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Remarks of Congressman Mike Rogers
Chairman, House Armed Services 
Strategic Forces Subcommittee

Presented to the 2017 Space Symposium

In the audience today is Gen William Shelton, USAF, retired, and Lt 
Gen Sam Greaves, USAF—both are great Americans who helped us make 
a lot of progress in preparing for a contested space environment. Look-
ing out five or 10 years from now, a question we should ask ourselves is, 
who will be the next Willie Shelton and Sam Greaves? Well, on 14 March 
2017, the Department of Defense published the Air Force list of colonels 
being nominated to become one-star generals. There are 37 nominees on 
that list. Would anyone like to guess how many were career space profes-
sionals, like then-Colonel Shelton and Colonel Greaves? None. 

Admittedly, there were a few career acquisitions officers who did 
tours in and out of space assignments, but no career space professionals. 
Would you like to know how many nominees were pilots? The answer 
is 25 officers. That is 67 percent of the next class of Air Force generals. 
I have no doubt these are 37 amazing leaders. But if we are looking for 
our next Gen William Shelton, Gen Jay Raymond, Gen John Hyten, 
and Lt Gen Sam Greaves—each a career space professional—then we 
don’t have one in this latest group of nominees. This does not bode well 
for our ability to be ready for the threats we face in space. It is also telling 
as to the status and priority given to space in the current organizational 
construct of the Air Force. 

Einstein once said, “If I had an hour to solve a problem I’d spend 55 
minutes thinking about the problem and five minutes thinking about 
solutions.” So, I’m going to take my cue from Einstein and spend most 
of the time identifying the main problems we face today in the space 
domain. First, let me discuss the problems as I see them from Congress. 
I certainly don’t need to explain how important space is to our national 
security, our war fighters, our economy, and our way of life. And I also 

The Space Foundation hosted the 2017 Space Symposium in Colorado Springs, Colorado, 3–6 April. 
This is the premier space event of the year with 12,000 participants and 106 speakers over the course of 
a week. These remarks have been edited for publication.
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don’t need to explain how space is not the peaceful domain we would 
all want it to be. Potential adversaries are developing weapons to take 
out our space systems in a conflict. It is a war-fighting domain. And if 
you haven’t seen the CNN special “War in Space,” I highly recommend 
you watch it. Just go to YouTube, and you can watch the 45-minute 
segment. I give a lot of credit to the DOD for supporting this effort 
and providing such a candid view of the current situation and I hope 
the DOD does more of this. We have to tell the American people about 
the threats our potential adversaries are planning. Now this threat didn’t 
develop overnight. The most visible sign of the growing threat was in 
2007 when the Chinese blew up one of their own satellites in a test of an 
antisatellite missile. While potential adversaries have gotten a lot more 
capable, we’ve spent the better part of the past 10 years admiring the 
problem. And in some ways we may have made matters worse with more 
bureaucracy.

I know there are great people in this room and elsewhere in the depart-
ment who are working tirelessly to address the space security problem, 
and they are starting to make progress. But a light is now flashing red 
for us to act boldly if we expect to maintain our ability to fight and win 
wars, whether on land, sea, in the air, or even in space. And if you don’t 
believe me, I’ll read you a quote from Gen John Hyten, commander 
of US Strategic Command, who stated, without space “you go back to 
World War II. You go back to industrial-age warfare.” We all remember 
the massive casualty numbers of previous wars, and while satellites do 
not have mothers and fathers, those who depend on these systems do. 
So I ask myself, do we have the organizational structure we need to take 
us where we need to be? Obviously the answer is no.

What initially got my attention on the organization and management 
issue was a GAO study that was briefed to me last summer. The most 
shocking revelation was that most of the information in the study was 
not new—this was at least the third time this issue was studied over a 
16-year period, starting with the Rumsfeld Commission, and each study 
reached the same result. As the Rumsfeld Commission clearly stated, 
we are “not yet arranged or focused to meet the national security space 
needs of the 21st century.” So since last summer, I’ve made space orga-
nization and management my number one priority for the rest of this 
Congress. Along with my friend and ranking member, Jim Cooper, and 
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other members of the subcommittee, we have been conducting exten-
sive oversight of this topic. So, what are those problems?

Space Organization and Decision-Making 
Are Extremely Fragmented

When we asked the department for an organizational chart so we 
could understand who was involved in making decisions in the national 
security space enterprise and who was in charge below the level of the 
secretary and deputy secretary, the answer was “we don’t have one.” So 
we asked the GAO—since they did the study—and their response was 
“we tried and couldn’t figure it out.” Instead, they gave us a list of 60 of-
fices that are involved in national security space. So I then asked my staff 
to do it, because they can’t tell me no. What they discovered is a whole 
lot of people are “in charge” beneath the deputy and secretary of defense. 
And when everyone is in charge, no one is in charge. Some might say 
the “Principal DOD Space Advisor (PDSA)” is in charge. The PDSA is 
also the secretary of the Air Force. However when the word “advisor” is 
in the title, by definition, they’re not in charge. And does anyone think 
there might be a conflict of interest between space and the other mission 
priorities of the Air Force? Moreover, count how many of these leaders 
are separately Senate-confirmable. My point is there are too many chiefs 
in the space camp and the nation won’t have a complete space team in 
place until five to 10 people are nominated and confirmed. 

Another problem is the operational, acquisition, and resourcing authori-
ties are not aligned. For example, while General Hyten was the com-
mander of Air Force Space Command, he and his team worked very 
hard to develop a “space enterprise vision” for the future. While he was 
able to provide a vision, I don’t believe he ever had the authority to 
actually implement it. Those decisions rested in the hands of multiple 
other offices. Dozens of them. Even the best leaders can’t succeed in a 
system where everyone can say “no” but no one is truly accountable and 
empowered to say “yes.” Now contrast the military space program with 
the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO). The director of the NRO 
has the operational, acquisition, and resourcing authorities aligned, in 
what is often termed “cradle to grave” authority. Essentially every single 
expert I have talked to tells me that the NRO is generally working well 
under this model. Air Force Chief of Staff Gen David Goldfein has 
seen my chart of the space chain of command and to his credit publi-
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cally stated that 60 voices is “no way to run a railroad.” But I’m not sure 
Chief Goldfein is ready to do what is necessary to fix this railroad. The 
current bureaucracy moves too slowly; we don’t have the time to wait, 
and I won’t.

Space Funding Is Not Being Given the Priority It Needs
National security space is competing with other service priorities. For 

example, the Air Force has 90 percent of the budget for military space, 
but the Air Force has 12 “core functions” that it budgets for, and space 
is just one of them. And who here thinks national security space is the 
number one priority for the Chief of Naval Operations or the Chief of 
Staff of the Army? Everyone here has heard the phrase “put your money 
where your mouth is.” In other words, if it’s important to you, you’ll put 
money behind it. That’s how we in Congress gauge whether something 
is truly important to a federal department: is the department willing to 
ask for money for that thing? According to the Office of the Secretary 
of Defense Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation office (CAPE), the 
unclassified satellite R&D funding is at a 30-year low right now. I know 
sequestration is tough on the services, but I’m pretty sure that Air Force 
aircraft R&D is not at a 30-year low. Some might say that isn’t a fair 
statistic because many of our military satellites are in production now, 
and the R&D funding is not a good comparison. So let’s take the total 
R&D and procurement of Air Force space and compare it to the Air 
Force total R&D and procurement instead.

My staff and I checked, and we started looking from the fiscal year 
2012 budget as a baseline, and then we compared it to fiscal year 2013—
the year the Defense sequester kicked in. Space investment went down 
28 percent the year of the sequester while total Air Force investment 
went down 13 percent that year. OK, so, they both went down. But 
here’s where it gets really revealing. What happens after fiscal year 2013? 
Where did the Air Force put its money? If we project the budget out 
through 2021 as based on last year’s Air Force budget request, mili-
tary space investment remains down 23 percent. And remember the Air 
Force represents 90 percent of the military space program. Space never 
recovers from the sequester cuts of 2013. How about the total Air Force 
investment during that same period? It’s up 30 percent! So to recap: over 
the 10-year period, Air Force national security space investment is down 
23 percent while total Air Force investment is up 30 percent. Now, I’ll 
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stop talking about numbers, and let’s talk about a specific program: the 
weather satellite program.

After providing key weather collection capabilities from space since 
the 1960s, the Air Force was willing to walk away from providing DOD 
satellite collection for the top two priority joint weather requirements 
and instead rely solely on civil and international sources which did not 
meet other DOD user requirements. And in the meantime it was willing 
to throw away a perfectly good weather satellite—DMSP 20—that was 
built, and upgraded, with over half a billion of taxpayers’ dollars spent 
on it. If nothing else, that satellite may have paid for itself by helping to 
focus me and my committee on the problems we’re facing in national 
security space funding, organization, and management. 

The National Security Space Community 
Lacks Adequate Professional Development 

The Air Force will say it is a good steward for space. And I think its 
leadership genuinely believes it is. But with the promotion statistics I 
told you about in the beginning, does this sound like good stewardship? 
Are we telling the men and women of national security space they are 
important when the generals’ stars overwhelmingly go to pilots? How 
can we have the world’s best national security space program if we don’t 
grow and retain the best men and women to lead it? 

Furthermore, according to the CAPE office, the Air Force Space and 
Missiles Systems Center “does not appear to compete favorably for senior 
officers (~65 percent fill rate for captains and above, versus 150 percent 
fill rate for lieutenants).” And I hear a lot from the Air Force about pilot 
shortages. In the war-fighting domain of space, what is the Air Force 
space operator shortage? And how about professional military educa-
tion? According to an official at the Air University—which is in my 
district and should be prioritizing space—the topic is only covered for a 
total of two hours in each of the yearlong Air Command and Staff Col-
lege and Air War College master’s degree programs, aside from an op-
tional elective class. If space is meant to be integrated into the Air Force 
and help its members advance space-power thinking, how can that be 
done during only two hours of the yearlong professional development 
programs for future leaders? The total class hours for Air Command and 
Staff College is 450 hours. Two hours of that for space is equivalent to 
half of one percent.
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Further, space professionals are not managed in a holistic manner, 
despite calls to do so. In 2001, then-Secretary Rumsfeld directed the 
Air Force to create a space career management plan to include military 
and civilian personnel and include the various associated career fields. 
Unfortunately there is no formal Air Force space career field outside 
of space operations. In fact, the Air Force used to give a space badge 
(or space wings) to both acquisitions and operations officers; however, 
this changed a few years ago to only award the space badge to opera-
tions officers. This situation leads to a lack of development of a “tribe” 
mentality, for a unified group of space war-fighting professionals. This 
is a cultural issue. How you promote, pay, and retain your people shows 
whether or not they’re important to you. I don’t like what I’m seeing 
here when it comes to national security space. 

Meanwhile, the Army has over 4,000 space cadre professionals in-
cluding military and civilian members. If you perform space functions 
in the Army and have the appropriate training and experience, then you 
get a space badge. It doesn’t matter if you are doing planning or acqui-
sitions or operations: a space professional is a space professional in the 
Army. Of note, you can actually find Army Soldiers with a space badge 
on their uniform. And as an Army officer informally told my staff: “it is 
the ugliest badge in the Army, but every Soldier wants it.” The Army gets 
the significance of creating a culture behind key domains of war fight-
ing, whether it’s infantry, armor, paratroopers, or space. 

Space Programs Need Better Integration
Now let me stop picking on the Air Force for a little and pick on the 

Navy. The Navy operates the Mobile User Objective System (MUOS) 
satellite program, which is essentially like a cell phone tower in space. 
It’s going to be a great capability—and we have five satellites on or-
bit—the first of which launched in 2012. Yet for years, 90 percent of 
the capabilities for the satellite constellation could not be used because 
of delays with the ground terminals, which is a joint program. This is 
just unacceptable for a $7 billion program. More recently, testing of 
the satellite and ground segments has identified problems that are 
exacerbating this gap in full-capability service. We see these integration 
challenges on practically every space program, whether it’s the Family of 
Beyond the Line of Sight (FAB-T) terminals, M-code use for GPS, or 
the Space-Based Infrared System’s (SBIRS) ground processing. Related to 
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integration in the military space program, we also have to make sure that 
the NRO and the military programs are working closely together. As we 
head into space being a war-fighting domain, coordination and appro-
priate integration will be more important than ever. Someone needs to 
do a better job pulling this all together. Why isn’t this someone’s priority? 
Because no one is in charge.

I have talked about a fragmentation, lack of priority, lack of a focus 
on space culture and development of a military profession, and a poorly 
integrated program. And this is all in the face of a serious and grow-
ing foreign threat [that] is attempting to knock out one of our primary 
advantages for how we fight and win wars. So what can we do about it? 

Historical Context
Before I answer that, I’d like to take you back in time for a little historical 

frame of reference. We stand here today in the year commemorating the 
70th anniversary of the creation of the Air Force, but the origins of the Air 
Force actually go back 40 years earlier to 1907, with the founding of the 
“Aeronautical Division” of the US Army Signal Corps. Even in those 
early years, bold airmen realized that the full promise of airpower could 
not be attained if it simply remained a division of another Army corps. 
Well before Billy Mitchell or Hap Arnold, who would come along much 
later, Infantryman Capt Paul Beck wrote an article in 1912 for the 
Infantry Journal entitled “Military Aviation in America: Its Needs.” In 
this article, Beck advocated for a “permanent organization” as essential 
to the success of American aviation, laying out the first doctrinal aspects 
of airpower. We look back today and know that Beck did not have it exactly 
right, but his basic argument was sound—if you wanted to win in the 
air, you needed a career steeped in air pursuits and not beholden to the 
demands of the Signal Corps or the Army itself. Over the next decade the 
air mission was a subject of recurring debate, study, and organizational 
change while air leaders pushed forward, and Army leadership gener-
ally regarded air functions as an augmentation to Army ground forces. 
By 1926, there were various viewpoints in Congress, including some 
who sought an independent Air Force. It was not time, however, and 
Congress instead adopted the Air Corps Act, which officially created the 
Army Air Corps. The legislation included an important provision of 
establishing an Assistant Secretary of War for Air to “help foster mili-
tary aeronautics.” Congress recognized the need to create a steward 
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of airpower at a sufficient level. This position is the direct lineage to 
the position of a future secretary of the Air Force. The next significant 
changed happened in 1935, in part to quell the continued voices of 
separation. The Army relented to these calls and created the General 
Headquarters of the Air Force, reporting directly to the Army Chief 
of Staff. The aim was to prevent further movement to separation—but 
it did nothing of the sort. Gen Frank Andrews, the Air Force General 
Headquarters commander, immediately began to advocate for a separate 
force, stating, “I don’t believe any balanced plan to provide the nation 
with an adequate, effective Air Force . . . can be obtained, within the 
limitations of the War Department budget, and without providing an 
organization, individual to the needs of such an Air Force. Legislation 
to establish such an organization . . . will continue to appear until this 
turbulent and vital problem is satisfactorily solved.”

Next, with wartime demands at their highest, President Roosevelt issued 
an executive order on 9 March 1942 [that] took the next step toward a 
separate Air Force by creating an Army Air Force under a single com-
manding general, but still within the Army. It finally took an act of Con-
gress in 1947 to create today’s Air Force as a separate military service. 
The rest, as they say, is history, and it’s a proud history at that. 

Now, I went through all that detail for a reason: I find it particularly 
instructive that from 1907 when we formed a fledging Aeronautical Divi-
sion until 1947 when a fully independent military service was created, 
the Army position was that airpower was there to support the ground 
and that air forces worked best when integrated with ground forces. 
There were procurement problems and there were operational problems 
that kept telling us that things were not quite right, but still, Army 
orthodoxy insisted that the Army’s generals knew better than the air-
men that served beneath them. They didn’t. So, regarding space, if the 
creation of the Air Force is a guide, where are we in the development 
timeline, and how does it end?

The Way Ahead
My vision for the future is a separate Space Force within the Depart-

ment of Defense, just like the Air Force, which had to be separated from 
the Army in order to be prioritized and become a world-class military 
service. Simply put, space must be a priority and it can’t be one if you 
begin each morning thinking about fighters and bombers first. Don’t get 
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me wrong—I want planes and pilots to be priorities for the Air Force. At 
the same time, I want space to be as much of a priority for the professionals 
responsible for military space. I am not suggesting radical surgery. The 
amputation will not begin tomorrow, so everyone can breathe a sigh of 
relief. But I believe bold reform is needed—and it must start now. Today 
I’m not going to tell you what the changes will look like, but you will 
start to see some of them in the House Armed Services Strategic Forces 
Subcommittee mark-up this year and next. Here are the principles guid-
ing my view of the way forward.

First, we need to reduce bureaucracy, clarify roles and responsibilities, 
and have a person leading this effort who wakes up every day and thinks 
about how to have the best military space program in the world. This 
leader must have the authority to make things happen and will be ac-
countable for success. If you take a good look at the current organiza-
tion, you see what we in the South know as “kudzu.” We need to start 
ripping some of that out by the roots. Again, I’m not trying to denigrate 
the good men and women who work in those organizations. But we 
must have clear lines of responsibility and accountability, and our cur-
rent organization is not it. The kudzu has to go. 

Second, space needs to be put on par with the other domains of conflict—
land, air, sea, and cyber. We must go beyond just the words, and space 
must not remain a subservient mission. Until the day comes when we 
have a separate Space Force, funding needs to be protected above the 
services so the space accounts are not raided by other service missions. 

Third, there must be a clearly identified cadre of space professionals 
who are trained, promoted, and sustained as space experts. Air Force 
leaders have talked about normalizing space and treating space as a war-
fighting domain. All other domains of air, land, and sea have established 
cultures, professions, and identifiers. Now it’s time for space to have the 
same. Because at the end of the day, we all know it comes down to people.

Fourth, we need an integrated national security space program. I’m 
not looking to combine the NRO and military program, but I am look-
ing to ensure the military and NRO work more closely together espe-
cially in this new contested domain and that the office of the secretary 
of defense oversight of these elements of the space program is rationally 
organized. Additionally, we need to improve the synchronization of terminal-
satellite-ground deliveries. Someone has to be held accountable for this 
portion of the space architecture. 
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Conclusion
I’d be remiss if I didn’t say that we have the world’s best military and 

the world’s best Air Force. For instance, in Iraq and Syria, the Air Force 
has led 65 percent of the more than 17,000 coalition airstrikes since 
2014. They delivered firepower in partnership with joint, special opera-
tions, and coalition ground forces to defeat and degrade ISIS and regain 
critical territory.

However, we have to acknowledge the national security space orga-
nizational structure is broken, and, at the same time, it is our space 
capabilities that are being targeted by potential adversaries. This is not a 
question of having good people, it is a question of what structure we put 
them in. History has shown how difficult it is for a government bureaucracy 
to fix itself. This is exactly why congressional oversight exists. It is our duty 
to recognize when the bureaucracy is broken and to then see that it is 
fixed. This will be a collaborative process, but we are going to change 
the system before it’s too late. So, let’s all be clear: now is not the time 
for Hail Mary efforts to stop reform. Now is also not the time to create 
additional boxes on the organizational chart without deleting many others. 
Our ultimate goal must be to align accountability with authority, reduce 
bureaucracy, and deconflict other mission areas while prioritizing both 
space investments and the people charged with war fighting in the space 
domain. I look forward to working with my colleagues in Congress and 
in the Defense Department to ensure we continue to have the world’s best 
national security space program long into the future. Thank you. 

Congressman Mike Rogers (R-AL)
Chairman, HASC Strategic Forces Subcommittee
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Thinking Anew about US Nuclear 
Policy toward Russia

One of President Donald Trump’s first actions after entering office 
was to direct Secretary of Defense James Mattis to “initiate a new Nuclear 
Posture Review to ensure that the United States nuclear deterrent is 
modern, robust, flexible, resilient, ready, and appropriately tailored to 
deter 21st-century threats and reassure our allies.”1 Secretary Mattis has 
since reportedly directed that the new Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) be 
completed in six months.2 This new 2017 NPR will be the fourth in a 
series, following the 1994, 2001, and 2010 NPRs. There has been both 
significant consistency in these previous NPRs and some significant in-
novations.3 The forthcoming NPR will confront two overarching ques-
tions: First: what are the changes in the security environment since the 
2010 NPR? And, second, what do these changes suggest regarding US 
policies and requirements? The discussion here focuses only on Russia, 
but there are important parallels with regard to US-Chinese relations 
and our allies in Asia that are worthy of serious consideration.  

The New World Disorder
The most fundamental starting point is to recognize that threat con-

ditions have worsened dramatically since the 2010 NPR. Each of the 
three previous NPRs presumed a more benign new world order in which 
nuclear weapons and deterrence would play a declining role. The pre-
dominant view has been that the post–Cold War world is moving away 
from nuclear weapons and that nuclear deterrence is increasingly 
irrelevant to US relations with Russia and China.4 It is difficult to over-
state the certainty that has attended this worldview or the significance 
of the nuclear policy directions it has inspired. The expectation of this 
more benign new world order corresponded to the conclusions that US 
nuclear forces and nuclear deterrence were of greatly declining value 
and that US nuclear policy should address, first and foremost, priorities 
other than deterrence. The 2010 NPR identified the highest priority 
goals of US nuclear policy as addressing the threat of nuclear terrorism 

This article is adapted from the author’s testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee, 
Strategic Forces Subcommittee, 8 March 2017.
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and promoting nonproliferation and nuclear disarmament. The progres-
sive reduction of US nuclear forces and their roles was linked to advanc-
ing these priorities.5 The overarching US nuclear policy direction that 
followed from these beliefs has been that the salience and number of 
nuclear weapons should be lowered on a continuing basis.

Unfortunately, it is now clear that the expected more benign new 
world order has been overtaken by reality,6 including particularly blatant 
Russian and Chinese actions to overturn the existing political order in 
Europe and Asia respectively and the decade-long expansion of nuclear 
capabilities pursued by both Moscow and Beijing. Today’s stark real-
ity is demonstrated by Russia’s call for a new “post-West” world order,7 

its continuing aggression against Ukraine, and explicit nuclear first-use 
threats against NATO states and neutrals.8 The Putin regime has sought 
repeatedly to coerce the West with threats of nuclear first-use employ-
ment. According to Russian military writings and exercises, as reported, 
the West is expected to concede in the face of Russian nuclear escalation 
threats or limited nuclear first use.9 The former commander of US Euro-
pean Command, Gen Philip Breedlove, USAF, retired, has emphasized 
this Russian perspective regarding the role of nuclear weapons and the 
marked difference between Russian and Western views:

NATO policymakers and planners must recognize that their Russian counter-
parts view nuclear weapons as practical tools for gaining tactical advantage on 
the battlefield, escalation control, and for intimidation during conflict termination: 
Russian views on the utility of nuclear weapons are a sharp departure from 
most Western thinking and thus represent a potentially dangerous risk during a 
crisis. The more Russian decision-makers believe this gap in perceptions exists, 
the more tempted they could be to threaten the use of nuclear weapons during 
a crisis, or actually employ them.10

Correspondingly, Russia is not interested in limiting its theater con-
ventional or nuclear forces and has deployed a nuclear-capable cruise 
missile, reportedly the SSC-8, in direct violation of the 1987 Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty.11 According to Col Gen Sergei 
Ivanov, then-Kremlin Chief of Staff, Russia has little incentive for further 
nuclear arms control negotiations with the United States because Russian 
systems “are relatively new” while the United States has “not conducted 
any upgrades for a long time.”12 While this is an overstatement, it is true 
that until recently US nuclear modernization has been on a hiatus for 
decades.13

02-Payne 2017-02.indd   14 5/9/2017   10:12:04 AM



Thinking Anew about US Nuclear Policy toward Russia

Strategic Studies Quarterly ♦ Summer 2017 15

Russia’s coercive nuclear threats and reported planning for nuclear 
first use presents a profound new challenge for Western deterrence and 
assurance strategies.14 Russia now brandishes nuclear strike capabilities, 
including long-range capabilities, for coercive purposes, including, as 
a recent report by the Joint Chiefs of Staff states, “to change the deci-
sion calculus of [US] leaders or the public’s appetite for foreign military 
operations.” Indeed, the Joint Chiefs of Staff recently released its Joint 
Operating Environment 2035 report, which states:

Over the next two decades, there will be a significant evolution in long-range 
strike weapons capable of ranging the U.S. homeland. . . . The purpose of state 
adversary investments in global strike assets capable of reaching North America 
is to threaten key targets within the United States during a conflict. . . . Adversaries 
will threaten the homeland not to physically destroy the United States, or even 
in anticipation of materially hindering its economic or military potential, but 
rather to change the decision calculus of leaders or the public’s appetite for foreign 
military operations.15

This reality takes aim at the heart of US deterrence and assurance 
goals and strategies. It is not speculation about some dark future; this 
challenge is emerging here and now.16 In response, some commentators 
in Europe, including in Germany, are discussing an independent nuclear 
“Euro-deterrent.”17 NATO’s deputy supreme allied commander, Sir 
Adrian Bradshaw, describes the current threat context in stark terms: 
“The threat from Russia is that through opportunism and mistakes and 
a lack of clarity regarding our deterrence we find ourselves sliding into 
an unwanted conflict which has existential implications.”18 

These are the unfolding threat realities of the post–Cold War security 
environment, and they present both familiar and unprecedented chal-
lenges for US deterrence and assurance goals. Consequently, priorities for 
the forthcoming US Nuclear Posture Review should include:  identifying 
Russian goals and strategy, explaining why Moscow believes it has exploit-
able advantages that now enable it to change the post–Cold War order and 
issue coercive nuclear first-use threats, and identifying in light of those 
goals and beliefs steps that the West should undertake to strengthen its 
deterrence of Moscow and assurance of allies. 

Russian Goals 
First, based on open Russian leadership writings and speeches over the 

years, it is clear that Moscow is driven to correct what it perceives to be 
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the geopolitical injustices forced on it by the West in Russia’s post–Cold 
War time of weakness. President Vladimir Putin famously called the 
collapse of the Soviet Union the greatest catastrophe of the twentieth 
century19 and sees in it a legacy that must be corrected. Moscow believes 
that the West has pushed Russia too far and has further highly aggres-
sive designs against Russia, including regime change. Consequently, the 
Putin regime is rearming Russia and changing European borders with 
the expressed goal of overturning the current post–Cold War settlement 
and restoring Russia’s power position. This combination of Russian 
goals and perceptions makes friction with the West inevitable: it carries 
the potential for high-stakes conflict and even escalation to nuclear use. 

Russian Perceptions of Exploitable Advantage
Russia believes it has exploitable advantages of military capability and 

political will that undergird its goal of overturning the status quo. Sig-
nificantly, it appears to doubt NATO’s resolve to resist if Russia poses the 
threat of war and nuclear coercion. In addition to its apparent skepticism 
regarding NATO’s resolve, Moscow’s self-image threatens deterrence 
in Europe and understandably frightens US allies. A related theme in 
Russian writings is Moscow’s apparent belief that Russia has exploitable 
nuclear and conventional force advantages over the West. These include 
greater, immediately available local conventional force capabilities and 
readiness. President Putin has boasted that he can have Russian troops in 
five NATO capitals in two days.20 These advantages perceived by Russia 
also include nuclear escalation options. Given Russian skepticism about 
the West’s will to resist, Moscow appears to believe its escalation of a 
conflict will leave NATO with no credible response options. The com-
mander of the US European command, Gen Curtis Scaparrotti, recently 
observed, “Most concerning, however, is Moscow’s substantial inventory 
of non-strategic nuclear weapons in the [European Command area of 
responsibility] and its troubling doctrine that calls on the potential use 
of these weapons to escalate its way out of a failing conflict. Russia’s 
fielding of a conventional/nuclear dual-capable system that is prohibited 
under the INF Treaty creates a mismatch in escalatory options with the 
West.”21

The difference today, of course, is that NATO frontline states are former 
parts of the Soviet Union or former members of its Warsaw Pact. This 
point may be extremely significant because cognitive studies typically 
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conclude that humans will accept greater risk to recover a value considered 
unfairly lost than to acquire a new gain.22 The leadership in Moscow 
clearly believes the West has inflicted great losses on Russia that must 
be recovered. This point suggests the considerable challenge of deterring 
the Russian leadership in this second nuclear age and that Western Cold 
War approaches to deterrence are incomplete guides for contemporary 
deterrence strategies. I am not suggesting here that Russia wants war or 
is cavalier about the prospect of nuclear war. Rather, Moscow appears 
to feel privileged to take aggressive positions against the West given its 
perception of exploitable asymmetries in capability, resolve, and readiness 
to risk war. This perception is key to the potential for deterrence failure 
in Europe and the growing need to further assure threatened allies. Just 
how much freedom Russia believes it has to expand its position aggres-
sively and how it will act with that freedom likely depends on Moscow’s 
calculations of NATO’s determination, readiness, and power to resist. 
That is a calculation the West can affect by its statements, capabilities, 
and actions. For example, some commentators assert that the Putin regime 
has dangerous designs on the Baltic states; others say it has no such 
designs. My point is that there probably is not a fixed answer to this 
question regarding Russia’s readiness to act on its aspirations and percep-
tions of advantage. Rather, the Putin regime is pragmatic—and thus the 
West can act to limit Moscow’s agenda and actions vis-à-vis the Baltic 
states and elsewhere. This possible constraint on Moscow’s ambitions 
and moves is one that makes Russia today different from Hitler’s Germany 
of 1939 and is why strengthening NATO’s deterrence position now is 
so critical. 

US Policies to Strengthen Deterrence and Assurance
What are the implications of these realities for Western deterrence 

and assurance strategies and requirements? The most basic need is to 
end Russia’s misperceptions that its capability, resolve, and readiness to 
break the West at the risk of war are greater than the West’s capability, 
resolve, and readiness to prevent it from doing so. Prudently addressing 
this need for deterrence and assurance purposes demands US policies 
and forces that are of sufficient size and flexibility to adapt as necessary 
to an increasingly hostile and dynamic nuclear threat environment.23 
That fundamental principle and metric for defining US adequacy is very 
different from the previous dominant post–Cold War policy direction, 
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which sought largely to reduce and constrain US nuclear capabilities on 
a continuing basis to serve a different set of priority goals. This new prin-
ciple mandates that the decisive question now is “how much capacity is 
enough” rather than how rapidly can the United States further reduce 
nuclear forces so as to advance the highest priority goals of nonprolifera-
tion and nuclear zero.24

Helpful in this regard would be consistent, resolute, alliance-wide de-
claratory policies along with relevant exercises that signal a message of 
resolve to Moscow that the United States and NATO will not prove 
wobbly, even under Moscow’s coercive nuclear threats. To wit, for de-
terrence purposes, the West must deny Moscow any expectation of an 
exploitable advantage in political will, nuclear threats, or nuclear escala-
tion. A useful example of a helpful declaratory policy was provided in 
2016 by then-new British Prime Minister Theresa May. When asked in 
Parliament if she would ever authorize a nuclear strike given the dangers 
involved, she responded yes without hesitation. May added, “The whole 
point of a deterrent is that our enemies need to know that we would be 
prepared to use it. . . . We must send an unequivocal message to any ad-
versary that the cost of an attack on our United Kingdom or our allies will 
be far greater than anything it might hope to gain.”25 No doubt Moscow 
paid considerable attention to that unambiguous deterrence signal.

