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Cold War, Security Dilemma, and Prisoner’s Dilemma:

Does Insecurity Rationalize Hegemony?

 One goal of my book (Rationalizing Hegemony) is to argue that the Prisoner’s dilemma (PD) is a better model to capture would-be predators than it is to study the problem of cooperation.  My goal in this paper is to follow a line of argumentation that suggests that the now multi-disciplinary norm of using the PD to model cooperation, collective action, and the social contract has become normalized through the widespread use of the PD to capture the Cold War security dilemma.  In international relations theory we see a well-articulated argument that actors who prefer mutual cooperation over unilateral success may get trapped in a Prisoner’s dilemma purely by the necessity of self-defense.  I argue that there are two main avenues by which it is asserted that hopeful cooperators become mired in a Prisoner’s dilemma:  distrust, or the uncertainty of the other, and an antagonistic account of security that stresses either mutually exclusive world visions, or competion over power and resources.


Even though it is clear that some Cold War strategists held a definite preference for unilateral victory over the Soviet Union instead of accepting stalemate grounding the strategy of [Mutually] Assured Destruction, I do not mean to propose that any use of the Prisoner’s dilemma to model nuclear brinkmanship implies that those deploying the model were proponents of hegemony.  Rather I maintain that the manner in which it became routinely accepted that the Prisoner’s dilemma model best captures the security dilemma of hopeful yet fearful cooperators has led us down a path of accepting that the PD preference profile epitomizes the problem of cooperation.  This has contributed to what I refer to as “Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy”:  teaching that the prisoners must defect out of self-defense, without clearly emphasizing that each prisoner faces no dilemma as each hopes to sucker the other.  Hence, the Prisoner’s dilemma better captures a problem faced by would-be predators, or a den of thieves, in which each agent consistently has the goal of gaining unilateral advantage.  It seems odd that this dilemma of conspirators has come to represent the essence of routine cooperation in human society.
  This conclusion may be warranted.  My point is only in calling for the articulation that the Prisoner’s dilemma model assumes a population of predators, and not a population whose primary goal is that of mutual security and commodious co-existence.


In covering this territory, and posing a challenge to the widespread use of the Prisoner’s dilemma to study cooperation, we encounter two confusions that are difficult to first explain, and then to set straight.  One problem is strictly logical:  given that the definition of a hopeful cooperator is she who prefers cooperation to unilateral defection (CC>DC), how can it be possible to assume that the Prisoner’s dilemma represents the problem of cooperation as its agents strictly prefer unilateral defection to mutual cooperation (DC>CC)?
  Indeed, it is in posing this question that we become immediately clear that the acceptance that the Prisoner’s dilemma captures the problem of cooperation plays on a contradiction:  allegedly hopeful cooperators actually prefer to gain at the other’s cost.  Cooperation will be difficult to achieve if each actor actually harbors the hope for sole gain.  Contemporary theorists who uphold this line of argument suppose that it is consistent with western liberal thought insofar as the role of the state is to make agreements binding via the coercive power of enforcement.
 


A second confusion is that the Prisoner’s dilemma represents the classic problem of liberalism:  how to achieve binding agreements.  The state or Leviathan is introduced as the solution to the Prisoner’s dilemma.  Thus it is asserted that traditional western liberal thought introduced the coercive state to solve the Prisoner’s dilemma that characterizes Thomas Hobbes’ state of nature.  Therefore, in terms of the Prisoner’s dilemma, the accurate statement of the problem of cooperation is that whereas all agents prefer sole use of a resource (Art Stein, 1984), still they seek cooperation as a second choice in order to avoid Pareto inferior mutual defection.  The role of government is to alter the payoffs such that mutual cooperation becomes every agent’s first choice.  The second confusion is that classic liberalism solves the problem of cooperation in the form of a PD; although this confusion is now rampant, it is not absolute.
  Elsewhere in this book I argue that classic liberalism views cooperation as an assurance problem or Stag Hunt.


Of course, in IR theory, the state cannot be introduced to solve this problem of cooperation.  Anarchy and self-help characterize the international system:  each state must ultimately go-it-alone in the high-stakes survival game of international security.  Thus it appears that there is one consistent tapestry of argumentation.  The problem of cooperation is the same in IR and domestic political economy.  The solution of the state to enforce agreements is not available in IR, therefore, if cooperation is viewed as a Prisoner’s dilemma, then achieving cooperation presents considerable challenges.  


In my book I mobilize two lines of attack on this representation of cooperation as a Prisoner’s dilemma scenario that better describes as would-be predation.  One, which I will not explore in this paper, is that the Leviathan solution to the Prisoner’s dilemma as the means to realize the social contract (Hardin & Buchanan), rather than reflect traditional Western liberalism from Thomas Hobbes onwards, instead represents a new philosophy of government requiring a maximal security state to monitor and threaten sanctions on all transactions.  I argue that the use of the Prisoner’s dilemma model to motivate an argument for government makes a clear departure from classic liberalism to neoliberalism.  


The second line of argument, which is the point of this current paper, is how the problem of cooperation, or the security dilemma, is misrepresented as a Prisoner’s dilemma.  If there is a cogent argument that mutual security is a Prisoner’s dilemma, it will exist in international relations which both faces the challenge of anarchy, and is typically regarded as a high-stakes situation justifying a zero-risk policy for error.  I will provide a historically delineated narrative of how the reasoning that the security dilemma is equivalent to a Prisoner’s dilemma developed.  This takes us through Thomas Schelling’s germinal 1960 essay “The Reciprocal Fear of Surprise Attack” which presented the intellectual blueprint for Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD).  I then touch on the alternative position of Nuclear Use Theory (NUTs) that tacitly accepted the impossibility of mutual security and the necessary goal of unilateral victory.  I discuss Glenn Synder’s 1971 “PD & Chicken games in IR,” and his 1984 “Alliances and the Security Dilemma.”  Following this is Robert Jervis’s 1978, 79, and 2001 contributions addressing the security and Prisoner’s dilemmas.  In conclusion I will touch on contemporary analysis presented by John Mearsheimer 2001 Tragedy of Great Power Politics.

Thomas Schelling and MAD 

Defense Secretary Robert McNamara’s reconstitution of US nuclear strategy along the lines of assured destruction made is possible to recognize Thomas Schelling’s contributions to what would become the prevailing conceptual framework for organizing military capability and posture (Lawrence Freedman, 231).  Schelling’s essay, “Diplomacy of Violence, in which he directly responds to McNamara’s 1962 Ann Arbor address, as well as “The Reciprocal Fear of Surprise Attack,” and “Surprise Attack and Disarmament” set forth is view of the nuclear stand-off as resembling a Prisoner’s dilemma situation, and his resolution of this otherwise mutually disastrous scenario with the deterrent policy of assured destruction.


Schelling initiates the convention of analyzing nuclear brinkmanship in terms of the Prisoner’s dilemma.  He begins with a Stag Hunt, or assurance game, for which overlooks the maximin solution because he supposes it would be readily soluable.  He applies the model to a standoff between a home owner and a burglar, each of which want a peaceable resolution without escalation into a shooting incident.  He introduces the idea that one is uncertain about the preferences of the other, whether he similarly seeks a peaceable solution or prefers to leave having shot the home owner, and similarly worries that other may guess one’s own intent incorrectly.  Schelling introduces an 80% likelihood that one believes a predator exists, and multiples the cardinal utility matrix of his Stag Hunt by the anticipated likelihood of each act, and demonstrates that the Stag Hunt transforms into a Prisoner’s dilemma in which it is in each actor’s advantage to defect.


Schelling is considered to be the chief architect of mutually assured destruction.   He applied the reasoning of the home burglar standoff to the nuclear standoff, and reasoned that the way to achieve mutual cooperation instead of mutual defection in the Prisoner’s dilemma is through introducing mutually assured destruction:  each actor has the capability to destroy the other even after he has been attacked.  His assessment fits with Robert McNamara’s idea of capping the United States nuclear arsenal at 400 megaton of explosive potential, regarding this as sufficient to achieve a devastating counterstrike in case the Soviets launched a preemptive attack.


Focusing on the question of whether Schelling’s replacement of a Stag Hunt model with a Prisoner’s dilemma rationalizes hegemony by suggesting that potentially cooperative actors assume the preferences of a predator in self-defense, it is clear that this is an implication of his work, although it is not clear that he clearly considered this implication.  It is possible to conclude that Schelling rationalizes hegemony by permitting his status quo actors to assume the preferences of a revisionist actor, who clearly prefer to sucker the other, and to achieve unilateral success (DC>CC).  However, in viewing the use he put his analysis to, vindicating an argument for nuclear deterrence over an arms race, it is clear that he did not believe that hi thought exercise rationalized hegemony.  His perception that nuclear warfare altered war forever due to their inherent destructive capability led him to see the Cold War nuclear standoff as a position of stalemate that did not offer either side the hope for unilateral victory.  


