional evidence to support the idea that Clinton’s proliferation 

pessimism continued through to his time in the Oval Office. To provide one example, a 

November 1993 Washington Times article captured the foreign policy priorities of the 

nascent administration, as described in congressional testimony by Secretary of State 

Warren Christopher. The article claimed the administration’s priorities were “… U.S. 

economic interests abroad; reform in Russia; renewing the NATO alliance; relations with 

Asia; Middle East peace; and nonproliferation of nuclear weapons.”70  

 Additional activities and steps taken early in the Clinton Administration suggest a 

continued focus on the threat posed by the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. 

In February 1994, for example, National Security Advisor Anthony Lake delivered a 

speech at Yale University in which he described the most serious challenge facing the 

United States as the “proliferation of nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons, and the 

missiles that can deliver them.”71 On November 14, 1994, for example, President Clinton 

issued Executive Order #12938 and declared a national emergency in light of the fact that 

the “proliferation of nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons … constitutes an unusual 

and extraordinary threat to the national security, foreign policy, and economy of the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
68 Lebovic, Flawed Logics, 197. 
69 United States et al., Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, William J. Clinton, 1612–16. 
70 Strobel, Warren, “Foreign Policy Mars Clinton’s First Year: Clinton Fails to Define Foreign Policy in 
First Year.” 
71 “Remarks as Prepared for Delivery by National Security Adviser Lake” Pierson College, Yale 
University, February 24, 1994, “Lake – Proliferation – Yale 2/24/94,” Box FOIA 2006-0459-F, Clinton 
Presidential Records: White House Staff and Office Files, National Security Council, Box 1 of 39, Clinton 
Presidential Library. 
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United States.”72 The order initiated multilateral negotiations, tightened export controls, 

granted sanctions authorization permission, among other actions, all designed to curb the 

spread of WMD. 

 Finally, Clinton and other high-ranking officials from his administration offer 

support for the view of him as a proliferation pessimist, though authored after the 

presidency. According to former Secretary of Defense William Perry and Deputy 

Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter, the Clinton Administration set a high and early 

priority of removing “the lethal legacy” from Ukraine, which would have been the third 

largest nuclear arsenal in the world after Russia and the U.S. following the collapse of the 

Soviet Union.73 Further, they describe how the Nunn-Lugar program to remove the 

Ukrainian nuclear weapons and additional nuclear material after the end of the Cold War 

received “constant support and intervention [by] President Clinton and Vice President 

Gore.”74 Also in 1994, speaking at a joint press conference with Indian Prime Minister 

P.B. Narasimha Rao, Clinton himself verbalized the pessimist logic when he said, “But 

we also believe very strongly that the fewer countries who become nuclear powers, the 

better off we’re all going to be…What we’re trying to do is to keep the number of people 

in the nuclear club as small as possible and then reduce the arsenals that they have, 

including our own.”75 Thus non-proliferation efforts continued in the administration 

subsequent to the promises made on the campaign trail, and the President made the issue 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
72 “Executive Order #12938,” September 30, 1994, Document #4137, Clinton Presidential Records, Press 
Office, Press Release Subject File, Box 14, OA Number 8692, Folder #13 Nuclear Weapons, Clinton 
Presidential Library. 
73 Bush also supported Ukraine’s status as a non-nuclear state following the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union. However, as I will argue in Chapter 5, it is only in the aftermath of the Gulf War that Bush 
internalized a more systematic concern for nuclear proliferation and began working towards both non- and 
counter-proliferation goals. 
74 Carter and Perry, Preventive Defense, 76. 
75 United States et al., Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, William J. Clinton, 955–6. 
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a priority both personally and for the administration as a whole.76 Finally, in his memoirs, 

Clinton described how “their nuclear arsenals made both India and Pakistan less secure,” 

explicitly connecting nuclear weapons to insecurity, and expressing deep regret that he 

was unable to convince neither the Indians or the Pakistanis not to conduct nuclear 

tests.77 Thus, the evidence demonstrates a consistent pessimist attitude for Bill Clinton, 

from early pre-presidential career, to the presidential campaign, through his 

administration, and even subsequent to his presidential tenure. 

 

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2) 

 Like Bush, Clinton perceived the appropriate response to threats wherever they 

arose as proactive confrontation, not lying down and taking whatever was being doled 

out. To foreshadow what follows, that Clinton responded proactively and forcefully to 

North Korea suggests that he felt threatened by the North Korean nuclear situation; that 

Bush responded minimally and with an engagement strategy implies he did not. 

 Looking at the presidential campaign, we can glean from his remarks descriptions 

of issues that Candidate Clinton found threatening and which are therefore likely to be 

viewed in presidential office as requiring action. In the “New Covenant for National 

Security” speech Clinton articulated his foreign policy priorities and the challenges he 

saw for American foreign policy at the time. “A new consensus is emerging on the nature 

of the post-Cold War security. It assumes that the gravest threats we are most likely to 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
76 For both Clinton and Bush, the counterfactual that they would have wanted to draw down the U.S. 
nuclear arsenal absent the disappearance of the Soviet Union, is difficult to prove. However, what is 
important for the argument here is that Clinton specifically pegged this issue of lower numbers to the 
nuclear pessimist logic, saying that fewer states armed with nuclear weapons will be better for international 
relations. Bush, conversely, did not, and thus disarmament was merely about lower numbers for the sake of 
stability, nothing more. 
77 Clinton, My Life, 597, 786. 
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face in the years ahead include … the spread of weapons of mass destruction, nuclear, 

chemical, and biological, as well as the means for delivering them… [and] enduring 

tensions in various regions, especially the Korean peninsula and the Middle East.”78 

These remarks are significant in that they enunciate the various forms of WMD threat 

that confronted the United States including but not limited to nuclear weapons, and 

because they singled out challenges in the Middle East and North Korea that he would 

later confront as President. This is remarkable when viewed in contrast to Bush who did 

not include nuclear weapons or North Korea as among his priorities despite a similar 

context and similar developments in the North Korean nuclear program during his tenure 

in the Oval Office. 

 Elsewhere, Clinton identified the North Korean situation as problematic from an 

alliance perspective, but did not go so far as calling it a national security threat or any 

kind of threat to American interests directly. Specifically Clinton remarked, “We should 

continue to keep some U.S. forces in Northeast Asia as long as North Korea presents a 

threat to our South Korean ally.”79 That he identified no threat to the U.S. directly is 

telling in its own right, since it indicates only a moderate challenge to U.S. interests, not a 

threat to the safety of the homeland. 

 In the nuclear context, Clinton was also careful to identify which nuclear elements 

were threatening to the United States and which were not. Specifically, he drew a 

distinction between nuclear-armed states that he perceived as threatening and those that 

were not problematic for U.S. security and he did so according to their regime type. “It 

should matter to us how others govern themselves,” he said, “Democracies don’t go to 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
78 “A New Covenant for American Security,” delivered at Georgetown University, Washington, D.C., 
December 12, 1991, cited in Clinton et al., Preface to the Presidency, 115. 
79 “A New Covenant for American Security,” ibid., 116. 
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war with each other. The French and British have nuclear weapons, but we don’t fear 

annihilation at their hands. Democracies don’t sponsor terrorist acts against each other. 

They are more likely to be reliable trading partners, protect the global environment, and 

abide by international law.”80 Borrowing from the tenets of democratic peace theory, 

Clinton argued that nuclear-armed democracies are not cause for concern, and by 

extension implied that autocracies with nuclear weapons were dangerous to the United 

States and its interests. Presumably, therefore, he should view a nuclear program in the 

hands of a totalitarian state like North Korea as dangerous for the United States.  

 At the same time, it is worth recalling the example given in the previous section 

regarding the Indian and Pakistani nuclear programs and the distress Clinton expressed at 

being unable to prevent them from going nuclear in 1998. Taking the democratic peace 

aspect and combining it with this episode suggests that a) new nuclear states, even 

democratic ones, are cause for concern perhaps especially when part of a hostile dyad or 

with a sworn and now-nuclear enemy, and b) that Clinton’s nuclear pessimism dictated a 

logic whereby his first order preference was for fewer countries to have nuclear weapons 

rather than more, but if some states were going to be nuclear, then it was preferable for 

those states to be democracies rather than authoritarian regimes. Thus it was nuclear-

armed dictatorships (or dictatorships attempting to arm with nuclear weapons) that were 

the most vexing of all the possibilities. 

 The 1992 campaign is also illustrative for identifying how Clinton thought he 

might react to the problems forthcoming. First, similar to Bush, he “pledged to maintain 

military forces strong enough to deter and when necessary to defeat any threat to our 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
80 “A New Covenant for American Security,” ibid., 118. 
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essential interests.”81 Additionally, he spoke of the U.S. ability to “dramatically reduce 

our nuclear arsenals… But as an irreducible minimum, we must retain a survivable 

nuclear force to deter any conceivable threat.”82 These two utterances together suggest 

that Clinton connected a survivable second-strike nuclear capability to a strong deterrent 

posture for the United States. At the same time, however, Clinton was not completely 

comfortable with the American deterrent capability as he saw it in 1992. This is the case 

given that he simultaneously thought that in light of the end of the nuclear arms race the 

U.S. could slowdown its strategic modernization, but also required “R & D on missile 

defense within the framework of the ABM treaty—a prudent step as more and more 

countries acquire missile technology.”83 

 Thus for Clinton the post-Cold War environment ushered in many challenges for 

the security of the United States – weapons of mass destruction, loose nuclear materials, 

and rogue states with advancing missile capabilities. And Clinton pledged that the U.S. 

would stand up to threats in the international system – by maintaining a secure and 

survivable nuclear capability at the minimum number of weapons possible and by 

continuing to improve its deterrent capacity with missile defense and other such 

advancements. Indeed, commentators at the time identified many of these themes in the 

opening months of the administration. To give one example, in a September column, 

Thomas Friedman described the administration policy principles as, among others, 

strengthening democracies, expanding the circle of democracy and markets, minimizing 

the rogue state threat.84 Furthermore, members of the administration characterized their 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
81 “A New Covenant for American Security,” ibid., 114. 
82 “A New Covenant for American Security,” ibid., 115. 
83 “A New Covenant for American Security,” ibid., 116. 
84 Friedman, Thomas L., “U.S. Vision of Foreign Policy Reversed.” 
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proactive approach to the new century’s problems in a similar manner. As Perry and 

Carter described, the U.S. must approach the new terrorist challenges of the 21st century 

“with the same rigor and determination we applied to the toughest security challenges of 

this century.”85  

 The evidence thus demonstrates that North Korea was a salient aspect of Clinton’s 

international awareness prior to becoming President. Especially given the new threat 

environment of the post-Cold War world and Clinton’s focus on the threats from rogue 

states, non-state actors, and weapons of mass destruction, my a priori expectation is that 

where these issues arise, Clinton is likely to be worried by them and given his proactive 

approach to confronting threats, likely also to meet them head on, through the 

consideration and use of preventive military force. This is especially important relative to 

George H.W. Bush, who recall is a weak proliferation optimist and relatively speaking 

not concerned with North Korea or its nuclear program.86  

 

Theoretical Expectations Bill Clinton 

 Given Clinton’s proliferation pessimism especially concerning autocratic and 

non-state actors (IV#1), his stated lack of confidence in the U.S. deterrent capabilities 

against rogue actors and missile threats, and early focus on North Korean proliferation 

(IV#2), the leader-centric model expects Clinton will view North Korea’s attempted 

nuclear weapons acquisition as cause for great concern. Specifically, it predicts that he 

will be very likely to consider and use preventive military force. A priori expectations are 

formalized in Table 2 below. 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
85 Carter and Perry, Preventive Defense, 153. 
86 Bush did not even rhetorically focus on the threats from rogues, terrorists and the intersection between 
them and WMD technologies despite clear warnings of these issues during this period. 
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Table 10 

President Bill Clinton and North Korea’s Nuclear Program 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1)                                High  

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2)                                                        High 

Expectation – Likely to Consider and Use Military Force                         DV = 2 

 

The Bush Administration and the North Korean Nuclear Program  

 Like most new administrations, Bush entered Presidential office and within three 

months, ordered an assessment of all major policies and priorities. In March, with 

National Security Review (NSR) 12, Bush instructed his team to conduct a “Review of 

National Defense Strategy.”87 The language of the review spoke of the need to keep 

focused on American strength as a key to maintaining a successful deterrent. 

Unsurprisingly, since the Berlin Wall would not fall for another eight months, in March 

of 1989 the review maintained the central American focus on the dangers posed by the 

Soviet Union.  

 Throughout the language of NSR 12 though, Bush described other challenges for 

the United States and in particular spoke of “Third Country Threats” that merited 

consideration. Among others, Iraq is identified by name given its pursuit of chemical 

weapons.88 By contrast, North Korea garnered no specific attention in this document, 

despite improved intelligence and increasing knowledge of the program’s details as time 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
87 Memorandum from George Bush to National Security Cabinet, March 3, 1989, “National Security 
Review 12,” OA/ID 20091, George Bush Presidential Library, available at 
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/nsr.php.  
88 This early concern for Iraq is something that will be revisited in the next chapter, which analyzes 
American counter-proliferation decision-making regarding Iraq under Presidents Bush 41, Clinton, and 
Bush 43. 
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passed. This suggests that while Iraq featured early in the Bush administration’s 

consciousness, North Korea did not appear on the radar screen. 

 During his first year in office, Bush continued his focus on peace and stability. 

Offering the commencement address at the U.S. Coast Guard Academy in May, he 

emphasized his commitment to maintaining an effective nuclear deterrent while also 

promising to seek arms reductions that would allow for stability at lower numbers.89 

Around this time, some members of the Bush administration expressed concern over the 

North Korean construction activities. Earlier under the Reagan Administration, there had 

been some dispute over what precisely the North was constructing with some arguing that 

American satellites were merely capturing pictures of a furniture factory or chemical 

fiber facility.90 By contrast, now, despite improved intelligence and a near consensus that 

the North was building a nuclear weapons program, only a small number of individuals 

were concerned over what they saw as a dangerous development. In May, however, the 

issue became international news when a South Korean newspaper leaked CIA evidence 

of a North Korean nuclear program in development,91 causing the administration and the 

world to focus more on the issue and now under public scrutiny. Subsequently, the State 

Department began discussions with the Soviets and the Chinese regarding the North 

Korean nuclear issue.92 In his memoirs, then-Secretary of State Baker described the 

initiative as follows: “Our diplomatic strategy was designed to build international 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
89 Maynard, Out of the Shadow, 137. 
90 Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, 255. 
91 Mack, “North Korea and the Bomb,” 88. 
92 Department of State Talking Points Paper for Under Secretary of State Bartholomew's China Trip, ca. 30 
May 1991. Subject: North Korean Nuclear Program (For China) [FOIA-Declassified 2002], available 
through the National Security Archive at http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB87/nk15.pdf  
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pressure against North Korea to force them to live up to their agreement to sign a 

safeguards agreement permitting inspections.”93  

 Following these developments, in the early months of 1990, President Bush 

ordered a review of U.S. non-proliferation policy, assigning it “major importance” in 

light of his concern for both chemical weapons and the ballistic missiles that could carry 

them. In the text of the order, he described the proliferation problem and the resultant 

weapons systems as “destabilizing” echoing his larger concern with the maintenance of 

stability in the international system. Despite increasing intelligence regarding North 

Korea’s growing nuclear program and growing international attention on the issue, North 

Korea is still not mentioned by name anywhere in the document.94 

 In June 1990, President Bush ordered a review of U.S. policy towards North 

Korea specifically. In the official letter tasking the review (NSR 28), Bush proposed 

achieving the goal of “better relations once they abandon their nuclear development” by 

maintaining a strong deterrent against North Korean aggression, promoting North-South 

dialogue, and strengthening nuclear non-proliferation obligations and preventing access 

to dual-use technologies.95 To that end, the U.S. began an extended campaign to persuade 

the North to sign a “safeguards agreement”96 to increase international observation of their 

nuclear activities.97 By 1990, therefore, North Korea had emerged as a topic for the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
93 Baker and DeFrank, The Politics of Diplomacy, 595.  
94 Memorandum from George Bush to National Security Cabinet, March 3, 1989, “National Security 
Review 12,” OA/ID 20091, George Bush Presidential Library, available at 
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/pdfs/nsr/nsr12.pdf  
95 Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 7. 
96 The purpose of the safeguards system of the International Atomic Energy Agency is to provide credible 
assurance to the international community that nuclear material and other specified items are not diverted 
from peaceful nuclear uses. Though the North acceded to the NPT in 1985, it did not conclude a safeguards 
agreement with the IAEA until 1991. For more on the safeguards system, see 
http://www.iaea.org/safeguards/sv.html  
97 Mazarr, “Going Just a Little Nuclear.” 
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administration to address, but importantly, the resultant policy was one of engagement 

with a legal focus, not a consideration of sanctions or force, which one would expect 

from a leader with a more pessimistic view of the consequences of North Korea’s 

proliferation attempt. 

 In 1991, there was a mixed record of activity regarding North Korea and its 

nuclear program, combining a mix of both deterrence and compellence to address the 

situation. On the one hand, President Bush made a statement in June articulating the U.S. 

position vis-à-vis North Korea and previewing the engagement strategy that would follow 

in the months ahead: “The United States reaffirms that it is not a threat to North Korean 

security,” Bush said, “and we seek to improve relations with that country.”98 To that end, 

he released $1.2 billion in food and medicine for North Korea easing restrictions from the 

“Trading with the Enemy Act,” a trade embargo that had been in place since the Reagan 

Administration. Later, however, in his 1991 State of the Union Address, Bush introduced 

what could be construed as a more coercive approach. In that address, Bush directed that 

the Strategic Defense Initiative program be refocused on “providing protection from 

limited ballistic missile strikes” given that the Patriot Missile system had come online to 

deter much larger scale attacks.99 Though Bush did not specify a particular threat that the 

system was designed to mitigate, it is possible that given the increased intelligence 

regarding the North Korean nuclear progress and its refueling in particular, North 

Korea’s nuclear program was one such consideration.  

 As 1991 continued, however, additional administration behavior sheds light on 

the decision-making calculus as it occurred. In the spring, the results of National Security 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
98 Sigal, Disarming Strangers, 26. 
99 “Address Before a Join Session of the Congress on the State of the Union,” U.S. Capitol, Washington, 
DC, January 29, 1991 reprinted in, Bush, Speaking of Freedom, 185. 
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Review 28 assessing North Korea’s nuclear program and U.S. responses to it emerged. 

Though the contents of this review remain formally closed to researchers, former 

government officials and nuclear industry insiders have written about them allowing us to 

have access to secondary source accounting of the materials. The reports described 

potential North Korean nuclear weapons as presenting “grave difficulties” should they 

come to fruition.100 Significantly however, it is not that these weapons presented grave 

difficulties for the United States, rather it was because they might encourage South 

Korean nuclear proliferation or prevention of the North’s program; because they might 

disrupt the stability of East Asia should they alter Japan’s security perception; because 

they might be sold abroad; or because they might target South Korea or U.S. forces 

therein. Overall, this suggests that while the administration saw this potential 

development as a negative occurrence, one that would have undesirable consequences for 

U.S. foreign policy interests in South Asia in particular, it did not see a specific direct 

threat to the United States and instead listed the risk to U.S. forces in the region as only 

one among many potential “difficulties” with which the U.S. might have to contend. This 

is consistent with Bush’s earlier focus on challenges to stability in the international 

system and may be evidence of a growing pessimism on his part: it was not North 

Korea’s pursuit of nuclear weapons that threatened the United States per se, rather it was 

the regional consequences thereof that risked disturbing an already tenuous balance. 

While some of this echoes proliferation pessimist concerns, the threat assessment 

remained low enough as to suggest a minimum level of concern by the U.S.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
100 Albright, O’Neill, and Institute for Science and International Security, Solving the North Korean 
Nuclear Puzzle, 204. 
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 Sigal describes in great detail the policy options that the inter-agency review 

enumerated. First, the U.S. could “stay the course” with limited exchanges, some easing 

of travel restrictions, and offer other modest inducements alongside urging the North to 

sign the safeguards agreement. Second, the U.S. could expand engagement offering direct 

dialogue between the two countries, moving towards diplomatic relations, reducing joint 

U.S.-South Korean military exercises viewed as possibly threatening, providing 

assurances against U.S. nuclear use, and finally, the withdrawal of U.S. nuclear weapons 

located in Korea. The third option, “coercion,” required using economic, diplomatic, and 

military means (though Sigal does not describe specifically what this entailed). He does 

clearly say, however, that of the three options presented to President Bush and the 

national security team, there was consensus among the review participants that the first 

option was inadequate and that the third was premature.101 Though there was some 

disagreement over the proper scope of engagement (the U.S. did not offer the above 

assurance or remove the weapons located in the South until later in 1991), engagement 

was the chosen and implemented strategy moving forward. 

