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During the 1950s and early 1960s, theoretical and policy debates among 
security study specialists focused squarely on issues that involved deter-
rence. To maintain at least the semblance of objectivity, many of the 
most prominent deterrence theorists used game theory to confront these 
questions in the abstract. Policy analysts, however, made little attempt to 
hide the fact that their central concern was to formulate defence postures 
that would enable the United States to deter a Soviet attack on itself and 
its nato allies.

The body of literature that emerged from these debates is sometimes 
referred to as “rational” or “classical” deterrence theory. The labels sug-
gest convergence around a common set of concepts, assumptions, theo-
retical constructs, and policy recommendations. Of course, there were 
dissenters, as there always are, and unresolved arguments, as there al-
ways will be. Nonetheless, as time passed, classical deterrence theory 
emerged as a recognizable subfield unified by both a commonality of 
focus and generally compatible theoretical and policy propositions.

I have argued elsewhere, and at great length, that the classi-
cal formulation suffers from both logical inconsistency and empirical 
inaccuracy,1 two shortcomings that are fatal to the health and well-being 
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158 of any theory. I am also largely responsible for developing an alternative 
theoretical specification called Perfect Deterrence Theory that I claim, 
rightly or wrongly, corrects for the deficiencies of classical deterrence 
theory.2 Using this theoretical framework as a guide, Stephen Quacken-
bush explored the strategic implications of national missile defence sys-
tems.3 And, in a subsequent review of current theory, he observed that 
his “application of perfect deterrence theory demonstrates that national 
missile defence can enhance deterrence stability.”4

It is largely on the basis of Quackenbush’s comment about the efficacy 
of national missile defence systems that Fred H. Lawson situates Perfect 
Deterrence Theory in the context of a debate in the earlier literature be-
tween proponents of “classical deterrence” and advocates of “defence.”5 
Perfect Deterrence Theory, Lawson claims, falls on the wrong side of the 
argument along with theorists like Albert Wohlstetter, Henry Kissinger, 
and Herman Kahn who argue that atomic and, later, nuclear weapons 
were usable in war and that, therefore, defensive systems and deploy-
ments were called for.

It is an interesting argument, especially since Stephen Walt has pre-
viously suggested that Perfect Deterrence Theory is simply a reinven-
tion of “the central elements of [classical] deterrence theory.”6 It is also 
wrong. Perfect deterrence theory neither reinvents classical deterrence 
theory, as Walt charges, nor advocates using nuclear weapons in war 
and/or uncategorically prescribes national defence systems as an effec-
tive mechanism for stabilizing the status quo. Rather, it explores the 
theoretical implications of a variety of strategic environments, including 
those where the credibility of deterrent threats are less than perfect (i.e. 
are uncertain), where war costs may range from low to high (i.e. where 
the capability or hurtfulness of deterrent threats are not constant) and 
where the dissatisfaction of states with the existing order is not taken as 
a given (i.e. where all states are not undifferentiated).7 It is therefore a 
general theory of interstate conflict that is easily calibrated to take ac-
count of a wide variety of hypothetical or empirical circumstances, only 
one of which Quackenbush explores in his discussion of national missile 
defence systems. Such subtleties seem to be beyond the reach of the au-
thor of “Back to the Future.” I can only speculate as to why.

One reason may be that Professor Lawson has not taken the time to 
fully understand the theory he so cavalierly attacks. Evidence for this ex-
planation lies in the fact that I have elsewhere staked out a somewhat dif-
ferent position than Quackenbush on the efficacy of national missile de-
fence systems.8 Specifically, I suggested that there were conditions under 
which such a system would not seriously undermine strategic stability,9 
but that it would likely do so in the long run if its deployment (by the 



159United States) antagonized a rival state (either Russia or China).10 Thus, 
it is incorrect to suggest or conclude that Perfect Deterrence Theory is 
deficient simply because it provides a nuanced understanding to a policy 
question that runs counter to the prescriptions of some classical deter-
rence theorists and, presumably, of Professor Lawson.