Schelling’s deterrence solution to the Prisoner’s dilemma game mimics the role of the Leviathan in a nation-state:  no actor will have the incentive to trespass on or attack another as the punitive consequences will be costly.  His solution to the problem of cooperation that is modeled as a Prisoner’s dilemma under the assumption there is a reasonable likelihood of predators serves as the basis of neoliberal political order.  Its key characteristic is that sufficient likelihood of the presence of a predator transforms all agents into predatory actors seeking dominance over others.  This adoption of the predilection for aggression is defended as necessary for self-defense.


However, Schelling does not adequately defend his reasoning that status quo actors transformation into aggressors.  In final analysis his argument remains unclear.  He implies that given a status quo actor a home owner in the burglary incident he describes, and that the other agent acted first by cooperating, that the home owner who previously preferred resolution without violence, would shoot the burglar as he left.  If this is not what Schelling implies in his analysis, then the adoption of Prisoner’s dilemma preferences by status quo actors is misleading.  If this is what Schelling meant, then it must be possible to argue that a status quo actor prefers to cooperate with other status quo actors, but that if that agent’s character is sufficiently in question, the status quo actor prefers to subjugate a would-be predator.  It is unclear which Schelling had in mind.  The first rendering confuses a Stag Hunt game with a Prisoner’s dilemma, and, as far as I can tell, remains part of the state of the art reasoning that in a situation of potential cooperation, even though one is a cooperator, one must cheat in self-defense.  Here Schelling ignores that players in a high-stakes Stag Hunt have ample reason to choose the maximin strategy.  Morever, one could envision a situation in which I fully have Stag Hunt preferences, but may discern that I am playing against an agent with predatory PD preferences, and therefore will realize I must defect in self-defense without adopting the hallmark Prisoner’s dilemma ranking privileging unilateral success.


Thus Schelling’s “Reciprocal Fear of Surprise Attack,” in arguing that doves assume the preferences of hawks, introduces an ongoing confusion into the literature on the security dilemma and cooperation.  Both of these literatures use rhetoric that presumes agents are status quo oriented, but must adopt the predator’s characteristic preference for unilateral success (DC>CC).  This implication of Schelling’s work, enhanced by his outright statement that Rousseau’s Stag Hunt is equivalent to a Prisoner’s dilemma, and his insistence that such Prisoner’s dilemmas abound throughout society, has mired the literature on the social contract, collective action, and cooperation in confusion leaving the overall impression that “agents prefer to be the sole user of a common resource” (Art Stein, 1984).
  Following Schelling it has been typical to presume that the problem of achieving social order is that of resolving a multi-party Prisoner’s dilemma.
  However, Schelling’s focus was more directed at solving the Cold War brinkmanship.  Here the challenge seemed to be solving the Prisoner’s dilemma as the toughest case for achieving cooperation.  His solution of mutual deterrence relies on nuclear weapons being forever distinct from conventional arms in offering unique retaliatory power.  Although Schelling definitely suggests that status quo agents assume the preferences of an aggressor, nonetheless he stands by the idea that in nuclear war, cold or hot, there can be no victor.  Therefore agents’ best outcome is to accept a balance of terror.

Nuclear Use Theory (NUTs) 

Schelling’s opponents, Herman Kahn, Albert Wohlstetter, and Paul Nitze, who advocated Nuclear Use Theory (NUTs) similarly perceived of the need to err on the side of security, but they adopted a different solution to the nuclear stand-off.  They believed that Schelling’s neoliberal solution through MAD signified the acceptance of a stalemate.  They were uncomfortable with a balance of terror as it had too many limitations:  the irrationality of the deterrence as an act of suicidal desperation, the lack of any coherent plan for the failure of deterrence, and the concern that deterrence was powerless in lesser-scale conflict such as the Vietnam war.  They frontally challenged the rationality of Schelling’s strategy, that guided US nuclear policy until the mid-1970s breakdown of the consensus on MAD, on numerous points.  They agreed with Schelling that uncertainty is crucial to the policy maker.  However, instead of adopting his argument based on a reasonable estimation of likelihoods that required an 80% probability that there be a predator, the proto-neoconservatives tolerated zero-risk.  Thus they argued that if an attack were conceivable, then it represented a possibility of being actuated, and that therefore US policy must be constructed to counter even the least likely worst-case scenario.  In this case, they argued that the Soviet Union could dismantle the US’s assured destructive capability with their ability to detect submarines, and their heavy missile thow-weight.
 


In addition to the adoption of a zero-risk policy and the proposal for arms build up because assured destruction may fail in a worst-case scenario, the proto-neoconservatives also rejected the neoliberal stalemate position on Cold War as appropriate.  Thus, they countered Schelling’s mutually assured destruction with a plan for unilaterally assured destruction.  Their logic was probably as sound as was that of the MAD proponents.  Their premise was at if mutually assured destruction were possible, then surely unilaterally assured destruction, ensuring that the Soviet Union alone would be pressured to cooperate, is also be possible.  If an arms race were inevitable, then it was crucial that the US win it.  Shoring up the weakness of Schelling’s first translation of a security dilemma into a Prisoner’s dilemma, and subsequent transformation of the PD into a chicken game via mutually assured destruction, the proto-neoconservatives worried that this chicken game style brinkmanship signified that the US would prefer in some circumstances to surrender to the Soviet Union rather than carry through on the suicidal act of mutually assured destruction.
  Therefore they held out the hope for unilaterally applying pressure on the Soviets to cooperate so that the US could be victorious in the Cold War.  Consistent with their idea of achieving unilateral defection or mutual cooperation over unilateral cooperation, they adopted a pro-nuclear use policy to threaten destruction for lesser acts of aggression on the 44 run ladder of escalation, ultimately honing in on a policy of “full spectrum dominance.”
  This was officially initiated as the “Schlesinger doctrine,” in 1973 publicly announcing that the US would use nuclear weapons to confront a variety of acts of aggression themselves short of nuclear war.


There can be no doubt that the proto-neoconservative position was one that held out the hope for victory, rejecting Schelling’s stalemate.  In secret documents conservatives argued throughout the Cold War that there was a fundamental incompatability between Soviet Communism and American free enterprise.
  Each state sought for its vision of the world and its instantiation to be dominant.  Therefore there was perpetual conflict at all levels on the escalation ladder to secure unilateral success.  The stalemate pessimism of assured destruction, and its reliance on irrational threats, was replaced by a bid for hegemony that was billed as consistent with liberal values of mutual prosperity.  The core idea is that the United States stands for fundamentally good values, or at least values it trusts.  It is better to stand as a sole super power defending values one regards as good than to rest content with a balance of terror.  Never mind that the pursuit of hegemony would trigger the very scenario that Schelling feared:  the reciprocal fear of surprise attack as the opposition would likely also uphold a philosophy for preparing for the worst-case, and would not feel secure even given the assurances of one’s “good guy” intentions.


Mutually assured destruction is an attempt to replicate classic liberalism’s Leviathan by accepting that distrustful parties each have the power of deterrence, thereby incentivizing actors to cooperate.  One difficulty, that the neoconservatives pick up on, is that it may be difficult to achieve mutually off-setting deterrence; if one agent pulls ahead, it seems that he will gain the unilateral advantage.  Even though numerous theorists thought Mutually Assured Destruction superior to Nuclear Use Theory because it held out the best hope for pulling back from the destructive chasm brinkmanship opened for actors to fall into, still its weaknesses were roundly acknowledged (Freedman).  Another way of stating the weakness of neoliberalism’s mutual deterrence is that acknowledge that bargaining power will be directly linked to deterrent capability, and that therefore each side will have the continual incentive to shore up its armed forces to retain the edge over the other.  The neoconservative position merely acknowledges this inevitable facet of neoliberalism, and openly builds policy accordingly.

Synder’s “’Prisoner’s Dilemma’ and ‘Chicken’ Models in World International Politics”

The point of reviewing the prominent articles on the security dilemma is to reveal both the extent to which it became acceptable to regard the Prisoner’s dilemma model as capturing the problem of hopeful cooperators who are frustrated by their inability to trust each other, and its deployment to capture the case in which mutual security is not possible as one agent’s security necessarily undermines another’s.  In the PD’s application to both scenarios a crucial distinction between peace seeking and the potential for mutual security versus aggression an antagonistic account of security is lost.