That the North Korean nuclear development was described as presenting “grave 

difficulties,” and that the Bush Administration opted for a relatively benign policy of 

engagement with the North Korean regime seems somewhat counterintuitive. Even if the 

threat was not imminent and direct for the U.S. homeland, one would expect something 

described as “grave,” to warrant at least further consideration and consideration of a more 

forceful policy response, including sanctions especially, but perhaps force or the threat 

thereof as well. That Bush and his team showed no such signs of concern or dedication to 

a more forceful policy is evidence of a low threat perception in and of itself, since, had 
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North Korea’s nuclear program been perceived as threatening, we would have expected 

to observe a different response. 

There is no further evaluation of U.S. policy towards North Korea during the 

remainder of the Bush Administration, nor is there evidence of consideration of the 

military option at any time.102 Though the North was mentioned in discussions with 

South Korea and Russia (as described above), it was not a military strategy that was part 

of the conversation. That engagement was the chosen option reflects the fact that prior to 

the middle of 1991, neither Bush nor his administration offered any real indication that 

North Korea’s nuclear endeavors presented a threat of any kind to the United States. 

Taking a minority position that December, however, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney 

stated that a North Korea with nuclear weapons and missile delivery systems was, “the 

most serious threat to peace and stability on the Korean peninsula and indeed in East 

Asia.”103 Though Cheney may have been among the minority with this view,104 his 

remarks indicated the continued salience of the issue as the year drew to a close. Of 

particular note, following a series of North-South negotiations, the two Koreas inked a 

“Basic Agreement” calling for joint efforts towards unification on the peninsula. 

Similarly, they agreed in principle to work for full denuclearization. Finally, in January of 

1992, North Korea signed a Safeguards Agreement, providing for international 

inspections of its nuclear facilities, which the international community had been 

pressuring them about since the mid 1980s.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
102 Secretary of State Baker’s memoirs confirms this as he says, “the situation never reached the point of 
our actively considering a military strike against North Korea’s nuclear facilities,” see Baker and DeFrank, 
The Politics of Diplomacy, 596. 
103 Berry, North Korea’s Nuclear Program, citing the Far Eastern Economic Review, Volume 5, December 
1991, p. 28. 
104 For one perspective on Cheney as an outlier among the administration, see Chollet and Goldgeier, 
America between the Wars, 43. 
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Once again, however, this is another puzzling juncture in the Bush 

Administration’s response. Speaking to the Korean National Assembly in Seoul on 

January 6, 1992, Bush simultaneously praised the negotiated agreements and warned that 

the nuclear pursuit was incredibly dangerous to the world community: “These positive 

developments [a nonaggression agreement and a ban on nuclear weapons on the 

peninsula] come at a critical time of rising concern at a time when North Korea’s pursuit 

of nuclear arms stands as the single greatest source of danger to peace in all of northeast 

Asia.”105 So while the nuclear program was the “single greatest source of danger,” 

praising the negotiated agreements was the Administration’s only response. Even when a 

new crisis bubbled to the surface four months later, the administration remained quite 

sanguine. 

As had occurred in 1990 when U.S. intelligence discovered evidence of advanced 

nuclear weapons testing, a new crisis emerged in early 1992 when following the 

safeguards agreement the IAEA was invited in to view the North Korean nuclear 

complex. To that end, in May 1992, lead IAEA inspector Hans Blix reported on the 

specific North Korean components subject to IAEA oversight and investigation. He then 

traveled to the North on May 11-16. Inconsistencies between what he (and the IAEA) 

expected to find and the facts on the ground – specifically regarding how much 

plutonium the DPRK claimed to have separated and what the evidence suggested – 

started to appear. Furthermore, additional IAEA member states began offering additional 

intelligence on suspected nuclear facilities not currently known to the IAEA.106 This 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
105 United States and President (1989-1993  : Bush), Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, 
George Bush, 41. 
106 Albright, O’Neill, and Institute for Science and International Security, Solving the North Korean 
Nuclear Puzzle. 
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included the United States, which discovered two suspicious facilities not reported by the 

North; one of these was a “hill” – a building the DPRK had hastily buried under tons of 

dirt and freshly planted trees.107 No additional executive activity resulted, however, 

according to both the preliminary record and existing contemporaneous accounts, that 

describe only continued negotiations, nothing further.108  

It is worth noting that throughout much of 1992, the press reported publically on 

the advanced military capabilities of the regime. To cite one example, in March, the 

Washington Post’s Jack Anderson and Michael Binstein described the production of Scud 

D missiles with a range of 625 miles capable of hitting South Korea and much of Japan. 

They also spoke of a potential North Korean willingness to sell them to interested Arab 

states from which they could easily be used to target Israel, or from Libya where many 

European cities would be targetable.109 The idea of North Korean missiles sold to states 

such as Iran, Syria, and Libya was also mentioned.110 To the extent that the population 

was even remotely concerned about these issues, that the Bush Administration did not 

prioritize North Korean policy to a greater extent and chose a broad engagement policy 

over any other more coercive options (including the preventive one), is itself noteworthy. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
107 Baker and DeFrank, The Politics of Diplomacy, 597. 
108 A memo from National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft to one of President Bush’s schedulers 
describes a meeting to take place in September 1992 between the President and Korean President Roh 
during a trip to Washington. On the meeting’s agenda is the “nuclear situation on the Korean peninsula.” 
Unfortunately, the details of that meeting remain classified. I have submitted a mandatory declassification 
request in the hopes of securing the release of relevant materials at some point in the future, but it is 
unclear, what information if anything they might contain. “Schedule Proposal from Brent Scowcroft to 
Katherine Super, Deputy Assistant to the President for Appointments and Scheduling,” Document #6313, 
[Korean President] Roh [Tae-Woo] Visit – September 1992 OA/ID CF01492-010, Box, NSC, Torkel 
Patterson Files, Subject File, OA/ID CF01492, George Bush Presidential Library. 
109 Anderson, Jack and Michael Binstein, “North Korea: Loose Nuclear Cannon.” 
110 The National Security Council was aware of these sales and was “monitoring the situation” according to 
a letter from National Security Advisor Scowcroft to Congressman Jim Saxton. No particular alarm is 
evident by the tone of the letter. Letter from Brent Scowcroft to Congressman Jim Saxton, March 27, 1992, 
North Korea-U.S. [OA/ID CF01519-005], Box, NSC, Torkel Patterson Files, Subject Files OA/ID 
CF01519, Range CF01519-001 to CF01519-020, George Bush Presidential Library. 
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Indeed, despite revelations of the North’s duplicity and repeated reprocessing activities, 

as well as the published accounting of their growing military potential, there is no further 

evidence of dedicated attention to revisit U.S. North Korea policy, even with six months 

left in the term and the expectation of four more years in the White House.111 In this way, 

the model’s expectations are confirmed: given Bush’s early beliefs – his weak nuclear 

optimism, confidence in American deterrence, and lack of pre-existing or early concern 

over North Korea, there was no serious consideration of the use of force by the Bush 

Administration.112 By contrast, as the next section will describe, Clinton took a different 

approach with significant military force under consideration just a short time later.  

 

The Clinton Administration and the North Korean Nuclear Program 

 North Korea and its nuclear program were near, but not atop the new 

administration’s busy non-proliferation agenda.113 So too was strong backing for the 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) which was a critical component of 

Clinton’s presidential campaign strategy which had focused on the need to elevate non-
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
111 One could make the case that the Bush period is less threatening than the later Clinton era. However, 
given the intelligence discoveries of 1989/1990, one might have expected a greater threat assessment by the 
Bush Administration at that time, and perhaps some discussion of the use of force. That that did not 
happen, and that only different degrees of engagement were contemplated, suggests that Bush’s threat 
assessment did not warrant such consideration. Had Bush been a pessimist and not confident in deterrence, 
I would argue he would have acted differently, including considering force. Nevertheless, I have filed both 
Freedom of Information Act and Mandatory Declassification Reviews, in an attempt to gather more 
information on any activities regarding North Korea late in the administration, and especially on the 
content the resulting NSR 28 reports, which decided North Korea policy in 1991. 
112 One folder in the George Bush Presidential Library contains a variety of materials concerning the 1981 
Israeli raid on Iraq’s Osiraq nuclear facility. This is a folder from the Files of Ronald Von Lembke who 
served as Special Counsel to Brent Scowcroft and Assistant Counsel to President Bush during the Bush 
Administration. The files contain reference to a memo penned by Lembke to Scowcroft entitled, “Available 
Legal Options to Dissuade North Korean Nuclear Weapons Program,” and since this is enclosed in the 
same folder as materials on the Osiraq bombing, it is possible that the Bush Administration gave the use of 
force more attention than I have described. I have requested the declassification of this specific memo and 
related files, but until that happens it remains to be seen what if any further consideration options to stop 
North Korea’s nuclear program received. “North Korea, Nuclear Issues, Draft,” Ronald Von Lembke Files, 
Subject Files, OA/ID CF00751, BOX NSC, George Bush Presidential Library. 
113 Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 17. 
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proliferation within the national security agenda. As President, Clinton reiterated this 

commitment when announcing a national export strategy he said, “I am more concerned 

about proliferation of weapons of mass destruction than I was when I became President. 

Every day I have this job, I become more worried about it.”114 This put the Clinton 

Administration into stark relief against the prior Bush Administration which had 

maintained no such focus, either broadly or against North Korea specifically. Subsequent 

to Clinton’s creation of a new Nonproliferation and Export Controls Directorate within 

the National Security Council, an interagency review process yielded Presidential 

Decision Directive 13, an ambitious plan for countering proliferation, focusing on export 

controls, and meeting the national security challenges of the new global landscape.115 

Concerns included nuclear weapons and materials, biological and chemical weapons, and 

ballistic and cruise missiles. As a product of work undertaken throughout 1993, the 

administration published its official counter-proliferation strategy in the “Report of the 

Secretary of Defense to the President and the Congress” in January 1994. The section of 

the report dealing specifically with counter-proliferation is worth quoting in detail as it 

articulates both the administration’s lack of confidence in deterrence in the new threat 

environment and negative view of the consequences of additional proliferation in the 

international system: 

 

The danger posed by new possessor states is complicated because they 
may not respond to traditional deterrence approaches. Throughout the 
Cold War, deterrence efforts focused on the Soviet Union, whose force 
structure, doctrine, history, and mind set grew familiar to U.S. strategists. 
Deterrence approaches designed for the Soviet Union might not be 
effective against new possessors of WMD for two reasons. First, they can 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
114 United States et al., Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, William J. Clinton, 1630. 
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be expected to have different doctrines, histories, organizations, command 
and control systems, and purposes for their unconventional military forces. 
In addition, proliferators may have acquired such weapons for the express 
purpose of blackmail or terrorism and thus have a fundamentally different 
calculus not amenable to deterrence. For these reasons, new proliferators 
might not be susceptible to basic deterrence as practiced during the Cold 
War. New deterrent approaches are needed as well as new strategies 
should deterrence fail. Finally, any increase in the number of states with 
WMD raises the potential for accidental or unauthorized use.116 

 

As such, this articulation of the new threat environment specifically highlights the 

consequences of additional proliferation in the international system and the potential 

limitations of deterrence in the post-Cold War environment. Importantly, the report also 

singled out North Korea as a “potentially hostile power” against which the U.S. needed to 

preserve the power to project forces.117 The DPRK was also used in one of two scenario-

planning exercises (the other being Iraq) that the Defense Department utilized as a means 

to determine force size and structure requirements for the future. Taken together, this 

report reveals that the early Clinton Administration identified dangers from nuclear 

weapons (and other weapons of mass destruction) as threatening to the security of the 

United States, concluded that traditional models of deterrence were insufficient for 

responding to rogue actors armed with nuclear weapons, and perhaps most importantly, 

identified North Korea and its nuclear program as one of the most significant challenges 

likely to confront the new administration while in office. 

 As it happened, North Korea had given Clinton many reasons to be concerned at 

the start of his administration. In February 1993, the IAEA and North Korea found itself 

at an impasse regarding inspections from the previous year. In light of continued 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
116 Aspin, Les, “Report of the Secretary of Defense to the President and the Congress,” U.S. Government 
Printing Office, January 1994, 34-35. The report is accessible here: 
http://history.defense.gov/resources/1994_DoD_AR.pdf  
117 Ibid, 12. 
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discrepancies between what had been reported to the agency and what inspectors were 

finding and in particular being unable to access locations believed to be nuclear waste 

storage sites, lead IAEA inspector Blix called for “special inspections.” Viewing this as a 

violation of their sovereignty and a general affront to the North Korean regime, tensions 

mounted. According to its guidelines, the IAEA referred the matter to the UN Security 

Council, which promptly issued a 13-0 resolution scolding the DPRK and ordering them 

to allow the inspections to take place. Having none of it, on March 12th, the North 

announced its intention to withdraw from the NPT under article 10 which grants states 

the right to exit the treaty if their “supreme national interests are threatened.”118 The view 

from the Clinton Administration was one of understandable concern, and it focused both 

on the security threat posed to the U.S., its allies, and the world, as well as to global 

efforts against nuclear proliferation. “Left unchecked,” wrote Joel Wit, Dan Poneman, 

and Robert Gallucci, three Clinton administration officials,119 “Pyongyang’s withdrawal 

would present a grave security threat to the world and weaken the NPT’s important 

bulwark against the spread of nuclear weapons…Withdrawal threatened not only the 

nonproliferation regime but also the security of the United States and its allies in 

Northeast Asia: South Korea and Japan.”120 As North Korean expert Don Oberdorfer 

writes, the withdrawal was seen as “an incomprehensible act of defiance and ominous 

sign that the DPRK was heading for weapons.”121 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
118 For the text of the Non-Proliferation Treaty, including Article X, see 
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119 Wit and Poneman served also in the Bush Administration; Gallucci joined the Clinton Administration in 
February 1993. 
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 Responding to the North’s actions, the IAEA Board of Governors found the North 

in noncompliance with the treaty as understood by their Safeguards Agreement. 

Responding in kind, the North declared to the world their intention to shut down the 5-

megawatt reactor at Yongbyon in order to remove the spent fuel. Estimating this reactor 

to contain approximately enough plutonium to yield 4 or 5 nuclear weapons, the U.S. 

referred the issue to the Security Council for the consideration of sanctions and 

strengthened its defenses in South Korea in the event hostilities should emerge.122 

 Though Clinton wanted to pursue sanctions from the start of his presidency, in 

deference to South Korean preferences at the time, negotiations between the West and the 

DPRK emerged as a means to breach the impasse and prevent an escalation of the crisis. 

Though multiple rounds of talks were convened in both Manhattan and Geneva in the 

summer of 1993, they yielded no result.123 When asked in July about a possible nuclear 

weapons capability in North Korea, Clinton replied, “… that is not something we can 

afford to let happen.” He went further and described the North as the “scariest” place on 

Earth, for as he explained it, it was one of the few remaining locations where the Cold 

War confrontations remained, and it (the DPRK) “had a long track record of 

unpredictable behavior.”124 A mere week later, Clinton warned that the North appeared 

intent on developing Scud missiles and related technology, and expressed deep concern 

that they would sell these advanced weapons components to states in the Middle East.125 

This is noteworthy in that no major changes in the North’s program occurred during the 

waning months of 1992 and the start of 1993 (existing problems merely continued 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
122 Litwak, “The New Calculus of Pre-Emption,” 64. 
123 For an excellent accounting of the details of the negotiations, see Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci.  
124 Berry, North Korea’s Nuclear Program, 13. 
125 Ibid., 14, citing “Fundamentals of Security for a New Pacific Community,” 10 July 1993, in US 
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stemming from the discrepancies reported in 1992), and yet Clinton responded strongly 

considering sanctions and publically describing the threat posed to the United States, 

while Bush had shown no similar enthusiasm or motivation. Taken together, it is clear 

that Clinton viewed the emerging threat from North Korea as multifaceted; it comprised 

Cold War hostilities that held the potential to spark massive conflict, an unpredictable 

(and perhaps undeterrable) actor pursuing the world’s most dangerous weapons, and a 

threat from the proliferation of advanced weapons and materials, both nuclear and 

otherwise. 

 As the situation progressed, the perspective in the United States changed, from 

one where the North’s program could be suspended, to one where it had to be 

eliminated.126 To that end, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General John 

Shalikashvili was asked to draw up plans for “destroying key components of the reactor 

site with a military attack.”127 Meanwhile, the operating reactor at Yongbyon was nearing 

the completion of its initial fuel cycle allowing for a full load of fuel rods to be 

reprocessed in just a few months – enough for an additional 5 or 6 weapons – as the 

DPRK had previously announced its intention to do. Once in full-scale operation, this 

reactor alone could produce enough weapons grade material for 10 – 12 nuclear weapons 

per year. When the additional reactors came online as well, North Korea would have 

enough weapons material for scores more.128 As Perry and Carter wrote subsequent to the 

crisis, “This was not just another nonproliferation issue to be dealt with by diplomats, this 

had the potential of dramatically increasing the military threat to South Korea, to the U.S. 

troops in South Korea, to Japan, our essential ally in the region, and indeed, to nations all 
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over the world.”129 Issuing a warning of things to come, National Security Advisor Lake, 

speaking at John’s Hopkins University, warned that “backlash states like North Korea, … 

that sponsor terrorism and traffic in weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missile 

technology, will face isolation” and if this does not inhibit them from aggressive actions, 

“we clearly must be prepared to strike back decisively and unilaterally.”130 The President 

echoed these sentiments himself shortly thereafter, telling “Meet the Press,” that the 

North Koreans “cannot be allowed to develop a nuclear bomb,”131 and demonstrating 

significant commitment to the issue by remarking, “I spend a lot of time on this issue. It’s 

a very, very major issue. We have got to stop the proliferation of nuclear weapons, and 

particularly North Korea needs to stay in the control regime.”132 

 As 1993 came to a close, it was clear that the WMD threat from North Korea and 

in general, was a priority for the administration.133 To that end, the Defense Department 

rolled out its “Defense Counter-proliferation Initiative” describing how to confront new 

threats in the post-Cold War environment. A handful of nuclear devices with rogue states 

or even terrorists were of grave concern and were at the heart of the initiative.134 In 

addition, the Pentagon and the Japanese Defense Agency launched secret discussions on 

contingency planning in the event of a Korean crisis.135  

 The year ended with trepidation in the air. Speaking to reporters on December 

12th, 1993, Clinton said “God forbid” should any kind of conflict come; he was also 

unsure, however, if it was possible to avoid. When asked pointedly if force was an 
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option, he replied that he hoped other forms of pressure would suffice, but “We can do 

what we’d have to do.”136 General Gary Luck, commander of U.S. forces in Korea, flew 

to Washington at this time to make sure that the politicians understood the dangers 

inherent to any military option. The U.S. faced a formidable foe on the ground, 

reasonably well modernized, though weak in the air. That the U.S. would ultimately win 

was not in doubt; rather the extremely high casualty and high cost estimates among both 

military and civilian personnel were not to be overlooked.137 At this time, preparation for 

hostilities became more than just a conceptual exercise – U.S. command in Korea 

elevated OPlan 50-27 from a computer program to a real plan for operation, should it 

become necessary.138 

 1994 began much the same way 1993 ended – with Administration officials 

deeply concerned with North Korea’s nuclear program as time was running out before the 

North would be ready to remove the spent fuel from the Yongbyon nuclear reactor. As 

Secretary of Defense William Perry remarked,139 “We were faced with the highly 

dangerous prospect that North Korea could, within months, have five or six nuclear 

bombs and an active weapons program… My senior military and civilian policy advisors 

all agreed with my assessment that this would pose an unacceptable risk and that the 

United States had to seek the elimination of the North Korean nuclear program.”140 What 

elevated the threat environment surrounding the program, in addition to the quickly 

shrinking window of time before the fuel was removed, was what Perry called a “triple 

threat: they would further increase the carnage of war on the peninsula; they might 
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provoke an arms race in the region causing Japan and South Korea to reconsider their 

own decisions to forgo nuclear weapons; and they would undermine nonproliferation 

worldwide if others witnessed North Korea “succeeding” in thwarting the 

Nonproliferation treaty or even selling nuclear weapons to other aspiring 

proliferators.”141 Thus in his (and the administration’s) view, the threat was complex – 

North Korean nuclear weapons increased the likelihood of catastrophic war in the region; 

they could launch an arms race further destabilizing an already tenuous balance on the 

peninsula and in Asia more broadly; and they would radically undermine international 

non-proliferation efforts designed to curtail additional states from pursuing or purchasing 

nuclear weapons. 

 In the beginning of March, IAEA inspections began again, but challenges were 

immediately identified when inspectors were prohibited from taking desired samples. 