It is also important to point out that Quackenbush notes that his con-
clusions stem from an application of the theory, not from the theory itself.11 
This is not a trivial point. Perfect Deterrence Theory is a general theory 
that can be used to explore the strategic implications of a wide variety 
of theoretical or empirical conditions. Quackenbush’s application begins 
with an argument about what those conditions are and draws conclusions 
about their consequences using the theory as a guide. The theory itself is 
agnostic about what conditions govern any strategic relationship. Thus, 
given different assessments about the strategic environment, contradic-
tory policy recommendations can be derived. In other words, while Law-
son may not find the policy implications of Quackenbush’s application to 
be sound, his objection would not necessarily be with Perfect Deterrence 
Theory. Rather, the source of his judgment would likely lie in a rejection 
of the initial conditions assumed by Quackenbush.12

For example, two economists, using the same theoretical construct 
may reach policy conclusions that are at odds with one another simply 
because one assumes a future low national economic growth rate and the 
other a much higher rate. In such cases, it is not the model or theory that 
leads to the policy disagreement; it is a lack of consensus about what the 
state of the world is or is going to be at the time the theory is applied. 
To reject or dismiss the theory, simply because of the discrepant policy 
recommendations, is to throw the baby out with the bath-water.13  

Another reason for Professor Lawson’s premature and unfounded 
rejection of Perfect Deterrence Theory may be traced to a fundamen-
tal misunderstanding of game theory in general and of its rationality 
postulate in particular. Since Perfect Deterrence Theory is comprised 
of a series of logically consistent game-theoretic models and rests on 
the assumption that the actors (players) in these models are “rational,” 
one might easily concur with Lawson that it is highly “rationalistic.” 
Whether that is a good or bad trait, however, depends entirely on what 
one means by rational. At times Professor Lawson seems to equate the 
concept with a neoclassical economists’ view or what Herbert Simon 
calls “procedural rationality.”14 This definition of rationality presumes 
a near omniscient decision-maker who makes a “cool and clearheaded 
ends-means calculation”15 that takes account of all possible courses of 
action and weights the pros and cons of each of them before making a 
decision. While this definition of rationality has certain merits,16 it is 



160 not the way rationality is defined or used in either game theory or in 
Perfect Deterrence Theory.

To be sure, there are some outliers, but most game theorists, includ-
ing Quackenbush and myself, take an instrumentalist view of rational-
ity, as Lawson clearly notes. Instrumental rationality involves a simple 
ends-means connection: players are rational when they take actions that 
they perceive will further their goals. Lawson is certainly correct when 
he notes the circularity of this definition; it is indeed a tautology, albeit 
a most useful one. The innocuous assumption of instrumental rational-
ity allows an analyst to connect choices or decisions with policy prefer-
ences or goals. In other words, it simply presumes that decision-makers 
are purposeful, that when they act, they do so for a reason, and that 
they do not act randomly. These goals might be wrong-headed, they 
might be based on misinformation, they might be emotionally driven, 
and they might even be disastrous. But the players who pursue them 
are nonetheless “rational” if one takes a limited view of what rational-
ity requires. Thus, unlike procedurally rational actors, instrumentally 
rational actors sound a great deal like ordinary, fallible, human beings. 
All of which is to say that the definition of instrumental rationality is 
more than consistent with Lawson’s observation that “what is rational 
may well reflect the circumstances in which a decision is taken.”17 In 
his rush to condemn, Lawson fails to recognize that the very definition 
of rationality he rejects, is his own. 

It should also be noted that the definition of procedural rational-
ity presumes instrumental rationality, but not the other way around. In 
other words, the assumption of instrumental rationality does not rule 
out (or in) the “nuanced and imaginative thought processes…[that]…
may well reflect the circumstances in which decisions are taken: con-
straints of time, information or resources; or the primary objectives at 
hand” that Lawson at once embraces and associates with Brodie, and his 
other theoretical role models.18 All of which is to say that the assump-
tion of instrumental rationality is a minimalist view that undermines 
Lawson’s claim that Perfect Deterrence Theory is highly “rationalistic.”19 
If anything, it presumes very little about human behaviour, which is one 
reason why game-theorists use it and one reason why it is so powerful 
an assumption. It is, therefore, more than ironic that Lawson at once 
denigrates the usefulness of this particular rationality postulate, wrongly 
associates it with the work of Wohlstetter, Kissinger and others, and then 
unwittingly uses it himself, throughout his essay, to draw conclusions 
about deterrence, as do most diplomatic historians and strategic theo-
rists.20 In the end, it is difficult to argue with Lawson’s main conclusion 
that “fundamental misconceptions still haunt the study of deterrence.” 



161Unfortunately, “Back to the Future” is a case in point. The linear rela-
tionship Lawson posits between Perfect Deterrence Theory and those 
who argue for missile defence systems and the wartime use of nuclear 
weapons simply does not exist. If anything, it actually runs the other 
way. For example, Lawson rightly attributes to Brodie and presumable 
other like-minded classical deterrence theorists, the view that the “risk of 
nuclear retaliation, following an attack, would be sufficient to convince 
an aggressor (or ‘challenger’) to refrain from carrying out the initial 
strike.”21 There is nothing in this statement that is inconsistent with the 
gestalt of Perfect Deterrence Theory.