We can be confident that the Prisoner’s dilemma was widely perceived to reflect nuclear brinkmanship and the problem of uncertainty in Synder’s 1971 paper, “’Prisoner’s Dilemma’ and ‘Chicken’ Models in International Politics.”  Linking Schelling’s landmark “Reciprocal Fear of Surprise Attack” to Robert McNamara’s 1967 assessment of United States’ nuclear strategy, Snyder forcefully argues my that the Prisoner’s dilemma model exemplified the high-stakes Cold War brinkmanship.
  There can be no doubt that the Prisoner’s dilemma, that now is common parlance throughout the social sciences, specifically for studying cooperation, first proved its worth for modeling the nuclear standoff and for providing the strategic logic underlying MAD.   Quoting McNamara at length, Snyder conveys that uncertainty over the other’s intentions is sufficient to spark an arms race:

In 1961, when I became Secretary of Defense, the Soviet Union possessed a very small operational arsenal of intercontinental missiles…[and very little technological and industrial capacity to augment their military capability.]

Now, we had no evidence that the Soviets did in fact plan to fully use that capability.  But as I have pointed out, a strategic planner must be “conservative” in his calculations; that is, he must prepare for the worst plausible case…

Since we could not be certain of Soviet intentions—since we could not be sure that they would not undertake a massive buildup—we had to insure against such an eventuality by undertaking ourselves a major buildup of the Minuteman and Polaris forces…

Clearly, the Soviet buildup is in part a reaction to our own buildup since the beginning of this decade.  Soviet strategic planners undoubtedly reasoned that if our buildup were to continue at its accelerated pace, we might conceivably reach, in time, a credible first-strike capability against the Soviet Union.

This was not in fact our intention.  Our intention was to assure that they—with their theoretical capacity to reach such a first-strike capability—would not in fact outdistance us.

But they could not read our intentions with any greater accuracy than we could read theirs.  And thus the result has been that we have both fuilt up our forces to a point that far exceeds a credible second-strike capability against the forces we each started with…

It is futile for each of us to spend $4 billion, $40 billion, or $400 billion—and at the end of all the spending, at the end of all the deployment, and at the end of all the effort, to be relatively at the same point of balance on the security scale that we are now. (Synder, 1971, 73).

Synder concludes that this regrettable situation is best captured by the Prisoner’s dilemma model:  “Thus, the Secretary of Defense, with remarkable clarity, and in a tone which can only be described as wistful frustration, expounded the essence of the prisoner’s dilemma in the nuclear age” (Synder, 1971, 73).  Synder acknowledges that this state of frustration is accompanied by “the belief that one’s own country is peaceful…[and that] one’s own arms are only defensive reactions to the other’s threat” (78).


The US’s interpretation of the Cold War as enacted by McNamara and his staff was inseparable from Schelling’s early game theoretic application of the Prisoner’s dilemma to nuclear war and his solution of this otherwise mutually suboptimal situation with deterrence in the form of second-strike counter-city military capability.  Schelling’s analysis accepted that nuclear weapons forever altered warfare as the destroyed nation could guarantee itself the wherewithal to launch a devastating counter-attack on the would-be victor.  An important consequence of Schelling’s assertion that the Stag Hunt of mutual cooperation may degenerate into a Prisoner’s dilemma given a sufficient likelihood that the other had predatory intent, and further outright stating that Rousseau’s Stag Hunt is a Prisoner’s dilemma, is that the two-fold novelty of nuclear war and its solution in mutual deterrence are lost.  In fact, Schelling’s reasoning quickly became absorbed into the newly developing Cold War canon that supposed that liberalism had always required a solution to the Prisoner’s dilemma in the form of a Leviathan who altered payoffs thus ensuring that cooperation would be all parties’ first choice.
Synder, following Schelling’s lead, asserted that the security dilemma which is populated by status quo agents seeking self-preservation, but who are haunted by the spectre that the other is seeking to get the upper hand, is best captured by a Prisoner’s dilemma:  “It provides a more complete portrayal of the consequences of anarchic system structure because it allows for the possibility of illusory conflict engendered by mutual suspicion and fear and for the possibility of actual incompatibilities of interest and aggressive intent not motivated by security considerations” (82).  The core idea is that uncertainty, without any actual predatory intent, is sufficient to mimic a real incompatability of interests.  Uncertainty is exploited to carry this assessment because we must acknowledge that ultimately it is impossible “ever to be sure of the other party’s intentions” (74).  Like Schelling, the security dilemma is driven by the belief that there may be a predator; real conflict may exist, and this conflict is beyond concerns of security.  Synder, in opening up the problem of other minds and the impossibility of ever peeking inside them, paves the road for the proto-neoconservative position that this unresolvable unknowability can only be countered by planning for the worst.  


Thus Synder, following in Schelling’s footsteps, voices the essence of what I refer to as the Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy that defends the preference for unilateral success in the name of self-defense:  “In the Prisoner’s dilemma, the realization of the common interest may well be a primary desire of both parties, but neither can trust the other to collaborate in realizing it; against the will of the parties, the situation degenerates into conflict” (84).  Synder builds in, as did Schelling, that uncertainty rests on the difficulty of discerning whether weapons are designed for offense or defense.  It was well accepted from McNamara onwards that it is less costly to build nuclear weapons than it is to defend against them.  Therefore a nation deploying a nuclear arsenal for deterrence may be indistinguishable from a nation planning a surprise attack:  “defensive power accumulation by one will be perceived as a threat by the other” (77).  It was this reasoning that lead Schelling to emphasize the importance of counter-city instead of counterforce weapons as the latter would appear offensive.  Still, given the cheapness of offensive capability and uncertainty about intention, Synder worries that security-seekers are trapped in a “grand supergame of the Prisoner’s dilemma from which there is no real escape” (77).  


Synder suggests the possibility that security may have a zero-sum component as one state’s increase in security may directly detract from another’s.  However, this is not where he rests the burden of his argument that peace seekers will be trapped in a Prisoner’s dilemma with little hope for escape.  He assumes peaceful intent, the difficulty of differentiating offensive and defensive weapons, and the impossibility of discerning intent.  He explains that the driving force of the security dilemma, modeled as a Prisoner’s dilemma, is the uncertainty status quo actors have in determining the nature of the other power:

The security dilemma idea clarifies the determining effects of system structure, highlights the central importance of the security drive in international behavior, and shows how the search for security can be tragically self-defeating.  But it does not embrace objectives of power and expansion which are not fueled by the security motive. (82, emphasis added).

Thus, Synder argues that uncertainty alone, without the actual presence of a state with expansionist goals, is sufficient to drive the security dilemma that he explains is best captured by the Prisoner’s dilemma model.  In focusing on uncertainty, Synder seems to miss that, as Schelling specifies, the point is in combating some likelihood that a aggressive state exists.  Synder is not able to explain how a peace seeker characterized by a preference order of CC > DC comes to have the DC > CC preference profile of a revisionist state.  The now routine explanation of the Prisoner’s dilemma follows Synder in supposing that a peace seeker will adopt a preference for unilateral success as a consequence of uncertainty and distrust.  There are two stages in this movement from a security dilemma populated by doves to one of hawks.  First, a hawk must be introduced.  Second, the dove determines that becoming a hawk is the best means of self-defense.  Again, with their zero-risk policy, the proto-neoconservatives permitted that any likelihood, no matter how slim, is sufficient to necessitate the appropriation of the hawkish countenance.  Through this logic, it becomes possible to regard the Prisoner’s dilemma with its me-first actors as depicting a tragic circumstance of two actors who really want to get along.

Robert Jervis 1978 “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma” 

In his “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” Robert Jervis echoes Schelling in using Rousseau’s Stag Hunt to reflect the true motives of security-seekers:

The lack of an international sovereign not only permits wars to occur, but also makes it difficult for states that are satisfied with the status quo to arrive at goals that they recognize as being in their common interest.  Because there are no institutions or authorities that can make and enforce international laws, the policies of cooperation that will bring mutual rewards if others cooperate may bring disaster if they do not. (1978, 167).

Jervis’s analogy is explicit.  He refers to the Stag Hunt, with the following preference ordering:

(1) cooperate and trap the stag (the international analogue being cooperation and disarmament; (2) chase a rabbit while others remain at their posts (maintain a high level of arms while others are disarmed); (3) all chase rabbits (arms competition and high risk of war); and (4) stay at original position while another chases a rabbit (being disarmed while others are armed). (167).

Within a few pages, Jervis introduces the Prisoner’s dilemma payoff matrix as perhaps more apt to international relations as “there are offensive as well as defensive incentives to defect from the coalition with the others” (171).  Although Jervis does not specify what the cardinal utility values in the payoff matrix stand for in his Prisoner’s dilemma rendering of the security dilemma (again populated with security seekers), he adds considerations beyond those of Synder and Schelling’s uncertainty.  Today’s dove may become tomorrow’s hawk, but here the active point of evaluation is not made clear.  Is it that hunting stag and jointly prospering may lead the other to find a way to hunt stag alone at the same time that one forgets how to hunt hare?  Or may states’ interdependence lead one state to “control resources or land outside their own territory” (168).  However, in this latter reasoning it is unclear if the main idea is that there are no pure security seekers given a need to command scarce resources in competition with others, thereby rendering the Stag Hunt metaphor and payoff matrix meaningless.  Hence, perhaps in “international politics…one’s state’s gain in security often inadvertently threatens others” (170).  Here it remains unclear whether Jervis means to imply that international security necessarily or possibly has a zero-sum component.