Specifically, it was discovered that seals the IAEA had put into place during the August 

1993 site visits appeared broken and the agency moved to verify if sensitive materials had 

been removed. The North unfortunately prevented the inspectors from doing what was 

necessary for verification of what had occurred. Meanwhile, during a particularly tense 

moment in negotiations, the North Korean negotiator made things worse by telling his 

South Korean counterpart, “Seoul is not far from here. If a war breaks out, it will be a sea 

of fire. Mr. Song, it will probably be difficult for you to survive.”142 With the inspectors 

hamstrung from doing their work, and the North dramatically increasing their bellicose 

rhetoric, the United States cancelled the next round of planned talks with the North and 

returned to discussing annual joint military exercises with the South Koreans, known as 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
141 Ibid., 221. 
142 Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 179–80; 
Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, 304. 
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Team Spirit. The IAEA ultimately ordered their personnel home and referred the issue 

back to the Security Council for further assessment.143 

 The crisis escalated to a new level in April, when the DPRK announced that the 

previously threatened shutdown of the 5 MW reactor for refueling was set to begin. In 

early May, the North told the IAEA that the unloading of some 8000 fuel rods was 

already underway. As Secretary Perry described it after the fact, this was a key turning 

point in the crisis when dialogue and “preventive diplomacy” failed and U.S. strategy 

shifted to coercion. This was so given that fuel rods were a tangible or physical threat that 

represented the North’s potential to move ahead and pursue weaponization.144 President 

Clinton himself echoed these sentiments in his memoirs writing, “Rods were a dangerous 

asset in the hands of the most isolated country in the world, … [that] might feel the 

temptation to sell the plutonium to the wrong buyer. Within a week I had decided to send 

Patriot missiles to South Korea… Perry told a group… that I was determined to stop 

North Korea from developing a nuclear arsenal, even at the risk of war.”145 At the time, 

Clinton ordered new Apache attack helicopters, aircraft spare parts, and maintenance 

crews all sent to South Korea and Japan, in addition to the second Patriot Battalion 

mentioned above.146 

 Speaking to the Asia Society, on May 3rd, Secretary of Defense Perry began 

laying the groundwork for the flurry of administration activity and military planning 

about to follow, and in doing so, highlighted the inability of traditional deterrence to 

sufficiently provide for U.S. and international security.  
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It is not satisfactory to say, as some have argued, that we could accept 
such a program and seek to deter North Korea from actual use of its 
nuclear arsenal as we deterred the Soviet Union during the Cold War. For 
even assuming that we could reliably deter actual use of North Korea’s 
nuclear weapons, an unchecked nuclear capability—coupled with North 
Korea’s large conventional military forces—could put North Korea in a 
position to subject South Korea to extortion in establishing its terms for 
unification. It could undermine the security of the whole Northeast Asia 
region and tempt other countries to seek their own nuclear weapons in 
self-defense…a nuclear North Korea could be in a position to export 
nuclear technologies and weapons to terrorist or rogue regimes around the 
world.147  

 

The Secretary’s remarks were telling in that they also laid out publically the military and 

other threats facing the United States. Perry described the North’s huge conventional 

forces explaining that despite keeping their population on the brink of starvation, the Kim 

regime spent 25% of its GDP on its military. 2/3 of its million-man army was positioned 

within 60 miles of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) – the line of demarcation separating 

North and South from the armistice that ended the Korean War. Furthermore, Perry said 

they had thousands of tanks and artillery pieces, tunnels under the DMZ, and a large 

special operations force. Most of this had been true for decades, but only recently had the 

North increased both the size and forward deployment of its forces. Beyond these 

observables, North Korean behavior at this time was also unsettling. They were (and are 

still) among the world leaders in exporting advanced weapons technology, including 

ballistic missiles. The concern was that with nuclear know how, the DPRK could offer a 

nuclear-tipped ballistic missile to the highest bidder. Combined, these elements set the 

stage for a looming confrontation between the U.S. and the DPRK.148 
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Recalling the model articulated in Chapter 2, each case study must assess the 

extent to which a leader requests feasibility studies, discusses military options, takes steps 

to plan for military strategies, and/or consults with allies on military options to target an 

adversarial nuclear program. To be coded as having considered military force, a leader 

must make more than just a single off-handed comment about using a military option to 

solve a proliferation challenge, and instead must undertake some combination of the 

above activities. Under the Clinton Administration, already by the spring of 1994, 

military options were being considered and plans readied (DV = 1), and as will be made 

clear below, the subsequent weeks demonstrate just how close the United States came to 

using force against North Korea to forestall its nuclear program.  

 On May 18th, Secretary Perry and JCS Chairman Shalikashvili summoned all 

four-star generals in the U.S. to a secure Pentagon conference room, “The Tank,” to 

discuss how the U.S. would plan for potential military activity in Korea, including the 

potential for a second Korean War, beyond the materials buildup that was already under 

way. The following day, Secretary Perry and Generals Luck and Shalikashvili went to 

brief the President and inform him of the gravity and consequences of the situation as 

they were developing in the region.149 Perry noted the “increasingly obnoxious” North 

Korean rhetoric of late, and highlighted the dangerous export practices of the DPRK that 

raised the prospect of them selling a matched set of ballistic missiles with nuclear 

warheads. He also warned that they might sell to either Iran or Libya. NSA Lake asked 

whether it was possible to destroy Yongbyon. Indeed Perry had requested and received a 

contingency plan for bombing Yongbyon directly and was told that the Air Force had 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
149 Wit et al. describe how though Clinton and Vice President Gore had been periodically updated on the 
military situation, this briefing was critical for shaping events to come. Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going 
Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 179. 
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both the technical ability to locate and destroy the target quickly and effectively, without 

spreading radiation far or wide. His fear, however, was that a limited strike would spark a 

wider war on the peninsula.150 Cost estimates expected ~52,000 U.S. military casualties, 

490,000 South Korean causalities, and a great number of North Korean troop and civilian 

lives lost. The financial cost estimate assumed $61 billion.151 In addition, Shalikashvili 

described additional risks of and complications for military action: the location of any 

previously withdrawn plutonium was unknown, the air defenses around Yongbyon were 

heavy, and it was located along hilly terrain. At best, an attack would set back the 

program by some years, but it would likely be accompanied by action over the 38th 

parallel.152 To put an even finer point on the problem, General Luck quipped, “If we pull 

an Osirak [referring to Israel’s 1981 raid on Iraq’s nuclear reactor], they will be coming 

south.”153  

 The first phase of discussion focused on three potential military plans for 

augmenting existing forces in the region to support whatever might happen in the future 

given the crisis over the North’s nuclear program. The first option required the immediate 

dispatch of 2000 troops who would be needed for rapid deployment later – i.e. teams who 

could handle logistics, administration requirements, and supplies, etc. Option 2, favored 

by both Perry and the JCS, added squadrons of frontline tactical aircraft, including F117 

stealth bombers and additional long range bombers nearby, the deployment of several 

battalions of combat-ready ground troops, and the stationing of the second aircraft battle 

group in the area. All told this would add an additional 10,000 troops to the 37,000 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
150 Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, 323. 
151 Ibid., 315. 
152 Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 107. 
153 Ibid., 104. 
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already stationed there. Finally, the last option sent additional tens of thousands of 

Marine Corps ground forces and army troops as well as additional air power.154 The plan 

was to ask for the President’s authorization of the approved plan within a month’s time, 

in order to avoid a preemptive move by the North Koreans against the American assets 

already on the ground. 

 As tensions rose, the principals met on May 27th to discuss the situation and draft 

a memo to the President. In the memo they supported a strong and unanimous Security 

Council statement which condemned the North’s actions and also highlighted the fact that 

Secretary of State Christopher had been in touch with his Chinese counterparts to seek 

their intervention with the North Koreans. In light of this and with the tensions showing 

no sign of abating, the principals recommended pursuing sanctions, given that despite the 

risks that the North might interpret them provocatively, they could not allow them to 

flout their nonproliferation obligations. As a carrot, they also offered high-level talks to 

the North Koreans as an incentive to return to the negotiating table, if they would allow 

the IAEA in to continue their inspections. The President and principals met on May 31st 

to set the sanctions strategy in place. 

 Unfortunately, the North Koreans did not take the offer, and continued defueling 

the reactor at an alarming rate. The IAEA warned that their limited ability to verify North 

Korean activity, and the spent fuel in particular, would soon entirely disappear.155 As 

feared, on June 2nd, lead IAEA inspector Blix terminated the inspection mission saying 

all ability to monitor the North Korean activity had been compromised. Having warned 

that global economic sanctions would result if the North continued to fail to comply with 
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the inspections, Clinton promptly withdrew his offer of high-level talks, initiated a 

sanctions campaign, and quietly sounded out the possibility of attacking Yongbyon with 

the South Koreans, Japan, and China.156 

 Meeting the principals again on June 10th, Shalikashvili and Perry reviewed the 

current military posture. Clinton had approved sending an advance party of 250 men to 

Korea to set up a headquarters to manage the coming deployments. Again, the three 

deployment options were discussed: 1) 2000 additional personnel but not combat troops, 

only those necessary to prepare for large-scale deployments; 2) 10000 troops along with 

squadrons of aircraft and a second carrier battle group; and 3) 50000 troops, 400 aircraft, 

50 ships, and various other installations. This would be accompanied by a call-up of 

reserves. Perry’s view was that the stronger and more vigorous the build up, the more 

effective deterrent put into place.157 

 Meeting again just a few days later, the situation on the ground had changed quite 

dramatically. Multilateral support for sanctions was growing. Accelerated preparations 

were underway for military action, as was a last-ditch effort at negotiations in an attempt 

to keep events from spiraling out of control. Significantly on June 14th, a new military 

option was on the table – the so-called “Osirak option.” Three new military options 

entered the discussion. First, the U.S. could destroy the reprocessing facility. This would 

set back the program, while also minimizing the radioactivity risk and being least likely 

to incite a military response. Alternatively, they could take out the reprocessing plant 

itself and also the other nuclear installations at Yongbyon – an additional 5-megawatt 

reactor and spent fuel pool, among other potential targets. This would be a more severe 
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157 Wit, Poneman, and Gallucci, Going Critical the First North Korean Nuclear Crisis, 205. 
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blow to the North’s program, but would increase all of the risks listed above. Finally, the 

U.S. could conduct a much wider operation targeting all of the nuclear facilities removing 

key military assets and degrading the North’s ability to retaliate or incite violence in the 

future.158 Publically some were already pushing for these military options: Former 

National Security Advisor General Brent Scowcroft and former Undersecretary of State 

Arnold Kanter had penned an opinion piece in the Washington Post to that effect adding 

their prominent voices to the debate.159 The public as well favored a coercive approach: 

in June, an NBC/Wall Street Journal poll found that 46% of the U.S. said that the North 

Korean nuclear developments “were the most serious foreign policy issue facing the 

United States today,” outdistancing the next issue – instability in Russia – by a three to 

one margin. Likewise, a nationwide poll by CBS and Time said 51% favored military 

action to destroy facilities if the DPRK continued to refuse international inspections, and 

48 to 42% said it was “worth risking war” to prevent North Korea from manufacturing 

nuclear weapons.160  

On June 16th a tense principals meeting with the President occurred during which 

Clinton reviewed the pros and cons of the options presented to him. While the 

complicated debate continued, a call came in from Pyongyang, where former President 

Jimmy Carter had traveled (with the President’s approval) and from where he now spoke 

of a breakthrough negotiated with President Kim Il Sung.161 Though it would be 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
158 Ibid., 210. 
159 Scowcroft and Kanter, “Korea: Time For Action.” 
160 Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, 323. 
161 An initial public statement about the potential agreement was given by Assistant Secretary of State 
Robert Gallucci on June 16, 1994 at 4:52 pm. For the text of his remarks see, “Press Briefing by Assistant 
Secretary of State for Political and Military Affairs Robert Gallucci” June 16, 1994, Document #3391, 
Clinton Presidential Records, Press Office, Press Release Subject File, Box 14, OA Number 8692, Folder 
#10 North Korea, Clinton Presidential Library. 
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announced publically on the 22nd,162 ultimately the North agreed to freeze its nuclear 

program, committed to not refuel or reprocess any of its nuclear fuel, and to begin talks 

with the West in a few weeks time.163 Speaking in South Korea a few weeks later, 

President Clinton put the situation in these terms, “When you examine the nature of the 

American security commitment to Korea, to Japan, to this region, it is pointless for them 

[the North Koreans] to try to develop nuclear weapons, because if they ever use them it 

would be the end of their country.”164 Looking back on the episode, Perry recalled that 

despite the serious risk of war, “We believed that it was even more dangerous to allow 

North Korea to proceed with a large-scale nuclear weapons program.”165 

 Clinton’s efforts towards North Korea in 1993 / 1994 had the effect of at least 

temporarily slowing down the program’s development, which can be viewed as a short-

term non-proliferation success.166 Furthermore, the following years of the Clinton 

Administration were marked by additional non-proliferation successes including the 

entering into force of the START I treaty (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty) with the 

Russians which eliminated significant portions of both the U.S. and Soviet arsenals, the 

push to make the Non-Proliferation Treaty a permanent fixture of the international 

landscape, progress towards additional international safeguards standards, dismantling 

and securing nuclear materials globally through the Nunn-Lugar cooperative threat 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
162 “Press Conference of the President,” June 22, 1994, 5:34 pm, Document # 3434, Clinton Presidential 
Records, Press Office, Press Release Subject File, Box 14, OA Number 8692, Folder #10 North Korea, 
Clinton Presidential Library. 
163 The Agreed Framework was signed by the U.S. and North Korea on October 17, 1994. For a detailed 
description of the run-up to and the agreement itself, see Mazarr, North Korea and the Bomb, 163–180. 
164 Sigal, Disarming Strangers, 68, quoting Gwen Ifil “In Korea, Chilling Reminders of Cold War,” New 
York Times, July 18, 1993. 
165 Oberdorfer, The Two Koreas, 310–11 citing Perry’s remarks at the World Affairs Council of 
Philadelphia, November 3, 1994. 
166 The long-term legacy of this era is less clear, however, given that while this North Korean nuclear crisis 
did not escalate to the use of force, the challenge from North Korea and its nuclear program did not 
disappear, as subsequent presidents have faced off against them as well. 
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initiative, and continued efforts on the non-proliferation of chemical and biological 

weapons. Reading his memoirs, one gets the sense that Clinton himself is quite proud of 

these efforts and wished that he could have done more, especially on the Comprehensive 

Test Ban Treaty which despite his significant pressure, the Congress failed to ratify. 

Elsewhere, Clinton demonstrated similar commitment and dedication to pursuing non- 

and counter-proliferation efforts securing and removing the Soviet-era arsenals born into 

Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine, and in attempting (unsuccessfully) to get both India 

and Pakistan to remain non-nuclear. Taken together these issues suggest a leader 

dedicated to preventing the spread of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction and 

demonstrate that the North Korean crisis was not an isolated incident. Rather, this was 

one of Clinton’s myriad non-proliferation efforts as President the roots of which can be 

traced to the pre-presidential period where Clinton himself offered hints of the vision he 

would later carry out once in office. 

 

Alternative Explanations 

 The main rival explanation for this manuscript argues that beliefs do not matter 

for explaining preventive war decision-making in the nuclear context, and instead 

suggests that a state’s cost benefit analyses and likelihood estimations for alternative 

strategies will determine whether or not military force is pursued. In the North Korean 

case, there were multiple military options on the table, including three air campaigns and 

three force deployment scenarios earlier in the case history. None of these were 

ultimately implemented as President Carter’s diplomacy and the subsequent negotiations 

with the DPRK yielded a negotiated agreement and ended all consideration of military 
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force by the Clinton administration. The only additional alternative under consideration 

was the use of economic sanctions through a large and broad international coalition and 

this effort was under way simultaneous to the military considerations. However, doubts 

abounded as to whether or not any financial sanctions could actually work to coerce 

Pyongyang to abandon its program leading to the simultaneous consideration of force 

options: “Even administration officials conceded that sanctions were unlikely to force the 

DPRK to reverse course – [it was an] isolated country was relatively invulnerable to 

outside pressures.”167 This coupled with the serious planning and high-level 

consideration, suggests that the administration viewed sanctions as unlikely to offer a 

successful alternative to the use of force. 

 It could also be the case that the U.S. believed that the North Koreans would 

ultimately prove unsuccessful in their pursuit of nuclear weapons and because of this, 

both Bush and Clinton opted against the military option. Indeed, the DPRK was and is an 

isolated, hermitic, and backwards state without access to much of the resources, 

technology, and training that the international markets have to offer. Despite this, by 

1989 / 1990, they had already advanced their nuclear program remarkably far, debunking 

any potential view that the regime would be unable to complete their desired project. 

Furthermore, I find no evidence to suggest that anyone inside either the Bush or Clinton 

team, including the presidents, was thinking along these lines at any point in the time 

period under analysis. 

 Finally, a third variant of the rationalist explanation argues that the U.S. was 

unlikely to intervene given the low probability of a successful military intervention. 

Certainly as both contemporaneous and subsequent accounts revealed, the military 
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options came with both predictions of a high likelihood of success and estimations of 

associated high costs and great risks,168 especially for the escalation risk to a wider war 

on the peninsula. Even recognizing this however, the evidence demonstrates that the 

Clinton Administration was moving forward with their military plans. As Secretary Perry 

said regarding the June 16, 1994 principals meeting, we were about to give the President 

of the United States “[the] choice between a disastrous option – allowing North Korea to 

get a nuclear arsenal which we might have to face someday – and an unpalatable option, 

blocking this development, but thereby risking a destructive non-nuclear war.”169 Thus, 

from the Administration’s perspective, the threat of a nuclear-armed North Korea was 

worth the potential risks and associated costs that conducting a military intervention were 

likely to instigate, and as a result, like the others, this aspect of the rationalist baseline 

also yields insufficient traction to be plausible. 

 Beyond the rationalist alternatives, many other factors crowd the decision-making 

process when one state contemplates military action against another state’s nuclear 

program, but none of them offer sufficient leverage on the outcome observed to warrant a 

preference for them over the leader-centric argument. One likely competing explanation 

concerns concurrent distractions for the administrations, i.e. that both Bush and Clinton’s 

behavior vis-à-vis North Korea can be explained by something else that was happening 

simultaneously to the events described. One could argue, for example, that Bush did not 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
168 There is no evidence to suggest that the feasibility of conducting the intervention was ever called into 
question. Rather, each of the military campaigns (from most limited to most expansive) were deemed 
doable given the vastly superior air forces of the United States, and the woefully outmatched North Korean 
defenses on the ground and lack of air forces with which to confront the U.S. The follow-on risks of a 
wider war however, though grave, were insufficient as far as the available evidence demonstrates, to 
prevent the Administration from continuing to pursue the military option. See Sigal 155 quoting National 
Intelligence Officer for Warning Charles Allen, who briefed the president on the escalation risks on this 
point. 
169 Carter and Perry, Preventive Defense, 123–4. 
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move towards the use of force in North Korea given the Persian Gulf War, and that 

likewise, Clinton did pursue the military option to distract the U.S. population from the 

government shutdown that occurred during his tenure.  

With Bush, though it is easy to imagine another military operation (especially 

such a sizable one) drawing resources away from any potential North Korean endeavor, 

the timing does not match up. The Gulf War occurred from August 1990 to February 

1991, and both before and after the war the Bush Administration had ample time to 

respond to the challenge of North Korea, had it seen fit. First, when the high explosives 

testing was discovered in late 1989 / early 1990, this was almost a year prior to Iraq’s 

invasion of Kuwait. Also, after the war concluded, the Bush Administration had almost 

two years left in its tenure to consider military options. During both time periods (and in 

the intervening months) there is no evidence of any desire on the part of President Bush 

to undertake even the consideration of military action. Had his threat perception 

warranted it however, we would have expected the discussions occurring at this time to 

reflect Bush’s desire to use force and confront the North Korean threat. That they did not 

reveals not that the Gulf War was an unwelcome distraction from the real problem of 

North Korea, but rather that Bush’s attention was focused on Iraq and not on the DPRK’s 

nuclear program.170 Furthermore, that Bush was willing to use overwhelming force in the 

new post-Cold War environment, suggests that there would have been no reason to be 

weak in the Korean context, had he seen fit. The U.S. had and used the freedom of 

mobility ushered in by the new world order, but Bush specifically chose not to draw upon 

this freedom in the case of North Korea. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
170 This theme is discussed in the next chapter, which explores U.S. counter-proliferation behavior vis-à-vis 
Iraq. 
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Likewise, for Clinton, we would similarly have expected private internal 

administration deliberations, now declassified, to reveal his true sentiments, i.e. that it 

was political and not national security considerations for the intervention preparations 

under way in mid-1994. While it is possible that these materials have just not yet been 

released for public consumption, given the lack of evidence thus far and more 

importantly Clinton’s documented views regarding North Korea, this is at best a weak 

claim. Most significantly, because the government shut down does not occur until late 

1995 and into 1996, temporally this argument gains no traction.  

