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The Paradox of Nuclear War Avoidance under Social Contract and Game Theories 

Since the dawn of human civilization there has been conflict between people groups 

invariably leading to war.  The need to defend and the desire to overcome the enemy have 

inspired human ingenuity to create increasingly terrible military weapons, defenses and 

strategies.  In the time since the end of World War II, many nations have obtained nuclear 

weapons capabilities.  Consequently, this has created cause for great alarm among all states, 

prompting them to band together under the hope of resolving the crisis of mutually assured 

destruction.  In the past several centuries, the survivors of a long war traditionally settled their 

wartime losses by vowing to adhere to a social contract that rebalanced the powers of the world.
1
  

The legacy of the social contract concerning nuclear power between the United States and Japan 

was not simply a settlement for rebalancing powers.  The world powers and developing states 

commenced a quest to prevent nuclear war and save humanity from this new terror.  The Nuclear 

Non-Proliferation Treaty thus evolved from a request by the United Nations General Assembly 

that the nations form an agreement to prevent widespread distribution of nuclear weapons.
2
  The 

propensity of nations to adhere to this, and similar social contracts, can be explained by a non-

zero-sum game theory in which all ascribing nations can achieve valuable gains by cooperating 

and will meet fierce losses if any nation defects. 

I. Social Contract Theory 

After the dawn of the Nuclear Age in 1945, as technology progressed and spread, it 

became apparent that the various states would soon be able to wield weapons of assured 

destruction against one another.  A crisis developed in which each state saw its possible demise 

at the hands of a future enemy state’s nuclear weapon.  The world fell into a status of nuclear 

anarchy in which no law or force could regulate or manage the worldwide accumulation and use 
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of nuclear weapons.  In order to ensure the success of any nuclear peace treaty, it would be 

necessary for enemy states, both current and future, to commit to restraint.  It would be necessary 

for this commitment to surpass both hate and fear.  Such a commitment would require nations to 

sacrifice some of their sovereignty, even during war, to establish the higher purpose of avoiding 

nuclear war.  A social contract is a pragmatic option where the contracting parties find it 

necessary and advantageous to form a stable system that will provide security amidst anarchic 

conditions of the Nuclear Age.
3
   

In the absence of a world government, multinational treaties serve the purpose of 

implementing standards by which states can govern themselves in accord with the security needs 

of the collective.  First, a social contract governing nuclear weapons brings nations with and 

without nuclear weapons capabilities together for multinational negotiations.
4
  These 

negotiations often evolve over the course of years and are revisited so the contract can adapt to 

evolving concerns and technologies.  Long term negotiation results in long term communication 

and consequently, transparency.  Such transparency is the ability of communicating parties to 

detect changes in the behavior, focus, intent, etc. of another nation.  Therefore a state would find 

it difficult to hide any plans to engage in adverse behavior toward the other communicating 

parties.
5
  Although communication does not prevent adverse behavior, it can eliminate the 

element of surprise.
6
 

Second, a social contract forces states to take responsibility for their share of nuclear 

instability and liability.
7
  By allowing states to negotiate a contract concerning their interests, 

allowing nations to come to an agreement which reflects their values and needs, and establishing 

consequences for nonconforming conduct, a social contract can aid in the deterrence of the use of 

nuclear weapons.  The contracting states would be forced to take responsibility for establishing 
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the provisions of the contract.  States would therefore negotiate and agree upon the very 

sanctions that would be implemented in response to their nonconforming actions.
8
  

Responsibility in contract formation would therefore reinforce compliance with the contract.
9
 

Third, since nuclear weapons effectively make military defensive forces and strategies 

inconsequential, they are currently the world’s ultimate offensive weapon.  This weapon 

therefore has the propensity to reinforce offensive strategies such as blackmail.
10
  Without a 

social contract requiring cooperative deterrence at the risk of sanctions, nuclear blackmail 

becomes a real possibility, e.g., North Korea.
11
  Furthermore, by providing for an affirmative 

defense to nuclear blackmail, a social contract can be an effective tool for influencing the nuclear 

disarmament of nations whose main purpose in obtaining nuclear weapons was to avoid 

blackmail or threats of territorial, regime or population domination from stronger enemy forces 

(whether conventional or nuclear), e.g., Israel.
12
  This is because once the threat of nuclear 

blackmail is removed, the purpose for procuring a nuclear arsenal is also removed.  Because a 

nuclear arsenal is expensive to maintain, poorer nations find it cost effective to not proliferate 

absent the threat of nuclear blackmail. 