Lawson’s misconceptions, however, are not limited to a non-existent 
connection between the advocates of defence and proponents of Perfect 
Deterrence Theory. His understanding of the nature of game-theoretic 
models also leaves much to be desired. To wit: Lawson finds a simple 
model of deterrence that Quackenbush describes to be “problematic” for 
two reasons. First “it looks much more like a summary of the operation 
of defence than it does deterrence.”22 He says this simply because the 
model contains a possible choice for a defender of the status quo (or tar-
get). Why this is a problem, remains unclear. As Lawson himself asserts 
“[l]eaders have to decide all the time whether or not to challenge other 
countries. They no doubt do so on the basis of careful calculation about 
the response of the prospective target.”23 The rudimentary model Law-
son finds problematic was designed to capture the very calculation that 
he claims is made “all the time.” In other words, it is factually incorrect 
to claim as Lawson does that the model “ignores any threats of retalia-
tion by the defender that precede the attacker’s decision to strike.”24 The 
model simply takes Defender’s threat as a given. Challenger’s initial 
(node 1) decision is determined by its evaluation of the threat’s potency 
(i.e., capability) and credibility (i.e., believability or rationality). Con-
trary to Lawson’s assertion, the model sheds a great deal of “light on 
the mechanics of deterrence.”25 Under complete information, deterrence 
will succeed (no attack will take place) if Defender’s threat is both ca-
pable and credible;26 and it will fail if Defender’s threat lacks either 
credibility or capability or both.27

Professor Lawson also finds fault with the model’s implication that 
“deterrence is more likely to succeed if the defender prefers war to back-
ing down in the face of an attack,” a preference configuration that he 
correctly associates with a Prisoners’ Dilemma game.28 Conversely, 
when Defender prefers backing down to war, the model suggests that de-
terrence will fail. Again, Lawson rightly associates this preference con-
figuration with the game of Chicken. He wrongly concludes, however, 
that the model is problematic because “applications of game theory to in-



162 ternational conflict generally demonstrate that Chicken games produce 
mutual cooperation more reliable than Prisoner’s Dilemma games do.”29 
The only source he gives for this claim is Snyder and Diesing’s “exhaus-
tive analysis of international crises.”30

While there are many things to be admired in this classic, but now 
dated, study of interstate conflict, Snyder and Diesing’s application of 
game theory to crisis decision-making is not one of them.31 Perhaps Pro-
fessor Lawson was led astray because he has relied on a source that is 
over thirty-five years old. Whatever the reason, his erroneous analysis 
rests on a misunderstanding about the definition of a game. 

Games are defined by both their rules and the preference (pay-off) 
functions of the players. Thus games with different rules, but congru-
ent preferences, constitute different games and may imply different out-
comes.32 Prisoners’ Dilemma and Chicken are normal-form games in 
which the players are assumed to make a single strategy choice before 
the game begins. By contrast, the game models that constitute Perfect 
Deterrence Theory are extensive-form games in which the players make 
choices sequentially and (in games of incomplete information) update 
their beliefs about each other’s preferences as they observe each other’s 
action choices. Thus, the theoretical expectations of these models are 
quite different than those of the two classic games of Prisoners’ Di-
lemma and Chicken, even when the preferences of the players in both 
sets of models are identical.

But even if this were not the case, Lawson’s observations about the 
implications of Snyder and Diesing’s empirical conclusions are also off 
the mark. Ironically, Kilgour and I point to these findings in our 2000 
book as support for one of Perfect Deterrence Theory’s key conclusions: 
successful deterrence generally requires threats that are not only capable, 
but credible as well.33 By our definitions, both players in Chicken lack 
credible threats, but both players in a game with Prisoners’ Dilemma-like 
preferences, have threats that are rational/believable/credible. Snyder 
and Diesing’s case summary clearly suggests that deterrence is unlikely to 
succeed in games in which the players’ preferences are the same as those 
of the players in Chicken, and likely to succeed when they are the same 
as those in Prisoners’ Dilemma. Their empirical summary is patently 
more than consistent with the theoretical expectations of Perfect Deter-
rence Theory—unless one somehow concludes, as does Lawson, that the 
compromise outcome that Snyder and Diesing associate with those crises 
with the structural characteristics of a Prisoners’ Dilemma game has 
nothing to do with deterrence. The compromise outcome in this game 
can only come about when both players co-operate with one another. It 
is not only my view, but it is also the view of Snyder and Diesing and 