An additional rival explanation focuses on the role that the end of the Cold War 

had on counter-proliferation decision-making. Specifically, one could argue that 

Clinton’s behavior and willingness to consider force was driven by a post-Cold War 

environment where the world had come to recognize the dangers of proliferation with a 

now loose and unprotected former Soviet arsenal, and that it was this that conditioned 

Clinton’s behavior rather than his individually-held beliefs. This is at best a weak 

argument, however, given that if such learning did occur following the end of the Cold 

War, then Bush should have likewise internalized or at minimum recognized a new norm 

in the world system that said proliferation was dangerous and meriting serious action in 

response. Had this been the case, in the 2+ years of the Bush Administration that 

occurred after the end of the Cold War, we would have expected Bush to demonstrate 

some element of this recognition. Especially given continuously improving intelligence 

on and consensus regarding the nature of the North’s nuclear intentions, this alternative is 

problematic. Furthermore, because Bush was president both immediately prior to and 

immediately after the end of the Cold War, this provides an analytical opportunity where 
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we would have expected him to address a change in the threat environment with the 

disappearance of the Soviet Union, either because a new threat (proliferation) emerged, 

or because an opportunity presented itself when the Soviets disappeared. That Bush did 

not engage on either element, speaks against the end of the Cold War doing any causal 

work.  

Finally, one could make the argument that the decision-making environment 

under the Bush and Clinton Administration’s is qualitatively different given that the 

North Koreans do not withdraw from the NPT until under the Clinton Administration 

making the consideration of force premature under Bush’s tenure. Certainly it is the case 

that the facts on the ground were changing in this case between 1990 and 1994, more so 

than one would prefer for the purposes of a perfectly analogous comparison.171 However, 

the intelligence discoveries from 1989 to 1991 should have been sufficient for the Bush 

Administration to show some increased level of alarm once the extent of the North’s 

proliferation attempt was revealed. Furthermore, the withdrawal of spent fuel that 

occurred in 1989 under the Bush Administration is analogous to the 1993 / 1994 

withdrawal that took place during the Clinton Administration, providing an opportunity 

to see how both administration’s responded to the same on-the-ground situation. That the 

Bush Administration’s only response was a policy review and a strategy of engagement 

suggests that even these developments were insufficient to elevate the situation to one of 

a potential threat to the security of the United States which might have warranted the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
171 It is important to note that in the Chinese case, a more perfect comparison results from the assassination 
of President Kennedy, yielding an exogenous-shock, whereby facts on the ground remain as close to 
constant as possible from the first time period to the second, with the exception of the change in leadership 
which no one could have predicted. This allows for a much stronger demonstration of the causal impact of 
leader beliefs relative to the North Korean case. At the same time, it is important to demonstrate that the 
argument carries into the contemporary period even if it does so imperfectly given the changing 
international environment and the data limitations previously described. 
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consideration of a forceful response. Conversely, Clinton and his team viewed this action 

as incontrovertible evidence of the North’s intentions to weaponize and took the 

necessary steps to consider the military option. Given this comparison, I argue that the 

threat perceptions of Bush and Clinton and specifically the threat they perceived from 

nuclear weapons in the hands of the North Koreans were sufficiently different, that even 

had Bush been re-elected president in 1992 and presided over the crisis period in 1993 / 

1994, the consideration of force was still unlikely to have taken place. Thus, in the North 

Korean case, as with China previously, the leader-centric argument offers the most 

compelling explanation for when leaders will consider military force as a counter-

proliferation strategy.  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has demonstrated how Clinton’s pessimism regarding the 

consequences of nuclear proliferation generally, and threat posed by North Korea’s 

pursuit of a nuclear weapons program specifically, led Clinton to focus on non-

proliferation from the outset of his presidential administration and to consider preventive 

military force in an attempt to forestall the North’s program. This is especially clear in 

contrast to Bush’s views on these same issues. Despite worrisome developments with the 

North Korean nuclear program during his tenure in the Oval Office, Bush’s beliefs 

regarding proliferation by the North and low overall level of concern for nuclear issues 

led to a much more sanguine response, as expected by the leader centric model.   

 The years since 1994 have witnessed a return to many of these same issues, as 

under George W. Bush (from 2003 to the North Korean nuclear test in 2006), military 
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options were once again under consideration. Subsequent to their test, the North has 

continued its nuclear development, testing, and export of ballistic missiles with 

increasingly long range capabilities. This combination of nuclear ability and long-range 

missile capacity radically undermines the fragile stability of the region and makes the 

risks of escalation quite severe. Especially given the raging disputes between the key 

actors in East Asia (over territory, historical animosity, etc.), the North’s belligerence 

continues to pose a grave threat to U.S. interests and to allies as well. Despite a peaceful 

resolution to the crisis in 1994, the same issues continue to plague the region and 

challenge policy-makers confronting North Korea. 

Nevertheless, the preceding analysis has demonstrated the value of examining the 

prior and early beliefs of two American presidents and their impact on the counter-

proliferation decision-making they undertook at the end of the Cold War and in its 

immediate aftermath. Despite the evidentiary challenges associated with working with 

recent history, even preliminarily, this chapter has shown, like in the case of Communist 

China, the value of the leader-centric model and its ability to travel from the height of the 

Cold War to thirty and forty years later. The next chapter turns to a different region and 

an even newer temporal environment and examines how Presidents George H.W. Bush, 

Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush each dealt with Saddam Hussein and his pursuit of 

nuclear weapons in Iraq. 
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Chapter 5: George H.W. Bush, William J. Clinton, George W. Bush, and Iraq’s 
Nuclear Program 
 
Introduction 

 This chapter explores three consecutive episodes of U.S. – Iraqi interaction 

concerning Iraq’s nuclear weapons program, spanning from 1989 to 2003. It argues that 

U.S. counter-proliferation behavior vis-à-vis Iraq throughout this period can be explained 

by the threat perceptions of America’s 41st, 42nd, and 43rd Presidents. In particular, 

understanding the Gulf War, Operation Desert Fox, and the 2003 Iraq War requires 

understanding how George H.W. Bush viewed Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait as a challenge 

to both regional and global stability as well as a threat to vital American interests; how 

repeated Iraqi violations of the international inspections regime caused Bill Clinton, for 

whom the threat from weapons of mass destruction (WMD) was particularly salient, to 

attack its weapons programs; and lastly, how George W. Bush’s pre-presidential focus on 

rogue states and WMD threats was exacerbated by September 11th, leading him to 

conclude that containment and deterrence no longer worked to protect American national 

security in the post-9/11 environment. Taken together, these beliefs help us to explain 

how three times over the last fifteen years the U.S. has taken counter-proliferation 

military action against Iraq and its nuclear program under the leadership of three 

consecutive American presidents.  

 

Methodological Note 

 Methodologically this chapter is different from the previous two empirical 

chapters in that it looks at three consecutive presidents confronting the same adversary, 

but it does so with longer periods of time passing between each episode under analysis. 
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Because of this, it relaxes a key facet of the research design of this manuscript which 

attempts to isolate the role of individual leaders by holding the passage of time and by 

extension, the on-the-ground development of the nuclear program as constant as possible. 

Despite this, there are reasons both theoretical and empirical that make this an important 

case for analysis. Specifically, this case offers the opportunity to conduct cross-sectional 

analysis comparing Bush and Clinton’s behavior in the previous chapter on North Korea 

to their decision-making on Iraq. Second, it offers a preliminary test of the model’s 

generalizability to a new, but related empirical environment, what I term “opportunistic 

preventive war.” Third, it provides a chance to explore the generalizability of my 

argument over time seeing to what extent the leader-centric theory offers traction in the 

post-9/11 environment. Finally, this chapter is historically significant as the 2003 Iraq 

War is the most recently concluded instance of U.S. counter-proliferation decision-

making, and thus worthwhile to examine. 

 By including chapters on both Iraq and North Korea, the analysis includes a cross-

sectional component, allowing me to explore how the same leaders, George H.W. Bush 

and William Clinton dealt with a second instance of proliferation during their 

administrations. This is significant in that it allows me to explore the relative levels of 

importance of my two independent variables and also see to what extent an individual 

leader’s behavior is consistent across cases. To preview what follows, both presidents 

demonstrate relative consistency of views regarding nuclear proliferation in the Iraq and 

North Korea contexts. And, as I argue, that Bush intervened in Iraq but not in North 

Korea reflects his heightened threat perception regarding the former and almost total lack 

of concern for the latter. Clinton, on the other hand, carried his sensitivity to proliferation 
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concerns over to a new context and perceived significant threat emerging from Iraqi 

WMD behavior, as he had also in the North Korean context. 

Second, Iraq offers an important test of my models’ generalizability across 

empirical arenas. I argue that the Persian Gulf War is not a typical case of preventive war 

as a counter-proliferation strategy despite much of the literature treating it as such,1 and 

therefore it is not precisely analogous to the other cases in the manuscript. Rather, the 

Gulf War is what I call an “opportunistic preventive war” where nuclear and other WMD 

sites were targeted during the course of a wider military intervention. While different, it 

is important nevertheless to explore this case in order to elucidate its differences from a 

standard case of preventive war as it has been defined in this manuscript.2 Moreover, the 

Gulf War episode is significant in that it sheds light on the role of leader beliefs in a 

slightly different empirical circumstance. Though not offering a full analysis of this new 

context, even the preliminary exploration lends continued credence to the view that this 

model is generalizeable beyond the narrow preventive war milieu to a different type of 

military intervention.  

 Lastly, whereas the North Korean case explored the model’s generalizability 

beyond the Cold War, this Iraq chapter offers an initial look at generalizing to the post-

9/11 environment. While my model offers only a partial success, whereby George W. 

Bush’s prior beliefs about proliferation and threats successfully predict consideration of 

military force, September 11th seems to play some role in getting Bush to order the use of 

force itself. An explanation for how shocks of this magnitude affect strategy preferences 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 See for example, Fuhrmann and Kreps, “Targeting Nuclear Programs in War and Peace”; and Goldstein, 
Preventive Attack and Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
2 Recall from Chapter 1 that I define preventive military force as the state sanctioned use of force that 
occurs when a state attacks because it feels that in the longer term it will be attacked by or will suffer 
increasing relative strategic inferiority because of an adversary’s acquisition of nuclear weapons. 
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is beyond the scope of my model and my analysis here, but may be an area for future 

research.  

Empirically, it is also worth noting that the 2003 Iraq War is the most recently 

concluded case of U.S. preventive military action against an adversarial proliferant, and 

as such, its exploration is worthwhile in and of itself.3 Especially considering that the 

U.S. spent ten years and billions of dollars in blood and treasure conducting the war, even 

a preliminary investigation is important for helping to shed light on the lead-up to the 

campaign. My analysis does not debate the veracity or merits of the war’s justification, 

instead it takes the Bush Administration at its word during the run up to the intervention 

when it described precisely the preventive counter-proliferation logic as the motivation 

for action. Thus, this episode is consequential as a final test of the leader-centric model in 

the newest case of U.S. counter-proliferation intervention. 

 Before proceeding, it is worth noting that while this case examines three 

Presidents, it does so in an unequal manner. As Chapter 4 offered an extensive 

exploration of George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton’s pre-presidential beliefs, they are not 

rehashed here in this chapter. Rather, the key points are reiterated below prior to the 

discussion of the Gulf War and Operation Desert Fox. Finally, with George W. Bush as 

the most recent former U.S. President, the data limitations are acute. While the George 

W. Bush Presidential Library opened to the public in April 2013, there is an extremely 

limited amount of material available for documentary research and the overwhelming 

majority of it concerns domestic political issues of no relevance to the analysis here. In 

addition, as such a short amount of time has passed since Bush left office, only a very 

few contemporaneous accounts are available for scholars to work with in their research. 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 The United States – Iran case is still in progress. 
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Nevertheless, it is important to conduct a preliminary investigation into Bush’s pre-

presidential beliefs and counter-proliferation decision-making with the materials 

currently available. Especially because the shock of the September 11th attacks occurred 

during the Bush 43 Administration, it allows for a second opportunity to assess the 

impact of major exogenous events on a leader’s beliefs regarding proliferation, threats, 

and deterrence, as the Cold War’s end did under the previous Bush Administration. In 

this instance, as I will argue below, both WMDs and rogue regimes were salient threats 

for Bush prior to his presidency and before 9/11; they only grew exponentially more 

worrisome and requiring of a new and preventive strategy in the aftermath of the 

September 11th attacks. 

 

Plan of the Chapter 

 This final empirical chapter documents the belief profiles of Bush, Clinton, and 

Bush according to the leader-centric model and highlights their similarities and 

differences along core concepts of the argument. In doing so, it demonstrates how the 

beliefs of three American Presidents affected how they behaved once in executive office 

and confronted a proliferation challenge from Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. In order to do so, 

the chapter proceeds as follows. First, it quickly revisits the belief profiles of George 

H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton along the key variables of the leader centric argument. Next, 

it examines the discrete events of the Gulf War and Operation Desert Fox to see to what 

extent their beliefs influenced the counter-proliferation decision-making as it occurred. I 

make no attempt to compare both leaders to both events as empirically the events 

happened in isolation and do not span the consecutive administrations. In other words, 
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Bush is only relevant for the Gulf War and the same is true for Clinton and Operation 

Desert Fox, affording me only the opportunity to explore their individual beliefs on the 

individual episodes. Finally, the chapter offers a preliminary assessment of George W. 

Bush and his pre-presidential and early presidential views regarding proliferation, 

deterrence, and threats in the international system. In light of this assessment, I offer the 

theoretical expectations for Bush as predicted by the model, and subsequently explore 

how much traction is offered in the context of the 2003 Iraq War. A final section 

discusses alternative explanations and offers preliminary conclusions.  

 

Nuclear Weapons and Threat Perception 

 The argument of this manuscript says that a leader’s pre-presidential beliefs 

regarding nuclear proliferation and the threat posed by a specific adversary, generally and 

once armed with nuclear weapons, will determine how that leader is likely to act once in 

executive office and facing a nuclear aspirant in process of going nuclear. The 

independent variables capture, first, a leader’s views of the consequences of nuclear 

proliferation generally, and second, their perception of the adversary – what threat they 

pose to the United States, if any, and what their regime type, state, type, goals and 

intentions suggest about their likely behavior and deterrability once they are nuclear 

armed. Combining the value of these two explanatory variables offers a prediction about 

how likely the leader is to consider preventive military intervention once in presidential 

office and confronting a specific instance of proliferation. 
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The U.S. and Iraq’s Nuclear Weapons Program 

 Like most of what occurred in post-coup Iraq, Saddam Hussein was the driving 

force behind Iraq’s nuclear weapons project. Iraq’s nuclear weapons program began with 

the creation of the Atomic Energy Commission in January 1959 and ended when Hussein 

was removed from power by the American invasion in 2003. To get off the ground, the 

Iraqi program required outside assistance from a variety of actors. First, in the mid-1960s, 

the Soviets agreed to provide Iraq with nuclear research facilities, including a small, two-

megawatt research reactor. Operations began at Tuwaitha for this effort in late 1967 or 

early 1968.4 Later, in August 1976, Iraq inked a deal with France’s nuclear industry for 

two additional reactors, which the French dubbed Osiraq, after their Osiris-class reactor 

design. While Iraq’s nuclear efforts in the 1970s did not particularly concern the 

Americans, the same cannot be said of Israel and Prime Minister Menachem Begin who 

viewed the developments as an existential concern for the state of Israel and subsequently 

ordered the bombing of the Osiraq facility on June 7, 1981.5 

 Intelligence assessments conducted in the bombing’s aftermath using CIA 

satellites in both 1981 and 1983 concluded that it would take Hussein years to 

reconstitute the program.6 Importantly, however, the assessments also agreed that his 

ambition to do so remained despite the costly effort required. While much of Iraq’s 

program went underground following the Israeli attack, the program continued to expand 

in size, diversification, and sophistication. In 1986, the United States was aware that the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Richelson, Spying on the Bomb, 318. 
5 For a brief discussion of the bombing campaign see, ibid., 321–22; See also Perlmutter, Handel, and Bar-
Joseph, Two Minutes over Baghdad; Raas and Long, “Osirak Redux?”; Claire, Raid on the Sun. 
6 Richelson, Spying on the Bomb, 333–4, Director of Central Intelligence, Interagency Intelligence 
Assessment, Implications of Israeli Attack on Iraq, July 1, 1981, page 3, available at 
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000211961.pdf. 
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Chinese had conducted a feasibility study of Iraq’s nuclear weapons capabilities at four 

different locations projecting a completion deadline of 1990. In the aftermath of the Iran-

Iraq war, the CIA set out to do its own assessment, concluding that nuclear weapons were 

essential from Iraq’s viewpoint to deter further Iranian aggression.7 Authored in 

December 1988, the assessment coincided with the American intelligence community 

growing more concerned with nuclear proliferation, and President Reagan personally 

interested in Libyan proliferation.8 

*** 

 The Persian Gulf War and its aftermath revealed to the international community 

just how far Iraq had proceeded in its nuclear weapons program. By this time, the 

Tuwaitha Nuclear Research Center was the hub of the project housing labs, centrifuge 

testing, uranium research and development, among many other components. The massive 

Tarmiya complex contained 400 buildings, including weapons design and assembly 

facilities, among many others.9 The war also spurred increased surveillance in the Gulf 

area as the U.S. and its allies wanted to keep better tabs on developments in the region, 

and this in turn led to additional understanding of Iraq’s WMD development. This 

occurred both via increased satellite over flights, but also the extensive inspections 

campaign. Specifically, the post-war United Nations’ resolutions and legal regime were 

of critical importance in adding to the international community’s understanding of Iraq’s 

program. Among other items, the post-war legal apparatus barred Iraq from having a 

WMD arsenal, constructed the United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM) to 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 Central Intelligence Agency, Iraq’s National Security Goals: An Intelligence Assessment, available at 
http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB80/wmd02.pdf  
8 Richelson, Spying on the Bomb, 337. 
9 Ibid., 348–9. 



 243	
  

ensure Iraq’s compliance in not possessing the ability to produce WMD, and led to nearly 

a decade of weapons inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency to identify 

and dismantle the components of the program. Through these inspections and via the 

testimony of a variety of Iraqi defectors over the years, the United States and the world 

learned much more about the extent of Iraq’s progress towards becoming a nuclear 

weapon’s state. This process was by no means easy, however, as the inspectors were 

nearly constantly harassed, their work obstructed, and documents and materials moved 

about inside and out of the country, as Hussein attempted to keep the sensitive material 

away from international observation. Saddam’s obstruction peaked in 1998 when he 

brazenly kicked the inspection teams out of the country, terminating any semblance of 

cooperation with UNSCOM, and leading the United States to intervene militarily in 

Operation Desert Fox. 

*** 

 In the aftermath of Desert Fox, a 1999 U.S. report titled, “Reconstitution of Iraq’s 

Nuclear Weapons Program: Post Desert Fox,” claimed that while UNSCOM had 

successfully demolished much of Iraq’s nuclear program, it still maintained the basis for 

reconstitution – both in terms of scientific knowhow and materials. The report estimated 

it would take Iraq approximately 5 – 7 years to manufacture sufficient quantities of the 

necessary highly enriched uranium (HEU) for a bomb, though a crude bomb could be 

assembled within a one-year time frame, particularly if an external actor provided Iraq 

with the necessary HEU.10 In October 2002, the National Intelligence Council repeated 

this assessment, claiming that if left unchecked, Saddam would have nuclear weapons by 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 “Reconstitution of Iraq’s Nuclear Weapons Program: Post Desert Fox,” 
http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB129/part3-icnuclear.pdf  
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the close of the decade.11 Around the same time, British intelligence concurred with the 

American estimate, saying that Iraq continued to work on its WMD program, was 

attempting to purchase dual-use technologies from abroad, and as the U.S. feared, had 

tried to acquire uranium internationally.12 By the fall of 2002, no one knew precisely how 

close Saddam Hussein was to acquiring a nuclear weapons capability, but the growing 

fear was that once he did, he could dominate the Gulf region, could threaten the United 

States, and could pass the technology to terrorists bent on targeting the United States or 

its interests abroad. It was with this in mind that the United States invaded Iraq in the 

spring of 2003 ending both Saddam’s reign and his country’s pursuit of nuclear 

weapons.13 

  

President George H.W. Bush 

 As described in detail in Chapter 4, George H.W. Bush paid no particular 

attention to nuclear weapons or nuclear proliferation during his pre-presidential career. 