The interaction between increased Western nonnuclear defense pre-
paredness in Europe and the perceived credibility of the West’s nuclear 
deterrent is important. In response to Russian threats and expansionism, 
Western efforts to deploy high-readiness, nonnuclear defensive capabili-
ties to protect NATO frontline states from a Russian military fait ac-
compli will likely reduce Moscow’s perceptions of exploitable advantage 
and also strengthen the credibility of US extended deterrence commit-
ments. Why? Because doing so will help deny Moscow’s perceptions of 
an easy Russian fait accompli and demonstrate united Western resolve 
to put itself on the line for this cause. The West understood this point 
well during the Cold War. To use Cold War terms, a NATO conven-
tional tripwire or plate-glass door that is understood by Moscow to lead 
to intolerable loss if it should attack and escalate can be of great value for 
deterrence. But, Estonian President Kersti Kaljulaid recently observed 
that NATO now needs more than “just a tripwire” to make “our deter-
rent believable.”26 The Lithuanian defense minister has similarly said 
that NATO must improve its reaction time and add “more capability, 
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and not only land troops but also air defenses and capabilities to counter 
any blockade.”27 

The level of additional, forward-deployed NATO defensive capability 
needed for this deterrent purpose is an important question with no obvi-
ously correct, precise answer. Lt Gen Valery Zaparenko, a former deputy 
chief of the Russian general staff, commented recently in this regard, 
“You can’t deter much with a few battalions.”28 A pertinent 2016 RAND 
study concluded: “Having a force of about seven brigades, including 
three heavy armored brigades—adequately supported by airpower, land-
based fires, and other enablers on the ground and ready to fight at the 
onset of hostilities” might provide an adequate initial deterrent.29 

Because Moscow views nuclear escalation as an exploitable threat or 
act—based in part on its perceived ability to control escalation to its 
advantage—the West’s deterrence and assurance strategies can neither 
escape the nuclear dimension nor be limited to in-theater capabilities. 
There are no solely nonnuclear or wholly local fixes that can fully address 
NATO’s deterrence and assurance need to counter apparent Russian per-
ceptions of exploitable advantage. However, as former Defense Secretary 
Leon Panetta recently observed, in some cases credible deterrence de-
mands that the United States “make it very clear” that “we will respond 
in kind.”30 Some Western steps to undertake or consider in this regard 
include the following: 

•  Modernizing the US nuclear triad, to include some very low-yield 
options on accurate US strategic missile systems,31 and strengthening 
command-and-control systems.

•  Deploying US national missile defense capabilities sufficient to 
deny any opponent a plausible strategy of coercing Washington via 
threats of limited nuclear attack32 (this step is essential if only given 
the emerging North Korean ICBM threat to the United States33). 

•  Advancing the delivery date of the nuclear-capable F-35 and B61-12 
combination.34 

•  Having capabilities to hold at risk hard, deeply buried targets. 

•  Increasing NATO dual-capable aircraft (DCA) survivability and 
readiness.35 

•  Expanding DCA burden sharing among allies by involving more 
allies in important nonnuclear activities related to NATO’s nuclear 
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deterrent and possibly by inviting personnel from additional NATO 
states to serve as DCA pilots. 

•  Ensuring that NATO conventional forces can survive and fight in 
the context of limited Russian nuclear escalation.  

•  Increasing the active and passive defense of key NATO nodes and 
assets against conventional and nuclear strike. 

•  Ensuring the capability to penetrate advanced defensive systems 
such as the Russian S-500. 

•  Expanding Western nonstrategic nuclear deterrent options, possibly 
including a nuclear-capable SLCM and/or a nuclear-capable F-35C.

The development of “new” US nuclear capabilities should not be 
ruled out peremptorily by policy.36 At the same time, increased US 
nuclear force numbers may well be unnecessary. But some plausible nuclear 
capabilities could help reduce Moscow’s perceptions of exploitable advan-
tages. Some commentators suggest that any “new” US nuclear capability 
would likely upset the delicate domestic political consensus in favor of 
US nuclear modernization and thus must be rejected.37 This domestic 
political concern may be valid and an important consideration, but any 
review of emerging policy and force needs must at least identify all those 
steps that could serve to strengthen deterrence and assurance—even if a 
subsequent political decision might avoid some such steps given antici-
pated domestic political costs. The possible cost of a decision to forego 
a potentially helpful capability for fear of domestic political reactions 
must at least be understood and conveyed to US political leaders to 
support their informed decision-making. With regard to defining what 
“new” steps may be politically viable, it may be helpful to recall that the 
fiscal year 2016 National Defense Authorization Act’s discussion of the 
US Stockpile Responsiveness Program indicates bipartisan support for 
“the policy of the United States to identify, sustain, enhance, integrate, 
and continually exercise all capabilities required to conceptualize, study, 
design, develop, engineer, certify, produce, and deploy nuclear weapons 
to ensure the nuclear deterrent of the United States remains safe, secure, 
reliable, credible, and responsive.”38 Recall also that then-commander 
of US Strategic Command, Gen Kevin Chilton, USAF, observed publicly 
that the US nuclear force posture deemed adequate for the 2010 NPR 
was predicated on the assumptions that Russia would abide by its 
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arms control treaty commitments and that there would be no call for 
additional capabilities.39 The Russians have since violated the former 
assumption, and the latter is now an open question given Moscow’s 
expansionism, buildup of new nuclear forces, and extremely dangerous 
views of escalation. 

However the delineation of necessary and politically viable Western 
steps to support deterrence and assurance may unfold, a more direct 
and unified Western declaratory policy should complement any plan. 
The long-held policy notion that uncertainty and ambiguity with regard 
to Western deterrence strategy are adequate for deterrence needs to be 
reconsidered. Historical and contemporary evidence is overwhelming 
that, as with conventional forces, uncertainty and ambiguity sometimes 
are not adequate for deterrence or assurance. Rather, explicit and direct 
statements are necessary in some cases; establishing effective deterrence 
of the Putin regime in particular appears to be such a case. 

Keith B. Payne
Department Head and Professor 
Graduate Department of Defense and Strategic Studies
Missouri State University
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Much Ado about Nothing?
Status Ambitions and Iranian Nuclear Reversal

Andrew Prosser

Abstract
The prospect of Iran obtaining nuclear weapons remains a prominent 

regional and global security issue. In recent years, the election of a new 
Iranian president and a landmark nuclear deal limiting Iran’s nuclear 
activities have fueled optimism that Iran will not get the bomb. Yet 
skepticism persists in expert and official circles over Iran’s nuclear inten-
tions. How can Iran’s nuclear path be explained, and what factors could 
foster nuclear reversal? This article proposes a sociological perspective 
on states’ nuclear choices. Notably, international standing is frequently 
pursued not for military power but for achievements such as cooperative 
diplomacy, upholding global rules, and advocacy for progressive reform. 
When controversial nuclear pursuits endanger highly valued status goals, 
states become less favorable to having nuclear weapons. Existing studies also 
highlight how an improving external security environment can facilitate 
nuclear reversal, yet this article offers a hybrid explanation combining 
status and security threat reduction. The present research suggests that 
Iran is not on an inexorable path toward nuclear acquisition. In par-
ticular, global policies that encourage nonnuclear status conceptions 
and diminish the security incentives for going nuclear would reduce the 
likelihood of a nuclear-armed Iran.1

✵ ✵ ✵ ✵ ✵

Iran’s nuclear program has been one of the foremost global security issues 
of the twenty-first century. According to the director-general of the Inter- 
national Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA): “a range of activities relevant 
to the development of a nuclear explosive device were conducted in Iran 
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prior to the end of 2003 as a coordinated effort, and some activities took 
place after 2003.”2 In some cases analysts and officials have gone so far 
as to contemplate military strikes to counteract Iran’s nuclear efforts.3 
For years, atomic diplomacy faltered and international condemnation 
and sanctions ratcheted up the political and economic pressures on Iran 
over its nuclear activities.4 However, the 2013 election of Iranian Pres. 
Hassan Rouhani and the 2015 signing of the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA) between Iran and China, France, Germany, Russia, 
the United Kingdom, the United States, and the High Representative of 
the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy augmented 
hopes of easing nuclear tensions and Iran staying nuclear weapons–free.5 
While IAEA and US assessments indicate that Iran scaled back its 
nuclear bomb efforts years ago, concerns have lingered among experts 
and policymakers that Iran could acquire nuclear arms.6

Much analysis of the Iran nuclear issue is plagued by problems such 
as threat inflation and ideological bias in assessing the merits of specific 
nonproliferation policies—which may be relatively more cooperative or 
confrontational. As a result, systematic exploration of the nuclear puzzle 
in terms of the various potential motivating factors is needed now as 
much as ever. How can states’ nuclear decisions be explained, and what 
factors influence Iran’s nuclear choices?

This article holds that when a state does not covet power status but 
rather emphasizes less forceful means of setting its status apart from 
other states, it facilitates nuclear reversal.7 Nuclear reversal occurs when 
a state aspiring to have nuclear weapons, or even possessing them, gives 
up its nuclear ambitions and any nuclear weapons it has.8 Status may be 
defined as a state’s assessed position in a valued international or regional 
hierarchy.9 Status and prestige are often cited as nuclear incentives,10 
but status explanations for nuclear policy could be more fully articu-
lated, particularly for forms of status that are incompatible with nuclear 
designs. The quest for status does not inevitably favor nuclear weapons. 
While status deficiencies may spur frustration and power aggrandize-
ment, states frequently prefer status for alternative endeavors such as 
cooperative diplomacy, upholding global rules, and progressive reform. 
When controversial nuclear pursuits endanger important status goals, 
states become favorable to nuclear reversal.

In addition, studies have demonstrated that external security factors also 
play a role: as a state’s security environment improves and the prospect 
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of armed conflict diminishes, the perceived utility of a nuclear deterrent 
declines and this favors nuclear reversal.11 Consequently, an explanatory 
framework incorporating both status and security threat reduction offers 
a better account of nuclear reversal than either status or security alone.

The article proceeds by first discussing the link between status, sociology, 
and nuclear choices. Next, it presents the concept of nuclear reversal and 
the various pathways to reversal. It then applies the approach to derive 
insights on Iran’s nuclear choices and how nuclear reversal could happen. 
A final section offers some theoretical and policy conclusions, while also 
assessing the potential impact of the Iran nuclear deal (JCPOA). Overall, 
the research suggests that Iran is not on an inevitable path toward nuclear 
acquisition. In particular, global policies that promote nonnuclear status 
conceptions and diminish the security incentives for nuclear weapons 
would reduce the likelihood of Iran getting the bomb.

Status-Based Sociological Perspective  
on Nuclear Choices12

Existing nuclear explanations provide useful insights, but a status-
based sociological perspective merits further consideration.13 Indeed, 
nuclear choices are made by humans (state leaders) in a social sphere 
(world politics) where interstate interaction makes attentiveness to rela-
tive position almost inevitable. Governments care a great deal about 
their standing in comparison to other states, which can bring better in-
ternational treatment, influence, and self-esteem.14 Scholars are increas-
ingly discovering the importance of status motivations in state behavior, 
due in part to growing research evidence that humans are intrinsically 
driven to seek social standing and care about their relative position.15 At 
times, states will openly express their interest in status in international 
affairs. For example, Japan’s Foreign Ministry has characterized its diplo-
matic efforts as “a way to enhance its international status,” and its annual 
diplomatic reports have repeatedly alluded to Japan’s global standing.16 
Similarly, when Brazil was awarded the 2016 Olympic games, Pres. Luiz 
Inácio Lula da Silva wept as he declared that Brazil had moved from 
being a “second-class country to a first-class country” and had begun 
“to receive the respect we deserve.”17 In many other instances it is plau-
sible that status motives are kept concealed—especially on matters of 
national security. However, the global nuclear landscape appears less 
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puzzling when one accounts for the diverse array of status aspirations 
driving states to improve their position in relation to others.

To comprehend nuclear choices, one can look to sociological notions 
that Johan Galtung seminally applied to international politics.18 Sociolo-
gists have shown that in a stratified social system with differing levels of 
individual accomplishment across multiple dimensions (for example, oc-
cupation, income, education), status disequilibria can be destabilizing.19 
In an achievement-oriented world, individuals with low status across the 
board will not perceive much entitlement to higher status. But those with 
higher status on some dimensions that contrast with other status shortfalls 
are reminded of their relative deprivation due to differential treatment. 
Such disequilibria create tensions between expected status and treatment 
and what one actually receives, causing frustration and aggressive attempts 
to augment one’s status—and even change the structure of the system.20 
For example, sociologist Gary Rush has demonstrated that individuals 
whose occupational, income, and educational statuses are divergent are 
more prone to right-wing extremism.21

In the international arena, Galtung postulates that states experiencing 
status disequilibria will resort to aggression as a status-gratifying tool, 
unless alternative status channels allow upward mobility through less 
provocative measures.22 As Galtung writes, “it is socially guaranteed, 
by the very structure of the system, that the disequilibrated is never left 
in peace with his disequilibrium. . . . In this unstable situation he has 
both the resources and the inner justification needed for acts of devi-
ance.”23 The current article extends this logic, arguing that state leaders’ 
frustration with what they view as their state’s inadequate status may 
reinforce nuclear ambitions.24 Nuclear weapons could be viewed as a 
direct and appealing means of overcoming status deficiencies. The inherent 
system-changing capability might entice states yearning for status grati-
fication.25 Table 1 lists some notable status dimensions.

Which status deficiencies are potent enough to spur nuclear weap-
ons interests?26 First, nonnuclear major powers should perceive an ap-
preciable deficiency when other states have nuclear weapons. Because of 
their extraordinary overall status, the major powers display a heightened 
sensitivity to power status discrepancies with other states. Particularly 
when other states go nuclear, major powers feel entitled to similarly 
equilibrate their status to this higher level. In this way, policy analyst 
Klaus Schubert likens France’s nuclear trajectory to “the struggle of the 
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grande nation to achieve the position to which it is rightfully entitled in 
the hierarchy of world powers.”27

Table 1. Status dimensions in world politics

Status type Primary indicators

Autonomy •  Percent of policy decisions not influenced by external coercion 
or pressure

Diplomatic-political •  Diplomatic recognition by other states

•  Mediation/negotiations involvement

•  International organization participation rate

Economic •  Gross Domestic Product (GDP)

Economic development •  GDP per capita

Population •  Population size

Power •  UN Security Council permanent seat

•  Conventional military capabilities

•  Nuclear weapons possession

Progressive reformer •  Amount of foreign humanitarian and development assistance 
provided

•  Promotion of progressive norms/causes: social justice, poverty 
reduction, human rights, environment/climate protection

Rule defender •  Compliance with international law

•  Protecting rule-based international system

Technical-scientific •  Number of scientists/engineers 

•  Number of high-technology companies

•  Number of Nobel prizes in sciences

Territory •  Total geographical area

Second, near-major powers that have high overall status but lack a 
permanent UN Security Council seat will perceive a status deficiency, 
especially when they do not possess nuclear arms but other states have 
them. This inconsistency breeds frustration, as such states already expe-
rience preferential treatment due to considerable accomplishments in 
other areas. Nuclear weapons will be favored to aggressively overcome 
this status deprivation. For example, India’s nuclear weapons acquisition 
can be traced to the discrepancy between exceptional Indian status ac-
complishments on the one hand and on the other its absence from the 
“closed club of the five permanent members of the U.N. Security Council” 
as well as perceived discrimination of India as a nuclear “have-not” by the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)-recognized nuclear “haves.”28
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Third, diplomatic recognition is a key status indicator in world politics. 
Hence isolated states experience status deprivation due to their minimal 
diplomatic status, which can be exacerbated by the perception that 
upward status mobility is circumscribed.29 Particularly where status ac-
complishments such as technical-scientific or other achievements confer 
the needed impetus, nuclear weapons will appear as an attractive 
status device for a diplomatic pariah.30 Exemplifying the status frustra-
tion of isolation, when North Korea announced plans for its October 
2006 nuclear test it decried foreign efforts to isolate it. An official state-
ment read: “[u]nder the present situation in which . . . U.S. moves to 
isolate and stifle the DPRK have reached the worst phase, going beyond 
the extremity, the DPRK can no longer remain an on-looker to . . . [these] 
developments.”31

As key status deficiencies diminish, states should be more favorable 
to a nonnuclear posture. It can likewise be observed that—often due to 
historical or cultural influences—many states prefer alternative (non–
power-based) forms of international standing. Specifically, states often 
seek to set themselves apart through cooperative diplomatic efforts, pro-
moting global rules, or progressive reform. Controversial nuclear pur-
suits can thwart these status objectives, especially since the international 
nuclear nonproliferation norm’s emergence several decades ago, which 
stigmatized nuclear proliferation as an improper action—a violation of 
international rules. The prevalence of non–power-based status notions, 
and the fact nuclear weapons can harm these status ambitions, help ex-
plain why many states opt for nuclear reversal.

When do status priorities favor nuclear reversal? First, diplomatic in-
tegration dampens a state’s nuclear weapons affinity, due to status ful-
filment and the tendency of integrating states to value status for coop-
erative diplomacy and defending international rules. Particularly since 
the emergence of the global norm against nuclear proliferation, having 
nuclear arms jeopardizes these status priorities. Second, middle states 
embracing multilateralism, international compromise, and good global 
citizenship prefer status for cooperative diplomatic action, protecting inter-
national rules, and progressive reform.32 In the shadow of the nuclear 
nonproliferation norm, middle states are unlikely to want nuclear arms 
because they endanger these key status goals. Lastly, military delegiti-
mization decreases a state’s favorability to having nuclear weapons. The 
hierarchy of power permeates military preferences as a result of the 
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assigned functions militaries perform; when domestic military legiti-
macy falls, nuclear weapons should become less compatible with, and 
even harmful to, the state’s status objectives.

Nuclear Reversal Pathways
Analysts and commentators usually focus on nuclear proliferation and 

crisis in the nonproliferation regime.33 This can be misleading, since the 
rate of nuclear reversal in world politics is surprisingly high—much higher 
in recent decades than the incidence of new nuclear aspirants or possessor 
states.34 As noted earlier, nuclear reversal occurs when a nuclear aspirant 
state, or even a nuclear possessor state, gives up its nuclear ambitions and 
any nuclear weapons it has. Of the 31 states that have at least had nuclear 
ambitions since 1945, more than 20 have undertaken nuclear reversal.35 
Table 2 lists the states that have engaged in nuclear reversal.

Table 2. Nuclear reversal since 1945

State Year of reversal State Year of reversal

Algeria 1992 Japan 1970 (1995)

Australia 1973 Libya 2003

Argentina 1990 Norway 1950

Brazil 1990 Romania 1989

Canada 1945 (1958) Saudi Arabia 2004

Egypt 1970 (1981) South Africa 1991

Germany (Federal
Republic of Germany) 1960 South Korea 1982

Indonesia 1965 Sweden 1972

Iran 1979 (n/a) Switzerland 1969

Iraq 2003 Taiwan 1988

Italy 1957 Yugoslavia 1987

Note: South Africa is the only nuclear possessor that engaged in nuclear reversal. Canada, Egypt, and Japan briefly restarted nuclear de-
liberation some years after their first nuclear reversal and then engaged in reversal a second time. These three episodes of re-nuclearization 
lasted only one to two years in each case. The year of each state’s second reversal is listed in parentheses. Iran was the only state that main-
tained nuclear aspirations as of the end-year for our global data (2007), after its nuclear aspirations reemerged in 1984. The former Soviet 
states of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine did give up the nuclear arms on their territory but they are not included here because they did 
not independently control the weapons, which were Soviet holdovers inherited with statehood upon the fall of the Soviet Union in the 
early 1990s. For coding details, see  Andrew Prosser, “Nuclearization and Its Discontents: Status, Security, and the Pathways to Nuclear 
Reversal” (PhD diss., Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies, Geneva, 2010).

Clearly, states’ nuclear choices are susceptible to restraining influences. 
Which factors might play a role? Nuclear policy expert Ariel E. Levite in-
sightfully claims that nuclear reversal results from “a combination of factors, 
the exact combination of which varies between the cases . . . and over time.”36 
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Therefore analysts wishing to elucidate why nuclear reversal happens are 
tasked with identifying the different constellations of variables, or pathways, 
which may lead states to abandon their nuclear weapons pursuits. The fol-
lowing pathways combine status with security developments—as well as the 
influence of the nuclear nonproliferation norm—enumerating the hypoth-
esized routes a state may follow to nuclear reversal.37

Reversal Pathway 1: Diplomatic Integration

Status-seeking is a pervasive phenomenon in global affairs, but it can 
be pursued in highly disparate ways. Notably, diplomatic integration 
tends to be associated with nonnuclear approaches to status enhance-
ment. Two different status arguments help explain why integrating states 
are prime candidates for nuclear reversal. First, lessening diplomatic iso-
lation signifies the easing of a key source of status deprivation in interna-
tional politics. Diplomatic integration alleviates the systemically derived 
frustration of isolation and confers status in the form of participation in 
regional and international diplomatic interaction and a more palpable 
sense of belonging to a global diplomatic community, making the state’s 
leadership less apt to covet nuclear weapons as a forceful means to aug-
ment status. Second, states that integrate diplomatically can be expected 
to display a predilection for status-garnering activities that favor the 
existing global order, such as cooperative diplomatic engagement and 
defending international rules. These status preferences go hand-in-hand 
with nuclear reversal because controversial nuclear weapons pursuits can 
jeopardize such status priorities—especially in the shadow of the nuclear 
nonproliferation norm.38

As argued above, security threat reduction also tends to be funda-
mental in promoting nuclear reversal. When external security challenges 
fade, state leaders have fewer justifications for a nuclear arsenal to deter 
or counteract armed violence. Particularly when the threat of interstate 
conflict recedes, reversal becomes more likely. The incidence of interstate 
disputes a state is involved in provides a key indication of its security 
threat environment.39 Hence, pathway 1 dictates that diplomatic inte-
gration, when combined with a decline in a state’s interstate disputes, 
will increase the likelihood of nuclear reversal.40

Quite a few diplomatically integrating states have chosen a nonnuclear 
path, and empirical investigation suggests that Libya and South Korea, 
as well as former nuclear possessor South Africa, followed this reversal 
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pathway. For example, South Africa terminated its nuclear weapons 
program and dismantled its small atomic arsenal in the early 1990s. 
While improving regional security conditions facilitated this process, 
status motivations were integral to South Africa’s nuclear turnaround. 
During the apartheid era, South Africa’s diplomatic isolation and 
exclusion from global political and scientific circles increasingly bred 
dissatisfaction and the perception that its international treatment was 
incommensurate with the country’s past diplomatic accomplishments, 
scientific and economic achievements, and professed role as a leader in 
Africa.41 As analyst Robert S. Jaster points out, the “perceived failure of 
South African diplomacy . . . led to frustration and impatience on the part 
of successive South African prime ministers.”42 An inability to counter 
its faltering international standing fueled relatively forceful approaches to 
status-seeking, notably, nuclear arming.43 However, Pres. F. W. de Klerk’s 
historic domestic reforms brought new opportunities to bolster South 
Africa’s beleaguered status in ways that were impracticable with discrimi-
natory domestic policies abhorred by other states. South Africa prioritized 
more cooperative, non–power-based forms of international standing such 
as diplomatic-political engagement when such status avenues appeared 
within reach. De Klerk told the parliament in June 1990: “[T]he prospect 
of once again playing a full and unrestricted role in the international com-
munity holds out the promise of immense . . . benefits for our country and 
all its people. . . . We have a right to make our voice heard in the coun-
cils of the nations. . . . We must . . . secure for our country its rightful 
place in the community of nations.”44 Evidently, South Africa sought to 
repair its international relations and cultivate its status as a responsible 
diplomatic actor partly to ensure external support for a peaceful domes-
tic transition and to avoid sliding into a downward spiral of internal 
conflict that could destabilize the country.45 Its nuclear reversal took 
place mainly because the political leadership understood that nuclear 
weapons—in violation of the global nuclear nonproliferation norm—
would imperil the rehabilitation of South Africa’s status in the world 
community.46

Reversal Pathway 2: Middle State Status Ambitions

Middle states are nonmajor powers that attempt to preserve global 
peace and stability and shape global affairs through multilateralism, dip-
lomatic action and international compromise, and exercising soft power 
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rather than military force. Middle states’ foreign policies emphasize con-
flict resolution and mediation, UN peacekeeping, and aspiring to be 
“good international citizens.”47 These states covet international status 
for cooperative diplomacy and protecting global rules from violations 
by even the most powerful states. They also prefer to gain status through 
advocacy for progressive reform, including efforts toward social justice 
and overseas development assistance.48 Nuclear weapons are unattractive 
for middle states since the inception of the nuclear nonproliferation 
norm, as having the bomb could be seen as threatening global rules 
and stability and thus undermine status objectives. Crucially, pathway 
2 identifies middle states as being likely to exercise nuclear reversal once 
global nonproliferation views stigmatized proliferation as a violation 
of international rules and norms beginning in the 1960s. Hence this 
nuclear reversal pathway was common in the 1960s and 1970s but it is 
less so today.49

Just as in the first reversal pathway, security threat reduction similarly 
influences nuclear reversal in pathway 2. Thus, in this pathway a decline 
in a state’s interstate disputes (as described in pathway 1 above), together 
with middle state status priorities as of the 1960s, should augment the 
likelihood of nuclear reversal. 

For example, empirical inquiry suggests that Sweden and Switzerland 
both followed the middle state path to nuclear reversal. Notably, a major 
thrust in Sweden’s postwar foreign policy was to exert diplomatic lead-
ership as a Cold War peacemaker and fortify its stature as a promoter 
of the rule of law and progressive causes.50 Accordingly, Sweden cri-
tiqued the respective US and Soviet military interventions in Vietnam 
and Czechoslovakia as well as advocated in international fora for end-
ing the superpower arms race, poverty reduction, and social justice. As 
political scientist Christine Agius observes, “Sweden saw the UN as a 
platform to project its particular brand of internationalism which was 
to give it the label of an ‘active neutral.’ . . . Swedish participation in the 
UN has tended to revolve around a number of issues, such as mediation 
and peacekeeping, disarmament, and development. Sweden was also a 
key critic of superpower behaviour in the UN.”51 When the interna-
tional normative proscription on nuclear proliferation materialized in 
the 1960s, Sweden appears to have abandoned its nuclear weapons aspi-
rations to avoid damaging its middle state status. Security threat reduc-
tion also affected Sweden’s changing nuclear attitudes during this time, 
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as military confrontation with the Soviet Union became less palpable 
and the progress of détente made Swedish embroilment in a superpower 
conflict less likely.

Reversal Pathway 3: Military Delegitimization

Military delegitimization means the military’s perspectives on status 
hold less sway over government policy. When domestic military legiti-
macy falls, nuclear weapons tend to become less desirable and lose their 
importance to official status aspirations. Pathway 3 holds that a substan-
tial downturn in the amount of government resources devoted to the 
military (as a share of GDP) is a primary indicator.52

As with the earlier pathways, diminishing security threats are recog-
nized to be conducive to nuclear reversal as well. Overall, pathway 3 
stipulates that military delegitimization, in tandem with a decline in a 
state’s interstate disputes (as described above), should enhance the likeli-
hood of nuclear reversal.

For instance, empirical evidence from Brazil and Argentina—and 
perhaps Germany and Japan—points toward this nuclear reversal path. 
As political scientist Gamaliel Perruci has noted: “Brazil, in its drive 
for super power status under military rule (1964–85), placed strong 
emphasis on military might as a source of prestige and political inde-
pendence.”53 Brazil’s military rulers wielded nuclear ambitions for years 
while disparaging the international nonproliferation regime as an at-
tempt by external powers to deprive Brazil of its rightful power status.54 
According to professor Jean Krasno, “Brazil’s leaders . . . expressed the 
intent to develop nuclear weapons primarily as a symbol of attaining 
world-power status.”55 A persuasive argument holds that Brazil ulti-
mately reversed its nuclear designs when the Brazilian military’s status 
conceptions were discredited along with the downfall of the military re-
gime in the 1980s. This domestic transition relegated notions of power 
status to a lesser priority than diplomatic-political and economic status 
objectives. Security trends also encouraged Brazil’s nuclear reversal, 
which notably occurred amid an accelerating bilateral rapprochement 
between Brazil and Argentina: an agreement was concluded in 1979 to 
resolve disputes in the Plate River area and all Brazilian interstate dis-
pute involvement ceased by the late 1980s.56
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Impact of Nonproliferation Norms

Observers have claimed that the global nuclear nonproliferation 
norm has facilitated nuclear restraint.57 But existing explanations are 
not always satisfying. The nuclear nonproliferation norm is influential 
for many states because it magnifies incongruities between nuclear weapons 
and certain highly valued status goals. All other things being equal, the 
nonproliferation norm is expected to increase the perceived benefits 
of reversal, especially for states favoring diplomatic-political, rule de-
fender, and progressive reformer status, as it associates nuclear weapons 
with improper behavior and flouting international rules and norms. 
In contrast, earlier nuclear norms in the 1940s and 1950s were largely 
connected to the perceived tactical military advantages of nuclear arms 
as well as notions of scientific and economic advancement. This meant 
nuclear weapons were often viewed less as a status burden and more as 
bolstering international status in the early nuclear era.58 In our reversal 
pathways, the nonproliferation norm applies from the 1960s onwards.59 
Table 3 summarizes the different pathways that are hypothesized to lead 
to nuclear reversal.

Table 3. Pathways to nuclear reversal
Pathway Description

Diplomatic integration •  Evolving status interests along with diplomatic 
integration AND

•  Security threat reduction

Middle state status ambitions •  Middle state status interests (especially upon 
emergence of nuclear nonproliferation norm) AND

•  Security threat reduction

Military delegitimization •  Evolving status interests along with military dele-
gitimization AND

•  Security threat reduction

Note: Ceteris paribus, reversal becomes more likely upon the emergence of the nuclear nonproliferation norm in the 1960s. The path-
ways do not appear to be applicable for major powers or near-major powers that already possess nuclear arms.