Jervis’ puzzle is how to achieve mutual cooperation under the assumption that despite the above considerations, the nations fundamentally seek to get along.  However his introduction of the Prisoner’s dilemma without a clear discussion of what its reward structure signifies, makes it unclear how the DC>CC preference configuration signifies a fundamental hope for peaceful coexistence.  Again falling into the Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy of focusing on fear and self-protection as the prime mover, Jervis observes, “The fear of being exploited (that is, the cost of CD) most strongly drives the security dilemma” (172).  Using an example that provides more evidence that the heavy reliance on the Prisoner’s dilemma to capture the security dilemma defined by hopeful cooperators frustrated by distrust is inappropriate, Jervis discusses the dilemma faced by white-skinned Rhodesians who had to decide whether to emigrate with the introduction of a new government.  According to Jervis’ analysis, “whites are in a multi-person Prisoner’s dilemma with each other.”  He explains

Assume that all whites are willing to stay if most of the others stay; but, in the absence of guarantees, if there is going to be a mass exodus, all want to be among the first to leave (because late-leavers will get less for their property and will have more trouble finding a country to take them in). (174)

The difficulty in applying the Prisoner’s dilemma to this case, all the while actually seeking to capture a security dilemma, is that the race to defect is defended by the consideration of avoiding a bad outcome if one is the sole cooperator, or stag hunter, among hare hunters.  However, and here is the sleight of hand that underlies Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy, Jervis implies that each agent would prefer that all stayed in Rhodesia, yet the Prisoner’s dilemma payoff structure holds that each agent’s first choice is to sucker the others by being the first to sell his property and resettle.  Here, as is often the case with the application of the Prisoner’s dilemma to capture problems of the social contract, collective action, and cooperation, an assurance problem is conflated with a Prisoner’s dilemma.  Often in large multi-party interactions each prefers mutual cooperation but lacks any genuine assurance that others will not estimate that defection is superior due to maximin reasoning guaranteeing the highest minimum payoff.  This consideration is sufficient to appraise Jervis’ Rhodesian dilemma.  However, in transmuting the situation into a Prisoner’s dilemma, even though each agent is supposed to defect purely out of self-defense, in fact a new motivation of unilateral success is introduced.  


I do not mean to single out Jervis as an international relations theorist who plainly gets questions of domestic cooperation wrong by applying the Prisoner’s dilemma in a confused way.  Instead I mean to demonstrate the ready transition from an analysis of mutual security seeking to the application of the Prisoner’s dilemma model that is characterized by the hope for individual dominance.  The Cold War analysis of the security dilemma had as its hallmark the application of the PD model to study brinkmanship as a dilemma of mutual distrust.  However the model suggests each is driven by the hope for dominance in addition to the fear of being suckered.  Of course one reason behind the default use of the Prisoner’s dilemma game was that of solving the worst-case scenario, but this worst-case case was that of achieving cooperation among aggressors.  Stretching its narrative to suggest that the achievement of cooperation is possible in certain cases wherein the introduction of sanctions insures that CC>DC has made it normal to both accept that cooperation through the threat of sanctions represents classic liberalism, and that the default case that must be solved is that of mutual antagonism.


Jervis’ article is no mere pedantic discussion of the Stag Hunt versus Prisoner’s dilemma models of the international security dilemma.  Jervis’ paper presents a staunch defense of assured destruction in opposition to nuclear use theory, counterforce strategy, and arms race.  Jervis’ assumption of status quo states caught in a security dilemma best represented by the PD game is a strategy of argument that permits hawks to entertain the same line of reasoning:  the PD is better equipped to model a situation of mutual antagonism, thus it may help consider the best strategy for defeating a predator assuming one’s primary goal is to defeat them.  Hence, presenting the security dilemma in terms of mutual cooperation among distrustful and chary doves caught in a Prisoner’s dilemma seems to cover all exigencies.  Most importantly it covers the situation in which a status quo seeking US is confronted by a potentially belligerent Soviet Union.  A side effect of this depiction of the Cold War was to normalize that a defensive agent will adopt the ways of an aggressor purely out of self-protection.  “Me-first” seems to flow from the need to protect oneself, given that one cannot trust others, even as underneath this preference trapping, as Schelling originally suggests, one perceives of oneself as primarily moved by cooperation.


Jervis’ goal is to argue both that no one can be the unilateral victor of a nuclear war, thus that offense is transformed into deterrence (198), and that weapons programs can be tailored toward identifying oneself as a cooperator instead of an aggressor.  Jervis poses a series of questions about the current state of brinkmanship:

Are weapons procurements used as an index of resolve?  Must they be so used?  If one side fails to respond to the other’s buildup, will it appear weak and thereby invite predation?  Can both sides simultaneously have images of high resolve or is there a zero-sum element involved? (199)

The supposition of a zero-sum element is typical of a Prisoner’s dilemma game in which one side definitely prospers at the other’s expense.  In fact, were it the case that security did have a zero-sum component, then classic liberal theory would fail.  Jervis seems to indicate his belief that security need not have a zero-sum component, again suggesting that a Stag Hunt game is more appropriate to the security dilemma than the PD game (199).


Jervis focuses on two variables that are crucial for resolving the security dilemma:  the ability to differentiate between offensive and defensive weapons, and whether offensive or defensive armaments have the advantage.  This typology is directly applicable to the Cold War because it permits Jervis to conclude that weapons programs that can be differentiated any supporting offensive aims will aid in demonstrating one’s cooperative intent, thereby disrupting the distrust that seems to provide a reason for the shift in orientation from a Stag Hunt to a PD.  Thus, with Schelling, Jervis is adamant in proposing that the US adopt Polaris-type submarine based missiles (SLBM’s):  “The point is not that sea-based systems are less vulnerable than land-based ones (this bears on the offense-defense ratio) but that SLBM’s are defensive, retaliatory weapons” (207).  He draws the clear policy implication that to preserve the appearance of a cooperative state, the other’s submarine-based nuclear force must not be threatened:  “A status-quo state that wanted to forego offensive capability could simply forego…[anti-submarine warfare (ASW)] research and procurement” (207).  This was of course a major point of contention in Team B’s 1976 report asserting that the Soviets must surely have ASW capability as there is no proof that they do not, following the logic of ultimately uncertainty and zero-risk.  Team B, namely Paul Nitze and Paul Wolfowitz, draws the policy implication that at a minimum the US must develop ASW capability.


Still, Jervis acknowledges there is the additional problem that offensive weapons may yet carry the advantage by standing as an index of each nation’s will (208).  Moreover, nuclear capability could be used, as the Schlesinger doctrine recommends, to threaten lesser aggression through “limited, gradual, and controlled strikes” (208).  Jervis acknowledges that the use of nuclear weapons in lesser conflicts opens the possibility that they may support dominance, and not just deterrent capability in the case of an all-out attack by the other.  This signifies a zero-sum component to security.  Jervis explains,

But because the “Schlesinger Doctrine” could be used not only to cope with a parallel Russian policy, but also to support an American attempt to change the status quo, the new American stance would decrease Russian security. (209)

Jervis finds the Schlesinger Doctrine permitting nuclear use in lesser wars to be a destabilizing strategy insofar as it relies on offensive capability that is indistinguishable from status quo goals.  Given that many theorists doubted the possibility of guaranteeing a limited nuclear war, and expected that it would be rational for the Soviet’s to respond with a Schlesigner doctrine of their own, Jervis feared that this nuclear policy would be self-defeating as reflected in the Prisoner’s inevitable outcome of mutual defection.  Jervis is clear that the Schlesinger doctrine pursues security as having a zero-sum component because it accepts that “The means of preserving the status quo would also be the means of changing it…” (213).


For Jervis, achieving mutual peace is dependent on eliminating the zero-sum component from security, and he advises that this may be achieved by realizing that nuclear warfare can have no victor, and that second-strike capability combined with the differentiation of offensive and defensive capability, is the recipe for stability (210).  Jervis conveys the idea that security-seeking states can pursue their aim by deploying weapons systems that clearly signal their preference for defense and deterrence over offense and aggression, and that move away from pursuing a form of security that demands unilateral advantage.  Perhaps what is implicit if not explicit is that the search for mutual security is best pursued by accepting the impossibility of discerning intent, therefore focusing on capability instead, and demonstrating one’s status quo credentials by selecting weapons systems that favor defense  over offense.  Here it is acknowledged that without the benefit of concrete earmarks matching intent with a predilection for action, the means of signaling that one is a status quo, or Stag Hunt, actor and not an aggressor or Prisoner’s dilemma actor, lies in constructing strategy that leaves no doubt that one’s preference for security is matched by observable material artifacts evidencing one’s peace-seeking credentials.  The key is to signal not through cheap talk but real actions that one strictly prefers CC>DC.  However, again it is clear that the DC>CC preference ordering does not indicate the hope for cooperation.  