Mostly confident in the deterrent strength of the U.S. military, especially following the 

nuclear modernization and defense build-up presided over by Ronald Reagan and 

continued by Bush himself, Bush instead worried about threats to the international system 

in the form of challenges to international peace and stability and aggression from one 

state towards another. Having served in World War II in the U.S. Navy fighting the axis 

powers, Bush internalized a fear of falling dominos, first while combating the spread of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 Central Intelligence Agency, “Iraq’s Continuing Program for Weapons of Mass Destruction,” available 
at http://www.dni.gov/files/documents/Iraq_NIE_Excerpts_2003.pdf 
12 Intelligence and Security Committee, Iraqi Weapons of Mass Destruction – Intelligence and 
Assessments, available at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/272079/5972.pdf  
13 George W. Bush, “Address to the Nation on Iraq,” Cincinnati, Ohio, October 7, 2002, transcript available 
at http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=73139&st=&st1= 
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fascism and later while witnessing the American loss in Vietnam. To foreshadow what 

follows, these issues will be salient in the Iraq context in 1990 and 1991. Unlike in the 

previous chapter where North Korea was not a relevant actor for Bush during his pre-

presidential period and only a minor concern with its later attempted nuclear 

proliferation, Iraq posed a much more significant challenge to his sensibilities, originally 

for reasons having nothing to do with nuclear proliferation. Ultimately, following a 

failure of deterrence, the nature of the Iraqi challenge would drive him to military 

intervention. It is worth noting that Bush developed a growing concern with nuclear 

proliferation and the threat thereof only following the discovery of Iraq’s advancing 

nuclear weapons capabilities. And yet, despite this, the threat from North Korea’s nuclear 

program received no consideration of military action. As I argue below, this difference is 

explained by the fact that Bush perceived Iraq as far more threatening to the United 

States and the world community, both as a general matter, and especially once armed 

with nuclear weapons. 

 

George H.W. Bush and Iraq’s Nuclear Weapons Program 

Whereas North Korea was not of major concern to George H.W. Bush either prior 

to or really during his Presidential administration, Iraq on the other hand was a salient 

aspect of American foreign policy considerations. Like North Korea, Iraq’s nuclear 

program was not salient for Bush during the pre-presidential period, but it did grow as a 

priority as the Administration continued. While chemical and ballistic missile 

proliferation entered Bush’s consciousness first, only as President and with continued 

revelations about Iraq’s nuclear developments, did he begin to understand the nuclear 
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component of the broader challenge from proliferation. Moreover, what focused Bush’s 

attention was Iraq’s hostile invasion of Kuwait as it upset the balance of power and 

stability in the Gulf region and also exposed the progress of Iraq’s nuclear capability and 

revealed the extent of Iraq’s duplicity with the international community. 

 Even before Saddam invaded neighboring Kuwait, he was a challenge for the 

international community. As one Bush biographer noted, “No key American policymaker 

doubted he was a thug – but he still did not pose a threat to the balance of power in the 

region.14 At the same time, President Bush did not yet connect the danger of Iraq to the 

challenge of nuclear proliferation. Rather, nuclear proliferation, while regrettable, seemed 

to him an inevitability the world community would need to come to terms with: “Nuclear 

weapons capabilities are proliferating, much to my regret and the regret of everybody 

here. And inevitably, high-tech weapons will fall into the hands of those whose hatred of 

America and contempt for civilized norms is well known. We will continue to work hard 

to prevent this dangerous proliferation. But one thing is certain: we must be ready for its 

consequences. And we will be ready.”15  

At the same time, Bush reaffirmed his commitment to continuing the policy of the 

Reagan Administration on Iraq, seeking “normal relations between the United States and 

Iraq that would serve our long term interests and promote stability in both the Gulf and 

the Middle East.” But he warned simultaneously, that any illegal use of chemical or 

biological weapons would lead to economic and political sanctions. Similarly, violations 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14 Naftali, George H.W. Bush, 101. 
15 Remarks and a Question-and-Answer Session at a Luncheon Hosted by the Commonwealth Club in San 
Francisco, California, February 7, 1990, United States, President (1989-1993  : Bush), and Office of the 
Federal Register, Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, George Bush, 173. 
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of IAEA agreements in the nuclear realm would do the same.”16 Thus at least initially, 

Bush sought to contain and manage the challenge from Iraq both generally and where 

weapons were concerned. 

 American anxiety over Iraq’s illicit weapons arsenal did not begin with the 

invasion of Kuwait. Instead, Iraq was known as a “leader” in chemical weapons 

production since the Iran-Iraq War during which Saddam sought to perfect and utilize his 

growing arsenal. Later, he would twice use these weapons on his own people, first in 

1988 against the Iraqi Kurdish population and again in 1991 against a popular uprising 

inside Iraqi territory. As was discussed in chapter 4 and will be addressed below, these 

issues were of particular concern for Bush who worried explicitly in both public and 

private about the dangers of the proliferation of chemical weapons.  

Thus, throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s, American nonproliferation 

concerns about Iraq expanded from mostly chemical and biological, to include a nuclear 

weapons component. The scope of Iraq’s nuclear development especially became more 

clear, as the United States learned more about the extent of the projects via the Soviet 

collapse.17 Of major concern to American decision-makers, especially in the run up to the 

Gulf War was Hussein’s chemical and biological arsenal, both of which he had used 

previously on the battlefield and against his own citizens.  

The situation took on new meaning, however, for President Bush and his national 

security team, when in March 1990, the U.S. intercepted a shipment of nuclear-related 

devices en route for Iraq. According to Bush and Scowcroft, this was when the 

proliferation concerns regarding Iraq took on a specifically nuclear nature: “In addition to 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
16 National Security Directive 26, October 2, 1989, George Bush Presidential Library, available at: 
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/pdfs/nsd/nsd26.pdf  
17 Goldstein, Preventive Attack and Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
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the strident anti-Israel rhetoric, there emerged disturbing signs that Iraq was still seeking 

to develop weapons of mass destruction. In March we uncovered and successfully 

blocked its attempt to procure—illegally—triggering devices, which could be use for 

nuclear weapons… Later, in July, we intercepted at dockside in New Jersey special 

tungsten furnaces which could be useful to their nuclear weapons program.”18  

As Bush himself said, “The arrest … raises once again the administration’s deep 

concern about the issue of nuclear proliferation in the Middle East. Nuclear proliferation, 

along with the proliferation of chemical and biological weapons and intermediate range 

missiles, continues to pose serious threats to U.S. interests, as well as the interests to our 

friends in the region….”19 The intelligence community, early to recognize the challenge 

for what it was, warned of the dangers of Saddam’s expansionist tendencies. National 

Security Advisor Scowcroft said Saddam was a major threat to the vital interests of the 

United States dating all the way back to the Carter Doctrine of 1980 where President 

Carter articulated that, “An attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian 

Gulf will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the U.S. And such an assault 

will be repelled by any means necessary, including military force.”20 Powell, writing 

after his time in office, described how Iraq possessed the fourth largest military power in 

the world, and was worried that “hanging like a specter over the desert was the Iraqi 

biological arsenal and Saddam’s feverish drive for nuclear capability.”21  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
18 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 307. 
19 Statement on the Seizure of Nuclear Weapon Component Shipment to Iraq, March 28, 1990, United 
States, President (1989-1993  : Bush), and Office of the Federal Register, Public Papers of the Presidents of 
the United States, George Bush, 429. 
20 Woodward, The Commanders, 230. 
21 Powell, My American Journey, 493. 
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Thus prior to the Gulf War, there was a growing sense of concern for Bush and 

his national security team regarding the WMD program of Saddam Hussein. Recall 

however, that I coded Bush in the previous chapter as a weak proliferation optimist, given 

his relatively limited concern for nuclear proliferation. While his concern for these 

matters was growing as 1990 progressed, specifically as new information about Iraqi 

WMD is revealed, his views did not change sufficiently prior to the Gulf War as to 

warrant a change in my coding of his general views about nuclear proliferation. At the 

same time, Bush was more concerned with the threat posed to the Gulf region and to the 

United States by Iraq’s aggression and hostility. Recall, however, Bush’s calm attitude 

towards the North Korean nuclear program as described in the previous chapter. While 

certainly Bush is more vocal about the dangers posed by Iraq’s nuclear program, what 

strikes him as more consequential is the rest of Iraq’s bad behavior. This is what seems to 

be driving the difference between how Bush viewed the North Korean and Iraqi 

situations prior to events unfolding. Given the relatively heightened salience of the Iraqi 

threat, both generally and regarding WMD issues prior to the Gulf War, the theoretical 

expectations of the leader-centric model are captured below. Specifically, I expect Bush’s 

weak, but growing concern for proliferation and specific concern for the threat from Iraq 

to lead Bush to consider the use of preventive military force as a counter-proliferation 

strategy.  
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Theoretical Expectations George H.W. Bush  

Table 11 

President George H.W. Bush and Iraq’s Nuclear Program 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1)                                Low  

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2)                                                        High 

Expectation – Likely to Consider the Use of Force                                    DV = 1 

 

The Gulf War 

 Concern about Iraq’s consistent petulance turned to shock for the U.S. and the 

international community, when on August 2, 1990 Hussein invaded neighboring Kuwait. 

This turn of events caused Former Secretary of State Baker to quip, “Practically 

overnight, we went from trying to work with Saddam to likening him to Hitler.”22 

American policy would take shape over the coming days and weeks, but according to his 

daughter, on the day of the invasion, Bush himself said, “I did know for sure that 

aggression had to be stopped and Kuwait’s sovereignty restored,”23 suggesting a 

heightened sense of alarm and focus immediately following this radical turn of events. 

On August 3rd, Bush’s National Security Council met to review the CIA’s report 

of the situation, which argued that Iraq’s invasion posed a threat to the current world 

order and risked a long-run negative impact on the global economy.24 It ushered in a 

variety of administration efforts to confront Hussein. An executive order freezing Iraqi 

and Kuwaiti assets in the U.S. went further, adding a WMD component to the traditional 

balance of power components articulated above: “Saddam had chemical and biological 

weapons programs and had used chemical weapons against the Iranians as well as the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
22 Baker and DeFrank, The Politics of Diplomacy, 331. 
23 Koch, My Father, My President, 335. 
24 Woodward, The Commanders, 237. 
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Kurds in his own country… More ominous we knew he was attempting to build a nuclear 

weapons capability, although our intelligence estimates on the amount of progress he had 

made varied widely.”25 Formally codifying the initial shift in policy beyond the executive 

order, National Security Directive 45, articulated that Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait put, 

“vital U.S. interests at risk,” and stated that the U.S. would defend those interests 

“through the use of U.S. military force if necessary and appropriate.”26 On August 5th, 

the team traveled to Camp David to discuss military options, including augmented air 

power, and details like how long it would take to put the proper number of troops on the 

ground to repel any Iraqi attack.27 Though the Gulf War would not begin for a few 

months time, it is evident that potential military responses to the invasion were under 

discussion almost immediately along with additional efforts to compel Saddam to 

withdraw from Kuwait and back down in the face of the international community. 

Offering a glimpse into their motivations at the time and also highlighting the 

failure of deterrence that occurred to catalyze the administration into action, Scowcroft 

and Bush wrote, “We need not, indeed should not, become embroiled in every upheaval, 

but we must help develop multilateral responses to them. We can unilaterally broker 

disputes, but we must act… when major aggression cannot be deterred, as in the Persian 

Gulf.”28 Further addressing the failure of deterrence or Saddam’s apparent lack of 

deterrability, in a Joint Address to Congress on September 11, 1990, Bush said, “Our 

interest and role in the Gulf was not transitory. It predated Saddam and would outlast 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
25 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 305. 
26 National Security Directive 45, August 20, 1990, Subject: U.S. Policy in Response to the Iraqi Invasion 
of Kuwait, Bush Presidential Records, George Bush Presidential Library, available at: 
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/pdfs/nsd/nsd45.pdf  
27 Bush, All the Best, George Bush, 476. 
28 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 565–6. 
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him. We had to deter future aggression, to assist in the self-defense of our friends, and to 

curb the spread of weapons of mass destruction.”29 

As summer turned to fall, Bush clarified both publically and privately his personal 

view of Saddam. Dictating to his personal diary following the invasion, Bush described 

Saddam as radical.30 A few weeks later, referring to Hussein’s deliberate placement of 

hostages in harms way, Bush wrote privately of Saddam’s “blatant disregard of 

international law” and called him a “cruel and ruthless dictator.”31 In a November letter 

to Fahd bin Abd al-Aziz al Saud, King of Saudi Arabia, Bush wrote, “I am proud that we 

are standing shoulder against Iraq’s evil dictator, Saddam Hussein.”32 This is remarkable 

in that in a series of private correspondences, Bush calls the Iraqi leader cruel, ruthless, 

and evil. It is especially noteworthy when we recall that in the previous chapter, Bush 

referred to Kim Il Sung of North Korea as “ridiculous” demonstrating the divergent 

views President Bush had of the two leaders. 

Harkening back to Bush’s original threat salience, as the crisis in the Gulf 

escalated and troops were stationed in the region in the hopes of coercing Saddam into 

compliance with an international sanctions regime by then in place, Bush spoke to U.S. 

troops describing the problem that they faced: “What we’re confronting is a classic 

bully… And every day that passes brings Saddam Hussein one-step closer to realizing his 

goal of a nuclear weapons arsenal. And that’s another reason … our mission is marked by 

a real sense of urgency. … In World War II, the world paid dearly for appeasing an 

aggressor who could have been stopped early on. We’re not going to make that mistake 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
29 Ibid., 371. 
30 Bush, All the Best, George Bush, 476. 
31 Ibid., 478. 
32 Private letter to Fahd bin Abd al-Aziz al Saud, King of Saudi Arabia, November 22, 1990, ibid., 490. 
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again. We will not appease this aggressor.”33 This signifies that the nuclear component 

was one, but only one aspect of the threat from Saddam. Also relevant was the threat 

from aggression and the regional consequences of Saddam’s actions, including the 

analogy to World War Two. Others have elsewhere argued that Bush’s military service 

shaped his worldview and how he learned to respond to threats in the international 

system, and this episode demonstrates consistency in that which he found threatening.34 

As Engel claimed, Kuwait mattered less to Bush than the principle of sovereignty and the 

practical effect of its loss on the region.35 Inaction would allow the regional dominos to 

fall, not necessarily because Iraq would digest them one by one, but because it would 

cause a strategic realignment where others would look to Saddam for leadership as the 

U.S. returned to pre-WWII isolationism and hid from a leadership role. 

While traveling in the region, Bush put an even finer point on the nuclear angle of 

the threat from Saddam, saying “[T] hose who would measure the timetable for Saddam’s 

atomic program in years may be seriously underestimating the reality of that situation and 

the gravity of the threat. … You know, no one knows precisely when this dictator may 

acquire atomic weapons, or exactly who they may be aimed at down the road. But we do 

know this for sure: he has never possessed a weapon that he didn’t use.”36 This suggests a 

more grave threat in Bush’s mind and a direct link to the developing preventive angle, 

whereby postponing action would be dangerous in that it would introduce the possibility 

of confronting a nuclear-armed adversary at some point in the future. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
33 Remarks to American and Coalition Troops in the Persian Gulf Area on Thanksgiving Day, November 
22, 1990, Bush, Speaking of Freedom, 154. 
34 See among others, Naftali, George H.W. Bush; Halberstam, War in a Time of Peace. 
35 Bush and Engel, The China Diary of George H.W. Bush, 454–5. 
36 Remarks to Allied Armed Forces Near Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, November 22, 1990, Bush, Speaking of 
Freedom, 163. 
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Returning to the salience of World War II, we find an extensive paper trail of 

Bush’s comments on the issue, both in public and in private, and by third party observers 

who make the same connection. In the run up to war and while making private notes to 

himself for an August 8, 1990 televised address to the nation, President Bush indicated 

the connection he perceived between history and present day. As a diary entry jotted prior 

to a speaking engagement indicates, Bush wrote: “tightened up language to strengthen the 

similarity I saw between the Persian Gulf and the situation in the Rhineland in the 1930s, 

when Hitler simply defied the Treaty of Versailles and marched in. This time I wanted no 

appeasement.”37 Writing in his memoirs, Colin Powell noted a similar connection, saying 

that Bush had taken to demonizing Saddam: “We are dealing with Hitler revisited” and “a 

tyrant unmoved by human decency.”38 In a January 2, 1991 interview with journalist 

David Frost, Bush himself said that peace was possible if the coalition stood up to 

Saddam, as had been necessary when the world confronted a similar evil previously: “It 

won’t happen if we compromise. When you have such a clear case of good and—good 

versus evil. We have such a clear moral case … It’s that big. It’s that important. Nothing 

like this since World War II. Nothing of this moral importance since World War II.”39 

Privately, Bush wrote to his children on New Year’s Eve 1990 of the burden he felt in 

sending soldiers to war, “My mind goes back to history: How many lives might have 

been saved if appeasement had given way to force earlier on in the late 30s or earliest 

40s? How many Jews might have been spared the gas chambers, or how many Polish 

patriots might be alive today? I look at today’s crisis as “good” vs. “evil.” Yes, it is that 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
37 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 340. 
38 Powell, My American Journey, 491. 
39 Woodward, The Commanders, 344. 
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clear.”40 Here once again Bush linked the threat from Saddam to the threat facing the 

United States in World War II and underscored the need to avoid appeasing a dictator and 

meet the challenge with strength and resolve.  

Thus, the above indicates the continued salience for George H.W. Bush of the 

lessons of World War II, and later domino theory, in the Gulf Policy he oversaw.41 While 

it is not the threat from nuclear proliferation driving Bush’s behavior (which confirms my 

argument that this was not initially salient for Bush now or previously), it was his views 

regarding WWII and confronting aggression that are useful for demonstrating Bush’s 

consistency of perspective across time. At the same time, the nuclear angle was added to 

a long list of the Bush Administration’s justifications for war as the campaign 

approached. As Chapter 4 explored, the same issues that were salient for Bush’s threat 

perception early, later emerge as a significant driver of Bush’s policy choices for 

confronting Saddam Hussein. Specifically, for Bush, the dangers of appeasing dictators 

and backing down in the face of aggression carried great risks both to the U.S. and to 

international peace and stability. While Kuwait had no intrinsic value to U.S. interests, 

the principle, the political, and the economic effect of its loss to the broader region and 

international community were of a much greater magnitude from President Bush’s 

perspective. This is remarkable both for the consistency Bush demonstrated over time, 

but also in contrast to North Korea, where no such threat salience was evident, despite 

their similar attempt to go nuclear. It is also significant in that it exposes how the 

different values of the model’s explanatory variables led to different outcomes (no 

consideration in North Korea, consideration (and war) in Iraq) when one American 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
40 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 435. 
41 Bush and Engel, The China Diary of George H.W. Bush, 455. 
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President confronted two adversarial proliferants during his tenure in office and viewed 

the threat they posed to the United States quite differently. 

 When President Bush addressed the nation on January 16, 1991, announcing 

military action in the Persian Gulf, he enumerated a list of weapons of mass destruction 

being targeted during the course of the operation: “As I report to you, air attacks are 

under way against military targets in Iraq. We are determined to knock out Saddam 

Hussein’s nuclear bomb potential. We will also destroy his chemical weapons facilities. 

Much of Saddam’s artillery and tanks will be destroyed…While the world waited, 

Saddam sought to add to the chemical weapons arsenal he now possesses an infinitely 

more dangerous weapon of mass destruction—a nuclear weapon.”42 Indeed, throughout 

the course of the campaign, allied forces targeted Saddam’s command, control and 

communications systems, air defense and radar installations, SCUD launching sites, 

Iraq’s nuclear reactor, production and storage facilities for both chemical and biological 

weapons, and various facilities associated with Iraq’s Republican Guard.43 Beyond this 

target list, the overarching goal of Operation Desert Storm was to expel Iraqi troops from 

Kuwait, restore Kuwait’s sovereignty, and return to the status quo ante according to the 

international legal boundaries that had existed previously.44 While I have argued that this 

case is slightly beyond the empirical universe of this project, for reasons articulated 

earlier in the chapter, it nevertheless exhibits, in an opportunistic way, the use of 

preventive war as a counter-proliferation strategy, as state-sanctioned military force was 

used to forestall Iraq’s nuclear program. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
42 Address to the Nation Announcing Allied Military Action in the Persian Gulf, The Oval Office of the 
White House, Washington, DC, January 16, 1991, Bush, Speaking of Freedom, 166–7. 
43 Woodward, The Commanders, 330–31. 
44 For a more detailed accounting of the decision-making in the Gulf War, see Woodward, The 
Commanders. 
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Following Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait on August 2-4, 1990, initial American 

deliberations regarding the appropriate response did not focus on WMD. Instead, 

decision-makers centered their attention on Saddam’s “naked aggression” and potential 

ability to control a major portion of the global oil supply, and they were determined to 

oppose him. According to Lyle, however, as an ancillary concern, at least for some 

members of the Bush Administration, Secretary of Defense Cheney and National Security 

Advisor Scowcroft in particular, control over more oil meant more money for the Iraqi 

regime to spend on his WMD programs.45 

This focus expanded, however, shortly after the invasion, with sanctions failing to 

coerce the Iraqi regime to withdraw from Kuwaiti territory, and following continuing 

revelations about the nuclear aspects of Hussein’s expansive WMD efforts that were 

already of significant concern. The intervention initially designed to restore Kuwait’s 

sovereignty became additionally focused on WMD proliferation.46 Thus the Gulf War is 

rightly considered an episode in counter-proliferation as the Coalition targeted Iraq’s 

WMD installations to degrade Saddam’s capabilities and prevent him from future WMD 

use. This suggests something akin to a “better now rather than later attitude” for not 

wanting to fight a more sophisticated WMD capable Iraq at some point in the future,47 

but only as one of a variety of justifications for the war itself.48 As Scowcroft wrote 

himself after his time in office, “The core of our argument rested on long-held security 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
45 Goldstein, Preventive Attack and Weapons of Mass Destruction, 129; Bush and Scowcroft, A World 
Transformed, 305. 
46 As described above, the U.S. knew of Saddam Hussein’s nuclear program beginning at least in the 
1970s. It was only in 1990 and 1991, however, with intrusive inspections and then coalition troops on the 
ground that the extent of the weapons program became clear. 
47 Goldstein, Preventive Attack and Weapons of Mass Destruction, 130. 
48 The Persian Gulf War is not the only instance of an “opportunistic preventive war.” Though I have not 
done the analysis to date, the Allied intervention against the Nazi nuclear weapons program during World 
War II seems to offer another important example. I plan to investigate this and additional cases in a spin-off 
article project. 
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and economic interests: preserving the balance of power in the Gulf, opposing 

unprovoked international aggression, and ensuring that no hostile regional power could 

hold hostage much of the world’s oil supply. President Bush, appalled by the evidence of 

Iraqi atrocities, added the Hitler, holocaust, and morality arguments….”49 Confirming my 

assertion in the introduction to this chapter, preventing the spread of nuclear proliferation 

was not central to the American intervention; rather it was opportunistically added to the 

justification thereof.  