Notably, even a cursory examination suggests the major powers oper-
ate with a distinct nuclear logic.60 The reversal pathways laid out above 
are not considered to be applicable to the major powers—at least not in 
the present international context.61 Such powers are less likely to forgo 
nuclear arsenals, chiefly because of aversion to an expected power status 
deficiency. These states would perceive nuclear reversal as downgrading 
their international standing and treatment, since they are accustomed to 
first-rank status. According to our approach, major power reversal would 
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in all likelihood require a substantial shift in the most powerful states’ 
notions of what it means to be a leading world power. For instance, one 
incremental step might be if these states were to significantly lessen the 
role of nuclear arsenals in their respective national security doctrines.62

According to our study Iran still qualified as a nonpower at the outset 
of the twenty-first century. Despite some data limitations, in more re-
cent years Iran has in all likelihood reached the near-major power level 
in terms of its military and economic capabilities and its sizeable popu-
lation of around 80 million people.63 These comparatively high-status 
achievements can be expected to reinforce Iran’s sense of status entitle-
ment and its susceptibility to frustration as a result of the nonpossession 
of the trimmings of power status that the major powers already have, 
such as nuclear arms and permanent UN Security Council membership. 
As discussed below, there are revealing indications that such near-major 
power status dynamics are present in Iran’s case. Nevertheless, it is clear 
that nuclear reversal is feasible even for near-major powers—particularly 
those that have not yet crossed the nuclear acquisition threshold. For example, 
Brazil, Germany, and Japan are all near-major powers that have for-
sworn nuclear ambitions. We now turn to exploring Iran’s nuclear path 
in light of the approach presented above.

Examining Iran’s Nuclear Path64

Despite an inevitable degree of uncertainty, a reasonable understand-
ing of the history of Iran’s nuclear endeavors is possible based on open-
source information. The beginnings of Iran’s involvement in the nuclear 
field can be traced to the reign of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. Iran 
received civilian nuclear assistance as early as the 1950s through coop-
eration with the United States under the Atoms for Peace program. A 
small nuclear research reactor purchased from the United States began 
operating in Tehran in 1967.65 Iran signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty in 1968 and ratified it in 1970.

Iran’s nuclear efforts expanded in the 1970s as the shah set up the 
Atomic Energy Organisation of Iran (AEOI) in 1974 and plans were 
made for an ambitious nuclear energy program consisting of at least 
twenty nuclear reactors.66 Although some sources assert that a clandes-
tine nuclear arms project was begun in the 1970s, it is not clear that an 
actual decision to get the bomb was made during this phase.67 Akbar 
Etemad, the head of the AEOI between 1974 and 1978, has said that 
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while the shah “didn’t want nuclear weapons” the Iranian nuclear pro-
gram at the time was not to exclude the possibility of acquiring them in 
the future and aimed to pursue a range of relevant nuclear technologies.68 
On balance, there is sufficient evidence to categorize Iran as having 
nuclear aspirations in the mid- to late-1970s. Its nuclear activities were 
subsequently interrupted in part as a result of the 1979 revolution and 
the start of the Iran-Iraq War.

Under the Khomeini regime Iran’s nuclear initiatives increased markedly 
in the mid-1980s. In 1984, amid the ongoing war with Iraq, Iran estab-
lished a new nuclear research center at Esfahan.69 There are indications 
of secret nuclear work during this period aiming at increasing Iran’s 
technical capabilities relating to nuclear armaments.70 From at least the 
late 1980s and into the 1990s Iran received nuclear weapons-related 
designs, drawings, and uranium centrifuge components from the illicit 
A.Q. Khan procurement network.71 In the civilian nuclear sphere, Russia 
provided technical assistance to Iran in the 1990s and worked to rebuild 
a partially completed nuclear power reactor at Bushehr which had been 
damaged during the Iran-Iraq War.72

In 2002, the existence of a clandestine uranium enrichment complex 
at Natanz and heavy water facility at Arak was revealed. Thereafter the 
IAEA repeatedly cited Iran’s noncompliance with its safeguards obliga-
tions and expressed concerns about potential military dimensions of 
Iran’s nuclear activities.73 In 2013, it declared, “since 2002, the Agency 
has become increasingly concerned about the possible existence in Iran 
of undisclosed nuclear related activities . . . including activities related to 
the development of a nuclear payload for a missile.”74 In late 2015, the 
IAEA determined that Iran had a coordinated nuclear weapons program 
prior to the end of 2003.75 But it also judged that Iran had scaled back 
its nuclear weapons activities since 2003, and the US government has 
assessed that in recent years Iran has not made any decision to acquire 
nuclear arms.76 While Iran has stated its nuclear activities are exclusively 
peaceful, the evidence presented here suggests that, for the past several 
years, it has attempted to keep its nuclear options open by working on 
its technical capacities relating to nuclear weapons without actually 
seeking to build the bomb.

Overall, Iranian nuclear aspirations have reasonably existed from 
1974 to 1979 as well as from 1984 onwards. Based on IAEA safeguards 
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and US national intelligence reports, it is also warranted to categorize 
Iran as a nuclear weapons pursuer from 1989 to 2003.77

Iran’s Nuclear Motivations
Any investigation into Iran’s nuclear decision-making must admit the 

challenges posed by the limits of available information and secrecy. 
Nevertheless, there exists substantial evidence that status and security 
influences have played a fundamental role in Iran’s nuclear choices.

As regards security motives, Iran’s involvement in interstate disputes 
increased from the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s.78 Notably, tensions 
existed with neighboring Iraq in connection with the disputed Iran-Iraq 
border and the Kurdish conflict. The shah’s navy patrolled the region’s 
seas, in line with the Nixon Doctrine, in the shadow of rivalry with 
the nuclear-armed Soviet Union and absent a reliable security guarantee 
from a nuclear power.79 Due in part to security concerns, Iran engaged 
in a massive military buildup in the 1960s and 1970s—a period over-
lapping Iran’s initial nuclear weapons interest.80

Upon resuming its nuclear aspirations in the mid-1980s, Iran was in 
the midst of a devastating war with Iraq in which hundreds of thou-
sands of Iranians died and the Saddam Hussein regime attacked Iran 
using chemical weapons. Additionally, in the years following the 1979 
Iranian revolution and the hostage crisis, Iran was involved in hostile 
altercations with the nuclear-armed United States.81 Iran’s interstate dis-
pute involvement peaked in the late 1980s.82 Despite the end of the 
war with Iraq in the second half of the 1980s, Iran-Iraq relations in the 
1990s remained problematic, and Iraq deliberately cultivated a sense 
of ambiguity among its regional adversaries regarding its weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) capabilities.83 More recently, although the 
Iraq threat diminished with the 2003 US invasion and toppling of the 
Saddam Hussein regime, Iran’s threat landscape remained ominous in 
light of security tensions with Israel, the sizeable US military presence 
in the region (including the conflicts in neighboring Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and Syria), and the refusal of the George W. Bush and Barack Obama 
administrations to rule out the use of US military force against Iran in 
relation to its nuclear program.84

There are convincing signs that security considerations have influenced 
Iran’s nuclear logic. For example, Iranian Pres. (and later Supreme Leader) 
Ali Khamenei apparently encouraged a gathering of Iran’s scientists in 
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1987 to develop nuclear technology as a way to protect the state against 
external threats.85 Later, Iranian political strategist and advisor Ali Reza 
Alavi-Tabar remarked in 2003: “Israel is always threatening us. If we 
were sure Israel wasn’t going to hit us, we wouldn’t be thinking about a 
bomb.”86 Iran addressed an official letter to the UN secretary-general in 
2006 protesting “unlawful, unacceptable and dangerous threats of use 
of force” by the United States.”87 In a 2007 poll of Iranians, nearly half 
of the respondents believed the United States would take military action 
against Iran in the next one to two years.88 Revealingly, Iran repeatedly 
raised its security concerns as a topic to be addressed in international 
discussions over its nuclear program.89 Lending further weight to se-
curity arguments, experts have cited external security reasons for Iran’s 
nuclear weapons aspirations. Ray Takeyh, a leading Iran analyst, has as-
cribed the country’s nuclear calculations to its “desire to craft a viable 
deterrent capability against a range of evolving threats.”90 David Cor-
tright and George A. Lopez from the Kroc Institute for Peace Studies have 
likewise posited that, “Given the worsening insecurities in the region 
and its hostile political relations with the United States and Israel, Iran is 
likely to continue feeling the need for greater deterrent capabilities, per-
haps including a nuclear option.”91 Similarly, RAND policy analyst Ali-
reza Nader observes that “the Islamic Republic appears to be pursuing a 
nuclear capability as a form of deterrence against an attack by a superior 
military foe such as the United States.”92 But there are also indications 
that status has played a role in Iran’s nuclear priorities.

In particular, Iran’s foreign relations have been hampered by key 
diplomatic-political setbacks. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, in the 
run-up to Iran’s early nuclear deliberation, diplomatic recognition of 
Iran was noticeably lower than it had previously been.93 In the 1980s, 
Iran suffered regional diplomatic ostracism fueled by the post-revolutionary 
Islamic regime’s controversial policies and the Iran-Iraq War.94 In recent 
decades multilateral sanctions and political estrangement due in part 
to Iran’s nuclear program have frustrated its international status, and 
Iran has been the subject of extensive official scrutiny emanating from 
the UN Security Council, IAEA, United States, and European Union 
over its nuclear activities.95 Iran was notoriously included as part of the 
so-called “axis of evil” in a speech by Pres. George W. Bush in 2002. 
Even though Iran sought international engagement, evidenced through 
initiatives such as President Khatami’s “Dialogue of Civilizations” 
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(announced in the late 1990s), Iran’s mediation efforts during the Tajikistan 
civil war (1992–1997), and Iranian relations with Russia, Brazil, and 
the nonaligned states, it was unable to escape diplomatic exclusion in 
many respects.96 Sanguine expectations in some circles that the 2015 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action would reverse Iran’s isolation and 
revitalize its international relations have thus far not come to satisfactory 
fruition.

The leadership in Tehran has undoubtedly perceived its faltering 
diplomatic-political status and treatment as incommensurate with other 
Iranian attributes such as Iran’s geostrategic importance and technical-
scientific accomplishments—all the more so given the illustrious legacy 
of the Persian civilization.97 As one knowledgeable expert observed in 
2005: “Iranian leaders have been shaken by the negative attention, pres-
sure and potential isolation they have experienced over the nuclear 
issue. . . . Ostracism of such a great nation as Persia—Iran—would be 
a major setback.”98 Indicative of Iran’s diplomatic frustration, Iranian 
officials decried an alleged US-Israeli “conspiracy” to isolate Tehran.99 
Diplomatic-political status shortfalls can be particularly vexing since 
overcoming them often depends on other states’ actions such as granting 
diplomatic recognition or refraining from admonishing the state in in-
ternational fora. In line with our expectations, the ever-present drive for 
status in world politics has conceivably pushed an isolated Iran towards 
more forceful methods of status fulfillment. As with the case of South 
Africa, even ambiguous or “opaque” nuclear activities may be seen as a 
relatively direct and accessible route to status improvement.100

As noted earlier, data suggests Iran has reached the level of a near-
major power—an overall status that can be expected to intensify Tehran’s 
sense of entitlement to elevated power status. This phenomenon is not 
unlike what has occurred with other states in the category such as India or 
Brazil. As a result, Iranian policymakers commonly view their country 
as deserving of status as a “natural” regional or world power.101 In 2009, 
President Ahmadinejad called for “Iran to occupy its rightful place as a 
world power.”102 Reflecting the sentiments of many Iran specialists, one 
expert writes, “all factions, from hard-liners to reformists, agree that Iran 
is entitled to regional power status.”103 Members of Iran’s Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guard Corps have unsurprisingly been no exception to this 
trend.104 Analysts at times associate this penchant for power status with 
the ancient Persian empire, and one study refers to Iran’s “historical sense 
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of imperial mission.”105 According to middle east scholar Bahman Baktiari, 
“Iranian leaders have long been preoccupied with how to sustain a per-
ception of Iran as a country with 2,500 years of recorded history and a 
civilization that deserves recognition and respect. Most Iranians perceive 
their nation as a great civilization that has been deprived of its rightful 
status as a regional superpower by foreign intervention, including that 
of tsarist Russia, Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United States.”106

Significantly, a recurring theme in the literature on Iranian policy-
making is one of Iranian resentment of foreign interference that has 
allegedly sought to preclude Iran’s status as a regional leader or powerful 
state. Whereas in previous centuries such Iranian sentiments focused on 
great powers active in the region, notably Russia and Britain, lately they 
have been directed mostly at the United States and Iran’s regional neigh-
bors such as the Sunni Arab states and Israel. As one study explains, 
“Iranian leaders are convinced that Western powers have systematically 
worked to prevent the country’s emergence as an independent regional 
power.”107 Iranian journalist Rahman Ghahremanpour argues that this 
perceived external meddling to keep Iran down has bred dissatisfaction: 
“The majority of Iranians are not satisfied with their current role in the 
region nor in the international system. Western policies—perceived or 
real—aimed at restricting and isolating Iran intensifies [sic] this sense 
of frustration.”108 In terms of Iran’s regional neighbors, Saudi Arabia is an 
example of a state Iranian leaders believe “harbors a deep mistrust of Iran 
and has been the most active in working to deny Iran a status commen-
surate with its aspirations.”109 This tendency in Iranian policy discourse 
to view Iran as the victim of foreign interfering “chimes with Shia Islam’s 
historic perception of itself as oppressed in historical, theological and 
political terms.”110

I argue that Iran’s nuclear ambitions have been spurred on by its con-
siderable status expectations on the one hand and disappointment over 
deficiencies in its regional and global standing on the other—apparently 
reinforced by the belief that foreign powers have sought to limit Iran’s 
status. Clearly, Iranian officials have made their interest in international 
status and respect plainly evident. For instance, former Pres. Hashemi 
Rafsanjani spoke in 2005 of a “powerful Iran” that could “find a distin-
guished and lofty standing among the nations of the world, a status and 
standing which befits the civilized nation of Iran.”111 It may be difficult 
to unearth conclusive evidence of the extent to which Iran’s leadership 
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has associated nuclear weapons with status, but there are indications of 
status concerns underlying Iran’s nuclear pursuits. In this regard, the 
US Director of National Intelligence stated in 2016 that status was a 
motivation behind Iran’s nuclear designs.112 In the view of nonprolifera-
tion expert Mark Fitzpatrick, Iran’s nuclear efforts seek “prestige” and 
“national pride.”113 Likewise Shahram Chubin, an Iran security specialist, 
argues that “Iran is seeking a nuclear capability, at least a weapons 
option, the benefits of which it sees as prestige and domestic legitima-
tion, regional status, and a greater voice in international relations.”114 A 
few astute observers have drawn attention to Iranian status discrepancies 
as a driver of Iran’s revisionist policies and perhaps its nuclear ambi-
tions. For example, middle east analyst Thomas Juneau argues there is 
a strong sense among Iran’s leadership “that the country’s rightful status 
is being denied by the United States and its allies. Iran therefore suffers 
from a status discrepancy as a result of the differential between its aspira-
tions and the status it perceives the international community ascribes to 
it. Iran is thus dissatisfied, a key driver of revisionism.”115 With regard 
to the nuclear program, Chubin insightfully identifies “frustration over 
status and the ambition to be taken more seriously and to play a larger, 
more global role” as a key driver of Iran’s nuclear aspirations.116

It is revealing that Iran does not appear to be on an unrestrained 
push to have nuclear weapons. Instead, it has evidently embraced an 
“option” or hedging strategy, at least since 2003, moving closer to the 
technical capability to produce nuclear arms without actually acquir-
ing them. This suggests competition among diverse status perspectives 
in the Iranian policy-making context, to some extent presumably a re-
flection of Iran’s less than extreme levels of isolation in recent years.117 
In this regard, Iran’s nuclear program also appears closely tied to status 
aspirations in terms of national autonomy and scientific-technical prow-
ess—status pursuits which might plausibly be achieved through civil-
ian nuclear applications (such as energy or medicine) instead of nuclear 
weapons. With regard to autonomy, the desire for stature as an indepen-
dent and self-sufficient actor in global affairs is a familiar aspect of the 
official Iranian worldview.118 This is reflected in the revolutionary slogan 
“independence, freedom, Islamic Republic.” From Tehran’s standpoint, 
having status for autonomy reaffirms the credibility of Iran’s nonaligned 
global stance—embodied in another Iranian revolution slogan, “neither 
East nor West”—and bolsters its aim of leading an “anti-hegemonic 
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movement in the Islamic world.”119 As for nuclear projects bolstering 
Iran’s status in terms of scientific and technical achievement, Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Khamenei has stated that Iran could become the 
“world leader in science in fifty years” and holds the “nuclear program as 
a symbol of scientific and technological prowess.”120 As elaborated above, 
many status priorities can be distinct from or wholly incompatible with 
nuclear arms. Such status preferences may gain traction in a state when 
power status falls out of favor and new alternative routes to international 
standing take priority.

How Might Iranian Nuclear Reversal Happen?
The theoretical arguments presented earlier provide a basis for outlin-

ing some of the plausible reversal scenarios for Iran. Specifically, two 
of the reversal pathways stand out as potentially applicable: diplomatic 
integration (pathway 1) and military delegitimization (pathway 3). The 
middle state path (pathway 2) appears less relevant because Iran does not 
fit the definition of a middle state and because of the fact most middle 
state reversals occurred decades ago in closer proximity to the emergence 
of the nuclear nonproliferation norm. For Iran, reversal pathways 1 and 
3 could serve to increase the likelihood of nuclear reversal. Hybrid com-
binations are possible, meaning that both pathways may occur together. 
It is essential to now explore these options in the Iranian context as well 
as consider a few alternative nuclear reversal arguments and their potential 
relevance to Iran.

Pathway 1: Diplomatic Integration

To imagine how Iranian reversal might occur under pathway 1, the 
case of South Africa may offer an applicable precedent. South Africa 
abandoned its small cache of nuclear weapons as domestic policy changes 
(the end of apartheid) were enabling South Africa’s leadership to lay 
claim to more cooperative forms of status. Nuclear reversal was made 
likely when the leadership came to view nuclear weapons as a liability 
for South Africa’s status goals. A similar trajectory could be envisaged 
whereby Iran’s frustration with its diplomatic-political standing and 
treatment is lessened as higher diplomatic status is attained or becomes 
more accessible. Such developments would be aided by credible offers or 
prospects of diplomatic recognition from key states—regional states and 
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major powers in particular. Under pathway 1, the continued lifting of 
sanctions on Iran and lessening official criticism of Iran’s behavior might 
help promote reversal by reducing Iran’s international exclusion. In general, 
this pathway would involve the easing of Iran’s status deprivation and 
Iranian emphasis on alternative channels of status enhancement rather 
than power aggrandizement. Regional states and world powers would 
contribute by opening up such new methods of status fulfillment, perhaps 
accepting a larger role for Iran in regional diplomacy. Finally, pathway 1 
calls for an improved security threat environment, a main indicator of 
which would be a declining rate of interstate disputes between Iran and key 
interlocutors such as the United States, Israel, and Arab states in the region.

How might Iran’s quest for status be expected to shift under pathway 1? 
Official Iranian perspectives would be expected to shift toward status 
conceptions that are less focused on relative power. Past diplomatically 
integrating states have typically sought cooperative types of international 
standing, such as through peaceful multilateral engagement, promoting 
the international legal order, and fostering socioeconomic progress. For 
example, postapartheid South Africa achieved status through playing a 
greater role in African and global governance, becoming a leading con-
tributor to peacekeeping missions on the continent, and working at the 
international level towards economic development for the global south. 
In the case of Libya, another state that apparently followed pathway 1, 
comparable changes in status priorities preceded nuclear renunciation. 
Hence an emergent thrust of Libyan policy was to normalize its interna-
tional relations (including with the United States) and garner status as 
a global diplomatic player and peace arbiter. Mu‘ammar Gadhafi’s son 
Seif al-Islam stated, “[Our] leader believed that . . . Libya would emerge 
from . . . international isolation and become a negotiator and work with 
the big powers to change the Arab situation.”121 As political psychologist 
Maria Rost Rublee elucidates, “giving up WMD would allow [Gadhafi] 
to take on a new leadership role and give him the international accep-
tance he had desired for so long.”122 Interestingly, there are signs that 
Iran seeks status for non–power-oriented activities, but under pathway 
1 these status outlets would become more prominent, turning contro-
versial nuclear weapons pursuits into a greater hindrance for Iran’s status 
ambitions. Notably, Iranian leaders have shown interest in taking a lead-
ing position in matters like inter-civilizational dialogue and science and 
technology. Civil nuclear advancement is seen as bringing status for 
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Iran’s scientific accomplishments and energy self-sufficiency, the latter 
being linked to the aforementioned primacy of autonomy in Iranian 
foreign policy. Iranian Pres. Hashemi Rafsanjani highlighted such interests 
in a 1996 speech, stating that “making use of nuclear technology for 
peaceful purposes is something without which a country could not find 
its real standing in the world.”123 Nuclear reversal pathway 1 envisages 
Iran’s global exclusion subsiding and Tehran placing more value on such 
alternative forms of international standing.

What specific steps might facilitate nuclear reversal pathway 1 for 
Iran? Though various possible sequences might be envisioned, efforts 
by key states like the United States would appear indispensable. For ex-
ample, movement towards restoring US diplomatic relations with Iran 
and significant progress on US-Iran security issues could be pivotal for 
Iran to follow pathway 1. As regards status, it could be conducive to 
pathway 1 for the United States and regional states like Saudi Arabia to 
present Iran with concrete, feasible options for the restoration of diplo-
matic relations. This would demonstrate the availability of non–power-
oriented status options and create space for pragmatic Iranian officials 
and elites to successfully push for such alternative routes to status. In a 
similar way, states might seek to bestow a more prominent role on Iran 
as a diplomatic-political intermediary on regional and even global is-
sues regarding Iraq, Afghanistan, dialogue with the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC), or initiatives on intercultural understanding. Iran has 
shown an interest in playing a larger diplomatic part in many such matters, 
and this would be reminiscent of the negotiator role that Gadhafi as-
pired to for Libya in the run-up to its nuclear turnaround. Pathway 1 
could also be facilitated if the United States and other states promoted 
increased Iranian participation in international organizations as well as 
lessened criticism of Iran in regional and international institutions to 
reduce Iran’s sense of global marginalization. As one notable example, 
admitting Iran to the World Trade Organization (WTO) could be a 
promising move. WTO membership could confer much-needed status 
to Iran—the world’s largest economy that is not a WTO member—and 
Iran’s government has said that WTO membership is a priority.124 Ad-
ditionally, it would be propitious for the United States and the other 
nuclear deal signatories to ensure that sanctions relief for Iran continues 
as laid out in the JCPOA. The new US administration could hence con-
tribute to alleviating Iran’s sense of ostracism by honoring its JCPOA 
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sanctions relief pledges. In the same vein, the further release of Iranian 
assets frozen by the US government and held in US and foreign banks 
might indirectly improve Iran’s embattled international status and treat-
ment in line with this reversal pathway.

Each of these developments could contribute to a sort of “status 
accommodation”—not unlike what scholars have discussed in terms 
of reducing the war-making proclivities of rising powers—which could 
fulfill the Iranian quest for status through attainments other than nucle-
arization.125 Nevertheless, the earlier reversals in South Africa and Libya 
suggest a more profound Iranian reassessment of the state’s behavior and 
role in the world may be needed for Iran to truly embrace less power-centric 
status, as apparently occurred with both de Klerk and Gadhafi. Due 
to the fragmented nature of postrevolutionary Iran’s domestic politics, 
such an outcome might have to emerge from a potential convergence 
of sufficiently influential Iranian officials. This type of rethinking—à la 
South Africa and Libya—is a distinct possibility; Iranian foreign policy 
has a tendency to vacillate between engagement and pragmatism on the 
one hand and relatively greater defiance and ideological opposition to 
the rest of the world on the other. It is imaginable that the impetus for 
this type of change might emanate from a president such as Rouhani, 
the Supreme Leader or a future successor, and/or other key domestic actors. 
Overall, I argue that the provision of diplomatic-political status as out-
lined above may well stimulate such a fundamental Iranian reassessment, 
by showing Iran’s leaders that alternative ways of augmenting the state’s 
status are accessible. Outside states could in this way encourage Iranian 
domestic actors to see value in reorienting Iran’s search for status, as 
well as creating opportunities for them to do this and lending them 
credibility within Iran. Another lesson from the Libyan case is that con-
fidants whose advice is valued by top decision-makers—like Gadhafi’s 
son Seif al-Islam—may be important in convincing national leaders of 
the state’s preferred role and status in world affairs. Such developments 
may well take time, hence one crucial added-value of the JCPOA could 
be in limiting Iran’s technical nuclear capabilities to buy enough time 
for a broader policy and status shift. A window of opportunity may be 
open under the Rouhani presidency to make headway in this direction, 
although the Iranian presidential election of  May 2017 will likely affect 
such prospects.
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In terms of threat reduction, several potential conflict-reducing steps 
could encourage Iranian progress down pathway 1. It would be benefi-
cial to hold joint US-Iran security discussions to build confidence and 
decrease the prospects of any hostilities involving Iran. For instance, 
working-level talks might be dedicated to seeking ways to prevent in-
cidents and unintended escalation among the two states’ naval vessels 
which often operate in close proximity in the Persian Gulf. US military 
policies and deployments in the region might be reviewed for any rea-
sonable revisions that could be made to decrease Iranian threat percep-
tions and make armed conflict less likely. In addition, the United States 
could be well positioned to quietly facilitate nonaggression pledges and 
other threat-reduction measures between Iran and Israel, assuaging mutual 
security concerns between the two adversaries. The United States and 
other interested parties could work with Iran on plans for improving the 
security situation in Iraq and Afghanistan, with both states bordering 
on Iran and strongly impacting Iranian security threat perceptions. As 
regards Afghanistan, for example, Iran has shown an enduring interest in 
being involved in security actions there; Iran faces transnational threats 
such as drug trafficking and terrorism emanating from its Afghan border. 
Stepped-up global efforts to find solutions to end the protracted conflict 
in Syria, in which Iranian and US forces are combatants, would also have 
clear advantages in terms of ameliorating Iranian security. The United 
States and the international community could also contribute by sup-
porting the settlement of disputes among Iran and its Gulf neighbors. 
Notably, the United States and Arab states might foster talks between 
Iran and the GCC states to jointly address security concerns, which 
have escalated particularly between Iran and Saudi Arabia over the past 
few years—reinforced by Iran’s nuclear activities and the conflict in Yemen, 
which has pitted the two states on opposite sides of the hostilities. While 
these security steps would undeniably require significant efforts and po-
litical willingness, auspicious precedents favor progress. In this respect, 
some US-Iran security cooperation has already occurred regarding both 
Afghanistan and Iraq.126 Further, Iran has participated in international 
talks on the Syria conflict. The fact that a multilateral nuclear deal was 
concluded in 2015 provides further evidence that agreement is possible 
with Iran on crucial security issues. Finally, the United States and Iran 
as well as other regional and European states share numerous mutual 
interests, such as stabilizing Iraq and Afghanistan as well as the fight 
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against Daesh (ISIS), which suggest that collaborative security initiatives 
may produce meaningful results.

To conclude, some key hurdles would need to be surmounted for Iran 
to take pathway 1 to nuclear reversal. First, there are domestic interests 
in both Iran and the United States that would oppose such steps and 
who in some cases benefit from continued Iranian isolation or nuclear 
ambitions.127 As for any diplomatic or security rapprochement between 
the United States and Iran, such efforts face mutual distrust stemming 
from incidents such as the US-aided overthrow of Iranian Prime Min-
ister Mohammad Mossadegh in 1953 and the 1979–1981 Iran hostage 
crisis. Further, the willingness of states to grant Iran diplomatic recogni-
tion and status may be made conditional upon reciprocal measures by 
Iran regarding Iranian policies viewed by Western powers and Middle 
Eastern and Persian Gulf states as inappropriate or destabilizing, includ-
ing Iranian support for militant groups like Hezbollah. As a result, a 
good measure of policy flexibility on various sides would be required. 
In terms of security concerns, many of Iran’s perceived threats are firmly 
rooted and involve not only the United States but also other regional 
actors (such as Israel and Saudi Arabia)—and thus may not dissipate 
quickly. The persistence of conflict among multiple warring parties in 
Syria is but one complicating facet of the regional security situation for 
which solutions are not easy. The risk of US-Iran confrontation in the 
Persian Gulf remains palpable and demands restraint on both sides. 
Nevertheless, many such obstacles could be overcome with the right 
mix of political determination, timing, and ingenuity. The data indicates 
that Iran’s diplomatic isolation may not be as extreme as other diplo-
matic pariahs—such as South Africa and North Korea—that have gone 
nuclear.128 Overall pathway 1 appears to be plausible for Iran even if 
some challenging steps remain before it moves down this reversal path.

Pathway 3: Military Delegitimization

Military delegitimization is another pathway Iran could follow to 
nuclear reversal. This pathway represents an intriguing reversal scenario 
for Iran because it has previously led near-major powers such as Brazil to 
nuclear forbearance. Indeed, Brazil’s abandonment of its nuclear ambi-
tions more than two decades ago may offer relevant historical insights. 
The end of Brazilian military rule in the 1980s marked the discredit-
ing of the military’s power-oriented status conceptions. As alluded to 
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above, Brazilian officials came to value regional political leadership and 
economic forms of standing more than prospective status as a nuclear 
power, whereupon contentious nuclear activities became an obstacle to 
Brazil’s status goals. Pathway 3 deserves consideration in Iran’s case due 
to the country’s substantial military expenditures that have accompa-
nied its nuclear ambitions as well as the noticeable domestic influence 
particularly of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).129 Ac-
cordingly, Shahram Chubin describes the IRGC as a “formidable policy 
actor with security as well as commercial interests.”130 While the IRGC 
can lack popular support owing in part to its internal security role, the 
IRGC’s domestic political clout is highlighted by the vast number of 
current or former IRGC members in government in recent years; for 
example, Pres. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (2005–2013) was an IRGC vet-
eran, and dozens of parliamentarians elected to Iran’s majlis have had 
IRGC experience.131 As expected, prominent IRGC members have also 
expressed an interest in Iran’s standing as a powerful state. One past 
IRGC commander, for instance, has stated that the United States has “ ‘no 
option’ but to recognize Iran as a regional power.”132 While the IRGC 
generally did not oppose the 2015 nuclear deal—perhaps largely out of 
IRGC business interests in having sanctions lifted—experts have never-
theless found support for nuclear weapons among the IRGC’s member-
ship.133 Under pathway 3, Iranian nuclear reversal could take hold if 
military status perspectives—notably, those of the IRGC—were to lose 
sway among Iran’s leadership. This might be observed through a size-
able downturn in the share of government resources devoted to IRGC/
military expenditures, probably in tandem with a substantial drop in the 
number of IRGC members holding political office. Like in pathway 1, 
security threat reduction is also necessary for this reversal pathway. As 
discussed earlier, this could be seen through a decline in Iran’s incidence 
of interstate disputes with key countries like the United States and other 
states in Iran’s region.