Glenn Synder’s “The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics”

This slippage from starting with security-seekers who find themselves needing to defect out of the motive of self-defense in a Prisoner’s dilemma situation is so widespread that it is difficult to first isolate the misperception and then to correct it.  Consider Glenn Synder’s “The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics” (1984).  Again, we see the presupposition that uncertainty and the inability to trust the other is the primary driver of the security dilemma writ as a Prisoner’s dilemma:  “The security dilemma arises from the state’s uncertainty whether its adversary has far-reaching expansionist aims, or, like itself, is interested essentially in the preservation, or limited modification of the status quo” (468).  Synder admits that states or actors then do not actually know which game is being played, as they do not know the others’ preferences over outcomes.  Synder does not provide the chain of reasoning that would permit a security seeker to adopt the preferences of a hopeful aggressor, although he essentially makes this assumption.


The semblance that one could be a security-seeker who is trapped in a Prisoner’s dilemma with the ultimate frustration of the impossibility of cooperation follows from first observing that each actor has one of two choices:  to cooperate or to defect; and second observing that of course no one wants to be suckered, and therefore defection is the only viable choice as a matter of self-defense (see Synder, 1984, 462).  In his Prisoner’s dilemma payoff matrix, actors choose between allying (defecting) and abstaining from joining an alliance (cooperating).  Synder’s analysis appears seamless:  actors prefer that no alliance forms than bi-polar rival alliances form; as well, no party’s last choice is that of being isolated while an exclusive alliance forms.  However, Synder fails to make sense of the main-driver of the Prisoner’s dilemma model that he uses:  if states are primarily security seekers, why do they prefer to isolate the other party while they join in an alliance if they are not poised to benefit from this dominant position?  If I fundamentally prefer a cooperative system and have no predatory intent, even if I may need to protect against aggression, I need not adopt the preferences of a predator.  Yet the routine use of the Prisoner’s dilemma model to capture all manner of cooperation, especially in domestic political economy, automatically assumes that “each actor most prefers to be the only user of a common resource” (Stein, 1982, 313).


It is this routine oversight of the preference for unilateral gain that structures Prisoner’s dilemmas, especially in applying this model to security studies in which presumably state’s primary goal is that of achieving self-defense, that characterizes its presentation as a situation of hopeful cooperators that are frustrated.  The idea is simple, and it translates from international relations theory to political economy and social contract theory:  status quo seekers or would-be cooperators cannot be trapped in a Prisoner’s dilemma unless they adopt the preference profile of a revisionist state or of a hopeful free-rider.  In this way, the dilemma is aptly named, implying the inherent difficult of achieving harmony in a den of thieves, or domestic tranquility amidst me-first advantage takers.  However, it is mysterious how it has become customary to assume that agents seeking concord and commodious living (Hobbes) each prefer to sucker everyone else in the hope of unilateral gain.  This routine “Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy” has repeated over and again deriving the dilemma from the hopeless bind otherwise agreeable actors are caught in solely due to the inability to trust others; uncertainty is used to justify the adoption and expression of myopic, me-first, preferences.  International relations theorist Randall Schweller concurs, pointing out, “Confusion about this point arises because neorealists have mistakenly conceptualized the security dilemma as a Prisoners’ Dilemma (PD) rather than a Stag Hunt” (1996, 104).  Schweller patiently explains:

In a PD game, the first choice is to sucker your opponent (you defect while the other player cooperates); in a Stag Hunt, mutual cooperation is both players’ first choice.  When security is the goal, as in the security dilemma, states will seek to succor, not sucker, their neighbors (the CC payoff). (104)

Even if one is unsure of others’ preferences, still one can be sure of one’s own.  Capturing the faulty, but pervasively used, logic that security seekers and hopeful cooperators can find themselves in a Prisoner’s dilemma, Schweller directly addresses Synder:  “This PD preference ordering [suggesting that cooperators would most prefer to sucker the other] is all the more puzzling in light of Synder’s first assumption that ‘no state is aggressive, but none can know the intentions of the others” (104).


As international relations theory developed to simultaneously analyze the Cold War world stage and apply game theoretic models, there was a profound intermixing of abstract theory and material practice.  Specifically, one keen interest in the security dilemma was that of interpreting the Cold War itself as such a dilemma in which perhaps both the US and the Soviet Union really wanted to get along, but were caught up in an arms race that seemed inevitable, even despite essentially amicable intent.  Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy that “Rational states thus expand only to achieve security,” (106) can be directly related to making sense of the US strategy during the Cold War.  Although it has been common to present the US as a wary actor trapped in a Prisoner’s dilemma out of the necessity to avoid being dominated by the USSR, Schweller focuses on the component of American action that was driven by the hope for structuring the world system according to its wishes:

More generally, however, the aim of U.S. policy was not merely negative and defensive.  As Paul Nitze argued at the time, the United States was competing with the Soviet Union and its allies for the positive goal of deciding who would construct a new international order. (108, citing Nitze)

The important point is that the reliance on the Prisoner’s dilemma, while ostensibly used to depict security seekers, actually seems to provide the justification for oneself manifesting the preferences of a predatory state.  Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy tacitly accepts that one seeks dominance and accepts this stance as flows directly from a motive of self-defense.  Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy accepts that one seeks dominance but justifies this predilection by suggesting it flows directly from the motive of self-defense.

Jervis’ 2001 “Was the Cold War a Security Dilemma?”

Writing in 2001 Robert Jervis observes that in understanding the Cold War as a security dilemma, “Each side would have seen its own behavior as designed to maintain the status quo and would have welcomed measures to stabilize it..…would be politically and psychologically attractive” (38).  We like to believe that our motives are pure, even while we questioned our opponent’s.  Most often it was assumed that the “ideologically driven Soviet Union…[is] inherently expansionist” (42).  Of course, although down-played, it was also acknowledged that regardless of whether the Soviet Union existed or not, “the United States would have sought to thwart any potential rivals and open the world to American capitalist penetration” (43) during the post-World War II period.  Jervis acknowledges that suggesting that both states were inherently expansionist, more specifically that the US had hegemonic pretensions, is unpalatable:  “It is uncomfortable to find that no actors on the world scene are sympathetic.” (43)


Jervis’ goal is to determine whether the Cold War was a security dilemma, implying that both nations were oriented toward the status quo but feared the other harbored hostile intent.  A decisive feature of a security dilemma is that security does not have a zero sum component and is best represented as a Stag Hunt.  Jervis realizes that this determination, even using hindsight, may be difficult as it is not yet agreement on whether WWI represented a security dilemma.  Again according to Schelling, a Stag Hunt is translated into a Prisoner’s dilemma given sufficient likelihood that a predator exists.  Perhaps it is possible to propose that the US and USSR were actually status quo actors, who imagined the possibility the other had hostile intent:  this “diagnosis that the Cold War was a security dilemma would be politically and psychologically attractive” (38).  However, Jervis suggests, that given that the Cold War ended with the demise of the Soviet Union, instead of mutual accord, that we may have reason to challenge the security dilemma rendering.


As Jervis explores the Cold War more fully, he touches on the duplicitous aspect of Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy:  it seems wrong to suggest a rationale for predation based on self-defense; “the definition of self-defense as a justification for murder is contentious” (39).
  In developing his thought, Jervis reaches the conclusion that there may be elements of security-seeking that are indistinguishable from expansionist goals.  If this is the case then “states will be forced to compete even if their primary goal is security.”  Jervis refers to this latter situation as a “deep security dilemma.”  It is accurately be depicted by a Prisoner’s dilemma, and is conceptually distinct from the security dilemma captured by a Stag Hunt transformed by uncertainty (41).


However, Jervis also acknowledges that possibly the Cold War was not any form of security dilemma.  It could have been the case that “one of the superpowers sought to expand in order to achieve nonsecurity goals” (42).  One such school of thought holds that “the Soviet Union had no opportunity to establish good relations with the United States other than by conceding U.S. dominance,” and that the US would have taken whatever steps were necessary to “open the world to American capitalist penetration” (43).  In running through potential interpretations of the Cold War, Jervis also throws in each country’s domestic political agenda which may have driven policy outcomes, but not necessarily been primarily directed to external expansionist goals.  A typical example of this is a state’s military-industrial complex that has its own momentum to maintain the need for weapons systems and economic development through armaments manufactor.