At the same time, this intervention was the result of President Bush’s prior beliefs 

and threat perception: Bush focused early on threats to international stability, saw a need 

to stand up to aggressive dictators with expansionist tendencies, and was particularly 

concerned with Iraq’s frequent and open hostility to the U.S., its neighbors, and the 

region as a whole. For this reason, while I include the Persian Gulf War for analysis here, 

I do so as an “opportunistic preventive war,” one different from the majority of the other 

cases. Thus, this episode highlights the utility of focusing on prior leader beliefs for 

predicting later intervention behavior, even if the nuclear aspects were not the main 

driver of U.S. intervention policy. While admittedly complicated, this case confirms my 

argument that Bush did not find the threat of nuclear proliferation compelling alone, and 

only once it was married with the threat from Iraq and its egregious invasion of Kuwait, 

was he compelled to act. This episode is additionally significant, as an initial signal of the 

model’s generalizability beyond the narrow counter-proliferation context to opportunistic 

preventive wars.  

 The Persian Gulf War ushered in a slow change in perspective for many including 

President Bush, regarding the dangers of nuclear proliferation. To that end the President 
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ordered his administration to investigate new ways of thinking about this issue. One clear 

manifestation of this new attention was the negotiation of the Strategic Arms Reduction 

Treaty, START, which pledged to cut 23000 operational nuclear warheads down to 8000 

by 2003.50 As Bush and Scowcroft described subsequent to their tenure in office, 

reaching the START agreement “was a momentous and exhilarating moment: we had just 

reached a historic agreement to reduce our arsenals by several thousand of the deadliest 

of our nuclear weapons.”51 Elsewhere, there were additional signs of a growing 

commitment to mitigate the dangers of nuclear weapons proliferation. As one 

consequence of the Soviet Union’s dissolution, new republics of Kazakhstan, Ukraine, 

and Belarus were born into statehood with tremendous nuclear arsenals. It was especially 

the loss of physical control of the weapons that was of specific concern: “While the 

specific danger to the United States was fairly remote, we did worry that these states 

could pose a host of new security, control, and proliferation problems for one another as 

well for themselves and those republics around them.”52 Despite this, as I argued in 

Chapter 4, this newfound interest had its limits as it did not carry over to embody a 

newfound focus on North Korea’s nuclear program, which remained a low-level concern 

for the duration of the Bush Administration even after the Gulf War. This suggests that 

while Bush did recognize a challenge from proliferation in the Gulf context, the change 

in perspective is limited with other issues – stability, aggression, etc. – remaining much 

more consequential in his mind. Absent these other challenges, North Korean nuclear 

weapons in particular, did not constitute a significant threat from Bush’s perspective. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
50 Powell, My American Journey, 541. 
51 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 508. 
52 Ibid., 544. 



 260	
  

 Though not formally testing alternative explanations here, it is worth mentioning 

a few likely possibilities. First, one might argue that the Bush Administration possessed 

an excessively convivial decision-making style and that a bureaucratic political logroll 

occurred such that all key players’ goals were met with the Persian Gulf invasion. The 

record, however, does not support this notion, as like in most foreign policy 

circumstances, it is rare that a true consensus actually develops among the key players. 

Elsewhere scholars have demonstrated how Bush’s presidential style was to listen to his 

key advisors debate the issue at hand, and then chose his preferred strategy. Indeed, this 

is what happened with Iraq as well as there was no singular administration view of the 

best strategy forward.53  

 In the lead up to the campaign, President Bush and National Security Advisor 

Scowcroft traveled to Bush’s home at Walker’s Point to discuss the American response to 

Iraq’s actions. While fishing on August 23, 1990, it was discussed that not everyone on 

the national security team shared the president’s view that it was time to consider using 

force to drive Saddam out of Kuwait. Secretary of State Baker was reluctant to 

contemplate the use of force, as he favored diplomacy and sanctions to get the job done. 

When the decision was finally made for force though, he did not back away from it, he 

simply would have preferred more time to let the non-military means run their course. 

Secretary of Defense Cheney on the other hand recognized that sooner or later the 

mission would require force, and in many ways was ahead of the military on this. His key 

concern, however, was to ensure that the operation could be successful, before 

advocating forcefully for this option.54 For their part, the military itself did not try to 
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avoid force, though Joint Chiefs of Staff Powell, having learned like most of his 

generation the negative lessons of Vietnam, wanted to be sure the job was done correctly 

and without half-measures getting in the way.55 Baker and Powell were alike in many 

ways on this – preferring deal making to confrontation, and containment to preventive 

action. Powell, though, did not ultimately advocate containment, recognizing that 

patience was not the order of the day. While neither was thrilled with the decision to 

intervene, once the decision was made, they supported the President and his 

determination.56 In the end, it was President Bush and NSA Scowcroft who led the 

charge for military intervention, with Bush ultimately acting as “decider-in-chief.” And 

once his decision had been made,57 in late 1990, the rest of his team fell into place with 

their support. 

 Second, one might argue that the Bush Administration did not see the 

consideration or use of preventive military force against Iraq’s nuclear program as 

necessary given doubts that the program would succeed. Indeed, a 2012 book by Jacques 

Hymans exploring the degree of internal institutionalization across states to explain their 

proliferation efficiency suggests that Saddam’s nuclear program would have failed even 

without repeated U.S. military interventions.58 Specifically, Hymans argues that in the 

run up to the Gulf War, U.S. estimates on the Iraqi project’s timeline ranged from six 

months to 10 years,59 and newly revealed details of the inner-workings of the regime and 

nuclear program suggest that even this was generous given extreme inefficiency and 
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mismanagement.60 While Hymans’ description of a downward trajectory for the program 

as a whole is interesting, as of yet, it cannot be demonstrated with archival material that 

the Bush Administration was thinking along these lines prior to the military intervention. 

While it is possible that in the future such a claim could be supported, for now, the 

evidence reveals only that early on Bush was not personally attuned to the threat from 

Iraq’s attempt at nuclear acquisition, not that he recognized the program’s impending 

failure and thus chose to focus his attention elsewhere. 

 Thus President George H.W. Bush considered and used military force against the 

Iraqi nuclear infrastructure under the cover of the Persian Gulf War. Given Bush’s focus 

on Iraq as threatening to the region and to the United States, this is perhaps unsurprising. 

At the same time, the model did not predict the use of force (DV = 2), given that there 

was very limited pre-presidential concern for the dangers of nuclear proliferation, and 

that the overall level of threat from Iraq dramatically increased only after its invasion of 

Kuwait. Nevertheless, the model did correctly predict the consideration of preventive 

military force, which led to Operation Desert Storm and forestalled Iraq’s WMD 

programs, including nuclear. To reiterate however, this was not a preventive war akin to 

the others under analysis here. Instead, the operation’s main goals were restoring 

stability, combating aggression, and upholding international order, items of deep personal 

concern to President Bush. Confronting weapons of mass destruction and containing the 

proliferation of nuclear weapons especially were ancillary and only grew in salience for 

President Bush as time went on. Nevertheless, this episode is revealing both in historical 

terms for exposing how close Iraq came to nuclear weapons possession, and for 

demonstrating the traction the leader-centric model offers in a slightly different empirical 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
60 Hymans, Achieving Nuclear Ambitions, Chapter 3. 
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context. Furthermore, as mentioned previously, this episode is significant in showing the 

utility of the second independent variable – a leader’s threat perception of the specific 

adversary pursuing nuclear weapons – as different values produce different outcomes 

within the two empirical episodes of the George H.W. Bush Administration, North Korea 

and Iraq. 

 

President William J. Clinton  

 Recall from the previous chapter that President Bill Clinton demonstrated an early 

concern for the challenges of nuclear proliferation, in particular paying attention to the 

dangers posed by rogue regimes, non-state actors, and individual countries’ pursuit of 

illicit weapons, North Korea and Iraq among them. He was also quick to recognize the 

potential difficulties in transferring the state-based deterrence models from the bipolar 

Cold War international system to the post-Cold War and complicated world of non-state 

actors and rogue states. For Clinton, these issues were consequential both during his 

campaign for presidential office, through his first term in the White House, and grew in 

magnitude during his second administration.  

 Prior to becoming President, Clinton had repeated opportunities to discuss Iraq, 

given the events in the Persian Gulf just two years previously. Following Congressional 

authorization in 1991 for Operation Desert Storm, Clinton was asked how he would have 

voted. His response indicated a limited amount of support for the effort, but also a bit of 

hedging which is perhaps understandable for someone running for higher office: “I guess 

I would have voted with the majority if it was a close vote. But I agree with the 
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arguments the minority made.”61 Later, formally on the 1992 Presidential campaign trail, 

he took a more forceful stand, saying “I have agreed with President Bush on a number of 

foreign-policy questions. I supported his efforts to kick Saddam Hussein out of 

Kuwait…”62  

 Once President, Iraq, weapons of mass destruction, and the challenges from 

terrorism continued to resonate with the newly elected administration. First, following an 

April 1993 visit to Kuwait by former President Bush and former Secretary of State Baker, 

and the discovery of an assassination plot linked to the Iraqi intelligence services, Clinton 

ordered a military mission in response.63 On July 27, 1993, 23 TLAM missiles flattened 

Iraqi intelligence headquarters in Baghdad, sending a message to the Iraqi regime that 

behavior such as theirs was not to be tolerated by the new administration.64 At the same 

time, Clinton maintained an overarching containment strategy, relying on the sanctions 

regime imposed after the Gulf War and the no-fly zones constructed to enforce the 

weapons inspections regime designed to keep Iraq without a WMD capability. Speaking 

at the commencement ceremony for the United States Military Academy in May 1993, 

Clinton brought the challenges of the post-Cold War environment and the dangers posed 

by Iraq together saying, “The end of the bipolar superpower structure leaves us with 

unfamiliar threats, not the absence of danger…A particularly troubling new element … is 

the proliferation around the globe of weapons of mass destruction and the means to 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
61 Clinton, My Life, 435. 
62 Clinton et al., Preface to the Presidency, 112. 
63 Western, Selling Intervention and War, 182–3. 
64 Chollet and Goldgeier, America between the Wars, 184. 
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deliver them…as we discovered in Iraq, surging stocks … have enabled outlaw nations to 

extend the threat of mass destruction a long way beyond their own borders.65 

 More formally, the Clinton Administration recognized that the threat posed by the 

Iraqi regime to the national security and foreign policy interests of the United States had 

continued since the Gulf War a few years previously. Specifically, in July 1994, President 

Clinton authorized the extension of President Bush’s national emergency declaration 

from August 1990, citing the “unusual and extraordinary threat” Iraq posed.66 

 As the Clinton years progressed however, the dangers in Iraq took a more 

ominous turn as Hussein’s meddling began to escalate. In October 1994, Saddam moved 

80,000 Iraqi troops to the Kuwaiti border and demanded the lifting of the sanctions that 

were squeezing his regime. In response, Clinton ordered 50,000 American troops to 

Saudi Arabia to deter a repeat invasion.67 Though the escalation was only temporary, it 

was a harbinger of more confrontation to come. 

  

Theoretical Expectations Bill Clinton 

In light of Clinton’s clear proliferation pessimism, explicit concern for Iraq’s 

proliferation attempts, the threat he perceived from Iraq’s historically belligerent 

behavior, and his focus on rogue regimes and non-state actor threats, the model predicts 

Clinton will be highly likely to consider and use preventive military force as a counter-

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
65 Remarks at the United States Military Academy Commencement Ceremony in West Point, New York, 
May 29, 1993, United States et al., Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, William J. Clinton, 
781. 
66 “Continuation of Iraqi Emergency,” Office of the Press Secretary, July 19, 1994, Clinton Presidential 
Records Press Office, Folder # 18, Box 10, Iraq, Press Release Subject File OA 8691, Clinton Presidential 
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proliferation strategy against Iraq’s nuclear weapons program. This expectation is 

presented in Table 2 below. 

 

Table 12 

President Bill Clinton and Iraq’s Nuclear Program 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1)                                High  

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2)                                                        High 

Expectation – Highly Likely to Consider and Use Force                           DV = 2 

 

President Clinton and Operation Desert Fox 

President Clinton told Secretary of State Madeline Albright at the start of his 

second term in presidential office, that he wanted to pursue a more activist policy, 

perhaps embracing his role as a foreign policy president.68 At the same time, there was 

widespread recognition within the administration that their containment policy of Iraq 

was failing: Iraq was simply not a regional nuisance, rather it was a threatening country 

with a continuing weapons program that posed a very real danger to the national security 

of the United States.69 While containment was the official administration policy for Iraq 

at this time, there was internal recognition in the West Wing that the threat would not 

dissipate without Hussein removed from power. Indeed, the more conservative elements 

of the national security team, including Strobe Talbott and Paul Wolfowitz began 

contemplating the need to act beyond the failing sanctions strategy, even if acting mean 
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going alone and paying the associated costs, as the costs of inaction were mounting 

quickly.70  

Following continued difficulties with Iraqi intransigence, obstruction, and 

hostility, the Clinton administration began considering the use of force in 1997. Fed up 

with the intrusive weapons inspections, Saddam made repeated attempts to block their 

access to sites of interest in the Iraqi weapons and military installations, ultimately 

forcing the United Nations to withdraw their team on the ground. In response, Clinton 

threatened decisive military action unless the inspections team was permitted to return 

and resume their campaign immediately.71 U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan brokered 

a deal with Hussein allowing the inspections team to return to Iraq and have unfettered 

access, thus forestalling, temporarily, any need to further consider a military option.72  

The lull proved short-lived, unfortunately, as the deal brokered with Hussein 

collapsed following continued violations of the inspections agreement. In February 1998, 

the escalation continued, as Clinton issued a stark warning to the international 

community, saying: “If we’re serious about WMD being the biggest threat to the twenty-

first century, we’ve got to be ready to use force.”73 To that end, Clinton working in 

concert with British Prime Minister Tony Blair began considering the use of force to 

punish Hussein for his continued intransigence.74 Later, speaking at the pentagon, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
70 Ibid., 192. 
71 The preventive angle of the potential mission and the seriousness of consideration of the use of force by 
the Clinton Administration are documented in speech notes from November 1997: “Insert on Iraq for 
POTUS Remarks,” 11/19/97 11:45 am, “POTUS Insert on Iraq 11/19/97” [OA/ID 3378], Box FOIA 2006-
0459-F, Clinton Presidential Records: White House Staff and Office Files, National Security Council, Box 
32 of 39, Clinton Presidential Library. 
72 Western, Selling Intervention and War, 183. 
73 Chollet and Goldgeier, America between the Wars, 193. 
74 Branch, The Clinton Tapes, 498. Force is under consideration when Prime Minister Blair visited 
Washington in February 1998. In President Clinton’s Weekly Radio Address, the two leaders hope for a 
diplomatic solution to the crisis over Saddam Hussein’s pursuit of nuclear, chemical, and biological 
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Clinton warned of the “predators of the 21st century,” threats that “will be all the more 

lethal if we allow them to build arsenals of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons and 

the means to deliver them.”75 On Saddam Hussein’s Iraq specifically, Clinton said, “His 

regime threatens the safety of his people, the stability of his region, and the security of all 

of the rest of us.”76 While force was ruled out in the spring,77 the administration 

continued to pursue significant action, leading to the enactment of the Iraq Liberation Act 

that October, making regime change official American policy and offering 100 million 

US$ to support the Iraqi opposition. 

As if by clockwork, Hussein again violated the terms of the UN inspections 

regime the first week of November, kicking inspectors out of the country and casting 

doubt on the nature of his behavior behind closed doors. The UN Security Council voted 

unanimously to condemn Iraq’s “flagrant violations,” and Secretary of Defense Cohen 

went to the region to get support for air strikes. Demonstrating the serious nature of the 

situation, and the highest level of consideration taking place, the President secured 

Britain’s willingness to participate.78 He also spoke with Crown Prince Abdullah of 

Saudi Arabia obtaining the ability to use materials located on Saudi territory should it 

become necessary.79 Clinton likewise discussed the military campaign with French 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
weapons, but explain that force will be used, if necessary, to prevent the threat from materializing. 
“President William Jefferson Clinton Radio Address, The White House, February 6, 1998,” “Blair Radio 
Address 2/6/98” [OD/ID 3380], Box FOIA 2006-0459-F, National Security Council, Box 34 of 39, Clinton 
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75 Chollet and Goldgeier, America between the Wars, 195. 
76 Ibid. 
77 For a full articulation of the Administration’s concern with Iraq in February 1998, see “Iraq and the 
National Interest,” a speech given by National Security Advisor Samuel R. Berger,” available at “As 
prepared for Delivery” Samuel R. Berger Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, 
Washington, DC February 13, 1998, “SRB Iraq Speech 2/13/98 [OA/ID 3378],” Box FOIA 2006-0459-F, 
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78 Clinton, My Life, 827. 
79 Memorandum for Samuel R. Berger, November 2, 1998, from Joseph Marty, Subject: Briefing Memo for 
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President Jacques Chirac conveying that force was on the table if Saddam failed to 

comply with the UNSCOM mission.80 Though the National Security team traveled to 

Camp David on November 8th to deliberate and discuss options, the mission was called 

off when Saddam capitulated and once again agreed to let inspections continue. Golfing 

with his friend and later biographer, Clinton vented his frustration with Saddam and the 

merry-go-round style interaction that was happening with the international community: “I 

hate that son of a bitch… Saddam had his people terrorized … left alone, he would only 

get worse…”81 

Time ran out on the game of cat and mouse between Hussein and the international 

community that December, when Saddam again denied access to inspectors and 

Operation Desert Fox was launched on December 12th. Describing the threat from 

Saddam and his weapons programs to the United States, the region, and the world, 

Clinton said, “Earlier today, I ordered America’s armed forces to strike military and 

security targets in Iraq…. Their mission is to attack Iraq’s nuclear, chemical, and 

biological weapons programs and its military capacity to threaten its neighbors. Their 

purpose is to protect the national interest of the United States... Saddam Hussein must not 

be allowed to threaten his neighbors or the world with nuclear arms, poison gas, or 

biological weapons.”82 The mission was designed to target over 100 locations using 

tomahawk cruise missiles over a four-day campaign and coerce the regime into allowing 
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the inspection mission to continue unimpeded.83 As Clinton articulated it, the main 

objective was degrading Iraq’s WMD capability, but also to debilitate his hold on power, 

sending a strong message to both Saddam himself and his opponents within Iraq itself.84 

Recognizing that surgical strikes of this nature are by definition limited, as one can only 

target the known aspects of the program, the goal was articulated as setting the WMD 

program back two years, which according to Vice Chairman of the JCS, Air Force 

General Joseph Ralston, was accomplished after four days of strikes.85  

A number of private conversations that President Clinton had with leaders from 

around the world in the fall of 1998 demonstrate the high-level nature and personal 

concern with the mission at hand. It also suggests a high degree of consultation and 

cooperation between the United States and its allies abroad. Speaking to Crown Prince 

Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, Clinton said, “I wanted to call you to tell you that I have 

decided to take action against Iraq very soon. I have spoken with Prime Minister Blair, 

and the British will participate.” The call also described Clinton’s persistent dedication to 

the mission and the back and forth that had taken place between the world community 

and Saddam over the previous months. “On November 14, I called off a military strike to 

try one more time to find a peaceful solution. Then Iraq committed to provide full and 

unconditional cooperation as provided by UNSC resolutions. Since that time, Baghdad 

has repeatedly violated that commitment and consistently refused to provide documents 

and information, barred access and harassed inspectors, lied repeatedly and destroyed 
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documents.”86 Finally, on the eve of the mission, Clinton told President Mubarak of the 

nature of the mission and secured passage for the military campaign, “… but I think it is 

important to degrade his capacity to develop weapons of mass destruction and his ability 

to threaten his neighbors as much as possible…. I am grateful for your prompt clearance 

and for over-flights and Suez passage.”87 

En masse, these private calls demonstrate extensive executive consideration of the 

use of preventive military force over the fall of 1998. From the highest-level 

consultations with the National Security Council, to deliberations and cooperation with 

allies around the world, to conducting a joint military mission with British forces, this is 

clear evidence of executive level consideration and the use of force by President Clinton 

vis-à-vis the Iraqi nuclear weapons program. The mission, designed to degrade the threat 

from WMD to the U.S., the region, and to the world, also sought to demonstrate the 

serious level of commitment by the United States to the UNSCOM inspections regime 

and to non-proliferation more broadly.88 As predicted by the model, the serious 

consideration and use of preventive military force by President Clinton is unsurprising 

given his early concern for the dangers posed by Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and dedication 

to combating the proliferation of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction.  
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 Taking Chapters 4 and 5 in concert, it is fair to ask why Clinton used military 

force in Iraq but not in North Korea, especially as the leader-centric model predicted 

force to be likely in both instances. It is important to recall, however, that while the 

model directly predicts whether or not a leader is likely to consider military force, the 

actual ordering of the mission introduces many additional factors into the decision. Thus 

the model recognizes that these “contextual” elements must influence the actual decision 

to intervene. In the North Korean case in particular, I argue that Clinton did not use 

military force because in the 11th hour, just as he was making the decision to do so, the 

deal that would become the Agreed Framework was brokered between the United States 

and North Korea, and in June of 1994, took the use of force off the table. But for this 

negotiated outcome, both the record and members of the President’s Cabinet and larger 

National Security team who have addressed the issue suggest that Clinton would have 

ordered the military mission to forestall the nuclear threat from North Korea. Only time, 

and continued declassification of the decision-making documents from those tense days 

in June 1994 will allow us to know more definitively. Had this happened, it would have 

confirmed the theory’s expectations for both North Korea and Iraq. 