How would the Iranian status priorities be expected to change under 
pathway 3? Power-based status would be superseded by other goals, such 
as the desire to achieve political and economic standing in international 
affairs. The status leanings of the IRGC, which focus upon the hierarchy 
and instruments of power, would be downgraded so as to no longer shape 
Iranian policy priorities. A relative proclivity for non–power-oriented status 
would make nuclear weapons appear as more of a hindrance to enhanc-
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ing Iran’s status. In this regard, while near-major power Brazil has con-
tinued to pursue recognition as a “big country” in world affairs, Brazil’s 
civilian officials placed renewed emphasis upon earning regional and 
global standing through diplomatic engagement, cooperation within 
multilateral regimes, regional economic integration, and national eco-
nomic progress. As John R. Redick argues, Brazilian officials “came to 
accept the view that maintenance of the independent nuclear policy would 
seriously jeopardize their relations with nations that could affect another, 
more central, policy objective: achieving world stature and leadership 
for Brazil.”134 Another component of Brazil’s search for status has been 
to seek reforms of the UN Security Council, enabling permanent Bra-
zilian membership along with fellow “G4” states Germany, India, and 
Japan—which may be associated with power status but is also closely 
tied to diplomatic-political stature.135 If Iran were to follow pathway 3, 
it might be expected to reconceive of near-major power standing in this 
manner by focusing on earning status through playing a prominent role 
diplomatically and economically, in line with global rules and norms, 
and wielding “soft power” rather than nuclear arms.

What are some concrete steps that might bring about reversal pathway 
3 in Iran’s case? As one possibility, it is conceivable that specific domestic 
events could amplify domestic enmity of the IRGC and weaken its legiti-
macy. This would set off a domestic shift or realignment causing power-
oriented status perspectives to lose influence in Iranian policy making. 
For example, if large-scale popular protests or demonstrations were to 
occur (not unlike the upheaval typifying the contested 2009 Iranian 
presidential election), this might alter the IRGC’s extensive influence 
in the country—for example, by provoking a backlash to IRGC repres-
sion of demonstrators or by exerting pressure for domestic institutional 
reforms. In similar fashion, various other potential domestic or inter-
national events may be envisaged, such as major IRGC scandals or civil 
society campaigns, which could impel key figures such as the supreme 
leader to push further in downgrading the extensive domestic position of 
the IRGC. Such domestic reforms might be seen, for instance, in moves 
to curtail the IRGC’s role and financial resources. Future elections might 
also promote pathway 3 by decreasing the presence of IRGC members 
holding government office. Observers have noted that the Ahmadinejad 
presidency (2005–2013) marked a period of particularly “militarized” 
Iranian governance, hence to some extent President Rouhani’s election 
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in 2013 may have tipped the balance back towards pathway 3—although 
not yet to a sufficient extent to cause nuclear reversal.136 Hence the next 
Iranian presidential election can also be expected to have consequences 
pertinent to pathway 3. It can equally be postulated that a successive 
new supreme leader after Ali Khamenei, who is less favorable to (and 
less strategically reliant upon) the wide-ranging economic, political, and 
military engagements of the IRGC, could use his position to rein in 
the Revolutionary Guards’ domestic political role and influence, which 
could stimulate Iran’s movement along pathway 3. The interconnections 
between the IRGC and the conservative clerical network in the country 
present challenges for this pathway, however.137 Finally, this pathway 
would require steps towards lessening Iran’s perceived security threats 
in the region, as explained for pathway 1 above. It is interesting to note 
that Iran’s status and security can also be viewed as somewhat interre-
lated; for example, a more peaceful regional security environment could 
feasibly provide the impetus for reduced Iranian security spending and 
reliance upon the IRGC.

What actions from outside Iran could be conducive to pathway 3? 
Undoubtedly, the ability of external parties to alter domestic military 
legitimacy and status priorities in Iran is somewhat constrained. More-
over, any attempt to interfere would need to proceed cautiously and with 
sensitivity to avoid counterproductive reactions within Iran in light of its 
past experience with external interference in Iranian domestic affairs. At 
the same time, there are steps that the international community might 
take. For example, military-to-military cooperation and engagement 
between Iran—including Revolutionary Guard personnel—and other 
states, centering on experience and training in relation to humanitarian 
and peacekeeping operations, could serve to stimulate interest in non-
nuclear approaches to international status and recognition. Nonnuclear 
states that participate significantly in UN peacekeeping missions might 
be candidates for such collaboration and exchange, for instance Brazil, 
Spain, and Sweden. Another type of external step that could advance 
pathway 3 would be to prudently offer educational and material support 
to civil society and nongovernmental organizations that advocate non-
militaristic visions of Iranian society and policy. Likewise, the expansion 
of civil society, cultural, and sports exchanges between Iran and Western 
states may reinforce the availability of a range of non–power-oriented 
global status opportunities among Iranian society. Notably, it bears 
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mentioning that the IRGC is not a homogenous entity and its members 
have diverse perspectives, including on politics and the potential role of 
nuclear weapons in Iran’s international status.138 Indeed, the IRGC did 
largely go along with the 2015 nuclear agreement, even if mostly for 
pragmatic economic reasons, and certainly some IRGC members sup-
port pragmatic or reformist policies. With a view to pathway 3, external 
states might explore reasonable ways of reaching out to or supporting 
such constituencies. Finally, alleviating Iran’s security threats is another 
important component of pathway 3 where outside states could make 
a difference. Hence, as described under pathway 1 above, the United 
States, Iran’s regional neighbors, and other international actors might 
take steps to improve Iran’s security environment as laid out for pathway 1.

Overall, while the evidence does not dictate that Iran will imminently 
move down reversal pathway 3, there are some promising indications 
and the pathway is quite relevant to Iran—especially in view of its ap-
parent position as a near-major power.139 It should also be stated that, 
given Iran’s embattled diplomatic-political situation, pathway 3 may be 
more effective in bringing Iranian nuclear reversal if complemented by 
parallel progress down pathway 1 as well.

Potential Alternative Arguments
It is worthwhile to consider some alternate nuclear reversal explana-

tions in the case of Iran. In this regard, key arguments might be envis-
aged in relation to: (1) external security environment (without status 
arguments); (2) domestic politics/political economy; (3) coercive pres-
sure; and (4) regime change. We now explore the conceivable impact of 
these factors in turn.

External Security Environment

Since nuclear weapons are frequently associated with deterring ag-
gression from other states, we might ask whether security threat reduc-
tion alone can explain nuclear reversal? Analysts have frequently relied 
upon security factors as a core argument to explain nuclear weapons 
choices. Further, all but two past nuclear reversals occurred in tandem 
with a measurably improved external security situation.140 However, as 
observed by Stanford experts Scott D. Sagan and Ariel E. Levite, the 
empirical record is replete with instances of nuclear decisions that do 
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not fit neatly with an account solely focused on security.141 For instance, 
while Libya’s long-held nuclear ambitions were driven partly by regional 
security realities and its reversal was indeed preceded by a drop in Libya’s 
interstate disputes, to ascribe the Gadhafi regime’s nuclear about-face 
exclusively to external security would be to overlook critical aspects of 
the reversal picture. Libya in the 1990s and early 2000s rethought its 
revolutionary agenda and role in the world—with profound implica-
tions for Libya’s policy and status interests.142 As Libya moderated its 
objectionable policies and attempted to burnish its diplomatic stand-
ing, its controversial nuclear pursuits became a serious impediment to 
Libya’s revised status goals. Sweden’s nuclear history offers a further case 
in point. As suggested above, Sweden’s nuclear reversal can be partially 
traced to lower threat levels and East-West détente. However, Sweden’s 
interstate dispute involvement was generally modest in the decades fol-
lowing World War II. Further, as nuclear policy specialist Eric Arnett 
has pointed out, most studies on Sweden point primarily to non–security-
based reasons to explain its nuclear choices.143 Sweden’s reversal can be 
more convincingly explained if one accounts for Swedish beliefs about 
the country’s stature as a role model and “active neutral” promoting 
peace, the rule of law, and progressive causes such as disarmament and 
humanitarian action, along with its desire to avoid jeopardizing its sta-
tus with contentious nuclear activities that contravened an emerging 
global norm against nuclear proliferation. Finally, the absence of nuclear 
renunciation among the major powers further supports the contention 
that security threat reduction must be combined with additional factors 
to comprehend nuclear reversal patterns. For example, British Prime 
Minister Harold Macmillan stated decades ago that Britain’s indepen-
dent nuclear force “gives us a better position in the world, it gives us a 
better position with respect to the United States. It puts us where we 
ought to be, in the position of a Great Power.”144 Hence although the 
United Kingdom’s interstate disputes subsided with the end of the Cold 
War and Britain entered an era of objectively lower threat from interstate 
violence, Britain has maintained its nuclear force.145 The British case 
lends further weight to nuclear arguments focusing on status interests.

Could security threat reduction alone lead to Iranian reversal? This is 
unlikely because, as the empirical record shows, the choice for nuclear 
forbearance typically derives from security in conjunction with other 
factors. As Levite has sensibly pointed out, “although a favorable 

03-Prosser 2017-02.indd   55 5/9/2017   10:12:59 AM



Andrew Prosser

56 Strategic Studies Quarterly ♦ Summer 2017

external security outlook appears necessary to bring about nuclear re-
versal, it rarely if ever appears to be sufficient, by itself, to produce this 
outcome.”146 Iran is no exception to this observation and its security 
environment is best understood not as an alternate, competing explana-
tion of nuclear reversal but rather as an integral complement to status 
arguments.

Domestic Politics/Political Economy

How might domestic political competition and factional interests 
impact nuclear reversal? Domestic arguments view the preferences 
and actions of specific domestic constituencies, such as govern-
ment bureaucracies or even nongovernmental groups, as crucial in 
determining policy outcomes.147 Domestic actors—notably, nuclear sci-
entists, military officers, and election-minded officials—may develop 
preferences favoring nuclear arms and seek to mobilize pro-bomb 
coalitions which could impede nuclear reversal, at times uniting with 
international supporters and norms.148 For example, national security 
strategist Peter R. Lavoy describes how national political and military 
elites establish myths about the state’s “insecurity or its poor interna-
tional standing” to popularize nuclear weapons as sources of military 
security and international influence.149 Levels of democratic governance 
may also shape nuclear choices, as elites in democracies might have rela-
tively less autonomy to promote nuclear weapons based on parochial 
incentives.150 In political-economic terms, professor Etel Solingen holds 
that leaderships advocating global economic integration and liberalizing 
reforms should seek to avoid the domestic political costs of nuclear-
ization, whereas “nuclearization implies fewer costs for inward-looking 
leaders and for constituencies less dependent on international markets, 
investment, technology, and institutions, who can rely on nuclear weapons 
programs to reinforce nationalist platforms of political survival.”151 
There is evidence that domestic factors have impacted the outcome or 
timing of states’ nuclear decisions. For instance, key atomic technocrats 
and military strategists in the official bureaucracies in India and France 
apparently pushed their respective states’ nuclear programs forward.152 
And as Solingen points out, nuclear reversal in Argentina, Brazil, Egypt 
under Sadat, Japan, South Africa, South Korea, and Taiwan was con-
ducted under leaderships relying for their political survival on export-
led industrialization.153 However, in some cases the evidence on domestic 
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politics is mixed; hence in Libya and South Africa nuclear reversal took 
place in spite of any bureaucratic opposition and by regimes that were 
relatively undemocratic.

With regard to Iran, much has been written about the role of factional 
politics and internal disputes in Iranian policymaking.154 Domestic 
bureaucratic interests may shed light on aspects of Iran’s nuclear path, 
such as the persistence of nuclear ambitions even under relatively mod-
erate or reform-minded leaders such as the Mohammad Khatami presi-
dency (1997–2005). Though Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei is routinely 
described as the ultimate arbiter of Iranian security and defense policies 
and Iran’s rulers have emphasized that nuclear decision-making is based 
on “consensus,” indeed several often-competing domestic actors vie for 
influence on the nuclear issue.155 While there may be broad domestic 
consensus on Iran’s right to nuclear technology for scientific and eco-
nomic development, the positions of domestic leaders and elites on nuclear 
weapons are thought to diverge significantly in many instances.156 It is 
not always easy to ascertain specific Iranian domestic actors’ views on 
nuclear arms since such positions are not typically publicly revealed, 
but, for example, analysts have in the past cited the IRGC and perhaps 
Iran’s atomic agency (the AEOI) as potentially having pronuclear weapons 
interests.157 From a domestic politics approach, reversal might occur 
in Iran if antinuclear coalitions were to gain influence or if pronuclear 
lobbies within the IRGC or atomic establishment were to lose domes-
tic political clout. Solingen’s political-economic account would predict 
reversal if the Iranian government were to further embrace economic 
liberalization as its political model—a perspective that might view Hassan 
Rouhani’s presidency as fairly promising. It is hard to dispute that do-
mestic political realities would be involved in any Iranian nuclear re-
versal. Moreover, there are some interesting points of overlap between 
our status-based approach and domestic accounts; as one example, both 
perspectives might postulate that declining IRGC influence in politics 
would increase prospects for nuclear forbearance. However, domestic 
politics can usefully be seen as shaping the broader status motivations 
affecting states’ nuclear choices, which are conditioned by regional and 
systemic factors as well as domestic influences. Notably, the way in 
which domestic political differences play out with regard to Iran’s long-
running foreign policy dichotomy between ideological opposition to the 
outside world and international engagement will likely have major re-
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percussions for the nuclear issue. As Chubin observes, “the nuclear issue 
has long been a proxy for the broader question of how Iran should relate 
to the world—and whether it should pursue its interests unilaterally or 
with reference to others’ concerns.”158 In line with our approach, the 
way this broad question is resolved within Iran should be indicative of 
whether the Iranian leadership prefers to seek Iranian standing through 
controversial nuclear pursuits or through alternative endeavors less fo-
cused on power status.159

Coercive Pressure

Might coercive interstate pressure facilitate nuclear reversal? Coercion 
may involve external threats to use military force or the threat or impo-
sition of other costly measures such as economic sanctions. As regards 
Libya, “strong” versions of the coercion argument are unconvincing. 
For example, US Vice President Dick Cheney controversially asserted 
in 2004 that Libya’s relinquishing of its nuclear aspirations was “one of 
the great by-products” of the American military interventions in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.160 This assertion is problematic because, in reality, 
Gadhafi had officially offered to give up his WMD activities as early as 
May 1999—well before the Iraq and Afghanistan invasions—and he 
gave secret assurances to the British Foreign Office on WMD renuncia-
tion in August 2002.161 But there is evidence that more modest coercive 
measures such as the US and multilateral economic sanctions imposed 
on Libya, particularly in the 1990s, may have helped augment the po-
tential incentives (that is, sanctions removal) for Libya’s broader shift 
towards more cooperative foreign and security policies.162 As regards 
South Africa, former Atomic Energy Corporation (AEC) Chairman J. 
W. de Villiers has denied that US pressure affected South Africa’s nuclear 
reversal. Waldo Stumpf, the AEC chief executive officer who oversaw 
South Africa’s nuclear dismantlement, has stated that US nonprolifera-
tion pressure actually kept South Africa “out of the NPT longer.”163 
While US nonproliferation advocacy probably reinforced for de Klerk 
the benefits of denuclearization, it is unclear that American pressure 
was decisive. In the case of Brazil, restrictive US export policies, “rather 
than encouraging a change . . . tended to reinforce a sense of victimiza-
tion and provided fuel for the nationalistic nuclear theology. Ultimately, 
change came from within . . . Brazil, rather than being imposed from 
the outside.”164 Mitchell Reiss similarly finds that in Brazil’s case, “U.S. 
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officials admit that American pressure had little or no influence.”165 Ex-
perts and policy makers have at times lauded the efficacy of coercion, 
but this influence can be overstated. Political scientist Russell J. Leng’s 
work illustrating the limits of coercive diplomacy provides valuable in-
sights. Leng finds based on a study of 677 influence attempts that states 
tend to reply to coercion in kind, hence coercion often begets more 
coercion. Drawing on psychological insights, Leng argues, “States tend 
to respond in kind to both coercive and cooperative influence tactics. 
The most effective influence strategy, in terms of achieving a diplomatic 
success without going to war, appears to be a reciprocating strategy in 
which the state begins with tit-for-tat responses to coercive influence 
tactics and then offers cooperative initiatives, most often in the form of 
carrot-and-stick inducements.”166 Thus Leng’s findings suggest that co-
ercive measures such as sanctions or threats of force targeting states with 
nuclear ambitions would normally lead to coercive responses rather than 
compelling any desired nuclear reversal outcome.

As for Iran, nonproliferation specilists Celia L. Reynolds and Wilfred 
T. Wan have noted that “sanctions have exacerbated economic prob-
lems arising from the structural weaknesses and mismanagement of 
Iran’s economy, especially under Ahmadinejad’s presidency and since his 
contested re-election in June 2009.”167 Iran’s economic reliance on oil 
exports and related aspects of the rentier state would seemingly ripen its 
vulnerability to sanctions. Further, domestic discontent with the nega-
tive economic impacts of sanctions previously imposed by the UN Se-
curity Council, the United States, United Kingdom, and others appears 
to have contributed to the election of President Rouhani in 2013 as 
well as the conclusion of the JCPOA. Yet it would be less convincing 
to argue that coercive measures will reverse Iran’s nuclear aspirations. 
Alireza Nader wrote in 2012, “[i]t is unclear if sanctions have weakened 
or strengthened the Iranian regime’s resolve to pursue the nuclear pro-
gram.” He also observes “sanctions . . . may convince certain factions 
to take escalatory actions and continue or even accelerate the nuclear 
program’s development.”168 Such measures have for many years failed to 
induce Iranian reversal and in the future could be expected to prompt 
the sort of tit-for-tat escalation described by Leng—a counterproductive 
outcome from the nonproliferation point of view. Indeed, according to 
our approach, sanctions can be expected to augment the international 
exclusion of isolated states and hence could actually reinforce the status 
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incentives for nuclear weapons. While coercive measures may find 
relative success in situations of asymmetric bargaining leverage over 
the coercion target (e.g., US-South Korea, US-Taiwan), this is hardly 
apparent for Iran.

In terms of more forceful coercive approaches, previous threatening 
rhetoric about military force by the United States and Israel has not elic-
ited Iran’s reversal. The covert assassination of Iranian nuclear scientists 
by foreign agents and cyber attacks against Iran’s nuclear facilities have 
represented technical setbacks but have not visibly altered Iran’s funda-
mental nuclear priorities. Moreover, nuclear researchers Sarah Kreps and 
Zain Pasha find that military threats empower domestic coalitions that 
are hostile to international regimes such as the NPT.169 Finally, Israel’s 
and Iraq’s past military strikes to destroy nuclear installations in Iraq and 
Iran, respectively, failed to subdue the latter states’ nuclear aspirations.170

Regime Change

What can be said of the potential role of a leadership transition or 
“regime change” in eliciting nuclear reversal? In its most extreme form, 
regime change under military force in Iraq in 2003 did erase any lin-
gering nuclear ambitions wielded by the Saddam Hussein regime—but 
this came with vast human, material, and other negative consequences. 
In South Africa and Brazil domestic leadership transitions preceded 
nuclear reversal, although both cases consisted of internal political suc-
cessions due to elections rather than being imposed by external force. 
However, nuclear forbearance came about in Libya in the absence of any 
regime change.

In the case of Iran, would the emergence of a new supreme leader 
facilitate nuclear forbearance? Has the 2013 election of President Rouhani 
made a difference regarding a prospective Iranian nuclear reversal? I con-
tend that a high-level “changing of the guard” may contribute to making 
reversal easier. But this would be contingent largely upon any potential 
changes in fundamental nuclear motivations, notably status and security. 
For instance, if the new official(s) were to moderate policies disliked by 
other states this could favor the pursuit of diplomatic-political or other 
alternative types of standing for Iran that would obviate its nuclear as-
pirations. Similarly, if the new leader(s) were able to rein in the influ-
ence of status perspectives such as those of the IRGC, then this could 
encourage Iranian status approaches favoring reversal. Or if they were 
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to foster regional conflict resolution and engage further with the United 
States towards reducing perceived security threats, this could foster nu-
clear reversal. Hopes were raised that President Rouhani’s election could 
lead to nuclear renunciation, but this has not yet happened and clearly 
the 2015 JCPOA—albeit a significant step towards tension reduction, 
building confidence, and limiting technical nuclear capabilities—can-
not be equated with nuclear reversal. More generally, previous rever-
sal cases such as Libya and arguably Sweden demonstrate that regime 
change may not be essential for Iranian nuclear reversal to happen, as 
such policy change can also emerge from within the regime under the 
right conditions.

Overall, the implication here is that alternate explanations of nuclear 
reversal may hold value, and for some states arguments such as domestic 
politics and leadership transitions may complement our status and 
security account.171 But in Iran’s case, it is not evident that these alternate 
explanations tell us more about how nuclear reversal could occur than 
could a status and security-based approach.

Conclusion: Much Ado about Nothing?
This article has outlined an original explanation of states’ nuclear 

weapons choices to shed light on Iran’s nuclear path. Comparatively few 
studies have shifted the focus from proliferation to nuclear reversal—
despite the empirical prevalence of this phenomenon. The approach 
presented here yields innovative theoretical conclusions about the rea-
sons for nuclear reversal as well as concrete policy insights. Significantly, 
status perspectives merit renewed attention in accounts of nuclear be-
havior. States frequently seek to earn status and set themselves apart in 
world politics. Moreover, most states prefer accomplishments that do 
not involve nuclear weapons as a route to higher global standing. While 
frustrating status deficiencies foster nuclear aspirations, the widespread 
predilection for status through activities like cooperative diplomacy, pro-
motion of global rules and progressive reform, and perhaps economic 
achievements, explains why many states opt for nuclear reversal.

Several distinct pathways exist where status and security factors bol-
ster prospects for nuclear reversal. Within these pathways, developments 
such as diplomatic status improvement and the decline of domestic military 
legitimacy are associated with nonnuclear status ambitions. The evolu-
tion of the global nuclear nonproliferation norm is also an integral part 
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of the reversal story, as is the improvement of a state’s security threat 
environment. Notably, our approach helps clarify the puzzle of norm 
compliance: the global norm against nuclear proliferation is argued to 
induce nuclear reversal particularly when it results in nuclear weapons 
impinging on a state’s ability to accumulate preferred types of inter-
national status, such as for diplomatic-political accomplishments and 
defending global rules and norms.172

What policy insights can be identified regarding Iran? Importantly, 
an Iranian bomb is not inevitable. This research provides a clear blue-
print for those seeking to prevent Iran from going nuclear, one that 
requires policy evolution beyond the breadth of the 2015 nuclear deal. 
First, strategies focusing on isolation and sanctions are unlikely to have 
the desired nonproliferation effect. Instead, effective policies under re-
versal pathway 1 would promote diplomatic recognition of Iran and 
minimize its international exclusion. Progress toward the normalization 
of US-Iran diplomatic relations would be a promising step. In general, 
the United States and the international community should present Iran 
with concrete opportunities for enhancing its diplomatic recognition 
and could seek for Iran a more prominent role as a diplomatic-political 
intermediary—for instance on regional issues such as Afghanistan or 
on intercultural initiatives. This should have the effect of opening up 
non–power-oriented routes to Iranian status and create space for recep-
tive Iranian officials to push for such standing; the result would be a 
kind of nonnuclear “status accommodation” of Iran in world politics. 
In a similar vein, the United States and others could promote increased 
Iranian participation in international organizations such as the World 
Trade Organization—an Iranian priority—while also toning down criti-
cism of Iran in multilateral fora to reduce Iran’s perceived global exclu-
sion. If the new US administration aims to encourage Iranian reversal, 
it would do well to honor US commitments to sanctions relief made 
in the JCPOA as a means to reduce Iran’s ostracism. In addition, rever-
sal pathway 3 points to delegitimizing military status notions. Though 
this path will likely depend mainly on domestic events in Iran, external 
measures can be envisaged. These efforts would need to proceed with 
sensitivity to Iranian attitudes on foreign interference in Iran’s domes-
tic affairs to avoid counterproductive effects. Thus, states could seek 
military-to-military engagement with Iran’s military and Revolutionary 
Guards, centering on experience with humanitarian operations, to foster 
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interest in nonnuclear avenues to international standing. States might 
also consider prudent educational and material support to civil society 
organizations that advocate nonmilitaristic visions of Iran’s society and 
role in the world. Likewise, the expansion of civil society, cultural, and 
sports exchange programs between Iran and other states could highlight 
alternative global status opportunities among Iranian society and elites.

Iranian reversal also requires reducing Iran’s perceived security threats. 
Policies that defuse conflicts in the Middle East and ameliorate Iran’s se-
curity environment should be more effective than the threat of military 
force. Such conflict-reducing steps are essentially a universal require-
ment for nuclear reversal. Efforts by the United States to prevent or 
peacefully resolve interstate disputes with Iran would constitute prog-
ress. For example, US-Iran security dialogue should be undertaken to 
build confidence and avoid hostilities such as potential mishaps between 
naval vessels in the region. Talks should likewise be held with the aim 
of finding ways to improve the security situation in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, bearing in mind Iran’s interest in alleviating transnational threats 
on its borders. The United States should review its military policies in 
the region for any reasonable modifications that could decrease Iran’s 
perceived threats. Finding solutions to end the protracted Syria conflict 
should similarly be a priority in order to reduce Iran’s security motiva-
tions for nuclear weapons. The United States may likewise be well posi-
tioned to discreetly broker nonaggression pledges and threat-reduction 
measures between Iran and Israel. The resolution of disputes between 
Iran and the Gulf Cooperation Council states, including Saudi Arabia, 
should also be supported. There are multiple security interests shared by 
Iran, the United States, European states, and other actors, such as stabi-
lizing Afghanistan and the fight against Daesh Islamic extremists, which 
should enable many of these security efforts to make progress.

What is the role of the 2015 Iran nuclear deal? While the JCPOA 
is a noteworthy achievement in terms of easing tensions and limiting 
Iran’s technical capacity in relation to nuclear arms, it would be errone-
ous to equate the JCPOA with a more fundamental reversal decision. 
This article has taken a relatively long-term perspective on Iran’s nuclear 
motivations and its focus is not on the nuclear deal. In general, the 
JCPOA is certainly no nuclear reversal panacea. That being said, despite 
the considerable political discourse focusing on limiting Iran’s capabili-
ties, it is conceivable that the nuclear deal could, in the final analysis, 
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have lasting effects in lessening Iran’s nuclear motivations. In this way, 
aspects of the deal might have the effect of nurturing some of the sta-
tus and security dynamics noted above. This could be anticipated, for 
example, if relief from coercive sanctions on Iran—potentially leading 
to further diplomatic and political interaction and cooperation—were 
to decrease the burden of Iranian isolation and encourage alternative 
Iranian status aspirations. Or the nuclear agreement might contribute 
to assuaging Iran’s security concerns, notably if it were to act as a catalyst 
for subsequent bilateral US-Iran security reassurance. Hence the nuclear 
deal’s impact should be foreseen mainly insofar as it influences the basic 
status and security motivations driving Iran’s nuclear ambitions—and 
it remains too early to assess the extent of these effects. Reversal may 
require several years in Iran’s case; meanwhile, the JCPOA could impose 
enough technical constraints over a decade-and-a-half window for these 
status and security processes to advance.

In sum, global policies targeting Iran’s status and security concerns 
should be expected to augment the prospects for nuclear reversal. The 
success of the world community in securing Iran’s reversal will poten-
tially hinge upon whether Iranian status interests are addressed, in-
cluding by bringing Iran into the international diplomatic fold, as well 
as sufficiently easing Iran’s security threats. While numerous political 
hurdles and intermediate steps can be expected along the way, such a 
course of action could align Iranian status seeking toward nonnuclear 
pursuits. These developments can be encouraged by key states willing to 
take supportive measures. On the Iranian domestic front, the election 
outcomes of 2013 and 2016 may have been a step toward greater official 
receptiveness to nonnuclear status ambitions. However, this is not yet 
fully apparent and the next Iranian president could alter the domestic 
landscape. As a further observation, it merits reiterating that continuing 
international support for the nuclear nonproliferation regime is essential 
to maintaining the strength of the global norm against nuclear prolif-
eration, which in turn is crucial to preserving a situation where nuclear 
arming is unappealing to most states as they search for status in the 
world. Therefore the United States and other states should steadfastly 
support the nonproliferation regime and efforts to discredit nuclear pro-
liferation if the desire is to effectively prevent an Iranian bomb. 
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Stalkers in Space: Defeating the Threat

Brian G. Chow

Abstract
Since 2008, China has been developing a new co-orbital antisatel-

lite weapon (ASAT). These “space stalkers” could be placed on orbit in 
peacetime and maneuvered to tailgate US satellites during a crisis. At 
a moment’s notice, they could simultaneously attack multiple critical 
satellites from such close proximity that the United States would not 
have time to prevent damage. Current national security space strategy, 
existing and developing space defense capabilities, and current proposals 
for dealing with weapons in space cannot counter this new threat. Since 
space stalkers cannot be reliably distinguished from ordinary satellites, 
these ASATs cannot be banned outright. Instead, this article proposes to 
ban threatening positioning of space objects, whether satellites or space 
stalkers. As these positions can be observed by multiple countries, the 
United States should declare and work with the international community 
to agree that any country configuring and readying space stalkers for at-
tack demonstrates hostile intent, which justifies preemptive self-defense 
as the last resort. In the case of space stalkers, self-defense is a justified 
action rather than a pretext for aggression. The proposed scheme would 
be effective in deterring and defending against space stalkers. 