In selecting which analysis of the Cold War is more fitting, Jervis first acknowledges that it seemed that the “Communist view of capitalist states…[was] inevitably hostile” (46).  Still, it is not at all clear that the Communists sought success through military conquest, instead they would “gain power through a combination of elections, subversion, and unrest” (48).  In fact, communists asserted that capitalism would collapse of its own accord, due to internal inconsistencies (49).  Regardless of the Soviet’s self-impression, however, it seemed to the West that the USSR had little tolerance for dissent, and expressed this intolerance using coercive force (51).


Jervis portrays a United States that was similarly uncompromising:  “American leaders did not believe that mutual security was a realistic goal” (52).  Jervis concludes that US policies, even if ineffective, “were clearly offensive in their impact” (52).  Indeed, US stated policy was consistent in its aim “[t]o reduce the power and influence of the USSR.”
  At a minimum, therefore, “U.S. efforts to exploit opportunities that arose were indistinguishable in their effect from expansionism, which means that the situation was a deep security dilemma” (53).  Walking the find line between asserting that the US condoned preemptive murder in self-defense, or instead was prepared to engage in man-slaughter if attacked, Jervis determines that the Cold War was a deep security dilemma meaning that both states could not achieve security.  In introducing the deep security dilemma Jervis moves in the direction of John Mearsheimer’s neorealism that also argues that nations cannot live together peaceable; one’s security must come at the expense of another’s.  However, for Mearsheimer this reality is based on objective resources that nations must command in competition with others as a condition for their survival.  For Jervis, the deep security dilemma is based on the ideational features of security set forth by both antagonists.  In his final estimation, Jervis maintains that the root of the Cold War conflict “at best was a clash of social systems.”  Crucially, “Mutual security in these circumstances was a goal that could not be attained” (58).  In a deep security dilemma in which a nation perceives that expansion is necessary in self-defense, each nation will pursue its security aims countering the other.  Quoting from a 1952 Policy Planning Staff paper that all subsequent US Presidents, save Jimmy Carter in his early presidency, had agreed with, Jervis reports:

We believe that…[containment] is inadequate and also unrealistic.  We do not believe that the situation can remain indefinitely static.  One side will gain and the other will decline as a factor in world affairs.  It must be our objective to be the one which gains. (Jervis, 59)

By Jervis’ analysis, the Cold War was not a shallow security dilemma, but rather a deep security dilemma.  Security was therefore not a mutually attainable goal.  In presenting this line of thought Jervis suggests the rationale that self-defense may be perceived as requiring offensive and expansive efforts.  However, again, he suggests that this conflict for security derived from clashing world views and systems, not from a structurally enforced necessity to command resources and power a military.

John Mearsheimer’s 2001 The Tragedy of Great Power Politics 


Before introducing John Mearsheimer’s The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, I will recap the major point of the development of our understanding of the security dilemma, and its entanglement with US nuclear strategy.  The first significant use of the Prisoner’s dilemma model was its application by Schelling to a security dilemma defined by the absence of conflicting interests.  Introducing uncertainty, Schelling argues that in anticipation of confronting a predator, or even of being taken as one, the best policy is to adopt the preferences of a predator.  Whereas Schelling clearly makes an argument that one adopt a policy of unilateral dominance in self-defense, the main import of his position is to solve the Prisoner’s dilemma with mutually assured destruction.  Schelling held that in a world with nuclear weapons, there cannot be a unilateral victor as each nation has the power to destroy the other even after it has suffered a massive attack.  However, there are two major implications of Schelling’s Prisoner’s dilemma support for MAD.  He definitely presents an argument for striving for hegemony in a case wherein one is worried that there is a predator.  Moreover he alters the footing of liberalism which has hitherto been conceptualized to solve the assurance problem; hence the role of the Leviathan is to alter actors’ incentives for defecting, not to assure actors that one another is fundamentally cooperative.


Nuclear Use Theorists, represented by Albert Wohlstetter, Herman Kahn, Paul Nitze, James Schlesinger, and Colin Gray, were dissatisfied with the prescription that the US accept a stalemate solution to the Cold War standoff with the USSR.  They rejected Schelling’s solution to the Prisoner’s dilemma structure of the Cold War in mutually assured destruction.  Even though suggesting that the US is best characterized as a benign actor, they accepted the Prisoner’s dilemma structure of the security dilemma faced by the US by incorporating the idea of radical uncertainty about the Soviet’s intentions, and even capabilities, to mobilize an argument to adopt a policy of worst-case analysis and zero-risk tolerance.  Schelling’s argument for a sufficient likelihood that a predator exist in order for a security dilemma or assurance game to transform into a PD was rejected in favor of the position that any degree of uncertainty presents the need to adopt the characteristics of a predator in order to fight predation.  The proto-neoconservative position was to use the radical uncertainty of other minds in order to mobilize an argument that one must adopt the strategy of a predator as the best response to a worst-case situation.  An actual calculation based on rational expectations was exchanged for a maximin strategy in response to any conceivable likelihood of an attack by the Soviet Union.  


Synder and Jervis duplicate Schelling’s logic for MAD and Kahn’s arguments for NUTs.  They, too, propose that a situation populated with security seekers devolves into a Prisoner’s dilemma given the chance that a predator exists.  However, the problems of assurance and predation are confused because it is tacitly assumed that a security seeker really prefers to cooperate notwithstanding the fact that the PD preference ordering mandates that all actors prefer unilateral success.  Solutions to the assurance problem are overlooked because cooperators are assumed to adopt the characteristics of predators.  Apparently following Schelling’s lead, Synder and Jervis assume that agents’ adopt preferences contrary to their true or defining interests, as in the case of the Rhodesian whites who really prefer for everyone to stay, but act on the prerogative of the agent whose first choice is to sucker everyone else, or the security seeker who really prefers peace, but acts on the strategy of dominating other nations.  This adoption of me-first, Prisoner’s dilemma preferences, supposedly out of self-defense, has become so typical of our discourse and analysis of cooperation that Art Stein observes of domestic actors that each seeks to be the sole user of a common resource (1982).  Obviously such a position is selfish or antisocial, and destructive to collective action.  Yet it has become normalized as the appropriate response of rational agent is seeks cooperation.


In his 2001 article discussing whether the Cold War was a security dilemma, Jervis takes his analysis a step further in proposing that there is a routine security dilemma in which agents’ fundamental interests do not conflict, and a more fundamental, “deep security dilemma” in which agents’ fundamental interests do conflict.  Of course, as both have been portrayed by a PD game, the analytic distinction is lost.  I argue that Jervis’ standard security dilemma populated by status quo seekers is best captured by an assurance game, and the situation in which one agent’s security undermines another’s is best captured by the Prisoner’s dilemma.  Ultimately Jervis concludes that the Cold War was a deep security dilemma as the US and USSR’s interests were opposed; mutual security could not be had. 


However, Jervis makes clear that the deep security dilemma is a perspective not widely shared by Cold War international relations theorists who took the position that mutual security was an attainable goal.  Jervis suggests that many IR theorists accepted the position articulated by Schelling, McNamara, and Steven Brams, that assured destruction, predicated on the assumption that nations are status quo seekers who are uncertain of the other’s intentions, can resolve nuclear brinkmanship and, with appropriate means of detection, can undertake arms control.  In Jervis’ view, US strategists did not share this view of the world with liberal IR theorists; “most civilians who sought superiority did so for self-protection” (55).  Mutual security was out of reach for these strategists because they viewed the hope for security as necessarily antagonistic.  This view of international relations perceives of the pursuit of superiority as the means to secure survival was recently articulated by Mearsheimer in The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, even though Mearsheimer differs from Jervis in assigning the responsibility for the mutual antagonism.  Whereas Jervis looks to mutually exclusive world views, Mearsheimer looks to the structure of world in which agents must compete for power.  Even if I do not vye for power, the next agent will; therefore all agents must compete for scarce resources as a condition of their survival.


Mearsheimer elaborates his theory in contradistinction to Kenneth Waltz’ Theory of International Politics.  The latter position he refers to as defensive realism, which he claims Jervis’ offensive-defensive balance is an attempt to buttress (20).  In essence, Mearsheimer captures the distinction between conceptualizing Jervis’ mundane security dilemma as an assurance game in which security is a positive sum good, and Jervis’ deep security dilemma in which security has a negative sum component.  Mearsheimer articulates his offensive realism in contradiction to Waltz’ and Jervis’ defensive realism:

My theory of offensive realism is also a structural theory of international politics.  As with defensive realism, my theory sees great powers as concerned mainly with figuring out how to survive in a world where there is no agency to protect them from each other; they quickly realize that power is the key to their survival.  Offensive realism parts company with defensive realism over the question of how much power states want.  For defensive realists, the international structure provides states with little incentive to seek additional increments of power; instead it pushes them to maintain the existing balance of power.  Preserving power, rather than increasing it, is the main goal of states.  Offensive realists, on the other hand, believe that status quo powers are rarely found in world politics, because the international system creates powerful incentives for states to look for opportunities to gain power at the expense of rivals, and to take advantage of those situations when the benefits outweigh the costs.  A state’s ultimate goal is to be the hegemon in the system. (My emphasis, 21)

Mearsheimer echoes Jervis’ sentiment captured by the deep security dilemma:  “survival mandates aggressive behavior” (21).   Mearsheimer associates liberalism with the view that security can be mutually attained, and offensive realism in which security cannot be shared.