Fourth, a social contract will no doubt set up a standard of acceptable uses and non-uses 

of nuclear weapons.
13
 This presupposes that the purpose of the social contract will aid in the 

safety of nations through the control of nuclear weapons.  Such a contract would no doubt 

contain standards of use and consequences for non-compliance.
14
  An example of a standard of 

use of nuclear weapons is found in the NPT.  The NPT prohibits non-nuclear states from 

attempting to acquire nuclear weapons,
15
 and nuclear weapons states (NWS) from attempting to 

help a non-nuclear state acquire nuclear weapons.
16
 

 Lastly, such a contract enumerating standard uses may aid in the process of decreasing 
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nuclear weapons and disarming NWS over time.
17
  Assuming the goal of such a contract is to 

establish the stability of nuclear security among the states, such a goal would inevitably come to 

include a process that would facilitate nuclear disarmament or at least the dormancy of nuclear 

military operations.  This end goal is assumed at present due to the trend in popular thinking that 

nuclear confrontation is best avoided when the honest parties willingly disarm.
18
 

A.  Social Contracts between States. 

Social contracts have long provided standards for war and peace, among other 

international issues.  Social contracts regarding standards for war include the Hague Convention 

(1899), Geneva Convention (1864, last revision 1949), and North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO) (1949).  Social contracts that have specifically provided for peaceful resolutions to 

conflicts between states include the Warsaw Pact (1955), Congress of Vienna (1814-1815), 

League of Nations (1919-1946), and the United Nations (U.N.) (1945-Present).  And social 

contracts that have specifically dealt with regulating the state’s use of conventional and nuclear 

weapons include the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaties (SALT I & II) (1971, 1972-79)/Strategic 

Arms Reduction Treaty (START I & II)
 
(1991, 1993), Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty 

(CTBT) (1996), and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) (1968).
 19
 

B.  The Problem of Sacrificing Sovereignty 

In forming a social contract, it is necessary for nations to trade sovereign rights for 

protection against nuclear weapons.  Under a social contract where safety is the binding goal, 

national security and the security of nations must be balanced.  States must maintain their 

military defenses while ensuring that any activities occurring within their borders, whether state 

or otherwise, do not impede upon the national security of contracting nations.
20
  Therefore the 

state, by contracting, loses its sovereign right to explore defense mechanisms, or tolerate or 
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remain willfully blind to the activities within its borders that are restricted in the social contract 

or can otherwise put other nations at risk of a breach in security.
21
 

If nations are unwilling to sacrifice some of their sovereign rights under a social contract, 

they must resolve to contend with nuclear lawlessness.  Without a social contract to specify the 

agreed upon proper uses and restrictions of nuclear weapons, such decision would be left to the 

separate nations.
22
  Therefore, a social contract serves as a nuclear deterrent. 

C.  International Negotiations and Mediations to Maintain a Social Contract 

International negotiations and mediation have, in large part, maintained social contracts 

that have the purpose of preventing nuclear war.  Whether such a social contract is between only 

NWS, or both NWS and non-NWS, mediations and negotiations have been used to deter and 

avoid nuclear confrontation in an effort to secure compliance with the NPT.
23
  Mediations and 

negotiations between two or more NWS that seek to facilitate peaceful conflict resolution must 

center on how and why war is not the best alternative to a negotiated agreement, and how the 

interests and needs of the parties may be met through agreement rather than war.
24
  An example 

of this idea is the Geneva Summit (1955), in which the leaders of the U.S., U.K., Soviet Union 

and France convened to establish better communication and ease international tensions.
25
  

Conversely, when a NWS deals with a non-NWS, in order for the “weaker” non-NWS to gain an 

equal playing position, the non-NWS might obtain or bluff having obtained nuclear weapons as 

did North Korea on October 9, 2006. 

1.  The United States and the Soviet Union in the Cold War 

In studying the negotiations between the U.S. and the Soviet Union during the Cold War 

in the context of social contracts and nuclear war avoidance, we should first understand the 

difference between conventional and nuclear war avoidance strategies.  Between nations with 
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only conventional weapons, a state must harness enough military might to persuade an aggressor 

that war would not achieve its goals.
26
  This deterrent effect is complete after the aggressor 

conducts an analysis of military size, weapons, leader ambitions, etc.
27
  However, with nuclear 

weapons, the deterrent effect is simple and is based on an analysis of the ability to withstand the 

destructive effect of a nuclear force.
28
  Therefore, when a NWS deals with another NWS, the 

deterrence is effective immediately, as in the Cold War. 