✵ ✵ ✵ ✵ ✵

The United States has 554 operational satellites, the largest number 
of satellites among all countries and organizations in the world (see table 1).1 
While these space capabilities offer great advantages for the US mili-
tary, they simultaneously create great vulnerabilities. The Department 
of Defense (DOD) is increasingly concerned, particularly about the 
space threat from China. In its annual reports to Congress, Military 
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and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China for 
2013,2 2014,3 2015,4 and 2016,5 the DOD has warned repeatedly: 
“PLA [People’s Liberation Army] writings emphasize the necessity of 
‘destroying, damaging, and interfering with the enemy’s reconnaissance . . . 
and communications satellites,’ suggesting that such systems, as well as 
navigation and early warning satellites, could be among the targets of 
attacks designed to ‘blind and deafen the enemy.’ ” Gen John Hyten, the 
former head of Air Force Space Command, said without space assets, 
the United States would be forced to revert to industrial age warfare: 
“It’s Vietnam, Korea and World War II”—no more precision missiles 
and smart bombs.6 Hyten was also quoted as saying that “China will 
soon be able to threaten US satellites in every orbital regime, from low 
Earth orbit a few hundred miles above the Earth, to geosynchronous 
orbit more than 20,000 miles up—where some of the military’s most 
important satellites circle the Earth. . . . Now we have to figure out how 
to defend those satellites.”7

Table 1. Operational satellites of the United States, China, Russia, and others

Country of operator/owner GEOa MEOb LEOc Ellipticald Total

USA 176 32 327 19 554

China 44 7 125 0 176

Russia 28 29 68 5 130

USA/Otherse 4 0 20 0 24

China/Brazil 0 0 1 0 1

Russia/othersf 1 0 0 0 1

Russia/USA 0 0 2 0 2

ESAg/USA/Russia 0 0 0 1 1

Other nations 240 24 216 12 492

Total 493 92 759 37 1,381

Source: Derived from Union of Concerned Scientists’ satellite database; includes launches through 31 December 2015 (Cambridge, 
MA: Union of Concerned Scientists, http://www.ucsusa.org/nuclear-weapons/space-weapons/satellite-database#.WLZauoWcFZU.)

aGeosynchronous Earth orbit
bMedium Earth orbit
cLow Earth orbit
dElliptical Earth orbit
eUSA and other operators/owners except China and Russia
fRussia and other operators/owners except USA and China
gEuropean Space Agency

As threats from ground-based ASATs (such as traditional threats from 
ballistic missiles, lasers, and jammers and the newer cyber attacks8) 
grow, it is easy to continue focusing on these much more well-known 
ASATs and ignore China’s developing co-orbital ASAT—hereafter what 
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this article refers to as space stalkers. In November 2015, the U.S.-China 
Economic and Security Review Commission released its annual report 
to Congress stating that “since 2008, China has tested increasingly com-
plex space proximity capabilities.”9 It confirmed what it and others have 
been suggesting, that “China’s recent space activities indicate it is de-
veloping co-orbital antisatellite systems to target US space assets. These 
systems consist of a satellite armed with a weapon such as an explosive 
charge, fragmentation device, kinetic energy weapon, laser, radio fre-
quency weapon, jammer, or robotic arm.”10 Space objects capable of 
rendezvous proximity operations and particularly equipped with a robotic 
arm could pose a game-changing threat as these objects could be placed 
in orbit during peacetime. During a crisis, such as China seizing Taiwan 
or territorial disputes in the South China Sea, these space objects could 
be maneuvered to tailgate US satellites and become space stalkers. They 
could simultaneously attack multiple critical satellites from such a close 
proximity that the United States would not have time to react. The 
space stalkers could destroy enough critical satellites to force the United 
States back toward General Hyten’s warning of fighting primitive “in-
dustrial age warfare” with greatly increased collateral damage. On 29 
November 2016, CNN broadcast the documentary “War in Space: The 
Next Battlefield,” based on interviews of more than 10 high-ranking 
military personnel of the entire chain of command for space warfare. 
These interviews described the concerns of senior space officials about 
the threat from “kamikaze and kidnapper satellites launched by Russia 
and China.”11

Geosynchronous satellites have long been considered safe from at-
tacks, especially simultaneous attacks, since direct-ascent ASAT ballistic 
missiles would typically take about four hours to reach geosynchronous 
satellites.12 However, these satellites could soon be under serious threat. 
Setting up the space stalkers to be co-orbital with, and in close proximity to, 
their prey is the easiest way to coordinate simultaneous attacks. If China 
could place these highly maneuverable space stalkers in close proximity 
to multiple US critical satellites, simultaneous attacks would be possible 
with little advance warning, leaving the United States inadequate time 
to save the targeted satellites. 

The space-stalking threat is unique and cannot be mitigated by focusing 
on and responding to traditional satellite threats. Even if the United 
States could perfectly deter and defend against all the traditional ASAT 
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threats and the newer cyber attacks, adversaries could still use multiple 
stalkers to mount a devastating first strike against critical US satellites. 
Thus, the United States must specifically deal with the emerging space-
stalker threat. This article provides analysis and recommendations on 
how to develop an overarching strategy to deter and defend against space 
stalkers without ignoring other threats and while gaining international 
support for the new strategy. 

One must first understand Chinese counterspace strategy to prescribe 
an effective US strategy and policy. The United States must also refocus its 
traditional space policies to address the emerging space-stalking threat—
something neglected today. Additionally, the National Security Space 
Strategy must be updated to include a strategy to defend against and 
to deter space stalkers, including justified preemption as the last resort. 
Diplomacy alone with potential adversaries to lessen the space-stalking 
threat is important but not sufficient. Therefore, the new US strategy 
should include developing new international agreements on weapons in 
space and in particular space stalkers. 

The space-stalker threat does not come from China alone. Russia has 
also been improving its close proximity operation capability, which is 
dual-use for non-ASAT and ASAT purposes. Its potential space-stalking 
capability would be more advanced than China’s.13 However, this article 
uses only Chinese scenarios since concerns about the threat and sug-
gested measures for US response are essentially the same for both China 
and Russia.

China’s Coherent Counterspace Strategy
China’s counterspace development in the last decade has been a mix 

of traditional and new threats. This mix is coherently and asymmetri-
cally designed to counter a far more technologically advanced US space 
capability. Thus far, China has been rather successful in justifying its 
counterspace development to the world, and many countries might ac-
cept Chinese claims when US policies and actions are in conflict with 
China during a crisis, war, or even peacetime. A chronological review 
of China’s counterspace activities illustrates its win-win strategy and its 
effective counterspace capability. 

In 2007, China launched a missile that successfully destroyed one of its 
own satellites but generated an unacceptably large amount of debris. Merely 
a year after this ASAT test, two Russian scientists at the Institute for 
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Precision Instrument Engineering in Moscow reported that a small Rus-
sian satellite had been hit by debris from China’s 2007 test. Analysis 
by T. S. Kelso at the Center for Space Standards & Innovation in the 
United States confirmed the same.14 Since then a new component of 
China’s counterspace program is to conduct ASAT tests with little en-
during space debris. The US State Department said that on 23 July 2014, 
China conducted a “non-destructive” test of an antisatellite weapon.15 
Speaking at a conference in 2015, Lt Gen Jay Raymond, USAF, said, 
“We’ve known for some time that China conducted an antisatellite 
test July 23 last year [2014], but we learned today that that test was 
‘successful’ even if it didn’t destroy anything.” 16 Thus, DOD recognized 
that China is able to conduct successful ASAT tests without generating 
space debris. For its part, China claimed that the 23 July 2014 test was 
for missile defense. It routinely takes advantage of the fact that many 
space activities, including tests, are dual-use for non-ASAT and ASAT 
purposes and can be used to conceal its ASAT development. 

In parallel with the “non-destructive” ASAT tests, China is conduct-
ing rendezvous proximity operations (RPO). In September 2008, China 
deployed a miniature imaging satellite. It “passed within 45 kilometers 
of the International Space Station, apparently without prior notifica-
tion, suggesting it may have been simulating a co-orbital antisatellite 
attack.”17 In June 2010, China launched the SJ-12 satellite. While ma-
neuvering, this satellite “apparently bumped the Chinese SJ-6F satellite, 
causing it to drift slightly from its orbital regime. This activity suggests 
China also could have used the test to demonstrate the ability to move 
a target satellite out of its intended position by hitting it or attaching 
to it.”18 On 20 July 2013, “China launched a rocket carrying the CX-3, 
SY-7, and SJ-15 satellites, one of which was equipped with a robotic arm 
for grabbing or capturing items in space. Once all three were in orbit, 
the satellite with the robotic arm grappled one of the other satellites, 
which was acting as a target satellite.”19

Based on China’s “non-destructive” ASAT tests and RPOs, one can see 
that a robotic arm could be used to disable a satellite while producing 
little space debris. Space stalkers might well be a key element of China’s 
post–2007 ASAT development strategy in threatening multiple critical 
satellites of a potential adversary without generating enduring space de-
bris during testing and actual execution of the space-stalker attack.
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China’s ASAT developments are comprehensive. In addition to the 
emerging space stalkers, it continues to develop jammers against 
communications satellites; powerful lasers to dazzle, blind, or damage 
space sensors; and cyber capabilities to hack or spoof the control and 
functioning of satellites. China has also been expanding its space diplo-
macy. Its space programs have included international cooperation with 
countries other than Russia. China and the European Space Agency 
(ESA) are cooperating on a space-weather observatory. ESA personnel 
have visited Chinese human spaceflight training facilities, with the long-
term goal of flying a European astronaut aboard a Shenzhou spacecraft 
to a Chinese space station.20 These activities help project China as a 
peaceful and friendly space power. Thus, under the current ambiguity 
about whether configuring multiple space stalkers or exercising preemp-
tive self-defense is the first act of aggression, the international commu-
nity might well be on China’s side in a conflict. 

Russia and China have been taking the lead to ban weapons in space. 
Their latest version of the draft Treaty on the Prevention of the Place-
ment of Weapons in Outer Space, the Treaty or Use of Force against 
Outer Space Objects (PPWT) was issued 12 June 2014. The PPWT 
defines the term weapon in outer space as “any outer space object or 
its component produced or converted to eliminate, damage or disrupt 
normal functioning of objects in outer space, on the Earth’s surface or in 
the air.”21 Thus they have defined weapons in outer space both broadly 
and ambiguously to cover weapons that are based in space, as opposed 
to those based on Earth. While all space-based ASATs can be included, 
it is ambiguous—perhaps purposely so—whether space stalkers are in-
cluded. Also included are space-based ballistic missile defense systems 
and space-based weapons that can damage terrestrial targets. The US 
analysis submitted to the Conference on Disarmament stated that “the 
draft PPWT (CD/1985) proposed by Russia and China, like the 2008 
version, remains fundamentally flawed,” including “lack of a verification 
regime, the risk of a Party developing and deploying a break-out capabil-
ity, and the failure to address the threat of terrestrially-based antisatellite 
capabilities.” It concluded that “the 2014 draft PPWT provides no basis 
for the U.S. to support establishing an ad hoc committee to negotiate 
any such Treaty.”22 

China’s proposed space weapons ban, whether it results in a treaty 
or not, is a win-win strategy for China. On the one hand, the ban allows 

04-Chow 2017-02.indd   87 5/9/2017   10:13:41 AM



Brian G. Chow

88 Strategic Studies Quarterly ♦ Summer 2017

China to project itself as a champion for keeping peace in space. On 
the other hand, the “peaceful” proposal does not prevent China from 
continuing space-stalker development. In spite of their definition of 
“weapon in outer space” as discussed above, China would likely insist 
that it is not developing a space-stalker weapon but satellites that service 
its other satellites. Indeed, a space object equipped with a robotic arm 
can serve well as a space-stalking ASAT or as a satellite that performs 
civil and non-ASAT military tasks. It can perform maintenance on an-
other satellite, such as refueling to extend service life or replacing a 
faculty component. It can also be used to inspect another satellite. It can 
even be used to capture and divert a piece of space debris so as to avoid 
its predicted collision with a functioning satellite. These developmental 
activities, even if non-ASAT originally, would yield a space-stalker 
capability. Further, it is much easier for China than the United States 
to switch satellites between performing civil and military functions, in-
cluding ASATs, because, according to the U.S.-China Economic and 
Security Review Commission, “in China, the military runs the space 
program, and there is no separate, distinguishable civilian program.”23 
Furthermore, while China and the United States would need the capa-
bility to rendezvous with and manipulate another satellite for legitimate 
tasks, this dual-use capability including its manifestation as space stalkers 
cannot be banned. 

A Neglected Focus
The most worrisome threat from space stalkers is their use for a sur-

prise attack by simultaneously disabling critical satellites. As early as 
2001, the Rumsfeld Commission worried that “the U.S. is an attractive 
candidate for a ‘Space Pearl Harbor,’ ” and space stalkers could be the in-
strument to turn that worry into a fateful reality.24 The commission also 
issued a warning: “The question is whether the U.S. will be wise enough 
to act responsibly and soon enough to reduce its space vulnerability. Or 
whether, as in the past, a disabling attack against the country and its 
people—a ‘Space Pearl Harbor’—will be the only event able to galvanize 
the nation and cause the U.S. Government to act.”25 The argument here 
aims to spur responsible US action—and soon.

Whether by design or luck, China’s ASAT developmental activities 
and space arms-control proposals since the 2007 test could make the 
United States and the international community continue to focus on 
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countering ground-based ASAT threats and neglect emerging space-
based stalkers. For example, on 13 May 2013, China fired a ballistic 
missile reaching an altitude of “possibly over 20,000 miles,” whereas the 
geosynchronous Earth orbits (GEOs) are at 22,236 miles. In a paper re-
quested by the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 
Cray Murray, senior policy analyst at the commission, stated “available 
data suggests it was intended to test at least the launch vehicle component 
of a new high-altitude ASAT capability.26 Tests since 2007 made the 
United States consider the growing traditional ground-launched ASAT 
threats to be much more urgent than space stalkers and thus focused the 
US Strategic Portfolio Review,27 space budget increase, and new pro-
grams on these traditional threats. 

In congressional testimony on 15 March 2016, Douglas Loverro, deputy 
assistant secretary of defense for space policy, stated, “To deter space attack, 
would-be attackers need to understand or at least suspect that their attacks 
will likely be unsuccessful. . . . As we’ve worked through that calculus we 
arrive at the conclusion that of the three pathways we’ve outlined—
reconstitution, defensive operations, and resilience—resilience is the 
best path for both understandable assurance and robust assurance. It’s 
also the area where we can best offset the advantages that adversaries 
seek to exploit with their offensive space control ambitions.”28 Loverro 
provided no indication of how to deal with space stalkers or the level of 
resilience needed to deny the effectiveness of stalkers. His three path-
ways do not provide sufficient defense against space stalkers. 

Reconstitution takes time, and the US fighting force cannot wait that 
long. Also, not knowing which types of critical satellites would be tar-
geted and destroyed, the United States could not afford to fund a quick 
and adequate reconstitution on all critical types. 

Defensive operations, whether passive or active, would require ad-
equate warning time of the pending attack to initiate and execute ac-
tions to block the attack. If space stalkers are allowed to tailgate satellites 
closely, there would not be enough time to mount an effective defense.  

In the same testimony, Loverro described better anti-jam and anti-
spoof technologies, more resilient next-generation satellites, life exten-
sion of on-orbit legacy satellites, and partnerships with allied nations 
and commercial partners.29 These resilience measures are aimed at the 
rapidly growing traditional space threats. Against space stalkers, these 
measures cannot meet his aforementioned requirement for deterrence by 
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providing “understandable assurance and robust assurance” that “their 
attacks will likely be unsuccessful.” There are two reasons that resilience 
is inadequate in countering the emerging space-stalking threat. First, 
passive defenses, such as anti-jamming and evasive maneuver, would be 
either irrelevant or ineffective against space stalkers even if the defenses 
were executed preemptively, because space stalkers could dedicate much 
of their on-board resources (such as fuel and propulsion) for the sole 
purpose of attack, including chasing down an escaping target satellite. 
Second, backups drawn from partners might have lower capability and 
take time to resume lost services, and partners might not be able to spare 
the full capacity requested by the United States. 

More importantly, as stated in the 2011 National Security Space Strategy, the 
current strategy for “preventing and deterring aggression against space 
infrastructure”—including satellites—has been focusing on countering 
traditional ground-based ASAT weapons such as direct-ascent ballistic 
missiles, jammers, and lasers. The strategy has five elements: 

1.  “Support diplomatic efforts to promote norms of responsible be-
havior in space.”

2.  “Pursue international partnerships that encourage potential adver-
sary restraint.”

3.  “Improve our ability to attribute attacks.”

4.  “Strengthen the resilience of our architectures to deny the benefits 
of an attack.”

5.  “Retain the right to respond, should deterrence fail.”30

These five elements either have not been used to deal with the emerg-
ing space stalker threat or are far from adequate to counter it. The first 
two elements are important in establishing international norms to jus-
tifiably and fairly counter space stalkers, as these elements are the best 
way to develop mutual understanding and arrive at mutually beneficial 
compromise. Unfortunately, exchanges and measures developed thus far 
tend to focus on space activities during peacetime. As far as weapons in 
space and deterrence of space war are concerned, the diplomatic efforts 
and international partnerships have been focusing on either the unat-
tainable goal of banning all weapons in space or the endless debate about 
the control of traditional Earth-based ASAT threats, but to the neglect 
of the emerging space-stalker threat. While the emphasis of the third 
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element has been on attributing traditional space attacks, it should have 
been stated explicitly to include the attribution of space stalkers not just 
after, but also before, the attack. The fourth element would provide far 
too little survivability to many of the critical satellites already on orbit, 
because they cannot be retrofitted on orbit to be resilient or reconsti-
tuted quickly and adequately enough to perform the same lost capa-
bility. Finally, after space-stalking attacks begin, the response accord-
ing to the fifth element would be too late to save US-critical satellites. 
Retaliation would not deter Chinese space stalking, because destroying 
such critical satellites would benefit China far more than the cost of US 
punishment as a proportional response. China could deter US interven-
tion without firing a terrestrial shot or even a shot from space stalkers, 
as merely being too close for comfort would suffice. This outcome may 
well be the ultimate goal of China’s counterspace strategy. In sum, while 
current efforts to implement the National Security Space Strategy might 
protect satellites or their missions against traditional threats, these efforts 
alone cannot protect satellites against simultaneous space-stalker attacks, 
because these attacks do not provide adequate warning for defense. 

As discussed in the previous section, a space weapons ban proposed by 
China and Russia cannot ban space stalkers. Can any other space pro-
posal deal with the presence of space stalkers? Over the years, the most 
ambitious one that focused on peaceful and dangerous space activities 
was proposed by the Stimson Center. Michael Krepon and his colleagues 
posted the initial draft of “Model Code of Conduct for the Prevention 
of Incidents and Dangerous Military Practices in Outer Space” on the 
Stimson Center’s website in 2004. Stimson’s Code originally was in-
tended to deal with all space activities, whether peaceful civil and mili-
tary activities or dangerous military practices. The latter include ASATs 
and others agreed by party members as dangerous. However, this Code 
could not deal with space stalkers because their physical appearance and 
activities cannot be reliably distinguished from those of peaceful civil 
and military satellites. 

The Stimson’s Code and efforts did have a significant influence on 
the European Union’s (EU) Space Code of Conduct. Its latest version, 
“Draft International Code of Conduct for Outer Space Activities,” was 
released in 2014.31 It focuses on accidental collisions from space, as op-
posed to intentional collisions from ASATs, where space stalkers belong. 
Both the Stimson Center and the EU decided to focus on peaceful 
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activities, because such a focus would be relatively far more acceptable 
to the major spacefaring nations as well as a more diverse group of nations. 
Therefore, it is unlikely the EU Space Code would now go back to in-
cluding dangerous military activities or practices. Moreover, since the 
EU Code merely relies on public shaming, it is suitable for managing 
peacetime space activities but not for deterring a space war. In a crisis, 
China could be willing to be shamed by breaking an agreement if it 
could significantly degrade US space mission capability for war-fighting 
support or, better yet, deter US intervention in the first place without 
firing a shot in space or on Earth. 

Similar to government officials’ statements, major reports from think 
tanks and other research organizations focus on how to deal with the 
rapidly growing traditional threats, not the emerging space-stalker threat 
from rendezvous-and-proximity operations (RPO). In his 2010 treatise 
Deterrence and First-Strike Stability in Space: A Preliminary Assessment, 
Forrest Morgan did not mention China’s RPOs at all. He argued gener-
ally for “a national space policy that explicitly condemns the use of force 
in space and declares that the United States will severely punish any 
attacks on its space systems and those of friendly states in ways, times, 
and places of its choosing.”32 His punishment or retaliation could not 
protect the satellites being attacked and, as discussed above, the ben-
efits of such an attack to China could far exceed the punishment China 
might incur. In any case and as stated earlier, punishment does not meet 
Loverro’s requirement for deterrence: “To deter space attack, would-be 
attackers need to understand or at least suspect that their attacks will 
likely be unsuccessful.”33 Therefore, regardless whether Morgan’s policy 
could deter traditional space attacks, it could not induce would-be at-
tackers to believe that “their attacks will likely be unsuccessful.” On the 
contrary, China could be convinced that once enough critical satellites 
are disabled, the United States could either fight with inadequate space 
support or simply not intervene at all. Morgan is also a key author of 
the U.S.-China Military Scorecard: Forces, Geography, and the Evolving 
Balance of Power 1996–2017, released in 2015. The focus is again exclu-
sively on traditional threats without any mention of RPOs.34 

In January 2016, the Center for a New American Security released 
the report U.S. Defense Strategy for Space, by Elbridge Colby.35 He 
focused on traditional space threats from missiles, jammers, and lasers 
and did not mention RPOs, including their potential threats. 

04-Chow 2017-02.indd   92 5/9/2017   10:13:42 AM



Stalkers in Space: Defeating the Threat

Strategic Studies Quarterly ♦ Summer 2017 93

In April 2016, the National Bureau of Asian Research released a special re-
port, which contains an article by Brian Weeden and Xiao He on US-China 
strategic relations in space. They did discuss RPOs and stated that, “A 
more promising approach is to focus on transparency and confidence-
building measures [TCBM] for both direct ascent and RPO. TCBMs 
are a means by which governments can share information to help create 
mutual understanding and trust and reduce misperceptions and miscal-
culations.”36 They also described how space situational awareness (SSA) 
capability can detect and monitor close approaches.37 However, while 
TCBMs and SSA are important, they are far from adequate to deter or 
protect satellites targeted by space stalkers and do not meet Loverro’s 
requirement for deterrence cited above.

In June 2016, Rebeccah Heinrichs of the Hudson Institute released a 
report on “Space and the Right to Self Defense,” which did not mention 
RPOs.38 The report focused on the desirability of space-based interceptors 
for ballistic missile defense. Also in June 2016, the Atlantic Council 
released a paper, Toward a New National Security Space Strategy: Time for 
a Strategic Rebalancing, by Theresa Hitchens and Joan Johnson-Freese. 
They asserted that “maneuverable satellites being developed in the 
United States and elsewhere for rendezvous-and-proximity operations 
(RPO) are often considered nefarious capabilities by potential adversaries, 
causing finger pointing in both directions.”39 They did not offer a pre-
scription to deal with RPOs or any other specific threat. Similar to other 
reports, the Hitchens–Johnson-Freese study is a high-level report and 
argues for a rebalancing, which “would require a continued emphasis on 
strategic restraint in the very near term, as well as a continued focus on 
diplomacy.”40 

Finally, in August 2016, the National Academies of Sciences, Engi-
neering, and Medicine released a report titled National Security Space 
Defense and Protection: Public Report.41 It is also a high-level report and 
does not mention RPOs or their use for attack. 

Preemptive Defense against Space Stalkers
A successful defense against space stalkers will benefit not only the 

United States but also other nations. Many nations rely on US satel-
lites such as the Global Positioning System (GPS) and communications 
satellites for critical services. Also, a multilateral or international agree-
ment based on the same concept and measures to protect US satellites 
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would protect other nations’ satellites as well, including those of China 
and Russia.

On 15 November 2014, Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel announced 
the Defense Innovation Initiative (DII), “a broad Department-wide 
initiative to pursue innovative ways to sustain and advance our mili-
tary superiority for the 21st Century and improve business operations 
throughout the Department.”42 He said that the DII is “an initiative 
that we expect to develop into a game-changing third ‘offset’ strategy.” 
Subsequent Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter continued to pursue 
this third offset strategy. Hagel’s pronouncements and Carter’s actions 
provide the needed attention and resources to deal with the space-stalker 
threat, which calls for a new operational concept such as preemptive 
self-defense as the last resort. 

Deterring and defending against space stalkers starts with two principles. 
First, once a space object is in orbit, one cannot reliably distinguish an 
ordinary satellite from a space stalker. Thus space stalkers cannot be 
banned without banning all satellites. This indistinguishability explains 
the difficulty in verifying violations in the joint proposal of PPWT by 
Russia and China for banning space weapons, which include space stalk-
ers. An alternative to their proposal is that the international community 
instead bans dangerous positioning of space objects, which can be satel-
lites and/or space stalkers. Banning dangerous configurations is observ-
able and verifiable. Second, routine space operations could bring one or 
even a few space objects close to another nation’s satellites at the same 
time. These occurrences cannot be prohibited and must be accommodated. 

The above two principles are analogous to the Third United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS III), or simply the Law of 
the Sea, adopted in 1982. Unlike PPWT attempting to ban weapons in 
space, UNCLOS III does not ban warships or attack submarines at sea 
but, instead, allows states to exercise control over contiguous areas. Two 
concepts, if modified, can be applied to deal with space stalkers, with or 
without a space agreement. 

First is contiguous zone, within which “the coastal State may exercise 
the control necessary to (a) prevent infringement of its customs, fiscal, 
immigration or sanitary laws and regulations within its territory or ter-
ritorial sea; [and] (b) punish infringement of the above laws and regula-
tions committed within its territory or territorial sea.”43
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The application to space is by having a self-defense zone around a nation’s 
satellite and having the right to “punish infringement” as stated above.44 
Even with the self-defense zone, the owner of the satellite would continue 
to comply with Article II of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty that “outer 
space, including the moon and other celestial bodies, is not subject to 
national appropriation by claim of sovereignty, by means of use or oc-
cupation, or by any other means.”45 While the owner of the satellite 
does not have sovereignty over the self-defense zone, the United States 
can propose, according to Article IX of the 1974 Convention on Reg-
istration of Objects Launched into Outer Space, that this Convention 
be amended to automatically include the self-defense zone in the regis-
tration of the satellite to be launched or, retroactively, already launched 
into space.46

Second, Article 17 of UNCLOS III says “ships of all States, whether 
coastal or land-locked, enjoy the right of innocent passage through the 
territorial sea.”47 Similarly in space, satellites of all states enjoy the right 
of passage through the self-defense zones of others, provided it is inno-
cent and not part of a threatening configuration to multiple satellites.

Implementing Preemptive Self-Defense against Space Stalkers
The purpose of preemption is to prohibit the positioning of space 

objects to tailgate (or closely lead) more than an innocuous threshold 
number of another country’s satellites. The Space Security and Defense 
Program already established by the DOD and the National Intelligence 
Office should decide whether the threshold is three, four, five, or some 
other number. Once the threshold is determined, the United States 
can plan to use preemption as the last resort against the threat of space 
stalkers with a number exceeding the threshold. At the same time, the 
United States can plan to use traditional, postattack self-defense to pro-
tect satellites or their missions or to deter satellite attacks. Since preemp-
tion eliminates the far more damaging attacks that result from a larger 
number of space stalkers, it makes the job of post-attack self-defense 
feasible. Moreover, since there is no peaceful reason to tailgate so many 
satellites at the same time, simultaneously stalking a large number of 
another nation’s satellites is justifiably treated as hostile intent requiring 
a last-resort preemption to neutralize such a threat. This is equally justi-
fied as the proper use of self-defense. The ultimate purpose of last-resort 
preemptive self-defense is that it does not actually have to be executed. 
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Therefore, the adversary knowing its space-stalking attack to be futile 
would not pose a space-stalking threat in the first place. In any case, 
declaring, during peacetime, the US right of self-defense to prevent an 
imminent space-stalking attack can garner international condemnation 
of anyone setting up such a threat during a crisis and international sup-
port of US defensive actions. This declaration could also reduce incen-
tives for an aggressor to pose the space-stalking threat. 

One could define a geosynchronous satellite as tailgating if its longi-
tude of the ascending or descending node or orbital plane’s inclination is 
less than 0.2 degree from that of another country’s satellite already occu-
pying that orbit. If the United States wants to deter and defend against 
simultaneous space-stalking attacks against GEO satellites, it could de-
clare that any country that positions its space objects within 0.2 degree 
in longitude (148 km in minimum separation) or inclination of more 
than a threshold number of another country’s satellites is the aggressor 
and the defender has the right to exercise self-defense even before any 
actual attacks begin. The threshold number could be between three and 
five. However, the actual threshold, as well as the minimum separation, 
should be first determined by the DOD and then brought to the inter-
national community by the State Department for discussion and ne-
gotiation. It is feasible to arrive at both useful and practical thresholds. 
For example, both the United States and China need not reposition any 
of their operational satellites to observe the above suggested rule of 
0.2-degree minimum satellite separation between any pair of US-China 
GEO satellites.48 

The rapidly growing number of small (less than 500 kg) satellites forces 
the need to observe guidelines on their orbital placements so their de-
ployment would not appreciably enhance the space-stalking threat but 
would maintain much of their civil benefits. Space expert John Bradford 
reported 36 successful launches of microsatellites (typically defined as 
10 kg to 50 kg) and nanosatellites (1 kg to 10 kg) in 2012; 92 in 2013 
and 158 in 2014.49 In January 2015, WorldVu Satellites Ltd. said it 
had secured Qualcomm Inc. and Virgin Group as investors in the One-
Web satellite Internet network. The network is planned to have some 
650 125-kg satellites operating at 1,200-km altitude.50 In June 2015, 
SpaceX filed a proposal to test a very large fleet of 4,025 small satellites 
for high-speed Internet service to be launched over a period of 15 years 
to around 1,200-km altitude.51 Thus, thousands of small satellites will 
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populate low Earth orbits (LEO) in the near future. The concern is that 
China or Russia could make space stalkers in the form of small satellites 
and conceal them among other small satellites. This concern should be 
addressed now, not after more small satellites are planned or launched. 
Since all these satellites aim to be cheap for predominately communi-
cations and Earth observation, they are placed in LEOs. There should 
be an international understanding or agreement that they will not be 
placed in or travel to GEOs or medium Earth orbits (MEO). This re-
striction would not affect the utility of small satellites because there are 
few commercial reasons for them to be placed in those higher orbits. 

The prohibition of positioning a space-stalking threat for simultaneous 
attacks can and should first be applied to GEOs as described in this 
article. For MEOs and elliptical Earth orbits (EEO), no country would 
need to change its current satellite orbits to meet the guidelines in this 
article to deal with the space-stalker threat, as their satellites in these 
orbits are already well separated from those of every other country’s. 
As to LEO satellites, which will soon number in the thousands, close-
proximity restrictions can still be established with an approach similar to 
that for GEOs. However, the design of the prohibition for LEOs should 
be discussed along with other issues including: 

•  how DOD’s plan for disaggregating large LEO satellites for better 
mission survivability will work; 

•  how DOD’s arrangements with commercial providers and other 
governments in using their space and other assets for backup will 
work; 

•  which types of LEO satellites DOD needs to protect against simul-
taneous attacks by multiple space stalkers; 

•  how transparent should be the function and capability of small sat-
ellites to the international community; and

•  how several thousand small satellites launched into LEO can be 
made to avoid collisions and creating space debris. 

Since GEOs host many critical satellites for space-faring nations, if the pro-
hibition against threatening space stalkers were only enforced there, the 
chance of triggering a war in space that spreads to Earth could be reduced. 

There are two ways to lighten the burden of monitoring space stalkers. 
First, there is no need to monitor space objects belonging to friends and 
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allies of the United States. Second, neither is there a need to monitor 
space objects from countries that do not possess a capability of carrying 
out multiple space-stalking attacks. Thus, Russia and China are the key 
countries to watch for this type of attack in the near term. 