Mearsheimer specifically disparages American academics who “are especially good at promoting liberal thinking in the marketplace of ideas” (25).  These liberals, who include Schelling, Jervis, Snynder, Joseph S. Nye Jr, and Robert Keohane espouse the optimistic view that states can get along, and that free trade leaves prosperity in its wake, removing the motive for aggressive expansionism.  However, “[b]ehind closed doors…the elites who make national security policy speak mostly the language of power, not that of principle, and the United States acts in the international system according to the dictates of realist logic” (25).  


Even in appreciating the theoretical similarity between  Jervis’ deep security dilemma and Mearsheimer’s offensive realism, especially insofar as both appear admirably suited to using the Prisoner’s dilemma model, still the two are distinct as the former focuses on ideas as an important component of security seeking, and the latter wholly looks to material considerations:  “Great powers need money, technology, and personnel to build military forces and to fight wars, and a state’s latent power refers to the raw potential it can draw on when competing with rival states” (55).  Mearsheimer admits that his theory of offensive realism, as its label suggests, may be offensive to many people who would rather believe, or at least state for public consumption, that world politics happens in accordance with liberal theory.  Liberals propose that maintaining an existing balance of power, potentially a balance of terror, is the best means to achieve prosperity as this fosters mutually beneficial trade (16).  Liberal theory holds that predatory states can be in principle, even if not perhaps in fact, distinguished from status-quo seeking states (16).  Of course even in following Mearsheimer’s description of liberalism we may have a heightened sense of discrimination in differentiating between classic liberalism’s predication of a Stag Hunt and neoliberalism’s concession of a Prisoner’s dilemma.  Again, since this distinction was blurred in Schelling’s work, he set the precedent for grounding neoliberalism on the mutually antagonistic Prisoner’s dilemma as opposed to the mutually beneficial Stag Hunt.


For Mearsheimer, “states do not become status quo powers until they completely dominate the system” (35), therefore according it him, it is not possible to a state to be secure without controlling the power relations structuring the world system.  Since hegemony will always be contested and is therefore impossible to maintain, this endless pursuit of security means that states are constantly in circumstances of direct or indirect war with one another.  In the language of the Prisoner’s dilemma, actors endlessly seek to sucker others to achieve unilateral success as a means to their own preservation.

Conclusion

Schelling, Synder, and Jervis each inadvertently make arguments that support the idea that it is rational to adopt the characteristics of an aggressor in order to fight an aggressor.  They suggest that even a sufficient likelihood that an aggressor exists presents a sufficient reason for one to become an aggressor.  Yet, even in acknowledging this Prisoner’s dilemma model for security, in proposing deterrence or mutually assured destruction, these theorists suggest that an incentive scheme may be introduced to mimic classic liberalism’s achievement of mutual security.  Predators who attack will be destroyed, and they therefore prefer to cooperate.  


Schelling argues that an assurance situation may degenerate into a Prisoner’s dilemma given a sufficient likelihood that a predator exists.  The nuclear use theorists, by contrast, adopted a zero-risk option that assumes the final unknowability of other minds and intentions, therefore going further down Schelling’s path in suggesting that it is only natural that a security seeker will prepare for the worst, thereby assuming that any actor could be a predators and combating it with the pursuit of dominance.  Jervis acknowledges that in US strategic planning such reasoning was assisted by the mutually incompatible world views of capitalism and communism:  US policy officials were clear that “One side will gain and the other side will decline…It must be our objective to be the one which gains” (2001, 59).  


Jervis’ admission of this deep security dilemma, in which not all agents can be secure, differs from Mearsheimer’s because he ultimately associates it with a “clash of social systems” (58), and not a fundamental conquest for the resources comprising power.  Thus Mearsheimer puts a new set of considerations on the table in suggesting that the structure of the world system requires that nations pursue power without limit as a condition of their self-preservation.


In stepping back an assessing the arguments for the pursuit of unilateral success in self-defense, we observe four.  First, underlying Schelling’s uncertainty argument is the first position which holds that whereas it is rational for a peace-seeker to cooperate with another peace-seeker, if one were fully confident one faced an aggressor instead, then it is rational to seek domination.  This admission is necessary to draw the further implication, as does Schelling, that an estimation of a sufficient likelihood that there is an aggression is similarly justifactory of adopting the preferences of a predator.  The implication is that the “white cowboy” will not shoot other white cowboys who represent the hope for cooperation.  However, he will prefer to kill a black cowboy, or any individually sufficiently likely to be a black cowboy, because subduing an aggressor is preferable to attempting peaceful coexistence.  


Second, the proto-neoconservatives take Schelling’s reasoning a step further in insisting that it is impossible to ever know another agent’s intentions, specifically those of a nation.  Given that the state of anarchy is high-stakes, and no single misstep can be afforded, it makes sense that even the smallest degree of uncertainty can provide justification to adopt the characteristics of an aggressor in anticipation of meeting an aggressor.  However, third, the proto-neoconservative security dilemma appears to be more like Jervis’ deep security dilemma given that the pursuit of dominance and victory could not be shared by both superpowers.


Fourth, Mearsheimer dispenses with the problem of uncertainty and other minds in his presentation of offensive realism.  He acknowledges the tendency underlying the use of the Prisoner’s dilemma to represent the security dilemma implies that actors like to think of themselves as motivated first and foremost by cooperation, but that underneath this all must confront the stark reality that self-preservation can only be acquired through the continuous accumulation of power.  Thus, “Great powers…are always searching for opportunities to gain power over their rivals, with hegemony as their final goal” (29).  He distances himself from the problem of other minds because declares it obvious that all actors must seek power; no uncertainty is involved.
  In fact, he derides as hypocritical the tendency to pretend “we all want to get along,” all the while knowing that it is necessary to gain the advantage whenever possible.  Although his analysis shares little with Schelling’s uncertainty, the neoconservatives radical uncertainty, or Jervis’ deep security dilemma, still he, too, presents a rationalization for self-preservation in the form of hegemony.


Schelling’s “Reciprocal Fear of Surprise Attack,” in arguing that doves assume the preferences of hawks, introduces an ongoing confusion into the literature on the security dilemma and cooperation.  Both of these literatures use rhetoric that presumes agents are status quo oriented, but must adopt the predator’s characteristic preference for unilateral success (DC>CC).  This implication of Schelling’s work, enhanced by his outright statement that Rousseau’s Stag Hunt is equivalent to a Prisoner’s dilemma, and his insistence that such Prisoner’s dilemmas abound throughout society, has mired the literature on the social contract, collective action, and cooperation in confusion leaving the overall impression that “agents prefer to be the sole user of a common resource” (Art Stein, 1984).
  Following Schelling it has been typical to presume that the problem of achieving social order is that of resolving a multi-party Prisoner’s dilemma.
  However, Schelling’s focus was more directed at solving the Cold War brinkmanship.  Here the challenge seemed to be solving the Prisoner’s dilemma as the toughest case for achieving cooperation.  His solution of mutual deterrence relies on nuclear weapons being forever distinct from conventional arms in offering unique retaliatory power.  Although Schelling definitely suggests that status quo agents assume the preferences of an aggressor, nonetheless he stands by the idea that in nuclear war, cold or hot, there can be no victor.  Therefore agents’ best outcome is to accept a balance of terror.


The nuclear use theorists (NUTs), Paul Nitze, Albert Wohlstetter, and Herman Kahn, followed Schelling’s analysis, but rejected its fundamental assumptions.  They accepted that uncertainty would make it necessary to take on the preferences of an aggressor, but they repudiated that it is impossible to win a nuclear war.  In conventionalizing nuclear war, they determined that mutual deterrence is irrational.  Instead of accepting a stalemate and balance of terror, they promoted the pursuit of unilateral dominance and victory.  In seeing nuclear war as no different from conventional war, they both advocated using nuclear weapons in lesser conflicts, and they argued that it is crucial to be able to dominate an outcome on any level of escalation, therefore promoting full spectrum dominance.