The Cold War is one of the few examples of confrontation between two NWS in which 

the involved states believed nuclear war was a real possibility.  Historians claim that the Cuban 

Missile Crisis was the point at which the U.S. and Soviet Union came nearest to a nuclear 

exchange/confrontation.
29
  During this confrontation, the leaders of the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union were in direct contact, and were fervently negotiating a resolution.
30
  The aftermath of this 

crisis resulted in various negotiations on nuclear disarmament and specific efforts to improve 

communication and relations between the states including SALT I
31
 and II and the NPT. 

Both states quickly retreated from conflict to negotiations because both states feared 

mutually assured destruction (MAD).  This fear encouraged promptness and flexibility in 

developing solutions so as to avoid nuclear war through mutual cooperation.
32
  Although both 

nations were poised to attack, each was persuaded to negotiate peace rather than maintain any 

possible military advantage from sustaining their attack positions.
 33
  Therefore, in the case of the 

Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet Union was not willing to undergo nuclear war in order to 

establish world domination,
34
 as evidenced by its willingness to negotiate in order to end this 

tense crisis.
35
  In this picture of nuclear war avoidance, both states were deterred from nuclear 

war through the fear that if they did not resolve their conflict through negotiations, tension would 

result in nuclear war and total destruction of each state’s cities, military forces, etc. would 
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ensue.
36
  Although both nations were able to destroy the other with nuclear weapons, both states 

chose to sacrifice this important tactical ability for the sake of peace.
37
  This is an illustration of 

effective deterrence wherein the price of nuclear war was too costly to pursue due to its immense 

ability to destroy. 

2.  Multi-Party negotiations on Disarming 

Multi-state negotiations with Iran and North Korea on disarmament have provided insight 

into the availability of nuclear power as a bargaining tool for use with wealthy NWS for the 

procurement of aid and security provisions.  Iran has sought economic aid through bargaining.  

The state is geographically situated between several NWS’s that can offer security to Iran by 

providing nuclear weapons or security incentives.  If regional NWS’s provide security for Iran, 

that may provide incentive to Iranian leadership to follow North Korea in abandoning the NPT.
38
  

Currently, Iran remains a party to the NPT, while North Korea abandoned the NPT in 2003.
39
 

a.  Iran 

In 2006, Iran resumed its uranium enrichment program.
40
  While this program is in 

compliance with the NPT, such a program provides the necessary foundation for a nuclear 

weapons program.
41
  Therefore, even though Iran’s uranium enrichment program is now used to 

manufacture fuel for a peaceful nuclear energy program, the same uranium enrichment program 

could be used to manufacture fuel for nuclear weapons.
42
  Some western states, including the 

U.S., have maintained their belief that Iran is using its uranium enrichment program to cover up 

a nuclear weapons program, thus adding to the Iranian uranium enrichment program’s 

controversy.
43
  Since 2006, Iran has proceeded with its program, claiming the need to provide a 

more efficient energy source to the oil-rich nation.
44
  Nations who are suspicious of Iran’s 

program are concerned about risks to their own security if Iran does use its uranium enrichment 
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program to develop a covert nuclear weapons program.
45
 

In order to resolve the conflict between Iran and opposition to its uranium enrichment 

program, the EU3 (UK, France, Germany), and subsequently, the EU3+3 (adding U.S., Russia, 

and China) was formed to attempt negotiations with Iran.
46
  Before negotiations were to take 

place, Iran was required to stop its uranium enrichment program, which Iran felt would weaken 

its bargaining position.
47
  The EU3+3 parties made various offers of supplying nuclear energy 

including cooperation between Iran and the various EU3+3 states to fully integrate Iran in the 

world economy and high-tech fields, from which Iran had been previously excluded due to U.N. 

sanctions regarding non-compliance with the IAEA and U.N. inspections of Iran’s uranium 

enrichment program.
48
  Both attempts at negotiations fell apart due to the belief on both sides 

that the other was not committed to compromising to find a mutually acceptable agreement, nor 

seriously interested in finding a diplomatic solution.
49
 

b.  North Korea 

In 2003, North Korea withdrew from the NPT after the breakdown of the Agreed 

Framework between the United States of America and the Democratic People's Republic of 

Korea (Agreed Framework).
50
  The Agreed Framework was an agreement between the U.S. and 

North Korea which set up a framework for replacing specific North Korean nuclear power plants 

with light water reactor power plants which are not as easily converted into nuclear weapons 

programs.
51
  In 2006, North Korea announced a successful nuclear weapons test.