 

President George W. Bush  

 As mentioned at the outset, this section offers only preliminary conclusions 

regarding the importance of George W. Bush’s prior beliefs and no formal test of the 

model, given the unavailability of most primary source materials for the time period in 

question. Nevertheless, using only contemporaneous accounts, it can still offer an initial 

assessment of the case history in order to demonstrate the applicability of the theory to 
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this episode. Additionally, given recent U.S. history with Iraq, it may come as no surprise 

that Iraq was a salient feature of Bush’s pre-presidential views. This makes it quite 

difficult to demonstrate the counterfactual, that absent those 20-plus years of U.S. – Iraqi 

interaction and hostility, Bush would possess the same views of Iraq. At the same time, it 

was not a foregone conclusion that Bush would focus on the nuclear and weapons of 

mass destruction elements of the problem with Iraq, given there are so many potential 

features of the threat from which to choose. That other elites focused elsewhere and/or 

viewed the situation as less threatening to the security of the United States is evidence of 

that fact. Still, and especially with limited material, I cannot yet isolate the causal work of 

Bush’s views in leading him to intervene. While cognizant of this fact, it is still useful to 

include this last episode for exploration here both as it is the most recent case of U.S. 

counter-proliferation behavior, and for an initial post-September 11th test of the model’s 

generalizability, even if only to the point of correlation instead of causation. 

 Despite limited pre-presidential experience in international affairs, George W. 

Bush’s comments on the presidential campaign trail and early in his presidency reveal 

much relevant information for analysis. In particular, Bush expressed early identification 

of the threat from Iraq, often connecting the danger to its role as a rogue state and the 

threat of their WMD acquisition. Bush was explicitly lacking confidence in deterrence in 

a post-Cold War environment, and unambiguously linked his early desire to build a 

ballistic missile defense capability to the threat posed to the United States from rogue 

states and Iraq in particular. Though preliminary, to preview my argument, given Bush’s 

early proliferation pessimism, lack of confidence in deterring rogue actors and Iraq in 

particular, especially an Iraq armed with nuclear and other WMD, the theory predicts he 
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would have been highly likely to consider preventive military force as a counter-

proliferation strategy against Iraq specifically. Though beyond the strict scope of my 

theory and my prediction, 9/11 had the effect of hardening Bush’s beliefs about these 

issues, and this made him even less confident in deterrence. For this reason, in the 

aftermath of September 11th, the use of preventive military force became even more 

likely for President George W. Bush. 

 

George W. Bush’s Pre-Presidential Beliefs 

  While distancing himself from the more interventionist style of President Clinton, 

on the campaign trail for president in 1999 and 2000, Bush identified places around the 

globe warranting activism and expressed concern over particular threats in the 

international system that demanded action. Chief among them were the dangers posed by 

weapons of mass destruction and threats from states including China and Iraq. At the 

outset, Bush presented a rather conventional, state-based approach to international affairs, 

railing against “globaloney” or the post-Cold War tendency of people to concern 

themselves with globalization, disease, and other such transnational agenda items. 

Instead, Bush wanted to focus on major powers, state-based threats to U.S. national 

security, and protecting a clear set of national interests.89 He outlined a defensive policy, 

both limited in that it decried nation building as massively extending U.S. interests and 

causing excessive wear and tear on the military, but also expansive in that it called for 

new defense spending, in particular on weapons that could meet the modern-day threats, 

such as that posed by the rise of China.90 To that end, in the October 2000 Presidential 
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debates, Bush explicitly linked U.S. action to Iraq’s development of weapons of mass 

destruction and called for a ballistic missile defense capability that would protect against 

the Iraqi and other such threats. He also pledged to realign the U.S. force structure to 

better manage the post-Cold War environment and intended to invest in precision 

weapons.91 Debating in 1999, Bush took a forceful approach to Iraq insisting that there 

could be no easing of sanctions, but suggesting that he would try to negotiate to ensure 

that Iraq lived up to its previous agreements. However, Bush said if “in any way shape or 

form … he was developing any weapons of mass destruction, I’d take him out. I’m 

surprised he’s still there.”92  

 These pre-presidential remarks thus demonstrate an early focus on Iraq (among 

other states) as a locus for threats targeting the United States, as well as a healthy sense of 

proliferation pessimism. Also, they suggest something less then total confidence in 

deterring the 21st century threats now facing the U.S., and a need to combat them via the 

construction of a missile defense system to augment the U.S.’s deterrent capabilities for 

the new world. At the same time, Bush was hostile to what he saw as the overly 

interventionist style of the previous administration, and mostly sought a more defensive 

posture to protect the U.S. and its interests. Indeed, writing on behalf of the Bush foreign 

policy team in 2000, Bush’s eventual National Security Advisor and Secretary of State 

Condoleezza Rice, articulated a pro-deterrence and anti-interventionist attitude. As of yet, 

she said, there was no need to invade and overthrow Hussein or regimes like those of Iraq 

or North Korea generally, as they were “living on borrowed time, so there need be no 

sense of panic about them.” Instead, “the first line of defense should be a clear and 
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classical statement of deterrence – if they do acquire WMD, their weapons will be 

unusable because any attempt to use them will bring national obliteration.”93 Taken 

together this leads me to conclude that Bush was generally confident in deterring Iraq 

specifically prior to assuming presidential office, but also a general sense that 

strengthening the U.S. deterrent and containment capacity with advanced weapons 

systems was the best strategy forward for mitigating such threats and protecting the 

United States from those with nefarious designs.  

 Collectively, this yields a preliminary assessment of Bush’s pre-presidential 

beliefs as follows. First, I code Bush as a proliferation pessimist – focused on the dangers 

of rogue states pursuing nuclear weapons, and in particular their apparent inability to be 

coerced by traditional deterrence models. Second, prior to assuming office, Bush was 

focused on the dangers posed by Saddam Hussein’s Iraq – his failure to abide by 

previously signed agreements, his repeated historical challenges to the U.S. and 

international community, and his continued pursuit of weapons of mass destruction. 

Especially given that Iraq was among the main reasons Bush advocated an augmented 

anti-ballistic missile capability for the U.S., this suggests the Iraqi threat was significant 

for him even early on. At the same time, given his anti-interventionist attitude and 

confidence in deterring Saddam from attacking the United States directly, I expect Bush 

to be highly likely to consider military force as a counter-proliferation strategy, rather 

than be likely to use it. The theoretical expectations that derive from these views are 

represented visually below. 
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Theoretical Expectations George W. Bush 

Table 13 

President George W. Bush and Iraq’s Nuclear Program 

General Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation (IV #1)                                High  

Threat Posed by the Proliferator (IV #2)                                                         Low 

Expectation – Consideration of the Use of Force                                       DV = 1 

 

President Bush and the 2003 Iraq War 

 Transitioning to presidential office, Bush carried his foreign policy views from 

the campaign trail through to his early investments and activities. He maintained that the 

U.S. needed to focus on its relationships with major countries, concern itself with state-

based threats, and articulate a clear sense of American interests that would guide policy 

moving forward. He was firm in distancing himself from what he described as Clinton’s 

issues, including globalization, non-state actors, and terrorism in particular.94 

 At the same time, it was unclear at the outset exactly where the administration 

was heading on Iraq. Though Bush often spoke of Iraq’s rogue nature and pursuit of 

weapons of mass destruction, it was ambiguous what exactly was the nature of the 

threat.95 While on one hand, Bush promised a tougher line on Iraq and towards Saddam 

in particular,96 he was simultaneously opposed, along with his team, to anything 

resembling nation building, which he had vociferously critiqued prior to entering office. 

In practice, he maintained much of the sanctions policy that the Clinton administration 

had put into place. From his perspective, former President Clinton had this to say about 

his perception of Bush’s mindset upon taking office, “He wanted to point out the bad 
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guys and lead a change. There are not many places in the world where that kind of 

leadership is going to work. Including Iraq, where I know he wants to take on Saddam 

Hussein.”97 This resembles other perspectives that describe an early administration 

discussion of good versus evil and where both were located around the world,98 though it 

fails to specify the problem precisely. Below the level of President Bush and the 

principals, other administration officials met regularly to discuss Iraq. Specifically 

Deputy National Security Advisor Stephen Hadley convened four deputies committee 

meetings during the spring and summer of 2001 to discuss Iraq and how best to support 

the Iraqi opposition. Though many meetings and memos purportedly resulted from this 

interagency process, a policy proposal never made it up to the President. Likewise, across 

the river at the Pentagon, a lot of “suppose we ever needed to have to do this” thinking 

took place, with Paul Wolfowitz reportedly spearheading the support for military 

intervention and regime change.99  

 Regarding nuclear proliferation and the dangers of WMD broadly, the Bush 

Administration was active early on these issues, engaging in a variety of policy initiatives 

to combat the threat they perceived. In his first speech to Congress in February 2001, 

Bush warned of the threat from “rogue states intent on developing weapons of mass 

destruction” and spoke of his increasing emphasis on counter-proliferation activities, 

including working towards a ballistic missile defense capability, and the creation of a 

“proliferation strategy, counter-proliferation and homeland defense directorate within the 
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National Security Council.”100 To that end, the new administration invested heavily in the 

Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Reduction initiative to combat the spread of loose 

nuclear weapons and materials, and focused on import and export controls to tighten the 

flows of technologies useful in weapons production. Subsequent to the 9/11 attacks, they 

would also join with other world leaders to establish the G8 Global Partnership Against 

the Spread of Weapons and Materials of Mass Destruction and the Proliferation Security 

Initiative to stop trafficking in WMD among state and non-state actors.101 Eventually, the 

U.S. would also abrogate their commitment to the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty paving 

the way for serious investment in missile defense. 

 Many have suggested that the September 11th attacks caused a major change in 

Bush’s thinking about the world from pre-9/11 to subsequently. My own view, based on 

the limited information we have available presently, is that rather than changing the core 

nature of the threats Bush perceived, 9/11 changed how proximate or imminent these 

threats were. This notion of idea assimilation is supported in the academic literature, 

where authors including Jonathan Renshon have demonstrated with Bush in particular, 

how pre-existing beliefs can become entrenched even following external shocks.102 

Additionally, whereas Bush’s pre-9/11 threat perception focused on state-based threats, 

9/11 introduced non-state actors into Bush’s lexicon as an actor to be reckoned with in 

the new world, in addition to the rogue elements of old. Regarding protecting U.S. 

national security, the biggest change 9/11 ushered in was in the appropriate response to 

threats in the international system – for Bush and his national security team, whereas 
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deterrence and containment were viable strategies for U.S. foreign policy previously, in a 

post-9/11 environment, challenges had to be dealt with preemptively, i.e. before they 

manifested and targeted the United States directly. As Bush said in a news conference 

just prior to the war in Iraq, “September the 11th changed the strategic thinking, at least, 

as far as I was concerned, for how to protect our country. My job is to protect the 

American people. It used to be that we could think that you could contain a person like 

Saddam Hussein, that oceans would protect us from his type of terror. September the 11th 

should say to the American people that we’re now a battlefield, that weapons of mass 

destruction in the hands of a terrorist organization could be deployed here at home.”103 

 In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, the Bush Administration was acutely aware of 

the dangers of additional terrorist attacks on the homeland and in particular the risk of 

WMD terrorism. In a national security briefing on September 14, 2001, the CIA warned 

of additional Al-Qaeda operatives inside the United States and their expressed desire to 

attack with biological, chemical, or nuclear weapons. For Bush, “It was hard to imagine 

anything more devastating than 9/11, but a terrorist attack with weapons of mass 

destruction would qualify.”104 The new threat environment set into motion a series of 

new initiatives for the administration. Key among them was tasking the Federal Bureau 

of Investigation with preventing attacks,105 suggesting a new-found focus on a preventive 

rather than reactive policy approach. Bush and his team also took the opportunity 9/11 

provided to act on one of their main campaign pledges, which was to build a viable 

ballistic missile defense program to protect the homeland against incoming ballistic 
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missiles. To that end, the Bush Administration announced in December its formal 

withdrawal from the ABM Treaty. As Bush described in his memoirs, “In the post Cold 

War era, the idea of shooting down incoming missiles became more attractive as worries 

spread about the nuclear programs of Iran and North Korea. The new fear was that 

terrorist groups could launch missiles bearing chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons. 

The fear became more real after September 11.106 While the first order of business would 

take American troops to Afghanistan to target the Taliban and Al Qaeda directly, in the 

weeks after September 11th, Bush pulled Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld aside to ask that 

he investigate the military options available for targeting Iraq, should it become 

necessary to use them at some point down the line.107 

 The threat posed by Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and its pursuit of WMD became that 

much more severe following the terrorist attacks. According to Rice, after 9/11, Saddam 

in possession of WMD in the world’s most volatile region was “a terrifying prospect.”108 

Indeed, subsequent to the terrorist attacks, Bush and Rice began receiving many more 

intelligence assessments, raw data, and incomplete analysis in order to ensure no one 

would miss anything that would be a threat. As Rice described the new environment, it 

“Had a powerful effect on Bush’s state of mind and on hers. She felt like she was 

constantly on edge, in a state of paranoia, but rational paranoia, even old threats – and 

Iraq would soon be one – took on new meaning. She was worried about … the terrifying 

prospect of another 9/11 on her watch. Bush shared her anxieties.”109 Thus in a post 9/11 

environment, the threat from Iraq’s pursuit of nuclear weapons became even more 
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dangerous a prospect to President Bush and his national security team, one that would 

require preventive action in the coming months of the administration. At the same time, 

Bush’s prior proliferation pessimism only grew more severe in a post-9/11 environment. 

 By 2001, Iraq was waging a low-grade war against the United States, firing 700+ 

times against American pilots surveying the No Fly Zone between 1999 and 2000.110 At 

the outset, the Administration focused on tightening sanctions and rhetorically (as 

described above), maintaining at least some focus on Iraq as one element of the larger 

nonproliferation campaign. When 9/11 hit, however, threats were reexamined and Iraq 

surged to the top of the list – “There were state sponsors of terror. There were sworn 

enemies of America. There were hostile governments that threatened their neighbors. 

There were nations that violated international demands. There were dictators who 

repressed their people. And there were regimes that pursued WMD. Iraq combined all 

those threats.”111 

Bush’s 2002 State of the Union Address addressed the new post-9/11 

environment and outlined the challenges confronting the United States therein. First, 

Bush said that the U.S. could only defend itself by taking on the proliferation challenge. 

Specifically, he put Iraq, Iran, and North Korea – the “axis of evil” along with their 

terrorist allies – on notice that the U.S. would “not stand by, as peril draws closer and 

closer. The United States of America [would] not permit the world’s most dangerous 

regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.”112 The speech went 

further, however, identifying the specific behaviors that were problematic: North Korea 
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was arming with missiles and weapons of mass destruction; Iran was aggressively 

pursuing weapons of mass destruction; and Iraq had plotted to develop anthrax, nerve 

gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade.113 

 Bush’s next major policy speech went further to fully articulate the resultant 

policy that was designed to mitigate the above threats. Addressing an audience at the 

West Point Military Academy, Bush described how deterrence meant nothing against 

shadowy terrorists with no land to defend, and containment was not possible against 

unbalanced dictators with WMD who can deliver them with missiles or give them to their 

terrorist allies.114 In doing so he unveiled what was to become the Bush Doctrine, 

spelling out the basic conditions for the use of preemptive war: where defense, 

containment, and deterrence do not apply, i.e. in a world of rogue states, WMD, and 

terrorist proxies, the U.S. must be forward looking and resolute, ready for preemptive 

action, and ready to defend both life and liberty.115 

 Formally codifying what President Bush had verbalized at West Point, in 

September, the Administration released a new National Security Strategy. Preemption116 

was the new foundation of American defense strategy and containment and deterrence 
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were relegated to the past as outdated modes of behavior.117 According to President 

Bush’s executive summary, “As a matter of common sense and self-defense, America 

will act against such emerging threats before they are fully formed.”118 Thus, no longer 

could the United States wait until threats emerged in the international arena; instead, 

challengers would be met head on, and cut off, before the danger manifested. 

At a more micro level, as time went on, Bush’s focus on Iraq intensified. In 

September, he told an audience at the United Nations General Assembly that Iraq was 

“aggressively pursuing nuclear weapons.”119 He said that there was evidence that 

Saddam Hussein was aiding and protecting terrorists and could provide those terrorists 

with weapons of mass destruction without detection by the international community. 

Bush also warned that in doing so, Saddam was brazenly defying the Security Council, 

intent on a robust weapons capability, and that this risked dramatically destabilizing the 

Middle East and posed a serious threat to all other nations.120 Elsewhere, he drew an 

explicit connection between Saddam and Al Qaeda and likeminded others who were 

intent on harming the United States. Saddam in particular, Bush said, could have nuclear 

weapons within a year, and would be in a position to pass them onto his terrorist allies.121 

 On the eve of war, the condemnation of Iraq and its leadership increased. 

Justifying the focus on Iraq, but not yet on Iran or North Korea, Secretary of State Donald 

Rumsfeld described that while there were “a number of terrorist states pursuing such 

weapons of mass murder today… as the president has made clear, Iraq poses a threat to 
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the security of our people, and the stability of the world, that is distinct from others.” He 

too rattled off the litany of Saddam’s offenses included invading his neighbors, launching 

ballistic missiles around the region, hosting terrorist networks and sponsoring their 

activities, giving up billions of dollars to pursue a WMD program, and repeated 

violations of 16 different United Nations resolutions.122 As NSA Rice described it in her 

memoirs, though some said Saddam would not risk transferring WMD to terrorists out of 

the fear that it could be traced back to him, Saddam’s established pattern of recklessness, 

penchant for miscalculating the international community’s responses to his behavior, and 

support for terrorism, together did not make it unreasonable that he could supply some 

group with a weapon to detonate inside the United States. Furthermore, Rice explained, 

Hussein had previously used WMD against his own population and against his neighbors, 

thus the WMD threat was not a theoretical one; “waiting until a threat explodes was not 

an option after the experience of 9/11.”123 Thus, for the Bush Administration, the threat 

from Saddam Hussein’s Iraq centered on his rogue nature, his (purported) connections to 

terrorists bent on targeting the United States, and his long-standing pursuit of nuclear and 

other weapons of mass destruction.  