Schelling had already argued that status quo seekers will adopt the preferences of an aggressor given a sufficient likelihood a predator exists, therefore preferring unilateral victory, and the proto-neoconservatives agreed.  However, they altered Schelling’s argument that a high probability be necessary to make this conversion.  Instead they argued that nuclear war is a high-stakes situation in which there can be no tolerance for error, and in which a zero-risk policy must be adopted.  Thus, they advocated preparing for the worst conceivable situation:  if a situation were conceivable even if impractable, then it necessitated a response.  Without blinking an eye, Nitze, Wohlstetter, and Kahn all strenuously accepted that the US Cold War goal must be to win, and that deterrence was shaky if not buttressed with superior and not equal means to hold the Soviet Union in check.  The proto-neoconservative position, that would see continuity with late twentieth-century neoconservatism in the figure of Paul Wolfowitz, Wohlstetter’s University of Chicago Ph.D. student, definitely rationalized hegemony, and could do so by building on Schelling’s reasoning.  They simply rejected the nonconventional status of nuclear weapons, and the potential that deterrence would work if not guaranteed by superior force.  Thus they solved the Prisoner’s dilemma game representing nuclear standoff by urging unilateral deterrence.


Synder and Jervis built on Schelling’s reasoning that a security dilemma of peace-seekers who harbor uncertainty about each other’s intentions is best presented by a Prisoner’s dilemma game.  They persist in permitting confusion over whether the presumed status quo actors adopt the as first choice the preference for unilateral advantage.  This seems necessary according to their analysis, yet also seems contradictory.  In their writings we can see the legacy of applying the PD model to the Cold War with the interpretation that the actors really just want to get along, but are prevented from doing so due given the insurmountable distrust of others.  I demonstrate the ongoing confusion of alleged security-seekers preferring to sucker one another in Jervis’ discussion of the Rhodesian whites’ decision making, and in Snyder’s discussion of alliance building.  I agree with Schweller that a security dilemma is an assurance game in which no one has the incentive to conquer the other; that a troublesome confusion is introduced in permitting security seekers to adopt the preferences of an aggressor.  


The crucial point in differentiating between the problem of security as a Stag Hunt or as a Prisoner’s dilemma is that the former game permits all agents to achieve security in a positive sum fashion whereas the latter game assumes that security has a negative sum component.  Schelling unwittlingly accepted the interpretation that security has a negative sum component in his use of the PD to model the security dilemma.  However, in permitting deterrence to mire actors in a stalemate that mimics a Leviathan, Schelling strives to rescue classic liberalism’s optimism that security is mutually attainable.  Still, the damage was already done, and any use of the PD to capture the problem of security, and not that of predation, will challenge the liberal foundation in the promise of mutual security.  This watershed in thinking about the possibility of mutual security has gone unnoticed as it has become normal to accept that the problem of cooperation and the social contract are best reflected by the Prisoner’s dilemma.
  


Even if classic liberals presumed the possibility of mutual security, and Schelling worked to approximate their outcome with the introduction of mutual deterrence, other late twentieth-century theorists were more comfortable thinking in terms of security with a negative sum component.  In this manner one agent’s increase in security may well come at the cost of another’s.  Jervis finally makes the distinction between a regular security dilemma, represented as a PD but containing status quo oriented actors (even if this is not logically possible), and a “deep security dilemma” in which agents’ achievement of security is antagonistic.  Although many IR theorists thought of the Cold War as a mundane security dilemma soluable through mutual deterrence, Jervis acknowledges that many in the US policy elite viewed the Cold War as a situation in which only one nation could win.  Mutual security of the US and USSR was impossible to achieve.  This latter perspective characterizes that of the proto-neoconservatives and their second generation in the form of today’s neoconservatives.


Jervis characterizes his deep security dilemma as one of clashing world views, and he emphasizes an ideational component driving the conflict between communism and capitalism.  Neoconservative thinkers concur.  The onus is on achieving full spectrum dominance, supposedly to be the world’s good cop, but recognizing the need to fight others on their own terms.  Thus, Richard Cheney advocates taking the gloves off, and using despicable means to fight odious actors who we perceive have even a small likelihood of being terrorists.  Recent neoconservatives adopt both Schelling’s initial idea that uncertainty can motivate adopting the preferences of a predator; moreover that adopting these preferences necessitates fighting evil with evil.  In essence, the Cold War argument that uncertainty and a zero-tolerance for risk rationalizes domination has become fully absorbed in US international policy.  The question, of course, is whether this rationalization provides a legitimate justification for the pursuit of hegemony in self-defense, or whether it is self-serving to strive for unilateral success.


One repercussion of the argument for dominance in self-defense, that resonates with Mearsheimer’s offensive realism, is the implication that underlying the bid for hegemony is the real politick motivation of securing scarce resources in competition with others.  Of course, as I have discussed, Mearsheimer’s offensive realism seeks to rationalize hegemony as a structural condition of the world, and not via the route of uncertainty pioneered by Schelling and endorsed by the neoconservatives.  Mearsheimer proposes that it is common knowledge that each must be motivated to secure power as a condition of survival and perpetuation.  Whereas the neoconservatives’ world is one of pursuing ideals, Mearsheimer’s is one of material conditions that bind actors to a blind logic of the necessity to accumulate resources and weapons.  Both schools, in accepting that security has a zero-sum component and that self-defense requires aggression, part company with classic liberalism.  Randall Schweller argues that this bid for dominance in the name of security essentially represents a form of fascism.  The offensive realism state, and, I add, the neoconservative state is “in practice, best captured by a fascist state.”
  


There can be no question that Schelling inadvertently and NUTs proponents, neoconservatives, and offensive realists overtly, rationalize hegemony in self-defense.  Moreover, Schelling’s almost accidental argument for affecting the preferences of a predator, and his loose language stating the equivalence of the Stage Hunt and the Prisoner’s dilemma, have normalized a Prisoner’s dilemma pedagogy of teaching the PD as though it were a game form populated by hopeful cooperators who must adopt the preference for unilateral success purely out of the motive of self-defense.  There can be no question that the contentious debate between MAD advocates and NUTs proponents, and the high-wire tension over nuclear brinkmanship, had the side effect of normalizing in our discourse the need to adopt the manners of an aggressor to protect one’s interests.  Little has it been noticed that this shift of footing from mutual security to security as antagonistic, or from a Stag Hunt basis of the social contract to a Prisoner’s dilemma basis, has made it second nature to accept that one agent’s security comes at the cost of another’s, and that classic liberalism has failed.
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� Made evident in Hargreaves Heap and Varoufakis’ text book on game theory.


� From the point of view of the row player, the Prisoner’s dilemma preferences are:  unilateral defection; mutual cooperation; mutual defection; unilateral cooperation; DC>CC>DD>CD.


� James Buchanan, Russell Hardin.


� Russell Hardin consistently argues that Hobbes’ state of nature is a multi-person Prisoner’s dilemma; Edward McClennen provides an alternative reading of Hobbes.


� The Stag Hunt or assurance game has the following preference ordering (for the row player):  CC>DC>DD>CD.


� The first essay is in Arms and Influence, the second two in The Strategy of Conflict (1960).


� Schelling makes these claims in a 1964 paper:


� Buchanan, 1974; Hardin, 1982; Gauthier, 1986.


� Wohstetter; Nitze; Team B report.


� This transference of a PD into a chicken game of deterrence is discussed in an earlier section of my book.  Essentially the idea is that mutually assured destruction creates a situation in which each country would rather surrender or submit than be annihilated, or CD>DD.


� This was originally articulated in Herman Kahn’s 1960 On Thermonuclear War.


� There was an earlier precedent in the 1963 SIOP plan under McNamara, but the intention to use nuclear weapons to retaliate for a nonnuclear attack was made public in 1973.


� There are numerous US statements to this affect, notably Nitze’s 1954 (check) NSC-68.


� For discussion, see Robert Jervis’ Perceptions and Misperceptions.


� Robert Jervis, 2001, agrees with this estimation of the importance of Schelling’s “Reciprocal Fear of Surprise Attack,” author corrected footnote in email correspondence dated ___.


� On this specific point Jervis cites Scheller, Deadly Imbalances:  Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy of World Conquest (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1998), 83-91.


� Jervis quotes NSC 20/4, in FRUS, 1948, Vol. 1, Part 2, 667-668; Jervis, p. 53.


� For discussion see Glenn H. Synder’s “Mearsheimer’s World,” International Security, 27:1, 155.


� Schelling makes these claims in a 1964 paper:


� Buchanan, 1974; Hardin, 1982; Gauthier, 1986.


� See, for example, Hargreaves Heap and Varoufakis.


� Schweller, “Neoclassical Realism and State Mobilization,” in Steven E. Lobell, et. al., Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge:  Cambridge UP, 2009), 227-250; 230.
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