52
 

Since North Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT,
53
 North Korea, South Korea, China, 

Japan, Russia and the U.S. have engaged in the Six-party Talks concerning the security concerns 

over North Korea’s determination to build its nuclear weapons program.
 54
  These talks have 

occurred in six “rounds” from 2003 to 2007.
55
  These rounds produced little progress considering 
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North Korea’s nuclear weapons test in late 2006.  However, during the third phase of the fifth 

round, North Korea agreed to end its nuclear weapons program in exchange for fuel aid and 

improved relations with Japan and the U.S.
56
  In this interplay, North Korea refused to negotiate 

peace until it had achieved a successful nuclear weapons program.
57
  This heightened North 

Korea’s bargaining power.
58
  Therefore, the nuclear weapons program equalized the playing field 

between North Korea and the remaining five parties.
59
  This illustrates that when a NWS deals 

with a nation without nuclear weapons, in order for the weaker party to gain an equal playing 

position, it must manufacture or bluff a manufacture of nuclear weapons as did North Korea.
60
  

This obtaining or bluff thereof has the purpose of strengthening the negotiating position of the 

non-NWS in order to gain more from negotiations with the NWS.  In order for this strategy to be 

effective, the NWS must be willing and able to raise its reservation price to accommodate the 

raised non-NWS’s demands.
61
  Even then, a negotiating NWS must beware not to be taken 

advantage of and not to encourage future use of this strategy. 

II. Game Theory: Mutual Cooperation, Mutual Defection, Unilateral Defection 

Under Game Theory, a social contract that brings the states together under a common 

goal of avoiding nuclear war and standards for achieving that goal will effectively deter nuclear 

war so long as the gains of deterring nuclear war outweigh the perceived gains of entering into 

nuclear war.
62
  Several game theories, when compared, illustrate this point.  The “Prisoner’s 

Dilemma” illustrates how two states can both benefit from cooperating to avoid nuclear war, 

whereas if one state-player defects, the other state-player will suffer immensely.  Conversely, 

under the theory of “Stag Hunt,”
63
 multiple, interdependent state-players may realize larger gains 

by working together to avoid nuclear war than by entering into nuclear war.  Additionally, the 

game of “Chicken” demonstrates the deterrent effect the possibility of nuclear war when 
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compared to any gains a state-player may hope to realize by entering into nuclear war.  

Furthermore, Game Theories can be either zero-sum or non-zero-sum.  In a zero-sum game, 

when the gains and losses of each party are added, they equal zero, such that only one player can 

win because a win for one player means a necessary loss for the other.  However, in a non-zero-

sum game, all parties can win together, or lose together because the players are interdependent 

and have more to gain by working together. 

 In order to apply Game Theory to the strategic situation of nuclear war, the theory must 

be applied to the possible outcomes determined by rational and methodical behaviors.
64
  The 

controlling presumption in Game Theory is that when a state pursues its interests, the state’s 

tactics will be logical.
65
  When Game Theory is applied to multi-player games, like “Stag Hunt”, 

as compared to two-player games, like “Prisoner’s Dilemma,” the probability that one state will 

defect is higher while the cooperating states’ ability to punish the defector is lower.
66
  This is 

because where more players are involved; more variables (in events, in leadership philosophies, 

etc.) are introduced into the game, which increases the chance of defection based on reaction to 

the variables or interaction between the players.
67
  The cooperating states are less able to punish 

the defector because defection by one would burden all cooperators such that it would be more 

beneficial for each state to defect and retaliate against a defector unilaterally rather than bear the 

cost of cooperating.
68
   

As applied to multiple states with nuclear weapons where defection means nuclear war:  

where more states have nuclear weapons, nuclear war is more likely due to the increase of 

chances for conflict between the NWS, and the increased chance that, given a set of variables, 

defection to nuclear war will be seen as unilaterally beneficial to a NWS.
69
  Furthermore, where 

one state defects and engages in nuclear war, the state(s) attacked by nuclear force would benefit 
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by also defecting and retaliating against the original defector, rather than cooperating by not 

retaliating with nuclear force.
70
  Therefore, defection is less likely to be contained or punished.