163the vast majority of strategic analysts who use game theory to analyse 
interstate conflict, that mutual deterrence and mutual cooperation are 
one and the same thing.34

Professor Lawson also finds fault with Perfect Deterrence Theory’s 
seemingly straightforward conclusion that one-sided (or unilateral) de-
terrence is easier to achieve than two-sided (or mutual) deterrence—a 
conclusion that has strong empirical support.35 Lawson’s problem stems 
from his belief, which is also consistent with the corpus of Perfect De-
terrence Theory, that a power without nuclear weapons (i.e., without a 
capable threat) will not be able to deter a nuclear power dissatisfied with 
the status quo. Perfect Deterrence Theory’s conclusions about the relative 
stability of unilateral and mutual deterrence relationships, however, rests 
on the condition that each actor in either type of deterrence relationship 
possess a threat that, when executed, will hurt the other. Thus, Lawson’s 
ill-informed objection is beside the point. Moreover, Lawson’s suggestion 
that Quackenbush somehow implied that classical deterrence theorists 
have claimed that “two aggressors would have a hard time trying to 
deter one another” is factually incorrect.36 The inference exists only in 
Lawson’s mind. In fact, Perfect Deterrence Theory explicitly rejects the 
argument of the vast majority of deterrence theorists who claim that 
parity constitutes a sufficient condition for deterrence success.37 It is un-
fortunate indeed that the author of “Back to the Future” has chosen to 
disparage a theory he does not understand and a methodology he does 
not fully comprehend to defend a deficient and discredited theory that 
he firmly believes in. 

In his rush to judgment, Professor Lawson also makes a specious 
connection between a general relationship of mutual deterrence and the 
condition of mutual assured destruction (mad), which may (or may not) 
characterize any deterrence relationship, unilateral or mutual. Mutual 
assured destruction refers to a situation in which each of two states is 
unable to prevent an unacceptable retaliatory attack by the other. But in 
Perfect Deterrence Theory, a relationship of mutual deterrence is nar-
rowly defined as one in which both states are dissatisfied with the status 
quo and, therefore, would prefer to alter it. (In a relationship of unilat-
eral deterrence, there is only one dissatisfied state, the challenger). It 
should be clear that the vulnerability of one state to a retaliatory attack 
by another is independent of its satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the 
status quo. Were this not the case, the United States and Canada would 
currently be in a relationship of unilateral deterrence at best, and of 
mutual deterrence at worst.

Theories like Perfect Deterrence Theory are complexes of assump-
tions, definitions, and logically connected hypotheses.38 The definitions 



164 matter. Had Professor Lawson made an effort to understand how mutual 
deterrence is defined in Perfect Deterrence Theory, he would have likely 
not conflated two unrelated terms simply because they shared the same 
first name. Nowhere is his inattention to the specifics of the theory he at-
tempts to diminish more obvious than when he recommends that deter-
rence theorists should “experiment with modeling threats of punishment 
and the ways that promises to retaliate might affect the initial decision 
whether or not to launch an attack”—for that is precisely what Perfect 
Deterrence Theory does.39 

To summarize, Professor Lawson is certainly correct that Perfect 
Deterrence Theory can be thought of as a theoretical alternative to clas-
sical formulations of deterrence, Walt notwithstanding. Its axiomatic 
base, its theoretical characteristics, its major propositions, and its com-
mon-sense policy recommendations40 clearly set it apart from the stand-
ard theory that traces its roots to the work of Bernard Brodie, Thomas 
Schelling, Glenn Snyder, and several others.41 Nonetheless, it does not 
necessarily follow that Perfect Deterrence Theory’s intellectual roots 
can be found in the work of those defence intellectuals whose policy 
recommendations included the wartime use of nuclear weapons. In 
point of fact, Perfect Deterrence Theory stands on its own, apart from 
the debates of the 1950s and early 1960s. And, in a way, it subsumes 
both of these approaches. The models that comprise Perfect Deterrence 
Theory allow for an examination of a variety of strategic circumstances 
that may vary according to the credibility of threats, the capability of 
threats, and the satisfaction of the players. What those conditions are at 
any one point in time is an empirical rather than a theoretical question. 
Thus, Lawson could make his own assessment of the strategic environ-
ment, and then use Perfect Deterrence Theory to determine the logical 
consequences of that assessment. What may either surprise or dismay 
Professor Lawson is the strong possibility of a convergence between 
many of his expectations and those of a theory he has not made a good-
faith effort to scrutinize. 
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