Given Saddam’s demonstrated unwillingness to be deterred or coerced by the 

international community, the threat he posed with a nuclear weapon was too great for the 

administration to ignore in the aftermath of September 11th. In the eyes of the Bush 

Administration, what could once have been dealt with through deterrence now required 

proactive and preventive action. Verbalizing this sentiment, Rice said explicitly, “One 
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cannot reliably judge the intentions of an adversary, but Saddam had shown a willingness 

to act recklessly before. We didn’t believe that we had the luxury of inaction.”124 

President Bush himself addressed this gamble, citing a July 2003 administration report, 

saying that the Administration had been concerned during the initial war planning that 

Saddam had anthrax, botulinum toxin, aflatoxin, ricin, and unmanned aerial vehicles 

giving him more lethal means to deliver these weapons.125 Further, experience had shown 

he produced these weapons for their use, not just for the purpose of deterrence. “Given 

everything we knew, allowing Saddam to stay in power would have amounted to an 

enormous gamble. I would have to bet that either every major intelligence agency was 

wrong or that Saddam would have a change of heart. After seeing the horror of 9/11, that 

was not a chance I was willing to take.”126  

By New Year’s in 2003, Bush had made the final decision to go to war, when he 

told Rice that the inspections regime was not working and Saddam was growing more 

confident with time and not less. Moreover, U.S. troops were massing in the Gulf and 

they could not be kept there forever.127 Writing in a private letter to his father on March 

19, 2003, Bush said, “In spite of the fact that I had decided a few months ago to use 

force, if need be, to liberate Iraq and rid the country of WMD, the decision was an 

emotional one…”128  

Though most of the precise decision-making documentation from this period 

remains classified, what we do know from interviews and secondary source accounts 

provides information that is useful in beginning to build a framework for understanding 
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the process as it unfolded.129 Moreover, the contemporaneous accounts do confirm the 

President’s early request for military options (confirming the theoretical expectations of 

the model) and document his decision to go to war when the inspections regime failed 

definitively in 2003. That the war occurred is evidence of the use of force, making the 

observed dependent variable in this case a 2, going beyond the expectations described at 

the outset. As was discussed in the beginning of this section of the chapter, Bush’s pre-

presidential beliefs made him highly likely to consider the use of military force, as has 

indeed been observed. At the same time, the events of 9/11 had the effect of changing 

Bush’s views on the precise nature of the response required to the threats posed by the 

intersection of undeterrable rogue regimes and nuclear proliferation. In the post-9/11 

environment, no longer was containment and deterrence a viable option, and as the Bush 

Administration’s National Security Strategy revealed, preemption became the strategy of 

choice to mitigate proliferation challenges. In the aftermath of this change, the use of 

force became even more likely, beyond the simple consideration thereof.  

Though not formally conducting a test of alternative explanations in this chapter, 

there is one rival explanation worth addressing. This expresses a somewhat conspiratorial 

view of American decision-making and might argue that the 2003 Iraq War was a product 

of pre-conceived notions on the part of Bush’s Cabinet, many of whom had prior political 

positions inside the Cabinet of Bush 41, and had unfinished business, so to speak, with 

the Iraqi dictator. Indeed, Western says that many of the hardliners in the Bush 43 

Administration came into office intent on removing Saddam from power because of their 
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previous interaction.130 While there may be some truth to this notion, it would be 

surprising if high-level political figures of the sort embodied by Condoleezza Rice, 

Donald Rumsfeld, and Dick Cheney (among others) did not have Iraq on the mind in 

2001, given a full decade of his bad behavior vis-à-vis the international community, the 

UNSCOM inspections regime, and towards the U.S. specifically. Also, on some level, 

this confirms my argument that people have previously held beliefs that are consequential 

for their later decisions, though of course my model is formally relevant only to executive 

decision-makers. At the same time, it is hardly the case that there was uniformity inside 

the administration in beating the drums toward war or in believing that Hussein had a 

rapidly growing nuclear program. On the later point, the October 2002 National 

Intelligence Estimate addresses this issue, saying, “Iraq has continued its weapons of 

mass destruction (WMD) programs in defiance of UN resolutions and restrictions. 

Baghdad has chemical and biological weapons as well as missiles with ranges in excess 

of UN restrictions; if left unchecked, it probably will have a nuclear weapon during this 

decade.” But the report also contained an alternative view from the Assistant Secretary of 

State for Intelligence and Research (INR) saying that though the agency concurred on the 

chemical and biological weapons, there was insufficient evidence to confirm that Saddam 

was pursuing a nuclear program.131  

Furthermore, it is well known that Secretary of State Powell, among others, was 

opposed to the military intervention for much of the decision-making period, and only 

supported the effort as his view of his position demanded, once the President had decided 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
130 Western, Selling Intervention and War, 216. 
131 Rice, No Higher Honor, 169. See also, CIA, “National Intelligence Estimate: Iraq’s Continuing 
Programs for Weapons of Mass Destruction,” October 2002, available at 
http://www2.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB129/nie.pdf.  
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to intervene. Moreover, for the logroll version of this story to hold, it suggests that some 

group of individuals had conspired to first get George W. Bush to run for the presidency, 

second, appoint these anti-Iraq individuals to the highest positions in the Cabinet once 

president-elect, and finally, to support the mission to invade and overthrow Iraq not 

because he perceived the threat himself, but because they were telling him that Iraq posed 

a threat to the United States. While at present the documentary evidence is insufficient to 

disprove these notions entirely, I take a much less conspiratorial view of American 

politics than this hypothesis requires. This view also contradicts at least some of the 

secondary literature, which concurs that despite the early recognition that American 

policy was not working to coerce the Iraqi dictator into better behavior, Iraq was not a top 

priority, prior to the September 11th attacks.132 Even Vice President Cheney, who is often 

pointed to as the most conspiratorial and anti-Iraq of the administration, felt that targeting 

Iraq immediately after 9/11 would be counter-productive, as it would cause the United 

States to lose its moral high-ground after falling victim to the terrorist attacks.133 

The post-mortem on Iraq has yet to be written and the veracity of the 

Administration’s claims have been questioned or debunked, though the “truth” may 

remain unknown until the pertinent documents are declassified. Taking the President at 

his own words reveals that he felt that he was acting with the best interests of the United 

States at heart. As he writes in his memoirs, “seven years later, I strongly believe that 

removing Saddam from power was the right decision. For all the difficulties that 

followed, America is safer without a homicidal dictator pursuing WMD and supporting 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
132 Woodward, The Commanders, 12. 
133 Woodward, Plan of Attack, 25. 
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terror at the heart of the Middle East.”134 Additionally, he speaks of the change that 9/11 

brought to the international community: “Before 9/11, Saddam was a problem American 

might have been able to manage. Through the lens of the post-9/11 world, my view 

changed… I could only imagine the destruction possible if an enemy dictator passed his 

WMD to terrorists. With threats flowing into the Oval Office daily—many of them about 

chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons—that seemed like a frighteningly real 

possibility. The stakes were too high to trust the dictator’s word against the weight of the 

evidence and the consensus of the world. The lesson of 9/11 was that if we waited for a 

danger to materialize, we would have waited for too long.”135 So at the very least, 

President Bush believed that the threats posed by Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction, and 

nuclear program in particular, were sufficiently dangerous, that that costs of inaction 

were too grave for the United States to stand idly by. And as his beliefs (and later the post 

September 11th strategic environment) demanded, he acted accordingly.  

 

Conclusions 

 This chapter has briefly explored three consecutive American presidents, three 

sets of beliefs concerning nuclear proliferation, the threat from Iraq generally and with 

nuclear weapons, and three discrete instances of American consideration of the use force 

against Iraq. Though data limitations and the timing of history preclude a formal 

comparison across the three presidents and the three episodes, what we observe at this 

juncture demonstrates that pre-presidential beliefs and threat perceptions are salient for a 

president’s later counter-proliferation decisions once in executive office. Furthermore, in 
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conjunction with the previous chapter, this case helps to demonstrate the consistency of 

key beliefs held by George H.W. Bush and Clinton beyond the North Korean context. 

Importantly, given Bush’s limited early concern for nuclear proliferation, this chapter has 

highlighted the increased importance of the threat posed by the proliferator (IV #2). The 

threat Iraq’s intervention in Kuwait posed to stability, peace, and sovereignty compelled 

Bush to act and afforded him an opportunity to target Hussein’s WMD pursuits at the 

same time. For Clinton, his consistent proliferation pessimism and view of Iraq as 

threatening for the region and the United States, coupled with a decade of defiant and 

hostile Iraqi behavior, led to the American (and British) military intervention in 

Operation Desert Fox. Finally, with George W. Bush, this chapter documents that for 

those leaders with strong pre-presidential views, major events like 9/11 seems to have 

encouraged the hardening of those beliefs and a new, more proactive strategy to take root 

as a consequence of the new strategic environment. While Bush’s pre-presidential 

pessimism and view of the dangers of Iraq caused him to consider force, 9/11 appears to 

have catalyzed his willingness to intervene. 

At the same time, this chapter has just begun to skim the surface of what has 

happened between the United States and Iraq for the last decade and a half. Especially 

with George W. Bush, but with George H.W. and Clinton as well, scholars have much to 

learn about their views and the actions taken during each administration as the relevant 

archival material becomes available for research. For now, even preliminarily and in 

conjunction with the previous chapter on North Korea, what the above has demonstrated 

is that the leader-centric model offers traction in the post-Cold War strategic 
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environment, and to some extent in the post-September 11th world with the most recent 

case of U.S. counter-proliferation decision-making.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 
 This manuscript has argued that leaders and variations in their prior beliefs affect 

variations in counter-proliferation decision-making. Specifically, it has shown that 

presidents possess divergent prior beliefs about the systemic consequences of nuclear 

proliferation and the threat posed by an individual adversary both generally and once in 

possession of nuclear weapons. And it has demonstrated that these prior beliefs are 

leveraged once in executive office and lead to divergent strategy selections. Testing this 

argument in three instances of U.S. counter-proliferation decision-making – against the 

nuclear programs of China, North Korea, and Iraq – it has revealed that throughout the 

nuclear age, American leaders from John F. Kennedy to George W. Bush had 

individually-held views concerning the dangers of nuclear proliferation and the threat 

from specific instances of proliferation in the international system. 

John F. Kennedy had a heightened sensitivity towards nuclear weapons generally 

and was supremely concerned about China’s nuclear pursuit. As a result, he seriously 

considered military force to prevent it. Conversely, his successor, Lyndon Johnson, had 

far fewer concerns about nuclear proliferation and was not directly threatened by China’s 

attempted nuclearization. He therefore saw no such need for the consideration of military 

intervention. Later, Presidents George H.W. Bush and William Clinton exhibited a less 

extreme divergence of views, but still their distinctly held beliefs led to divergent policy 

preferences. Bush did not fear nuclear proliferation as a general matter, nor was he 

threatened by North Korean proliferation in particular. Thus he pursued a policy of 

engagement and conciliation towards the North during his Presidency. Clinton, by 

contrast, was deeply concerned about North Korea’s nuclear weapons’ pursuit, their lack 
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of deterrability, and the dangers of international WMD proliferation in a post-Cold War 

environment. To that end, he pursued a military option to target the North Korean nuclear 

program, and was prepared to use force against it had diplomacy not produced a 

negotiated outcome. Finally, three consecutive presidents used force against Iraq’s 

nuclear weapons program. Bush 41, by then only marginally concerned about the spread 

of nuclear weapons, had counter-proliferation as an ancillary goal for his wider campaign 

to remove Saddam Hussein from Kuwait and restore peace and stability to the Persian 

Gulf. Clinton, specifically concerned about nuclear weapons in the hands of Saddam 

targeted Iraq’s WMD facilities in 1998 following continuing Iraqi belligerence towards 

the U.S. and violations of the UN inspections regime. Finally, in the aftermath of 9/11, 

Bush 43 ordered the 2003 Iraq War because his worst fears – nuclear weapons in the 

hands of a rogue actor and state sponsor of international terrorism – seemed to coalesce 

inside the Iraqi state. 

 In each of the above cases, the divergent beliefs, their causal importance, and the 

consequential role of individual decision-makers has been documented through a precise 

process trace of history, a deep exploration of the documentary record as it exists thus far, 

and a careful qualitative analysis of the case history. In the coming years, I expect 

additional archival materials to be declassified and thus more work will be necessary, 

especially in order to further illuminate the decision-making processes as they occurred in 

the North Korean and Iraqi contexts. Nevertheless, what is available currently is 

significant in that it improves our understanding of counter-proliferation behavior and in 

particular the use of preventive war as a counter-proliferation strategy in the nuclear 

realm, thus addressing an important gap in the scholarly literature on this topic.  
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 The present manuscript has focused on preventive military force as a counter-

proliferation strategy, and established the importance of the leader-centric model of 

preventive war decision-making. The three U.S. cases explored provide strong evidence 

in support of the model. However, there are additional U.S. cases worthy of investigation 

and also additional actors in the international system that have considered and used 

preventive military force as a counter-proliferation strategy. Both as a test of the 

argument’s generalizability over time and across states, it is worthwhile to consider the 

utility of the model in these other contexts. First among them is an analysis of U.S. 

decision-making during the period of American nuclear monopoly before the Soviet 

Union acquired nuclear capabilities and immediately thereafter. As a very early instance 

of counter-proliferation decision-making under Presidents Truman and Eisenhower, and 

as a significant historical episode in the nuclear age, this is a key area for future research.  

In addition to the Soviet case, it is similarly important to move beyond the 

American context to explore the counter-proliferation behavior of other states to see to 

what extent the mechanisms of the leader-centric model travel elsewhere. Though 

preliminary research suggests the model does offer leverage in the Israeli context, more 

work is needed to know for sure and the cases of Israeli decision-making against Iraq, 

Pakistan, and Syria merit serious investigation. Though data and linguistic difficulties 

make it more challenging, there are also other non-Western actors in the universe of 

would-be or actual preventer states, including the Soviet Union, and India, to whom the 

model may very well apply. Further investigation into these instances is needed to know 

definitively to what extent the model is useful beyond the American decision-making 

arena. 



 296	
  

Furthermore, if Iran should acquire nuclear weapons, the model may be 

applicable to even more empirical episodes as other states seek their own domestic 

nuclear capabilities to balance Iran’s nuclear arsenal and other states in the international 

system contemplate stopping them. To that end, the leader-centric model offers testable 

predictions regarding which leaders in the international system, based on their prior 

beliefs, will be likely to pursue military force as a counter-proliferation strategy in the 

future. Additionally, the Iranian episode itself will provide an important analytical 

opportunity, once concluded, in that multiple consecutive American and Israeli leaders 

will have confronted the same proliferant for approximately 20 years.  A fine-grained 

analysis on both the U.S. – Iran dyad and the Israel – Iran dyad would offer a chance to 

process trace the mechanisms of the leader-centric argument in two contexts, under 

multiple consecutive administrations, inside two would-be preventer states affording the 

opportunity of an extremely rich exploration with potential variation both over time and 

across states. This last test of generalizability of the leader-centric model is especially 

important for the occasion to compare super-power decision-making to that of a key 

middle-power in the empirical universe of counter-proliferation.  

Beyond the narrow empirical area under exploration throughout the manuscript, 

however, there are reasons to believe that the model may offer analytical leverage 

elsewhere. Specifically, this project challenges the traditional focus on the state as the 

dominant actor in international affairs, and argues that leaders and their beliefs are 

significant even where the national security of the state is in question. As such, we should 

expect leaders and their prior beliefs to matter in many other areas of national security 

and foreign-policy decision-making. One such area requiring further scholarly 



 297	
  

exploration is understanding the preventive logic both as it concerns other types of 

weapons of mass destruction, and more generally. For reasons explained in the 

introduction, I am skeptical that chemical and biological weapons’ acquisition will cause 

similar preventive behavior, but perhaps the fear thereof may produce some policy short 

of war that is of scholarly concern and traceable to leaders’ divergent prior beliefs. 

Especially since there is empirical evidence to confirm that some leaders have early 

views regarding these weapons as well as for nuclear weapons, this is an area that 

warrants further investigation. Similarly, it is important to spend more time scrutinizing 

what I have termed “opportunistic preventive war,” i.e. military strikes against WMD 

facilities that occur during a larger military campaign. This is important both as a means 

to test the generalizability of the leader-centric argument to this related, but distinct 

empirical context, but also as a way to introduce analytical clarity into the preventive war 

literature, which does not possess a uniform definition of prevent war. Especially because 

there are other empirical episodes of significance, which some scholars consider 

preventive wars but that others do not (allied targeting of the Nazi nuclear program in 

World War II, the Iran-Iraq War, etc.), it is worth investigating further the extent to 

which these are similar in kind or different from the rest of the counter-proliferation 

universe. Lastly, the generic logic of preventive war remains unspecified in the literature 

and it is worth pursuing the role of leaders and their prior beliefs in preventive contexts 

beyond for counter-proliferation purposes. 

The manuscript’s empirical exploration has also raised important historical 

questions. Specifically, some have argued that 9/11 caused a fundamental change in the 

nature of the international system on par with the end of the Cold War and it is 
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worthwhile exploring to what extent this might be the case. The chapters on Iraq and 

North Korea, however, call this notion of belief change subsequent to shocks into 

question. Even with limited data, these cases have shown that the prior leader beliefs of 

relevance remained or were strengthened in the aftermath of a major shock: George H.W. 

Bush’s views on nuclear proliferation did not change after the Cold War ended, despite a 

popular belief that this event ushered in a new focus on the dangers of proliferation and 

“loose nukes.” Similarly, after 9/11, George W. Bush only seemed to grow stronger in his 

view that the intersection of rogue states and WMD proliferation was a major threat to 

U.S. national security, something he felt strongly about previously. This suggests 

considerable “stickiness” for individual leaders’ previously held beliefs, even following 

significant exogenous shocks, and confirms existing scholarship on the matter.1 At the 

same time, it remains unclear what the impact of shocks of this magnitude is on the 

frequency of specific strategy selections as leaders may become more or less likely to 

deploy certain strategies relative to others subsequent to such extraordinary events. More 

work (and more documentary evidence) is necessary before we can gain a better 

understanding of the role 9/11 played in belief change, strategy selection, and other topics 

of interest. In the same way that the end of the Cold War ushered in a new wave of 

international relations literature, scholars should focus on this first watershed event of the 

21st century until we can know more definitively. 

Finally, the leader-centric model argues that if we want to make predictions about 

how states might behave in the future, we should look at earlier points in an individual 

leader’s career for evidence of prior beliefs of consequence. In light of this, it is worth 

considering the extent to which the leader-centric model translates, even roughly, to 
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leaders below the level of the national executive. Are lower-level leaders, including but 

not limited to cabinet officials and members of the legislature, likely to have prior beliefs 

that are consequential for foreign policy decisions or outcomes of interest? Especially for 

Members of Congress in the United States, this is a difficult initial argument to make, as 

these individuals have a much more diverse set of considerations as they juggle local, 

domestic, and international political concerns simultaneously. At the same time, even at 

lower levels of office, people have prior beliefs that are likely to guide their decision-

making processes in difficult or uncertain environments and so it is worthwhile to 

investigate these matters further. Especially as Members of Congress and Governors 

might one day become president, it is of critical importance that we as concerned citizens 

(in addition to as scholars) pay attention to the beliefs they exhibit early in their careers 

since these may become relevant pre-presidential beliefs should they find themselves in 

executive office at some point in the future. As voters, we should take an active role in 

domestic processes and pay attention to voting records and views articulated on campaign 

trails because if an individual becomes president, these beliefs are likely to impact later 

presidential decision-making. Especially for military intervention decisions and counter-

proliferation behavior specifically, these policies are of significance for the population, 

the economy, and the polity as a whole.  

In conclusion, the analysis in this manuscript has shown that leaders and their 

prior beliefs about the consequences of nuclear proliferation in the global system and 

about the specific threat posed by a particular nuclear adversary are of the utmost 

importance for explaining a state’s counter-proliferation behavior. Though leaders have 

slowly returned to favor in the international relations literature more broadly, within the 
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nuclear proliferation and counter-proliferation scholarship, they have only just begun to 

emerge as an actor of significance. There is much more work that remains to be done for 

understanding their role and the role of their beliefs in other types of preventive war and 

other outcomes of consequence for international relations. Almost by definition, archival 

work will continue to evolve as new materials become available for scholars, including 

myself, to update what is contained in these pages and to continue the pursuit of 

understanding how decisions are made in areas of great scholarly interest. For now, it is 

evident that leaders and their prior beliefs are consequential in nuclear security decision-

making and if as scholars we ignore them, we do so at our own peril, as we risk 

overlooking a key actor and causal process in the international political arena. At the 

same time, we should remind ourselves that it is not foreordained that everyone will care 

equally about nuclear issues; American leaders both recent and historical have held 

divergent prior beliefs of consequence in the nuclear realm and we should expect this to 

continue into the future. 
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