71
  

If many parties defect, implementing sanctions for defection can make cooperation seem less 

worthwhile because there would be less security in cooperation than in defection.
72
 

 A.  Game Theory Applied to Conventional and Nuclear War 

 Game Theory applied to the possibility of conventional warfare will be drastically 

different from games applied to the possibility of nuclear war.
73
  In comparing nuclear war Game 

Theory to conventional wars, it becomes evident that many contributing state actors make it 

difficult to imagine or predict the outcome of the war.
74
  The lessons learned from WWI and 

WWII include: the importance of maintaining the balance of power in the world and the various 

regions; and the importance of opposing a state that gains too much power.
75
  However, these 

lessons do not apply to nuclear war because the consequences of nuclear war are so terrible and 

the stakes much higher.
76
  The lessons derived from the World Wars are obsolete pertaining to 

nuclear war because a balance of power is irrelevant to the indefensibility against such a decisive 

weapon.
77
  However, where the offensive threat of MAD is considered a “defensive” mechanism, 

nuclear weapons easily balance power, regardless of the size of the involved states’ nuclear 

arsenals.
78
  There is no defense mechanism or strategy that would enable a state to survive a 

nuclear attack.  Therefore, states must either avoid nuclear war at all costs to avoid MAD, or be 

willing to undergo total destruction.  The first scenario creates a “win-win” situation in which 

both states will survive, and the later creates an absurd “lose-lose” situation in which each state 

chooses to destroy the other knowing it too will be destroyed. 

B.  Non-Zero-Sum Game Theory Applied to Nuclear War 

In order to be deterred, nuclear war must be viewed as a non-zero-sum game theory.
79
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Meaning that, by not engaging in nuclear war, the acting state(s) have more to gain than by 

engaging in such warfare.  Non-zero-sum is a game theory that presumes that states are 

interdependent on one another in areas of economics and politics in such a manner that they are 

unable to purely pursue their own interests in a manner that disregards their affect on other 

states.
80
  Zero-sum game theory is based on the opposite presumption: that states are independent 

of one another and their leaders will pursue the interests of their states without regard for the 

effects on other states.
81
  Given the economic interdependence of states, the zero-sum theory 

cannot be accurately applied to the world.
82
  Therefore, it must be inferred that nuclear war will 

affect all interconnected states.  Social contract theory supports this idea in that it is based on the 

belief that many nations can cooperate to result in a win-win scenario where all nations have 

something to gain by avoiding nuclear war. 

Therefore, states must realize that upon engaging in nuclear war, one cannot “win” since 

winning would require the impossible mode of warfare in which one must defend itself and 

simultaneously impede the enemy’s ability to defend.
83
  Because wide-scale nuclear defenses are 

impractical if not impossible, nuclear war capitalizes on the inability of the enemy state to defend 

itself from attack.
84
  In order for nuclear weapons to successfully deter escalation to nuclear war, 

a state needs only to have second-strike capabilities,
85
 that is, the ability to survive a first attack, 

and return the attack in such a manner as to negate the gain that the first attacker was attempting 

to obtain.
86
 

The theory of deterrence is not a strategy of warfare.
87
  In other words, a relatively small 

nuclear arsenal will provide a sufficient deterrent effect to a state possessing a large nuclear 

arsenal.  This is because with nuclear weapons, the weapon itself is the deterrent, whereas with 

conventional weapons, the quantity of weapons is the deterrent.
88
  For example, during the Cold 
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War, the U.S. had a nuclear arsenal of over 2000 nuclear warheads, and was successfully 

deterred from engaging in nuclear war with the Soviet Union’s estimated sixty to seventy nuclear 

warheads.
89
  A relatively small number of nuclear warheads has this deterrent effect because the 

effects of one detonation are so severe.
90
 

III. Why did Past Social Contracts Fail or Succeed? 

In order to explain why past Social Contracts have failed, when failure is less likely under 

non-zero-sum theory based on nuclear deterrence, we should understand the weaknesses of failed 

social contracts.  Where conventional weapons are involved, the social contract between nations 

serves to maintain the balance of power.
91
  Where conventional warfare is involved, balance of 

power is maintained or shifted based on maintaining or shifting alliances.
92
   When power 

becomes unbalanced, nations form alliances to insure their survival under the belief that the 

allying states must go to war in order to realize their common interests.
93
  Therefore, allying 

nations have an incentive to cooperate.
94
  Many social contracts are made immediately following 

a major war that was caused by a hegemonic leader that unbalanced the world powers.
95
  The 