Because the Joint Space Operations Center (JSpOC) is already moni-
toring the movement of all operational satellites worldwide, monitor-
ing any adversary’s maneuvering and positioning of its space objects for 
multiple space-stalking attacks would be part of its responsibility. The 
sensors and process to alert satellite owners of potential collisions can 
also be used to alert the US military of potential space-stalking attacks, 
if JSpOC is provided with warning criteria for such imminent attacks. 
In addition to ground-based optical and radio telescopes and the space-
based space surveillance constellation, the Geosynchronous Space Situ-
ational Awareness Program (GSSAP) can and should play a major role in 
the defense against space stalkers. Two GSSAP satellites were launched 
successfully into a near-geosynchronous orbit in July 2014. Gen William 
Shelton, former commander of Air Force Space Command, told reporters 
that “this neighborhood watch twosome will help protect our precious 
assets in GEO (high-altitude orbit), plus they will be on the lookout for 
nefarious capability other nations may try to place in that critical orbital 
regime.”52 An Air Force fact sheet states, 

GSSAP satellites will operate near the geosynchronous belt and will have the 
capability to perform rendezvous and proximity operations (RPO). RPO al-
lows for the space vehicle to maneuver near a resident space object of interest, 
enabling characterization for anomaly resolution and enhanced surveillance, 
while maintaining flight safety. Data from GSSAP will uniquely contribute to 
timely and accurate orbital predictions, enhancing our knowledge of the geo-
synchronous orbit environment, and further enabling space flight safety to in-
clude satellite collision avoidance.”53

Just as with JSpOC, the GSSAP can be used for both avoiding acci-
dental collision and alerting DOD of potential space stalkers and help-
ing to defend against them. Also, since a GSSAP satellite can perform 
RPO, it can get extremely close to a space object for an inspection. 
Although the GSSAP satellite might not have a very high confidence of 
distinguishing a space stalker from a garden-variety satellite, a close-up 
inspection might still identify suspicious space objects and keep a close 
eye on them, especially those that can maneuver and move quickly. The 
Air Force launched another pair of GSSAP satellites in August 2016.
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Since the civil use of the RPO capability is crucial to both countries, 
this dual-use capability is unlikely to be banned. On the other hand, in 
principle an RPO capability, such as one manifested in GSSAP satellites, 
could be tasked to attack Chinese satellites. The United States should 
declare that the prohibition of space stalkers in threatening their prey is 
a two-way street and would not so position multiple GSSAP satellites 
and other space-stalking-capable satellites to threaten Chinese satellites. 
Thus, China would benefit from this declaration or agreement as well. 
Also, the United States does not need to conduct multiple RPOs at the 
same time and would sacrifice little in not doing so. 

Adopting a policy of using preemptive self-defense against space-
stalker attacks must be based on satisfactory answers to four questions: 

1.  Under what situations is the threat of preemptive self-defense as a 
deterrent justified and stabilizing? 

2.  How can the policy of preemptive self-defense be structured to 
“strike the right balance between assurance efforts measurable by 
the adversary, and those that must remain more ambiguous?”54 

3.  How does the United States assure that preemptive self-defense 
cannot be used as a pretext for aggression? 

4.  What development and acquisition programs are needed so 
preemptive self-defense is effective in deterring and defending 
against space stalkers?

Justification of Preemptive Self-Defense against Space Stalkers
In the 2016 Center for a New American Security report cited earlier, 

Colby stated that “a space defense strategy that relied excessively, let 
alone exclusively, on striking an adversary’s counterspace assets preemp-
tively could thus put the nation in an impossible political-military po-
sition, one in which it would be required to strike early in a crisis to 
ensure it could attack a potential adversary’s counterspace architecture 
before they dispersed or readied their defenses. It seems clear that no 
American political leader would want to be forced into such a position, 
and with ample reason.”55 His statement reflects well the concerns of 
those in the United States and abroad who are against preemption in 
space. Thus, any suggestion of preemption in space needs to answer 
Colby’s concerns. First, the use of preemption is reserved as the last 
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resort and only against a specific threat of space stalkers as opposed to 
other space threats. Second, Colby’s preemption is not self-defense but 
first strike against “adversary’s counterspace architecture before they dis-
persed or readied their defenses.” His argument is drawn from classic 
nuclear deterrence theory that a first nuclear strike that can significantly, 
if not totally, disable an opponent’s second nuclear strike capability is 
destabilizing and dangerous. But this is irrelevant to the case of deterring 
space-stalker attacks, because the US preemptive self-defense action is 
meant to disable space stalkers only and not to make a first strike against 
an adversary’s counterspace architecture before it is dispersed or readied 
for defense. Preemptive action does not destroy adversary’s counterspace 
capability. Most importantly, the United States’ currently ambiguous 
self-defense posture could lead the international community to believe 
that the preemptive self-defense was indeed a “first strike” that Colby 
worried about as destabilizing. Indeed, an ambiguous self-defense is de-
stabilizing, as it is unclear whether the country posing the stalking threat 
or the country firing the first shot in the course of self-defense is the ag-
gressor. In contrast, the international community, in peacetime and well 
before crisis, should know that the aggressor is the nation readying the 
multiple space-stalking attacks and the preemption is not the first strike 
but part of the right of self-defense. With such an understanding well 
in advance of crisis, preemptive self-defense as the last resort enhances 
space stability. 

Facing a new game-changing threat under development in China, 
the United States can no longer remain ambiguous about preemptive 
self-defense.56 US self-defense doctrine and policies, as well as those in 
other nations, have long been strongly influenced by Article 51 of the 
United Nations Charter: “Nothing in the present Charter shall impair 
the inherent right of individual or collective self-defence if armed at-
tack occurs against a Member of the United Nations.”57 Georgetown 
University Prof. of Government and Foreign Service Anthony Arend 
stated, “Although the basic contours of Article 51 seem straightforward, 
its effect on the customary right of anticipatory self-defense is unclear.”58 
There are two interpretations: restrictive and broad. Legal scholars who 
are proponents of a restrictive interpretation of “armed attack occurs” 
allow self-defense only after attack has started. Other legal scholars take 
a broad view that the Charter does not “impair the inherent right” em-
bedded in the customary international laws, which allow anticipatory 
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or preemptive self-defense if certain conditions are met. Typical condi-
tions were suggested as far back as 1842 by US Secretary of State Daniel 
Webster in the Caroline case.59 Subsequently, jurists like Roberto Ago 
in 1980 came to a similar set of conditions: necessity, proportionality, 
and immediacy.60

The attacks of 11 September 2001 confirmed the need for preemptive 
self-defense in specific situations and led to the 2002 US National Security 
Strategy: “For centuries, international law recognized that nations need 
not suffer an attack before they can lawfully take action to defend them-
selves against forces that present an imminent danger of attack.”61 This 
premise should apply to preemptive self-defense against space stalkers as 
well, provided that Ago’s three conditions are met. First, this preemption 
is necessary because the United States cannot defend with, as Ago stated, 
“measures not involving the use of armed force.”62 For example, the 
Stimson’s proposed Space Code Agreement recommends establishing “a 
system of consultation for the purpose of resolving expeditiously any inci-
dent, ambiguous development, or concern which may arise pertinent to 
the obligations contained in this Agreement.”63 

Unfortunately, no consultation and resolution can be expeditious 
enough when the space stalkers are set to attack at a moment’s notice. 
Preemptive self-defense might be the only option. If so, the best way 
forward is to limit the right of preemption against space stalkers to only 
justified situations and as the last resort. Second, the preemption is also 
proportional because, as proposed here, the preemption is not allowed 
to go beyond what is necessary to disable this attack. Third, self-defense 
must take place immediately, as the attack could happen at any mo-
ment with little warning and the outcome would be devastating. It is 
this immediacy that distinguishes a necessary preemptive war from the 
optional preventive war, which rightly could be considered as a pretext 
for aggression and should be avoided. Some analysts might argue that 
China’s close positioning of stalkers might not signal an imminent at-
tack as its intent was merely to deter the United States from terrestrial 
intervention. Because intent is unobservable, this article proposes the 
use of a self-defense zone that observably determines that China had 
infringed into an area that justifies preemptive self-defense as the last 
resort, as China had gained the ability to mount successful attacks at any 
time of its choosing. 
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Preemption against space stalkers would comply with the broad view 
of Article 51, as it satisfies Ago’s three conditions. However, for those in-
sisting on its restrictive interpretation, the United States should respond 
that such an interpretation drafted in October 1945 understandably 
could not anticipate and counter the space-stalker threat seven decades 
later. Article 51 was designed against armed attack that takes time to pre-
pare and gives warning by the massing of soldiers and weapon systems 
for an attack. The defender would have alternative responses, including 
the referral of the threat to the United Nations for peaceful resolution. 
However, in the case of space stalkers, there is no time for referral and no 
means other than preemption to neutralize the imminent threat. 

Balancing Assurance and Ambiguity
How can the United States strike a balance between revealing capa-

bilities and concealing capabilities, as both Loverro and Deputy Secretary 
of Defense Bob Work insisted,64 in the application of self-defense to 
deter and defend against space stalkers? The analysis thus far indicates 
that preemptive self-defense can be effective to defend against and deter 
space-stalker attacks. Unfortunately, preemption is loaded with stigmas 
in the minds of many officials, experts, and the public domestically and 
internationally. Indeed, a policy of preemption against all space threats 
or even a specific threat under other than absolutely necessary situa-
tions is inadvisable and, fortunately, not needed. On the other hand, the 
space-stalker threat is so dangerous, and the technological and political en-
vironment has changed so much, that preemption as a last resort against 
space stalkers calls for an open-minded examination by all parties. Thus 
the United States should make its potential adversaries understand that 
configuring space stalkers for multiple attacks is an aggression that will 
draw self-defensive measures, including preemption as last resort. The 
United States should also demonstrate that it has the capability to defeat 
the space-stalking threat. On the other hand, the United States need 
not detail which and how specific self-defense measures would be used 
under various space-stalking situations.

Preemptive self-defense performed during a crisis without any fore-
warning in peacetime would surprise allies, friends, and others and limit 
their full understanding and support for US actions. It could even lead 
many of them to treat the United States as the instigator of a space war. 
Further, if the United States ruled out the use of preemptive self-defense 
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for any situation now, it would prevent developing and acquiring the 
best types of capabilities or even adequate capabilities for preemptive 
self-defense against space stalkers.

Allaying the Danger of Using Preemption 
as a Pretext for Aggression

 Many governmental officials and space experts alike would not en-
dorse preemptive self-defense for two reasons. First, they argue that if 
one needs to resort to self-defense, it is far better to exercise it after the 
attack, because it fits the transparent norm that the first mover is the 
attacker and the second mover is the defender and, thus, self-defense 
after an attack is far more justifiable. Second, they are concerned that 
preemptive self-defense can be used as a cover for aggression. Some are 
even concerned about self-defense whether before or after the attack. 
For example, it has been reported that countries across Latin America 
and a few African countries object to even the reference in the Space 
Code of Conduct to the right to self-defense under Article 51 of the UN 
Charter, because these countries fear accelerating “the process of space 
weaponization” and want to avoid “resorting to military solutions in 
space rather than diplomatic means.”65

Indeed, exercising self-defense after an attack is far better than before 
an attack, provided the former is so effective that it can deter the attack 
in the first place. Unfortunately, self-defense after an attack cannot save 
many of the satellites attacked by space stalkers. Instead of deterring the 
space-stalker attack, ineffective self-defense after an attack emboldens 
the use of space stalkers as a threat that can deter US intervention. 
While the fear of using preemptive self-defense as a pretext for aggres-
sion is real, the restrictions outlined in this article should eliminate this 
fear. Simply put, once the threshold on the number of space stalkers 
is known and justified during peacetime, preemption against space 
stalkers exceeding the threshold should be considered self-defense and 
those not exceeding the threshold, an aggression. Since the number of 
space stalkers next to another nation’s satellites is observable at the time 
of preemption and verifiable afterward, there is little ambiguity whether 
the preemption is self-defense or aggression. In contrast, there would be 
far more ambiguity and instability under the current situation when 
the international community cannot even tell who is the aggressor or 
defender. The country positioning its space objects next to another 
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nation’s satellites would say these space objects are ordinary satellites 
and not space stalkers, as no one can reliably distinguish one from the 
other. It would further claim that another nation’s act is not preemptive 
self-defense but an attack to destroy its innocent satellites that just happen 
to be very near US satellites and flying in the same orbit. This country 
could point out that currently there is no agreement against any number 
of such nearby satellites. Thus, a well-designed policy of preemptive self-
defense is far more stabilizing for space peace than the current situation full 
of ambiguity and instability. 

Preemptive self-defense against space stalkers could be favored by pro-
ponents of an ASAT ban because preemption as a last resort would still 
be needed as insurance to guard against space objects that appeared as 
satellites but actually were ASATs. The sensitive issue of preemption in 
space should be deliberated and resolved, as it is a prerequisite for agree-
ments, whether banning or allowing ASATs. The Committee on National 
Security Space Defense and Protection agreed with an earlier observa-
tion in a study by the Center for International and Security Studies that 
“a national discussion updating public awareness of the changing character 
of the space domain simply has not yet occurred.”66 Such a discussion 
would help the public better support US policy and programs for self-
defense, when it is necessary—as in the case of space stalkers—and how 
preemptive self-defense as the last resort can be conducted without being 
construed as a pretext for aggression.

Developing Preemptive Self-Defense 
Capability against Space Stalkers

On 12 April 2016, Deputy Secretary of Defense Work said, “an ad-
vanced U.S. satellite can cost upwards of $1 billion—even more when 
you factor in launch and operating costs.”67 Loverro said something 
similar: “An advanced U.S. satellite might cost upwards of $1 billion; 
missiles that could destroy such a satellite cost a few percent of that 
sum; co-orbital microsatellites cost even less.”68 Space systems are expen-
sive to develop and acquire. The cost to defend space systems or their 
backup systems is also high, especially when the United States is facing 
both growing traditional threats such as direct-ascent ballistic missiles, 
jammers, and lasers and emerging new threats such as cyber attacks and 
space stalkers. Fundamentally, a defender has to defend all critical space 
systems, but an attacker can focus its resources to attack only a few. 
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Therefore, the cost of defense is much higher than that of attack. This 
asymmetric penalty could be so high that the United States could not 
afford to protect the needed space missions against Chinese attack. On 
the other hand, preemptive self-defense makes effective defense much 
cheaper and more feasible. If positioning space stalkers for attack is con-
sidered by the international community as an aggression, the defender 
could now gain back some of the initiative by eliminating the threat 
before the attack. 

The Defense Innovation Initiative discussed earlier can help develop 
a preemptive self-defense capability.69 Clear goals will facilitate talented 
people from inside and outside government to assemble the right tech-
nologies to attain each goal most efficiently. Having specific, big goals 
can guide commercial innovation and technologies in dealing with cur-
rent and future threats under tight defense budgets. Deterring a space 
Pearl Harbor can serve as such a goal. At the same time, DII can provide 
access to the commercial disruptive innovation and technologies that 
the defensive capability required for this deterrence needs. Therefore, 
connecting DII and space Pearl Harbor deterrence is mutually beneficial. 
Mounting attacks from close proximity provides only a short time for 
the United States to detect and defeat the attacks. The United States 
needs to monitor space objects and detect space stalkers in near real-
time. Performing this monitoring task successfully would require the 
orchestration of advanced sensor technologies, visualization, advanced 
computing, big-data analytics, and artificial intelligence. The commer-
cial sector excels in these technologies. After detection, the United States 
still needs to disable the space stalker quickly and without generating 
space debris. The disabling could be reversible so that the space stalkers 
are not harmed permanently. This disabling task would require the afore-
mentioned technologies. Also, it would require robotics, autonomous 
operating guidance and control systems, and miniaturization. Some of 
these technologies, which Work has highlighted for defending against 
traditional space threats, would be useful against space stalkers as well.70 

A defensive capability is a prerequisite for a credible deterrence. The 
concept of self-defense zones and other ideas discussed in this article can 
turn the practically impossible job of protection into simply a difficult one. 
The following four development and acquisition programs for a stabilizing 
preemptive self-defense capability need the best efforts from DOD, in-
cluding attracting commercial talents through DII and other venues.71
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Real-time Awareness

Space situational-awareness programs should include the development 
of real-time monitoring of space objects in, or quickly maneuverable 
into, close proximity to important US satellites. This real-time aware-
ness program would also be useful against other space-based ASATs as 
well as traditional ground-launched ASAT missiles.

Defensive Devices

The United States should coordinate the design of self-defense zones 
and that of defensive devices so space stalkers can be disabled in a timely 
manner and with minimal debris in the useful orbits. For example, the 
kill mechanism could paint a space stalker’s sensors or bend or severely 
degrade its antennae and solar panels. As discussed above, commercial 
innovators are in a good position to combine advanced technologies in 
sensing, robotics, and miniaturization to physically protect satellites.

Defensive Cyber Measures

The United States also should develop capabilities such as jamming 
or spoofing the communications links used to command and/or control 
space stalkers’ maneuvers and kill mechanism. Again, cyber capability in 
the private sector can play a key role in denying space stalkers’ ability to 
navigate, target, or reach their prey. Using such temporary and revers-
ible techniques, as opposed to physical destruction, could further reduce 
stigma against preemptive self-defense even if it is used as last resort. Re-
versibility could attract support from undecided nations, because they 
could better see that the purpose of these capabilities is to deny attacks 
as opposed to permanently damaging the space assets of other countries. 
The temporary disabling measures would be discontinued once the ag-
gressor disassembled its threatening space-stalking configuration. A re-
versible capability is stabilizing as the prospect of escalation by either 
party is much reduced.

Combined Operations Center

A new Joint Interagency Combined Space Operations Center was created 
in October 2015 and renamed the National Space Defense Center (NSDC) 
in April 2017. With the center “meant to protect satellites from potential 
attack,” the DOD has pointed to space systems as the first fruits of the 
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third offset strategy.72 The center “will have the capability to develop, 
test, validate and integrate new space system tactics, techniques and pro-
cedures in support of both DOD and Intelligence Community space 
operations. The increasing threat to space capabilities necessitates better 
operational integration of these two space communities, as well as civil, 
commercial, allied and international partners. The [NSDC] experimen-
tation and test effort will boost the ability to detect, characterize, and at-
tribute irresponsible or threatening space activity in a timely manner.”73 
The center can and should play an important role in developing effective 
concepts of operation and tactics to deal with the space-stalker threat 
and act as a key operator to direct defenses against this threat.

In sum, the United States as well as other nations should forewarn any 
party that positioning space stalkers for surprise attack would be treated 
as an aggressive act and the perpetrator considered an aggressor. Once 
this position is clearly defined in peacetime, existing and developing 
defense measures then will have the necessary warning time to defeat 
the space stalkers and protect the threatened satellites. On the other 
hand, specifically which actions and measures to undertake and in what 
sequence depend on the deliberation of the DOD in coordination with 
other departments. 

Developing New Agreements on Weapons in Space
There is a silver lining in the emerging space-stalker threat if this 

threat finally convinces the international community that current pro-
posals such as PPWT or no first placement of weapons in space have 
fundamental flaws. Many space weapons cannot be banned since they 
cannot be reliably distinguished from garden-variety satellites. Not re-
solving this flaw is a key reason no treaty on weapons in space exists 
in spite of repeated attempts since the dawn of the space age in 1957. 
Not only is the United States finding that the currently active propos-
als about weapons in space do not meet its national interests, but also 
it is losing international support on this matter. On 7 December 2015, 
the United Nations General Assembly adopted a Russian-led resolu-
tion, which initially was coauthored by Brazil and China, calling for a 
nonbinding restriction against the first placement of weapons in outer 
space. Only the United States, Ukraine, and Georgia voted against the 
resolution, while the states of the European Union, Australia, Japan, 
South Korea, and others totaled to 47 abstentions; 129 nations voted in 

04-Chow 2017-02.indd   107 5/9/2017   10:13:43 AM



Brian G. Chow

108 Strategic Studies Quarterly ♦ Summer 2017

favor. The United States must now take the initiative to introduce the 
countering of space-stalking threats as an added focus into UN disarma-
ment fora. For example, the United States should pursue agreements in 
space transparency and confidence-building measures and agreements 
on a principle declaring the party that configures and readies the space-
stalker attack as the aggressor and the defending state has the right of 
self-defense, including preemption even before the imminent attack, to 
reversibly or irreversibly negate the space-stalker threat.74 Against the 
emerging space-stalker threat, the United States must develop a policy 
concerning the conditions and timing under which self-defense could 
be used against a tailgating configuration threatening multiple satellites 
of another country. This new approach in dealing with weapons in space 
can address the US concerns about the draft PPWT and the proposal on 
no first placement of weapons in space without condemning the ideas. 
However, any proposal must explicitly resolve the concerns about space 
stalkers raised here. Specifically, the new approach should include these 
items: 

•  The definition of an aggressor must explicitly include one that poses 
a threatening configuration, and the defender must explicitly have 
the right of self-defense even before an imminent attack as the last 
resort. 

•  Because the word preemptive has the stigma of being used as a 
pretext for aggression, a new term should be developed and agreed 
upon to reflect the right to use self-defense before attack under nec-
essary conditions as the last resort.

•  The concept of self-defense zones against certain types of space 
weapons such as space stalkers is needed in conjunction with 
the outright ban of some other types of weapons in space. Self-
defense zones can be used to prevent attacks from close quarters. 
The zonal concept and banning need not be mutually exclusive and 
can be used complementarily. For example, the United States can 
participate in both international efforts to develop a self-defense 
zone against some weapons and ban other weapons that can be 
distinguished from ordinary satellite even when they are in space. 
Someday, countries including the United States might even agree to 
intrusive inspection by a UN-sanctioned team on satellites before 
launch so as to assure they cannot be effectively used as ASATs. 
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•  The United States should develop a new proposal or a modification 
to PPWT for effectively dealing with weapons in space as opposed 
to the current passive strategy of opposing others’ proposals while 
losing international support.

•  The US proposal must be able to deal with specific threats under 
specific situations. Being a defender, the United States cannot be 
satisfied with a general strategy and capability that deals with most 
of the threats but leaves holes for space stalkers.

•  The United States should take advantage of the mechanism and 
offices already dealing actively with disarmament. For example, 
the definition of aggressor and the concept of a self-defense zone 
should be introduced into the Group of Governmental Experts on 
Transparency and Confidence-Building Measures in Outer Space 
Activities under the United Nations. It should explicitly argue that 
effective defense is a prerequisite for effective deterrence. Also im-
portant are the international cooperation and coordination in space 
surveillance and agreement monitoring and verification.

•  The US-proposed space measures and agreements, in conjunction 
with current US space defense capability, must be able to deal with 
contemporaneous threats, not just threats of the future. Even if future 
satellites could be equipped to be perfectly resilient, existing satel-
lites will remain still critical and vulnerable.

The State Department should work closely with the DOD to propose, 
consult, and negotiate transparency and confidence-building measures 
and space agreements with the international community that account 
for the threat of space stalkers. Realistically, potential adversaries are far 
more likely to want the United Nations to adopt alternative space pro-
posals, which ignore the space-stalking threat. If this occurs, the United 
States must be prepared to unilaterally declare a policy of preemptive 
defense and implement capabilities to deal with the space-stalker threat, 
supported by as many allies and friends as possible. Once potential ad-
versaries recognize that the United States possesses an effective space 
deterrence and defense strategy including countering space stalkers, they 
may well reevaluate their own proposals and find themselves better off 
by joining the realistic approach of the United States and other nations 
in keeping the peace in space. 
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Conclusion
The emerging space-stalker threat being developed by China and Russia 

under the cover of dual-use technologies cannot be addressed by tra-
ditional measures including reconstitution, defensive operations after 
attack, or resilience. These nations could find space stalkers to be the 
perfect space system to present the United States with two bad choices. 
First, the United States could preemptively destroy the space stalkers to 
save the targeted satellites. However, without discussing the sensitive 
issue of preemption with its allies and friends in peacetime, the United 
States could be treated as the aggressor that started a war in space. Second, 
it could fight without the support of satellites. Facing these two bad 
choices might prevent US intervention. To avoid these poor choices, the 
United States should evaluate the emerging space-stalker threat and the 
defense and deterrence against it, including a reexamination of preemp-
tive self-defense as the last resort. With the popular argument and senti-
ment against preemption, preemptive self-defense as a last resort must 
be clearly restricted to space stalkers under situations that are justified 
for its use and cannot be used as a pretext for aggression. It is time to go 
beyond the concerns of the space stalkers into ways to defeat and deter 
them. Avoiding a space Pearl Harbor is a critical issue for the Trump 
administration and requires thoughtful and open-minded deliberation 
among all interested parties domestically and internationally. 
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Toward Strategic Nuclear Funding: 
The USSOCOM Model

Lt Col Geoffrey M. Steeves, USAF  

Abstract
Though the nuclear mission “shapes” the strategic landscape in ways 

that are less obviously utilitarian, it remains necessary for US security and 
global leadership. Today the nuclear enterprise is in a situation similar to 
that of special operations in the 1980s—at risk of being unable to fulfill 
its mission. A root cause that currently challenges the nuclear mission 
is a reliance on the services for funding. The services tend to prioritize 
funding the more pressing and far more utilized conventional mission 
over strategic requirements. This bias contributes to underinvestment 
in the nuclear mission. As the United States struggles to improve its 
nuclear preparedness, granting the nuclear mission its own congressio-
nal funding line could restore capabilities and readiness to this strategic 
mission. A new funding mechanism could also reinvigorate and advance 
the strategic mission of nuclear deterrence. 

✵ ✵ ✵ ✵ ✵

Since their conception, nuclear weapons have been a critically im-
portant part of US national security. Their sheer power and potential 
for widespread devastation demand the world’s highest levels of respect 
and caution. However, despite nuclear weapons’ incredible destructive 
capability, their relative importance and commensurate levels of funding 
have varied greatly along with the geostrategic landscape. Throughout 
the Cold War (1947–91), the relative importance of the nuclear mission 
helped it maintain its status as the ultimate guarantor of national security. 
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After the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the world seemed to 
breathe a collective sigh of relief, allowing the specter of mutually as-
sured destruction to somewhat fade from its collective consciousness. 
The relative importance of nuclear weapons continued to wane in the 
twenty-first century, when the global war on terrorism forced the United 
States to become more focused on employing conventional forces. This 
caused the nuclear mission to reach a relative low point regarding funding, 
credibility, and readiness. In recent years, a resurgent Russia, a nuclear-
armed North Korea, an aspiring Iran, and the potential for regionalized 
nuclear arms races in the Middle East and Northeast Asia all have in-
creased the relative importance of the nuclear mission. 

However, contemporary nuclear forces, much like special operations 
in the 1980s, are in a degraded state and have a compromised ability to 
accomplish their strategic mission. Unfortunately, the price to simulta-
neously rebuild all three legs of the triad, nearly from scratch, is daunt-
ing.1 But given that this mission underpins national security, failure to 
maintain a credible deterrent is not optional. As former US Strategic 
Command (USSTRATCOM) Commander Adm Cecil Haney stated, 
“Maintaining and modernizing the nation’s nuclear triad isn’t debatable 
even in times of tight budgets.”2 And while maintaining a survivable 
capability to respond with at least one leg of the triad is certainly im-
portant, this article treats the overall neglect of nuclear forces rather 
than survivability. With this in mind, to reverse the effects of decades 
of underinvestment requires not only a realistic assessment of the mis-
sion’s current state but also a deliberate plan to return it to sound 
footing—regardless the force posture. One area deserving assessment is 
the current funding mechanism that, for decades, failed to sustain and 
modernize the nuclear mission. Given the services’ previous track record 
and the likely continued pressure to modernize the conventional capa-
bilities, it is unrealistic to expect they would reliably fund the critical 
nuclear mission into the future. 

Furthermore, geopolitical shifts coupled with a series of mishaps that 
exposed the precarious state of the nuclear mission forced the nation to 
assess the health of America’s nuclear enterprise and garner support for re-
form and modernization efforts. National leaders have placed a renewed 
emphasis on the nuclear mission and have begun efforts to improve its 
trajectory. One positive step toward revitalizing the nuclear triad (stra-
tegic bombers, intercontinental ballistic missiles, and submarine-launched 
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ballistic missiles) was former Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter’s ac-
knowledgment that the nuclear deterrent forms the “bedrock of U.S. de-
fense strategy,” citing it as the “highest priority mission” and pledging to 
lead efforts to invest, innovate, and rebuild the nation’s nuclear mission.3 
This renewed emphasis is also reflected in some of the fundamental docu-
ments that underpin national security, such as the president’s National 
Security Strategy, the Pentagon’s 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), 
and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s National Military Strategy.4 
All of these documents outline the critical role that the nuclear mission 
plays in the national security of the United States. In the case of the QDR, 
the nuclear deterrent was prioritized ahead of homeland defense as the 
nation’s most important mission. The results of these assessments brought 
to light that decades of underinvestment and prioritization of other mis-
sions left the nuclear mission in a degraded state of preparedness. Revital-
izing it will require significant measures. 

Fundamental to restoring credibility of the nuclear mission is en-
suring appropriate funding. The Pentagon recognized that the current 
funding construct, which in recent decades failed to adequately resource 
the nuclear enterprise, is likely ill-suited to fund this mission appropri-
ately going forward. One concept presented to overcome this challenge 
is the development of a separate Department of Defense (DOD)–wide 
national nuclear modernization fund. Ostensibly, this fund would pay 
the expenses required to upgrade all three legs of the outdated nuclear 
triad by the mid-2020s.5 As the nation grapples with how to maintain 
a viable nuclear deterrent, it should implement a funding mechanism 
similar to that of US Special Operations Command (USSOCOM), 
which bypasses the services. In years past, the services neglected fund-
ing for the special operations mission with disastrous results. Similarly, 
since the Cold War, the services have revealed a preference for conven-
tional programs at the expense of the nuclear mission. The result of 
these funding priorities is an outdated nuclear capability that requires 
a comprehensive overhaul in nearly all aspects. Given the massive costs 
associated with these upgrades, both the Air Force and Navy have ex-
pressed interest in unburdening their respective services from funding 
the expensive modernization initiatives. The Navy has already embraced 
a National Sea-Based Deterrence Fund to garner necessary funding for 
modernizing its submarines. Creating a service-specific fund to rectify 
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resourcing shortfalls prompted the Air Force to request equal treatment 
for its legs of the triad.6 

As military officials and lawmakers assess how to appropriately fund 
the nuclear mission, especially after a decades-long funding hiatus 
leading to all the bills coming due at the same time, they should con-
sider lessons learned from the Special Operations Command mecha-
nism. Creating a new funding mechanism in which Congress awards 
USSTRATCOM its own congressional funding line for the nuclear mis-
sion could greatly advance the US nuclear deterrent in several ways.7 
Adopting this USSOCOM-style funding mechanism could increase the 
likelihood of being adequately funded in times of volatility and limited 
resources, demand greater accountability from both military and national 
leaders for this important mission, improve strategic messaging for re-
newed importance of the nuclear mission, and create a more unified and 
coherent nuclear enterprise that is less prone to interservice rivalry—
one better positioned to synchronize procurement requirements with 
the nuclear posture and mission. 

Service Priorities and the Decline of the Nuclear Mission
The current state of the nuclear enterprise is a result of decades of 

prioritizing other mission sets at the expense of the nuclear mission. The 
evidence of this neglect is reflected in the degraded state of equipment, 
outdated delivery systems, and a lack of professionalism and readiness 
of the service members trusted to employ nuclear weapons. Instead of 
funding the nuclear mission, resources were diverted to support conven-
tional forces. In the wake of the June 2014 report issued by retired Air 
Force Gen Larry D. Welch and Navy Adm John C. Harvey Jr.’s Nuclear 
Deterrent Enterprise Review Groups, then-Secretary of Defense Chuck 
Hagel cited insufficient resourcing as a root cause for the nuclear mis-
sion’s decline, acknowledging, “A consistent lack of investment and sup-
port for our nuclear forces—over far too many years—has left us with 
too little margin to cope with mounting stresses. The reviews [the in-
dependent and internal Nuclear Enterprise Reviews] found evidence of 
systemic problems that, if not addressed, could undermine the safety, 
security and effectiveness of the elements of the force in the future.”8

One of the most poignant examples highlighting inadequate resourc-
ing and a lack of preparedness relates to the ground-based portion of the 
triad. The intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) system of record, 
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the LGM-30G Minuteman III, dates to the 1960s and has arrived at the 
end of its service life. The combination of advanced age and consistent 
underfunding for the past 20 years has left this mission in a precarious 
state. Blast doors in missile silos failed to seal shut. Critical certified tools 
required to perform maintenance on nuclear warheads were in short 
supply.9 Launch control centers faced repeated sustainment challenges, 
leaving equipment broken for months or years.10 The helicopter fleet—
the UH-1N Huey—charged with protecting these nuclear assets and 
transporting key personnel is among the oldest in the Air Force’s inven-
tory. The inability of these helicopters to fully accomplish their mission 
has long put the ground-based leg of the triad at risk.11 These challenges 
represent a subset of numerous other challenges facing ICBMs. Yet, the 
most daunting and expensive task required to put the ground-based leg 
of the triad back on sound footing remains to be done: upgrading the 
missiles themselves or replacing them with the ground-based strategic 
deterrent (GBSD). 

The sea-based leg of the triad also symbolizes years of the Navy pri-
oritizing other mission sets at the nuclear mission’s expense. Like the 
ICBMs, the nuclear-equipped, Ohio-class ballistic missile submarines 
have also reached an advanced age and require upgrades or replace-
ments. Budgeting and planning uncertainties have left the program to 
develop and field a replacement submarine (SSBN[X]) behind schedule, 
forcing the Navy to extend these craft beyond their planned 30-year 
service life. And while these submarines will be overhauled concurrently 
with the development and fielding of a replacement, projections suggest 
the Navy’s stock of nuclear-equipped submarines—either Ohio-class or 
its replacement—will drop to 10 or 11 between 2029 and 2040. These 
numbers are below the 12 required to keep sufficient numbers on 
nuclear deterrence patrols.12

The air-based leg, currently composed of nuclear-capable B-52 and 
B-2 bombers, has generally fared better than its triad counterparts. The 
B-21 long-range strike bomber (LRS-B) has benefited from an accelerated 
funding and development timeline and is slated to enter service by the 
mid-2020s.13 This new bomber will replace the venerable B-52 bomber, 
whose maiden flight occurred in the early 1950s. Yet despite the B-52’s 
advanced age, the airframe stayed relevant and capable over the past 60 
years through routine and consistent upgrades. A key difference that 
explains the extra attention bombers received relative to their ground 
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and sea counterparts is that they have long maintained a conventional 
mission. In other words, dual-capable aircraft, such as B-52s, B-2s, and 
certain fighters, which are capable of delivering both nuclear and con-
ventional weapons, benefited from the Air Force’s need to execute the 
conventional mission in the post–Cold War environment. In contrast, 
funding for the Air Force’s ICBMs, which always fulfilled a strictly 
nuclear mission, fell by the wayside. 

The current degraded state of the nuclear enterprise is evidence that 
the funding mechanism in place since the Cold War, which allowed the 
services wide discretion to determine priorities, failed to sustain the nuclear 
mission. This is not to say the services did not face other challenges 
during these years. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, the United States 
has been in a state of near perpetual conflict, mostly conventional in 
nature. From the first Gulf War, to the Balkans, Afghanistan, Operation 
Iraqi Freedom, and now Syria and the Islamic State of Iraq and the Le-
vant, the services have been compelled, time and again, to address these 
pressing conventional threats. Underfunding of the strategic nuclear 
mission was not likely a deliberate decision but rather a byproduct of the 
services reacting to the nearest threat to fund conflicts. In other words, 
investment in the nuclear mission was crowded out by the near-term 
conventional threats. 

Moreover, the services’ revealed preference to fund conventional over 
nuclear is consistent with observed behavior patterns studied in the social 
sciences. Numerous studies demonstrate that agents consistently exhibit 
a bias that favors near-term gratification rather than waiting for larger 
payoff in the future.14 When framed in the context of the post–Cold 
War environment, the services’ myopic bias to fund the pressing con-
ventional mission at the expense of longer-term strategic nuclear deter-
rence is understandable. Terrorism, not nuclear holocaust, was forefront 
in the minds of the military and society. America’s children no longer 
hunkered under their desks to practice “duck and cover” drills in prepa-
ration for an inbound nuclear strike. Instead, the focus was squarely on 
terrorism, and schoolchildren now train to safeguard themselves against 
the more tangible terrorism threats, such as active shooters. Lawmakers 
and military leaders, along with the rest of the United States, became 
accustomed to onerous screening at airports and the sight of gas masks 
at subway stations. These ever-present symbols remind Americans of 
their conventional conflicts, making them feel safe and justifying expen-
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ditures on the conventional mission. On the other hand, the bombers, 
ICBMs, and nuclear submarines of the nuclear triad failed to be as 
ubiquitous. And despite the ICBM force maintaining nonstop nuclear 
alert operations throughout this period, the nuclear mission was out of 
sight and out of mind for the American public and its military. 

The context of the post–Cold War environment explains—but does 
not justify—the military’s spending priorities in these years. During this 
period, America’s strategic nuclear deterrent still underpinned national 
security. Despite the overarching importance of the nuclear mission, 
though, preparedness devolved into its current degraded state, such that 
the United States must develop a strategy to rebuild its nuclear triad 
nearly from scratch. In this sense, the services’ discounting the readiness 
of their most important strategic mission can be thought of as a system 
failure. And when systems fail to produce optimal outcomes, positive 
and deliberate interventions are often required. To overcome the inad-
equacies of the current funding mechanism, the USSOCOM model 
provides lessons on how deliberate intervention can ensure viability of 
certain strategic missions.

Lessons from the USSOCOM Model

In the 1980s, as special operations struggled to achieve its mission, 
Congress identified the services’ inability to appropriately prioritize and 
fund this mission as causal. In response Congress awarded the newly created 
US Special Operations Command it its own checkbook, with funds ap-
propriated directly by Congress rather than through the services. This 
change formed the foundation that enabled special operations to obtain 
the consistent resourcing required to reestablish credibility and return 
this mission to sound footing. Today’s nuclear mission finds itself at a 
crossroads similar to that of US special operations forces decades ago. 
When special operations forces remained distributed across all services 
and exclusively dependent on the services for funding, readiness suffered. 
Structural reforms were necessary to reinvigorate the special operations 
mission and ensure it remained prepared to accomplish its strategic mis-
sion. Some of the lessons learned from this period may provide insights 
to help the nuclear mission again achieve a high state of readiness.

USSOCOM was created in the 1980s, a decade removed from the 
conflict in Vietnam, during a period with little focus or enthusiasm for 
nontraditional forms of warfare. In this environment, when the Soviet 
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Union was still the major threat, other missions were viewed as a higher 
priority than developing the more nuanced capabilities of special 
operations. As such, the services incrementally minimized expenditures 
on this mission. The Air Force’s AC-130 gunships transitioned to re-
serve status and were removed from the Air Force budget after 1979. 
The MC-130 Combat Talon, which provides infiltration, exfiltration, 
and resupply of special operations forces, no longer received updates or 
modifications. The Navy followed suit, decommissioning its only special 
operations–capable submarine. Overall, the services left special opera-
tions in a precarious state of readiness.15 

In April 1980, when the US military launched a failed operation to 
rescue American hostages held in the US embassy in Iran, the weakness 
of special operations was brought to light. This joint operation, named 
Operation Eagle Claw, was supported by assets from every branch of 
service. The services’ collective budget cuts from this mission left opera-
tors ill-prepared and without the specialized transportation and equip-
ment needed to successfully conduct this operation. In addition to failing 
to rescue the hostages, eight Americans died during the mission.16 

In response to Operation Eagle Claw, Adm James L. Holloway Jr., a 
retired former chief of naval operations, led an investigation to analyze 
the causes of failure. Holloway’s report cited mission planning, com-
mand and control, and joint interoperability challenges as causal. He 
further assessed that if this operation had been launched against a more 
experienced and better-equipped adversary, the outcome would have 
been even worse.17 Holloway’s findings did not go unnoticed on Capitol 
Hill, and the report proved a catalyst for DOD reform, eventually leading 
to the Goldwater-Nichols Act that, among several changes, mandated a 
higher degree of cooperation between the services.

Despite Goldwater-Nichols, Sen. Sam Nunn (D-GA), Sen. William 
Cohen (R-ME), and Rep. Dan Daniel (D-VA) remained unconvinced 
that the military would take the additional necessary measures required 
to adequately reform special operations and took it upon themselves to 
lead further reforms. In May 1986, the senators introduced the Nunn-
Cohen Act, which called for a special operations forces (SOF) joint 
military organization with a designated special funding line and budget 
authority under major force program 11 (MFP-11). Then-Pres. Ronald 
Reagan approved the establishment of the new command and activated 
USSOCOM on 16 April 1987.18 
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MFP-11 was designed “to provide the incremental funding necessary 
for Special Operations Forces’ unique capabilities and items, rather than 
to supplement or supplant activities that are or should be provided by 
the military services.”19 USSOCOM’s budget covers specific SOF re-
lated items such as uniforms, specialized training, and equipment (to 
include air, land, and sea platforms). The DOD budget for the regular 
forces covers all non-SOF related services and equipment, even those 
services and equipment that are occasionally used by SOF. Ultimately, 
USSOCOM’s funding line allowed this new functional combatant com-
mand to achieve operational readiness unbeholden to the services and to 
form the foundation for today’s force, capable and adequately prepared 
for future threats. 

Operation Eagle Claw’s failure highlighted the importance of SOF 
and that conventional forces are not always sufficient to conduct spe-
cialized, strategic missions in denied areas. Nunn, Cohen, and Daniel 
recognized that the services’ decision-making bias toward near-term re-
quirements jeopardized SOF’s long-run sustainability and took action to 
ensure this mission became adequately trained, integrated, and funded. 

As with SOF in the 1980s, today’s nuclear mission finds itself in a 
similar position where the services’ focus on the near-term conventional 
mission crowded out alternative strategic missions. Already, the defi-
ciencies found within the nuclear mission have caused many to rethink 
the compatibility of the current funding mechanism with revitalization 
efforts.20 In today’s current funding mechanism, where the services have 
wide discretion to establish their funding priorities, the nuclear mission 
continues to risk losing out to the conventional mission in times of 
scarce budgets. With that in mind, creating a system that recognizes the 
nuclear deterrent as the true bedrock of national security may require a 
new generation of clairvoyant senators and congressmen to step forward 
and ensure the nuclear mission is funded appropriately.

A New Funding Mechanism: USSTRATCOM

Presently, the Department of Energy (DOE) and the services jointly 
fund the nuclear enterprise with the Air Force and Navy completely 
funding their respective legs of the triad. The Air Force assumes all the 
costs of the ICBMs and aircraft-delivered bombs and missile bodies, as 
well as all of the costs associated with fielding the B-21 (LRS-B). Like-
wise, the Navy assumes responsibility for funding the SLBM body and 
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100 percent of the acquisition fees associated with the Navy Ohio Class 
Replacement Submarine (SSBN[X]). This status quo funding model 
continues to require that the services consider tradeoffs between fund-
ing nuclear or conventional forces. In recent decades, for example, the 
Navy has consistently chosen to fund aircraft carriers rather than new 
nuclear weapon–equipped submarines, and the Air Force seemed to de-
vote funds to a wide spectrum of conventional capabilities at the ex-
pense of its ICBMs. Given the services’ revealed preference for funding 
conventional capabilities, under the present funding mechanism, there 
is increased risk that research and development (R&D) for nuclear assets 
will continue to be underfunded. 

An alternative to the current funding mechanism for the nuclear 
mission is to use USSTRATCOM as the primary vehicle to fund the 
nuclear mission. Similar to special operations that used USSOCOM 
as its funding vehicle, the nuclear mission would likewise be funded 
by USSTRATCOM, directly from Congress. This change would relieve 
the services of budgetary oversight for the nuclear triad. Furthermore, 
consolidating funding under USSTRATCOM would improve uni-
fication within the nuclear enterprise and mitigate interservice fund-
ing rivalry generated by service-specific initiatives such as the National 
Sea-Based Deterrence Fund.21 USSTRATCOM, like USSOCOM, is 
a functional combatant command, which maintains the responsibility 
for executing strategic missions throughout the world. In many ways, 
the uniqueness of USSOCOM as a functional combatant command 
underpins the rationale for adopting a similar funding framework for 
USSTRATCOM.22 A failure to adequately fund these missions, which 
the geographic combatant commands have no organic capabilities to 
accomplish by themselves, generates global strategic risk. The following 
three funding options offer varying degrees of service oversight in fund-
ing the nuclear mission. In each case, the DOE would fund the nuclear 
warheads associated with Air Force ICBMs, Navy SLBMs, and aircraft-
launched nuclear weapons.

The first funding option is an absolute model, in which USSTRATCOM’s 
nuclear mission is fully funded by Congress to develop and maintain the en-
tire nuclear triad. Under this option, USSTRATCOM would fund R&D, 
procurement, and maintenance costs for each air-delivered weapon and 
weapon system over its entire lifecycle. This option would include current 
and projected costs for SSBN(X), LRS-B, the proposed GBSD, and future 
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modernization of any nuclear-related system. Once the SSBN(X), LRS-B, 
and GBSD are delivered to the military, USSTRATCOM will continue 
to fund the maintenance and operational costs of these assets until they 
are retired from service or assigned a conventional-only mission. This 
option requires the greatest financial commitment to USSTRATCOM 
while providing the best strategic messaging regarding the nuclear triad. 
USSTRATCOM funds and maintains control of all three legs of the 
nuclear triad, while the Air Force and Navy are required to train ser-
vice members. This option permits the conventional military to operate 
without diverting funding from established conventional programs.

The second option available to the government is the handoff model. 
Under this proposal, USSTRATCOM funds R&D, procurement, and 
modernization costs for all current and planned nuclear weapons systems 
as above. However, the individual services would fund maintenance on 
the nuclear triad and train all personnel in employment. The handoff 
option offers the advantage of proactive funding for the bulk of the 
nuclear mission outside most of the service budget competition. It rep-
resents a modest risk approach since the only service component funding 
requirement is training and maintenance. 

The third alternative is a hybrid model. Under this plan, USSTRATCOM 
and the services would split the costs of R&D and procurement for 
the nuclear triad systems. However, once a system reached initial opera-
tional capability (IOC), the services assume the financial responsibility 
to maintain the system, modernize it, and train personnel until the as-
sets are removed from service. The hybrid model allows the services to 
share the financial burden associated with fielding a new weapon system. 
However, because the R&D and acquisition are paid by both the services 
and USSTRATCOM, the Air Force and Navy would most likely have 
to cut funding to conventional programs to help fund nuclear acquisi-
tions. By diverting funds from established and forecasted conventional 
programs, the services must assume additional risk in those areas until 
the SSBN(X), LRS-B, and GBSD have completed R&D.

The hybrid model represents the option with the least departure from 
the status quo funding model and thus represents the greatest risk to future 
sustainment efforts as it still allows services discretion to prioritize other 
missions over nuclear. Therefore, adopting either the absolute or hand-
off option, which allows for funding and sustainment of the nuclear 
mission at least through IOC, may represent the best choice for funding 
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the nuclear mission. However, any of these options would require 
congressional support to change Title 10 of the US Code. While 
amending the US Code is difficult, it may be necessary to improve 
the nuclear deterrent. 

Conclusion
As the nation considers how, or if, to implement a special nuclear 

fund, the USSOCOM model provides a useful template for consider-
ation. Adopting a similar model to fund the nuclear mission could reju-
venate the nuclear mission by offering four clear benefits. First, utilizing 
USSTRATCOM as the vehicle to finance the nuclear mission improves 
the likelihood that it will remain funded, even in times of volatility and 
limited resources. Funding the nuclear mission as the default position, 
as opposed to requiring agents to opt-in, represents a powerful change 
to increase the probability it would receive adequate resourcing.23 If law-
makers were required to take deliberate actions to divert funding from 
the sustainment and modernization efforts in the nuclear mission, they 
would be less inclined to do so. Furthermore, in this proposed construct 
the Navy and Air Force would no longer directly have to internally de-
bate difficult funding decisions between competing conventional and 
nuclear missions. For example, the Navy would be spared a difficult 
decision to fund nuclear missile–capable submarines at the expense of 
aircraft carriers. 

Second, this proposed funding mechanism shifts more of the account-
ability for this mission from the military to the national leaders, who, ulti-
mately, should share greater responsibility for ensuring the viability and 
credibility of the strategic nuclear deterrent. Nonetheless, this change 
does not guarantee future funding for the nuclear mission as it would remain 
possible for Congress to under-resource it. However, holding lawmakers 
directly accountable for sustaining the mission may make them think 
twice before doing so. As the stewards trusted to execute the mission, the 
military would still maintain a crucial role to ensure readiness. However, 
by transferring resourcing decisions to Congress, the services would be 
somewhat relieved of the responsibility to ensure this unique and critical 
mission remained appropriately funded. In this sense, this change would 
more closely align the responsibility for this crucial mission at a more ap-
propriate national and strategic level. Ultimately, national leaders, not the 

05-Steevies 2017-02.indd   128 5/9/2017   10:14:40 AM



Toward Strategic Nuclear Funding: The USSOCOM Model

Strategic Studies Quarterly ♦ Summer 2017 129

services, would be held more accountable to citizens and the military for 
ensuring a viable deterrent. 

A third advantage of this proposal is strategic messaging. Changing 
the funding process signals to American citizens, allies, and enemies the 
reemergence and preeminence of this strategic mission. In other words, 
it demonstrates that the nuclear deterrent actually does form the bed-
rock of US national security. America and its allies that depend on the 
US nuclear deterrent will correctly interpret that the nuclear mission 
has garnered the attention of the highest levels of government. Likewise, 
enemies that may have begun to question the health of America’s nuclear 
force will construe that the nuclear mission has returned to become the 
top strategic priority. 

The fourth benefit of funding the nuclear mission through USSTRAT-
COM is that this change would bring more structure and coherence 
to the nuclear enterprise. General Welch’s and Admiral Harvey’s 2014 
Independent Review of the Department of Defense Nuclear Enterprise 
found little evidence of unity within the nuclear enterprise despite the 
office of the secretary of defense and the services referring to it as if it 
were a “coherent, integrated structure.”24 Funding the nuclear mission 
under one umbrella, rather than being dispersed across services, could 
help address this issue to simplify and consolidate the nuclear triad cur-
rently described as a “loose federation of separate nuclear activities.”25 
A single broker, with a broader scope of responsibility for funding the 
nuclear mission, would be better equipped to match resourcing and pro-
curement requirements with nuclear strategy, posture, and mission. 

Overall, lessons learned from special operations provide a useful 
framework on how to restore credibility and improve readiness in to-
day’s nuclear mission. However, as the United States searches for ways to 
address these challenges it must bear in mind a key difference between 
today’s degraded nuclear mission and the circumstances that led to the 
creation of a separately funded functional combatant command for spe-
cial operations. In the 1980s, the services and the nation had the luxury 
to learn from its mistakes in Operation Eagle Claw and implement sen-
sible and meaningful reforms. Unfortunately, given the incredibly high 
stakes associated with the nuclear mission, there is no margin for error. 
Conducting an after-action report for failed nuclear deterrence is not 
the answer. 
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Book Reviews
The Political Ideology of Ayatollah Khamenei: Out of the Mouth of the Supreme 

Leader of Iran by Yvette Hovsepian-Bearce. Routledge, 2016, 382 pp.

Iran’s Byzantine political structure has confounded analysts, diplomats, policy makers and 
US military and foreign service officers since the 1979 revolution. The nearly impenetrable dynamic 
between the Supreme Council—the seat of political power for Iran’s theocratic clergy—and the 
democratically elected executive has offered unrealized hope to successive American adminis-
trations for a normalization of relations. Offering a close reading of the ayatollah’s own words, 
author Yvette Hovsepian-Bearce concludes that Sayyed Ali Khamenei has succeeded as a strong 
conservative force continuing to espouse the anti-Western values of the Iranian Revolution. 
Given Iran’s regional aspirations and the complexity of its active policies in Syria, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan—among other places—Iran’s importance on the international stage continues to 
grow, and the ideology of Khamenei continues to resonate. Drawn from the ayatollah’s own 
speeches and writing, The Political Ideology of Ayatollah Khamenei makes exemplary use of a 
historical methodology harnessed to deepen our understanding of current events. Since few 
in the West have facility in Farsi or access to the rich documentary sources Hovsepian-Bearce 
used, this book is an important contribution to the limited available literature.

The work’s focus is on the influence of the Iranian Republic’s second supreme leader, Ayatollah 
Khamenei, not to be confused with the Ayatollah Sayyid Ruhollah Khomeini, whose image 
was burned into Western consciousness with the Iranian hostage crisis. Khamenei was selected 
as Khomeini’s ideological heir, and the author concludes that he has faithfully held to the revo-
lutionary ideals of his mentor through principles expressed as esteqlal (independence), āzadī 
(freedom), jomhūrī-ye Islamī (the idea of an Islamic Republic). Enshrined in the 1979 constitution, 
the principle of vilāyat-i faqīth (guidance by the clergy) gives the Supreme Council enormous 
power over both internal and external affairs of the country, especially given its control over the 
military and security forces (pp. 14–17).

The narrative Hovsepian-Bearce isolates is poignantly anti-Western, evocative of the depen-
dency theorists of Latin America, and strives to position Iran as leader of the Islamic world. 
(The author does not treat challenges to such leadership from regional actors such as Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, or Turkey, though that was not her purpose.) The result is a kind of nationalism 
blended with Islamism that has led Iran to pursue a policy of domestic economic development 
and continued regional leadership.

The book is particularly valuable in delving into the tensions between the conservative Supreme 
Council headed by Khamenei and the forces of reform headed by successive Iranian presidents. 
The author demonstrates that Khamenei’s drive to maintain the principles of the revolution 
has prevailed in power struggles with successive democratically elected governments, suggesting 
that Khamenei has been able to overcome resistance over the long haul since he took power 
soon after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989. Hovsepian-Bearce clearly illuminates 
the shifting internal struggles and focuses in particular on how foreign policy is affected. Her 
conclusion is that at least during Khamenei’s lifetime, the ideals of the revolution will continue 
to have a profound effect on Iran’s policies (p. 350). In a post-Khamenei world, the continued 
influence of such pure “Khomeini-ism” is difficult to say, but for the present, the Supreme 
Council seems set to continue to steer Iranian policy along the same course charted in the 
aftermath of the revolution.

The author’s work is broken into three unequal parts. The first is a history of Khamenei, pieced 
together from his autobiographical work and his writings. The second is a useful examination of 

06-Book Reviews.indd   132 5/9/2017   10:15:24 AM



Book Reviews

Strategic Studies Quarterly ♦ Summer 2017 133

Khamenei’s policy relationship with each president, from Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani (1989–97), 
through Seyyed Mohammad Khatami (1997–2005), Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (2005–13), and 
Hassan Rouhani (2013–present), while the third offers a thematic distillation of Khamenei’s 
foreign policy.

Hovsepian-Bearce concludes that Khamenei’s early encounters with the regime of Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi, the shah of Iran—including periods of incarceration and interrogation by SAVAK 
(the Organization of Intelligence and National Security, the shah’s secret police)—contributed 
to his virulent anti-Western stance. Further, Iran’s reliance on oil revenue and efforts to exploit 
Iran’s oil wealth by British and American corporations were seen by Khomeini and are seen 
by Khamenei as pure colonialism, and like other dependency theorists, they see the American 
government as leading in a global effort to subjugate other regimes. This is hardly new mate-
rial, but the steadfast repetition of the same themes throughout Khamenei’s long career and 
his efforts to inculcate new generations of Iranian youth into this point of view underscore the 
importance of delicacy in proposing rapid integration of any post-Khamenei regime into the 
global system. Khamenei’s efforts may well have succeeded culturally as they have politically 
to put segments of the Iranian population on guard against what they may see as exploitation, 
rather than integration and normalization. The author holds out a limited hope for a change in 
heart: “Nevertheless, it is possible that Ayatollah Khamenei may yet decide to act on a recog-
nition that a majority of Iranians, including President Rouhani’s administration, have moved 
beyond his divisive worldview and are ready to engage peaceably with the world, including the 
U.S.” (p. 360). But there is scant evidence for such temperance in the sources included—indeed, 
the text suggests caution for would-be reformers from abroad.

The key takeaway from the book is the intense ideological dominance and coherence that 
Khamenei has successfully enforced on the Iranian regime during his tenure as supreme leader, 
from 1990 to the present. While popularly elected presidents have advocated a tempering of 
religious influence and normalization with the West, Hovsepian-Bearce demonstrates a re-
markable strength and resilience for conservative Iranian clerics and their vision for Iranian 
society. Western hopes for a kind of “Arab Spring” in Iran must be tempered by the reality of a 
powerful clerical body that controls both the military and security establishments and that will 
likely continue to see engagement with the West as a multipronged cultural, economic, and 
political threat to their Islamic revolution.

Khamenei’s image of Iran as leading the Islamic world may neither correlate with the reality 
nor resonate with other regional powers––such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, or Turkey––but the 
author makes a strong case that it is crucial to understand Khamenei’s active and powerful ef-
forts to drive toward this goal. If she is correct, so long as Khamenei remains, he seems likely to 
maintain a powerfully anti-Western drive for Iranian independence, especially seeking to avoid 
cultural and economic advances. The control that the Supreme Council has over the Iranian 
military and security forces seems to ensure continued dominance against the popular drive for 
normalization and integration.

The book does have a few weaknesses. The narrative contains a number of unsupported 
summaries about Khamenei’s motivations, including the following: “Khatami’s presidency did 
not mean Khamenei was ready for change. . . . Khamenei had no alternative but to show a dif-
ferent image of Iran—a moderate and democratic state. Through Khatami, Khamenei pursued 
damage control and eliminated threats to the regime and to his power” (p. 131). In the text 
we do not find evidence that Khamenei worked through Khatami rather than against him, a 
potentially important distinction. Doubtless the author could provide support from the many 
available sources but does not, which is disappointing given the overwhelming strengths of the 
many originally translated passages. The text is also dense (as is the primary source material), 
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sometimes repetitive, and will likely put off less determined readers. More could also have been 
done with respect to the other regional powers, such as Saudi Arabia and Turkey. We also find 
nothing to explain the appeal of the Khomeini/Khamenei vision, apart from their engagement 
with youth on university campuses (p. 350), something that would have made this book still 
more valuable—though again, this may have been beyond the author’s purview.

Despite these minor issues, this is a useful contribution and an outstanding use of primary 
source collections. It distills the many available works and succeeds with a thematic analysis 
giving the reader a clear (if dark) picture of the political ideology of one of the world’s most 
politically influential religious leaders. We do not really gain a sense of his charismatic ability, 
but the reader can guess at these owing to the outcome of the political struggles, through which 
Khamenei has come through victorious time and time again. The book definitely has an American 
focus, distilling issues of interest to American policy makers, analysts, and foreign service/
US military officers. It is a worthy effort, one that may be valuable to close observers of Iran’s 
political workings.

Brian R. Price
Hawaii Pacific University

Strategy: Context and Adaptation from Archidamus to Airpower edited and authored 
by Richard J. Bailey Jr., James W. Forsyth Jr., and Mark O. Yeisley. Naval Institute 
Press, 2016, 288 pp.

As one might expect of a book with the word “context” in its title, what Strategy: Context 
and Adaptation from Archidamus to Airpower gives its reader is heavily context dependent. This 
collection of essays by instructors at the School of Advanced Air and Space Studies (SAASS) is 
a must for past and future SAASS students seeking to appreciate and revisit the perspectives of 
that institution’s renowned faculty. For readers with recent experience anywhere on Maxwell 
Air Force Base’s Academic Circle, many of the essays will be useful amplifications of familiar 
themes from curricula that have been heavily influenced by proximity to SAASS. Readers 
interested in how the faculty of the American military’s most strategically oriented school ap-
proaches the task of training the nation’s future military strategists will find much to appreciate. 
In short, the context of Strategy is SAASS and its approach to making and teaching strategy. 
This is not to say that as a collection of essays about strategy, Strategy lacks but to say that these 
pieces by leading strategic thinkers provide a much clearer editorial position on the building of 
strategists than they do on the building of strategy.

Although the book’s subtext is consistent throughout, the topics covered are broad and the 
methods varied. As intimated in the title, the essays range from Socratic dialogue to meditations 
on the development of strategy in air, space, and cyberspace. The first four essays are essentially 
philosophical, trending respectively from theory toward practice. Everett Carl Dolman, who 
literally wrote the book on Pure Strategy, begins the series by contemplating the meaning of the 
word “strategy,” setting the pace for the remainder of the book by ruthlessly defining terms and 
questioning easy answers. Harold Winton’s exploration of the utility of military theory evokes 
Heisenberg and cites Jomini en route to describing the importance of theory and the flaws 
inherent in any theory about the conduct of war. Winton’s warning on theory sets the stage 
well for James Forsyth’s essay on application of the realist theory of geopolitics to the creation 
of strategy. Forsyth explains a theory that is famous for putting practical considerations above 
all others and then demonstrates the moral imperative necessary for its function. James Tucci 
follows with a fun Socratic dialogue that makes a strong case for the study of the classics, as well 
as for the Socratic method itself.
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The second section of the book is arguably more focused on the practical application of theory 
to current problems. Stephen Chiabotti’s discussion of the symbiotic and cyclic relationship 
between strategy and technology makes the historical case for strategic innovation informed by 
morality and context. Richard Muller’s essay on airpower history for the education of strategists 
is the most overtly SAASS-focused essay, and its direct discussion of the pedagogy of strategy is 
a unique contribution of this book. Jeffrey Smith’s insightful chapter on the relationship among 
theory, strategy, context, and technology in the development of future airpower strategy con-
nects the dots between many of the other essays in the collection. Similarly, M. V. Smith’s essay 
on space power and strategy demonstrates the importance of theory and context in application 
to a domain that will unquestionably grow in importance to military operations in the future. 
Richard Bailey’s chapter on cyberspace reaches back to Dolman on the need for foundational 
definitions and struggles impressively with fundamental questions of liberty and interstate 
cooperation. Mark Yeisley considers the perspective of classical military theorists on irregular 
warfare and the effectiveness of airpower in what is a growing dimension of conflict, con-
cluding that Airmen deserve greater education and training for the problems of irregular war. 
Finally, Stephen Wright examines the role of differences and inevitable disconnects between 
strategists and planners, laying out the differences in necessary mind-set and the problems of 
shepherding the right people through military careers to arrive intact as strategists. This chapter 
is a perfect bookend to the collection, as it struggles with the first problem of defining strategists 
relative to similar types and with the problem of making strategists.

Bailey, Forsyth, and Yeisley have created a book about strategy that explores the topic from 
its foundation to its frontiers with depth and precision. Importantly, it both describes and 
demonstrates a method of teaching strategists as it progresses from definition to theory and 
then application by alumni. By the end of the book, the reader has a much better understand-
ing of how the world’s foremost instructors of strategy see the topic and how they see that it 
should be taught.

Maj Andrew L. Brown, USAF

Soft Power on Hard Problems: Strategic Influence in Irregular Warfare edited by 
Ajit Maan and Amar Cheema. Hamilton Books. 2017, 133 pp.

Managing modern irregular conflicts requires blending strategic narrative with kinetic op-
tions to generate a desired end state. Maan and Cheema’s Soft Power on Hard Problems combines 
several similarly focused articles to tease out common threads suggesting narrative structure 
options for counter-Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (known as both ISIL and ISIS) 
campaigns. The text focuses on Middle-Eastern and Muslim cultural barriers which prevent 
Western cultures from adequately translating conflict resolution messages to broader popula-
tions. This problem is frequently referred to in the literature as complex, one which changes 
rapidly based on one’s approach and which viewpoint is first addressed. In these six, short articles, 
the editors describe communication strategies, tools for building a bottom-up narrative, and 
narrative messaging examples as they appear in the current conflict. These are worthwhile articles 
in an easy to read covering a challenging problem.

Soft power emerges from persuasion, hard power from coercion, and the intersection between 
the two creates the narrative battle where irregular wars are fought and won. These conflicts, 
and their hearts and minds component, require soft power to change generational thinking 
rather than simple kinetic solutions. The text concentrates where soft power may be the driv-
ing factor to change local and leadership decision calculus. Hard power remains a key warfare 
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component, however, the text suggests proper soft power applications over the long term will 
increase overall efficiencies, decrease costs, and save lives.

Some common themes appear as the first and fourth chapters examine communication 
strategies. The first selection builds a soft power toolbox against ISIS efforts through using five 
lines of effort (LOE); diplomacy, resolve suffering, grievance resolution, capacity building, and 
kinetic targeting. LOEs are a common practice when developing planning options, and the 
author, Paul Cobaugh, explains how one uses them to approach a soft-power, counter-ISIS 
strategy. Additionally, Cobaugh describes critical soft power strategy elements such as; narra-
tive, credibility, and relationships. The fourth article, by author Christopher Holshek, expands 
on the initial approach by exploring US civil-military narratives that coordinate international 
peace and security. This chapter builds an understanding of how military and civilian institu-
tions work together to achieve soft power goals. Holshek’s civilian military narrative continues 
common strategic themes through advocating thinking globally and acting locally. Both provide 
a framework which could be adapted to one’s own soft power strategy.

The two middle chapters focus on how states build soft power frameworks through nar-
rative to achieve counter-terror objectives. Author Amar Cheema specifically focuses on the 
Syria-Iraq problem and how both the US and Russian states have approached resolving the 
current crisis. The solution suggests using socioeconomic options to increase the difficultly for 
ISIS to achieve their financial ends. The biggest shortfall with this chapter was in concluding 
that US Middle-Eastern goals since Iraq’s 2003 invasion seek continual regional chaos in order 
to lower crude oil prices. The intent was to affect Iranian and Russian income and further 
reduce their strategic influence by creating an arc of Middle-East instability ranging from 
Lebanon through Iran, to Afghanistan. This is an interesting theory although it lacks details 
or textual support from those advocating the policy or the ends. The third chapter, by Erini 
Patsea, also discusses narratives through how meta-narratives in the Muslim religion constrain 
regional peace-building efforts. However, the chapter provides excellent insight into how social 
violence justification through religious practices degrades the communal relationships essen-
tial to creating consistent narratives. This part points to the difficulty of blending different 
cultural perspectives across the geographic scope necessary for irregular warfare.

The final two chapters offer narrative building examples. The fifth chapter discusses how 
transitioning from a selfless service to committed service narrative in the US military would 
help create personnel more conducive to soft power approaches. The final chapter explores 
women’s roles in ISIS narratives through demonstrating how, despite an outward terrorist narrative 
suggesting gender specific restraints, the organization still includes prominent women as re-
cruitment figures. The author, Farhani Qazi, provides numerous examples stating how women 
may be convinced to advocate for ISIS due to a need for the following desires; revenge, respect, 
reassurance or recruitment. Women seek revenge for family members, respect for their sacrifices 
from the larger community, reassurance as equal partners in jihad, or to recruit other women to 
sustain the larger group. These motives also apply to the committed service narrative through 
defense or revenge for one in service, for external respect and reassurance, or to recruit towards 
a larger military whole. Although the motives are not expressed in the same manner, the under-
lying goals required to achieve a successful narrative do shine through.

The combined articles provide an interesting soft power approach but ironically lack the 
consistent messaging to achieve a common narrative thread. Each article mentions soft power 
before combining basic frameworks, building narratives, and creating message structures. A 
more tailored approach would have increased the reader’s understanding of both how and 
where to apply soft power in the Middle East. The regional focus proved limiting and several 
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articles set in a different environment would have expanded one’s understanding about other 
soft power applications.

Overall, Maan and Cheema’s Soft Power on Hard Problems provides an interesting initial 
look to this challenging problem. The text lacks sufficient detail to be an authoritative source 
on ISIS, allow one to create a soft power methodology, or significantly change current narrative 
strategies. The work’s strength lies in demonstrating where current narratives exist and how to 
incorporate opposing cultural perspectives. However, to understand soft power, I recommend 
Joseph Nye’s The Future of Power for a general perspective, Sidney Tarrow’s War, States and 
Contention to understand cultural contention or even David Galula’s Counterinsurgency: Theory 
and Practice as a beginning in this field. Anyone working with nongovernmental approaches 
or counter-terrorist solutions should add this work to their reading list. The strong perspective 
from non-Western thinkers will broaden one’s outlook through the proposed alternative solutions. 
Additionally, this short volume is an easy read and well referenced.

Lt Col Mark Peters, USAF

Islam in the Modern World edited by Jeffrey T. Kenny and Ebrahim Moosa. Routledge, 
Taylor and Francis Group, 2014. 460 pp.

Two distinguished scholars in Islamic studies, Jeffrey Kenny (professor of Religious Studies 
at DePauw University) and Ebrahim Moosa (professor of Religion and Islamic Studies at Duke 
University), collaborated to produce one of the most comprehensive and poignant textbooks 
on the contemporary issues of Islam with the help of leading academics in the field of compara-
tive world religions. The editors organized this anthology of incisive essays around three general 
categories that lend both coherence and thematic unity to important topics that prove infor-
mative and relevant. Under the category of “traditions and transformations,” scholars explore 
the motifs of scriptural hermeneutics, ethical decision-making, the relationship between Islam 
and political governance, to name only a few. Next, academics under the category of “themes 
and trends” examine the role of women and gender, the influence of social media especially in 
the Arab Spring of 2011, the cause and effect of militant movements, and more. Additionally, 
professors conclude the collection of essays with “case studies of tradition and change” that 
investigate the dynamics at work in a number of practical applications that range from the 
rise of Islamic advocacy organizations to the phenomenon of media preachers on the internet. 
The authors of this compendium have made noteworthy contributions in the area of religion, 
ethics, and international affairs that deserve our careful attention and promise to challenge our 
preconceived notions about Islam.

First, readers profit from the credible information provided by world-class academics about 
the history and the identity of Islam. As one of the leading world religions, Islam claims over 
1.6 billion followers, comprising one fourth of the planet’s population. Not only is Islam decisive 
for followers, but also the second largest world religion is significant for our understanding 
when it comes to international trade, human rights, and political win-wins in a day of increas-
ing global interdependence. Typically, Islam is portrayed by the media as a monolithic whole 
against the rest of the world, and yet that presentation belies the genuine tension between 
three constitutive groups: Sunnis, Shias, and Sufis. Scholars help readers to understand the 
complexities of Islamic theology and the internal debate by Ulama (scholars) over the proper 
interpretations of the Quran (sacred text), Sunna (tradition), Hadiths (sermonic applications 
of the Quran), and Sharia (moral laws). Instead of discovering one primary tradition for Islam, 
readers find a number of competing traditions and values that make up the religion of Islam. A 
broadened knowledge of Islam from a fresh perspective of informed writers can only enhance 
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mutual understanding and help resolve international crises that are exacerbated by ignorance, 
stereotype, and caricature reinforced in the tabloid media.

Second, academics refute the distortions of headlines which reduce all of Islam to extremist 
minorities and jihadist plots. A meticulous study shows how Islam from the Middle Ages has 
enriched humanity through the philosophical, theological, and scientific works of Avicenna, 
Averroes, Ghazali, Alhazen, and many more. These Islamic scholars helped to recover the works 
of Aristotle and Plato in reclaiming the principal documents of Classical Antiquity. Their break-
throughs dramatically altered Medieval Christianity through the scholastic writings of Aquinas 
and the emergence of the Renaissance in Europe. Relatively contemporary Islamic thinkers 
like Chakralawi, Sidqui, Rayya and others esteem the importance of reason and the applica-
tion of Quranic premises to the problems of modernity. Contesting the branding of Islam as 
backward, these forward thinkers not only display exceptional scholarship, but they also point 
out that the West’s formulation of modernity is deeply influenced by biases of its own mak-
ing and history that do not necessarily further the desired development of Islamic states. The 
secularization of the West as demonstrated in the Enlightenment has caused many Muslims to 
question the validity of Western modernization—and also caused leading Western theorists to 
re-evaluate some of the rationalistic and individualistic presuppositions of the Enlightenment.

Islam in the Modern World furnishes valuable insights worthy of our analysis, advocating 
iconoclastic concepts, not the least of which is the assertion that while Islam is an irreducible 
influence in numerous countries, Islam alone cannot account for the variations in wide-ranging 
political systems from the monarchy in Saudi Arabia to the liberal democracy in Tunisia, which 
in part depend on distinct geopolitical histories. An analysis of this compelling textbook invites 
not only a dialog of agreement and appreciation, but also questions and critical input as well. 
The first constructive critique is stylistic. Though each article incorporates immediate defini-
tions of Islamic terminology in the text, it would be helpful to integrate in the textbook a glossary 
of common Islamic vocabulary and definitions for easy access. The second concern is more 
substantive in scope. Several authors warn that political establishments and media in the West 
suffer from an unquestioning Islamophobia, and consequently this textbook seeks to dismantle 
a political confluence of bigotry and prejudice that are blind to the positive contributions of 
Islam. Yet readers must decide whether some essays reflect an Islamophilia that minimizes the 
self-critical assessments of the Muslim community, such as overlooking the neutrality if not the 
complicity of some Islamic states in supporting or refusing to prosecute terrorists within their 
own borders. If more within the West and Islam would read and apply the overall balanced 
approach of Islam in the Modern World, the twenty-first century would enjoy the synergy that 
once depicted the golden age of tolerance in Medieval Spain where mutual acceptance and 
learning marked an era of peace and a paradigm of hope for modernity today. Though detractors 
write off the golden age of tolerance in Spain as mere legend, the ideal, whether fact or fiction, 
inspires a noble goal of global harmony and common respect, which behooves all who cherish 
peace to pursue it.

Lt Cmdr Edward Erwin, USN

Choosing War: Presidential Decisions in the Maine, Lusitania, and Panay Incidents 
by Douglas Carl Peifer, Oxford University Press, 2016, 331 pp.

Occasionally a work of history is not only factually correct, it is also timely. Choosing War: 
Presidential Decisions in the Maine, Lusitania, and Panay Incidents is just such a book that readers 
of Strategic Studies Quarterly should find educational. While reading it during the weeks of 
transition after the 2016 presidential election, the reviewer could not help but think of the 
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South China Sea, the Persian Gulf, or the Red Sea as potential locations for incidents similar to 
those covered in this book. It does not take high-level predictive skills to be concerned over the 
inevitable challenges our new president will face. This book may be instructive for him should 
such an event occur.

The United States has experienced hundreds, perhaps thousands, of maritime incidents 
resulting in the destruction of ships or aircraft, along with a tragic loss of lives. Despite great 
anger among the citizenry and clamors for retribution few have directly led to war. Douglas 
Peifer, a professor of history and strategy at the Air War College, compares three incidents: the 
destruction of the USS Maine by persons unknown (or more likely by an accidental explosion) 
in 1898, the sinking of the Lusitania by a German U-boat in 1915, and the attack and sinking 
of the USS Panay by Japanese forces in 1937. He describes the different methods that Presidents 
McKinley, Wilson, and Roosevelt used in response to these incidents.

The choice of these three incidents was prudent. They are recent enough that most adult 
readers are aware of them, but enough time has passed that all information on the incidents is 
in the public domain. The shroud of classified information over more recent incidents, such 
as those involving the USS Pueblo, Liberty, Stark, and Cole, render those incidents currently 
unsuitable for a full analysis.

Since the beginning, the US Navy has been the military tool of coercive diplomacy in the 
hands of a president. Whether cruising just over the horizon outside a country’s territorial 
waters, protecting freedom of navigation, gathering intelligence, or delivering humanitarian as-
sistance, the Navy simultaneously serves many purposes. It is tangible evidence of our national 
ability and will to force decisions should they become necessary. In two of the cases studied 
here, Maine and Panay, the Navy was performing one or more of those functions. The Lusitania 
incident invoked the sinking of a civilian cruise ship under the flag of a belligerent, resulting 
in massive loss of American lives. The author addresses the theory that somehow our govern-
ment was using civilians to test the limits of neutrality. The author takes on these crises in the 
complex contexts in which they erupted revealing a deeper understanding of the situations.

President William McKinley used the USS Maine as his tool to send a message to the Spanish 
government and to Cuban insurrectionists, hoping to force a peace between these two factions 
for the benefit of the United States. He dispatched the Maine to Cuba without consulting 
the US diplomat on the ground or gaining a formal invitation from Spanish authorities. The 
destruction of the ship as she lay at anchor in Havana harbor incensed the American public. 
McKinley did not personally want war, but his actions were shaped by the event and political 
environment. Personal opinion aside, the United States was soon at war with Spain. When it 
was over, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines were no longer Spanish colonies.

The Lusitania crisis was a tragedy of massive proportion. It thrust the neutral-leaning President 
Woodrow Wilson between belligerents. It was a political minefield that could have pushed the 
United States into war against England, had Wilson fully bought into the German accusation 
that England manipulated the circumstances to the inevitable conclusion. The president’s deft 
handling of the crisis kept the unprepared nation out of the war until it was ready. Peifer also 
addresses, in an enlightening and thought-provoking manner, the complex meaning of neutrality 
and how it applied in this case. 

The attack on the USS Panay, three American flagged oil tankers, and some British ships 
on the Yangtze River in China by Japanese aircraft was another case of an attack on neutral 
shipping by a belligerent force. President Franklin Roosevelt dealt with the attack as a diplo-
matic crisis, thereby sparing the United States from premature entry into war with Japan. He 
skillfully treated the crises as a political matter despite the loss of lives and a US warship so as 
not to directly confront the Japanese military. Although still facing a severe disadvantage, the 
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United States was better prepared four years later when war came after the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor.

These are not just three isolated incidents, nor are they carbon copies. There are enough 
similarities to make them appropriate for this study of presidential decision-making. The book 
breaks down the complexity of these incidents and illustrates the difficulties involved in re-
sponding to provocations. They may provide a template but they are not a roadmap. They are 
evidence that the United States exists in a turbulent world that requires constant vigilance and 
a robust military capability, combined with the flexibility to see and apply options short of 
war. Choosing War: Presidential Decisions in the Maine, Lusitania, and Panay Incidents not only 
explains the decisions of Presidents McKinley, Wilson, and Roosevelt; it gives rise to concern 
over contemporary responses in our modern world of resurging peer competitors, technological 
advances in missiles and communications, increased cyber threats, terrorism, not to mention a 
citizenry deeply divided over visions for America.

James H. Clifford
Air Force Reserve Command

Regional Missile Defense from a Global Perspective edited by Catherine McArdle 
Kelleher and Peter Dombrowski. Stanford Security Studies, 2015, 313 pp.

While missile defense has ebbed and flowed over the past 40 years, it is currently experiencing 
modest growth and is increasingly relevant to national security. With the 12 May 2016 an-
nouncement from the US Navy and Missile Defense Agency (MDA) that the first Aegis Ashore 
facility is active in Romania, missile defense has again entered public debate. The announce-
ment was soon followed by protests from near-peer US competitors; Russian and, to a lesser 
extent, Chinese officials denounced the activation as a threat to global stability. The United 
States continues to counter that the missile defense site is only effective against Iranian or other 
limited threats. 

In this context, Regional Missile Defense from a Global Perspective offers a unique look at the 
history and impact of American missile defense initiatives around the globe. It describes the 
influence of US missile defense initiatives on the United States and its allies, as well as their 
adversaries. It takes the reader from the origins of missile defense programs in the United States 
up to the time of publishing. Although it is necessarily broad, this book allows the reader to 
better understand the global implications of programs like Aegis Ashore and contextualize US 
and international responses. As Russia increasingly reasserts itself in European and global 
affairs, China seeks to expand its influence, and Iran and North Korea edge closer to possess-
ing nuclear-capable ballistic weapons, it is important for US policy makers and war fighters 
to understand where missile defense started, how it evolved into its current state, and where 
missile defense sits in relation to other US defense programs. 

The book has three main sections: “US Policies and Programs,” “Regional Dynamics,” and 
“Critical Global Analyses.” The editors provide introductory and concluding chapters. Each 
intervening chapter was written by a different expert or group of experts in their area, providing 
an in-depth look at the specific regional situation the United States and its allies are responding 
to with different missile defense programs. The authors are experts who typically have worked 
in their field for significant amounts of time, in some cases since the Reagan administration. 
Many of them created or steered policy for American and allied missile defense and thus have 
first-hand knowledge of the topic. 

Most of the chapters follow a typical pattern; they begin with a brief historical overview of 
missile defense in the given region (or perspective, for the first section covering US domestic 
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missile defense development), describe its state up to the time of writing (usually 2014), and 
give a short conclusion on what the activities mean for regional and even global international 
relations. The authors generally avoid prescribing a particular course of action, instead limiting 
themselves to descriptions and analysis. The chapter on Arabian Gulf missile defense activities 
(chapter 9: “Ballistic Missile Defense Cooperation in the Arabian Gulf”) and that on Japanese 
missile defense development (chapter 12: “Japan’s Ballistic Missile Defense and ‘Proactive Pacifism’ ”) 
are notable for recommending specific policy decisions. Despite their partisan nature, even those 
chapters succinctly represent the state of US and allied missile defense activities in those regions.

A recurrent theme in Regional Missile Defense is the fitful nature of missile defense develop-
ment in the United States. As the contributors describe, US missile defense programs have been 
in various stages of development since the late 1960s. This theme is particularly important to 
consider in light of today’s uncertain budget realities. War fighters, leaders, and policy makers 
need to be aware of the history behind missile defense so they may avoid making the same 
mistakes as previous eras.  

If there is a shortcoming in this work, it is the lack of operational perspective. Only two 
of the contributors note military service in their biographies. The remaining 17 made their 
way through government and academia. This lack of perspective is apparent in the strategic 
perspective of most articles; there is very little discussion of how to implement any of the ideas 
or technologies discussed. While this is appropriate for the level of this book, it would have 
helped if the authors had actually been involved with the work they are describing, rather than 
studying or funding it. 

Regional Missile Defense is an important work for anyone involved in missile defense, national 
policy, or international cooperation. With the sensitivities by near-peer adversaries of the 
United States to any developments and the political nature of ballistic missile defense, it is 
useful for military personnel and leadership to understand how missile defense has developed 
and how it is likely to proceed. The Obama administration expanded missile defense programs, 
establishing new sites in Europe, and developed new weapons. Whatever future administra-
tions choose to do, missile defense will continue to play a role in American security policies. 
This book will remain a snapshot in time of how US missile defense looked at the beginning 
of a new era.  

Capt J. Alexander Ippoliti, ANG

A World in Disarray: American Foreign Policy and the Crisis of the Old Order by 
Richard Haass. Penguin Books, 2017, 339 pp.

As worldwide economic and informational integration seems to make borders less relevant, 
diplomats and strategists will have to consider the implications for the traditional view of sov-
ereignty. Foreign policy expert Richard Haass takes an updated look at international relations 
in his latest book. With his prescriptions for policy makers, Haass offers analysis and insight 
into policy decisions, implementation, and outcomes. He proposes the concept of a “World 
Order 2.0” in a post-unipolar hierarchy as the United States slips from its position of global 
hegemon. According to Haass, to achieve this, the world must accept a new definition of 
sovereignty based on acknowledging the impact of globalization or otherwise face continued 
violent conflict.

Disarray is a quick-reading account of global politics since the end of World War II and 
provides the layman with an abridged account of the actions that created the modern world. 
Haass delivers special insight into the George H. W. Bush administration, 1989–1992, where 
he served as senior Middle East adviser and in the key position of director of policy planning 
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under Secretary of State Colin Powell. It could be argued that this experience biases his account, 
but he strives for fairness in the analysis both before and during his involvement in policy making. 

The first two sections of Disarray deliver a succinct strategic analysis and are a review for those 
with knowledge of the science and history of international relations. It is the third section that is 
of interest to military professionals, when Haass introduces the concept of “sovereign obligation.”

His central premise is that the principal powers must develop a common approach to what 
constitutes legitimacy in the form of sovereign obligation. Haass claims that globalization has 
made domestic sovereignty inconsequential because the implications are not constrained by 
the borders of states. This leads to the crux of his perceived shift to World Order 2.0. He says 
states have obligations of behavior they must follow to maintain their international legitimacy. 
Haass does not make a neo-liberal or institutional assertion that states must cede sovereignty 
to supra-natural powers. His belief is that the implications of domestic policy in a globalized 
world must be addressed by modernizing the definition of legitimate sovereign behavior and 
the contract between nations.

Sovereign obligation resembles Henry Kissinger’s notion of states affirming “universal 
principles” described in his 2014 book World Order. Kissinger also says there must be a redefi-
nition of legitimacy anytime cohesion is challenged. Today that challenge to cohesion comes in 
the form of globalization. To addresses traditional realist concerns about his new interpretation 
of legitimacy, Haass points to the transnational effects of globalization and implies this new 
definition modernizes realism. Haass redefines sovereignty by including domestic obligations, 
and this has implications for terrorism, climate change, nuclear proliferation, and myriad other 
concerns. These issues are no longer bounded by the formal borders established by the Treaty 
of Westphalia in 1648, which established the concept of national sovereignty central to the 
current world order.

Haass does not lightly dismiss the problems associated with sovereign obligation, however. 
One example is the implication for climate change. Due to global affects, he acknowledges that 
reaching a consensus on climate change is the major problem with this shift. Without consensus 
on the responsibility of states, there is likely to be little agreement. Without agreement on re-
sponsibility, any solution to such a borderless problem is incomplete.

True to his realist leanings, Haass insists that the state is still the primary actor on the world 
stage. His “sovereign obligation” concept intends to recalibrate the behavior of states to prevent 
conflicts created by the transcendence of borders due to globalization. Haass’s conclusions in 
Disarray offer possible resolutions to the problems created by the erosion of the Westphalian 
model of sovereignty. Some military leaders and strategic planners may take umbrage with the 
acceptance of sovereign obligation and international consensus as a weakening of their state’s 
domestic supremacy. It is unlikely that states that do not adhere to the modern liberal system 
would ever agree to this change.

This does not mean that redefining sovereignty is not worthy of study. It helps analyze 
the transnational impact of domestic policies. Haass’s insight into his expert policy-making 
philosophy promises to be valuable to military professionals interested in diplomatic history, 
international relations, and the future of American foreign policy.

Maj F. Bart Doyle, USAF

War, States, and Contention by Sidney Tarrow. Cornell University Press. 2015, 314 pp.

Sidney Tarrow’s War, States, and Contention addresses a challenging subject: how a state’s 
population reacts to external conflicts and how those contentious encounters shape later 
development. Examining societal power flows from the historical to the current-day conflicts 
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ravaging the Middle East frames the basis for Tarrow’s exposition. He explores governmental 
emergency powers enhancing external success and limiting internal struggles through either 
hierarchical or infrastructural applications. The work provides three historical cases as a basis: 
revolutionary France, Civil War America, and pre–World War I Italy. It then focuses on US re-
sponses to contention in World War II and the Cold War. However, the main focus emphasizes 
how the US government contained contention following the 9/11 attacks by al-Qaeda and the 
resulting 2003 Iraq War. This text introduces a large subject matter and evaluates some difficult 
issues which are contentious on their own behalf.

The book’s initial intention explores how contentious politics and social movements affect 
war-related processes and how contention entices states to wage war while managing internal 
disagreements. These processes and shifts are noted through the three historical cases and the 
emergency powers applied by each government. The conceptual framework and the book’s 
thesis do not emerge until almost halfway through, when Tarrow shifts focus to how the United 
States reshaped liberal constitutionalism to support a global conflict based on countering a social 
movement, al-Qaeda (p. 117). Four areas are emphasized: the change from a rule of law to a 
rule by law, expanded media use to influence public support for war-making, a transition from 
a national industrial complex to a national intelligence complex, and the inability of traditional 
contention strategies to influence the state. However, before any elements are examined, the 
text cycles back to how the three historical cases dealt with contentious social movements.

The three cases are traditional conflicts viewed in an alternative lens. France appears as a 
state emerging from a movement, the French Revolution, only to confront continuing move-
ments challenging the new state. The American Civil War example moves from contention 
over slavery from abolitionist movements to habeas corpus suspension during wartime as sup-
pressive examples. The cases highlight Jim Crow laws as the government’s hierarchical power 
example in reducing black contention. In the third historical example, Italy shows contentious 
groups using infrastructural power to obtain government positions only to use their new 
hierarchical power against emerging social movements. Each case shows hierarchical power use 
through an emergency script. Those societal limitations create the conditions for contentious 
movements to use infrastructural power to obtain governmental positions before restarting the 
cycle. Throughout the text, hierarchical power notes authoritarian states use despotic means to 
control the population while contentious movements primarily use infrastructural power to 
control civil society through internal pressures.

The text leaps from the pre-modern conflicts to what Tarrow calls, “composite conflicts” (p. 105) 
in illustrating early twentieth-century wars and then the Iraq War. These conflicts show states 
warring against movements with both sides employing irregular and asymmetric warfare forms. 
A typical conflict process is characterized as radicalization by a movement, encapsulation, state 
emergency measures combatting the movement, and then shifting to transnationalism to escape 
state limitations. This process allows a movement to expand, be fought back, expand, and be 
fought back again only to escape the state-control boundaries through fleeing into the global 
commons. Tarrow highlights several issues with this cycle; the growth of a national security 
state, the use of infrastructural power to support a national security state, and the US gov-
ernment’s increased surveillance despite Church commission controls. In another excellent 
list, three contention strategies emerge: using official access to challenge government cred-
ibility (Snowden), counterintelligence practices to uncover information such as WikiLeaks, 
and second-generation movement growth from those who originally supported violent, anti- 
government movements including Students for a Democratic Society. All three strategies sup-
port the book’s core argument, suggesting how the US government abused citizenry during the 
Iraq War to limit contention and shape future development.
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The book’s core explains how the American government achieved an attack on Iraq following 
the 9/11 attacks through implementing hierarchical and infrastructural power elements against 
the US population. Of course, from a historical perspective, the 9/11 attacks led directly to 
the war in Afghanistan, with the Iraq conflict as a secondary consequence—despite this work’s 
assertions. Tarrow pictures the Bush-Cheney administration as subverting the media, creating 
military commissions, and driving a national change from a rule of law to a rule by law. This 
legal change is defined as when the government uses legal processes to shape opinion. Con-
tradictorily, Tarrow states, “Using the law and the legislative process to protect rights is slow, 
frustrating, and reversible, and it provides the government with infinite opportunities for evasion, 
dissimulation, and stretching the use of permitted practices into shadowy areas of the law” 
(p. 198). He seems to argue for both the need to contention to implement infrastructural and 
legal controls against the government while being frustrated in how those laws may protect the 
populace. During the entire time the United States confronts terrorism from 2001 to 2013, the 
author sees no positive activity. He documents three contentious strategies to oppose govern-
ment power: antiwar movements that oppose through protests, legal groups that uses courts, 
and civil activists who publicize government activities. Each approach is suggested as a legiti-
mate approach to foster antigovernment contention and dilute hierarchical power. 

The lists in War, States, and Contention are both strengths and weaknesses. Tarrow cannot 
pass more than a page or two without more lists. While these lists initially advance the case, at a 
certain point, they become overwhelming and occasionally contradictory. Each list thoroughly 
covers subject matter; the problem emerges when lists are compared. Even in concluding the 
study, the author adds seven new cases, each with new lists. The text also suffers from Tarrow’s 
clear opposition to the US war on terror and frequent ad hominem attacks against the Bush-
Cheney administration.

Overall, the text provides substantial references for how contentious movements influence 
wartime states. Tarrow does an excellent job showing contention affecting states in mobilizing 
for war, making war, and recovering from war. The book’s early sections are more beneficial to 
develop one’s theoretical grasp as later sections descend into the exhaustively argued but scantly 
supported argument against the Iraq conflict. Several sections documenting modern events fail 
to provide contention examples to emphasize perceived governmental power abuses. I think 
Tarrow’s book is interesting theoretically while lacking a clear focus. Those who study move-
ment politics or who work with counterterror analysis could benefit from adding it to their 
shelf, while the average reader should give it a pass. 

Lt Col Mark Peters, USAF

Newly Available from the Air University Press

Adapt or Fail captures the ingenuity, flexibility, and perseverance of 
the USAF Airmen-advisors who worked with Iraqi patriots to recon-
stitute that nation’s air force in 2004. Author and historian George W. 
Cully, JD, delves into this transitional effort and goes behind the scenes 
to provide an insider’s look at a complex mission—one that was brand-
new for the US Air Force.

Find this and other titles at http://www.au.af.mil/au/aupress/.
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