League of Nations is an example of this.  It was formed at the end of World War I, but was 

determined a failure at the onset of WWII and was formally replaced by the U.N. at the end of 

WWII.
96
   

WWI created strong bonds between allies due to the belief in the inherent evil of the 

opposing forces.
97
  However, after a war such as WWI, alliances are ready for a lasting peace, 

and greatly desire to avoid future war in order to repair the individual state economies from the 

costs of war.
98
  As post-war nations reacquire normalcy in peace, and younger generations come 

to power, memories and fear of past hegemony subsides.
99
  The new generation in power 

implements changes in technology, values, needs and interests and new issues and differences 
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can erupt between allies.
100

  Such a social contract requires that the enemy states be reinstituted 

into the social contract in order for the winning powers to sanction and restrain the enemy force 

(i.e. as was intended with Germany post WWII).
101

 

Importantly, these are reasons for the failure of social contracts applicable to 

conventional warfare, where a balance of power can be established to prevent the world from 

needing to quell the dominance of a single state.
102

  This is unlike a social contract for the 

deterrence of nuclear war.  Where nuclear weapons are involved, the goal is not to balance 

powers by forming alliances under a social contract.
103

  The goal is to agree that regardless of 

differences, all parties must suppress the destructive power of nuclear weapons the so that the 

lives of all are not jeopardized.  Since there are multiple NWS, conventional war has been 

greatly limited in that parties must be careful not to become desperate, or force the other into 

such desperation so as to use a nuclear weapon as a decisive weapon.
104

  Once such a level of 

desperation is reached, the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons has diminished because the 

temptation to use nuclear force becomes too high (i.e. U.S. wanting to encourage Japan to 

surrender and prove military might to the Soviet Union by engaging in nuclear conquest against 

Japan.
105

)  The purpose of a social contract such as the NPT then is not to bind nations to one 

another, but to bind states to the commitment to resolve conflicts in a manner that does not 

include the use of nuclear weapons.
106

  This commitment is not based on amiability but on the 

common value placed on life, regardless of political differences. 

A.  Game Theory Explains the Success of Nuclear Deterrent Treaties 

Game Theory suggests that social contracts will fail when the probability of defection is 

diminished due to the lack of enforceability of peace maintaining mechanisms.
107

  Lasting peace 

did not ensue after WWI due to the fact that the social contract, the League of Nations, did not 
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result in the enforcement of the balance of powers, restraints upon past hegemonies and 

adherence to the established standards of behavior.
108

  Social contracts dealing with nuclear 

weapons, in order to be effective, should therefore ensure enforcement of standards of behavior 

and nuclear acts established in the social contract in order to avoid nuclear confrontation based 

on a lack of information or mistake.
109

  Because nuclear powers can only be balanced by these 

established norms, a balance of powers based on military strength would cause a social contract 

to fail.
110

  A social contract dealing with nuclear war deterrence must establish a game of 

“chicken” wherein no possible gain is worth the cost of nuclear war because even an attempted 

gain comes with such a high probability of annihilation.
111

 

B.  How the NPT is Different from the Social Contracts that Failed 

As one of the most influential and widely accepted social contracts concerning nuclear 

weapons, the NPT was formed to strengthen the fragile deterrence of nuclear war that existed 

during the Cold War.
112

  As the various states became capable of acquiring their own nuclear 

weapons, the chance for nuclear weapons use, whether by purpose or mistake, further 

necessitated a social contract controlling the use of such weapons.
113

  Social contracts that deal 

with maintaining peace from conventional warfare fail because they attempt to maintain peace 

by restricting the state’s defense and ability to “win” war.
114

  That is, states defect from such 

social contracts because they place a higher value on their military power than maintaining a 

peace that for whatever reason, they feel is less important.  Conversely, in a social contract 

which maintains peace from nuclear warfare, defection based on issues of military defense are 

non-issues because peace is based on deterrence and strength is not contrived from establishing a 

larger arsenal (despite the arms race which ensued between the U.S. and the Soviet Union during 

the Cold War).
115

  Therefore, nuclear weapons are not a military tool, but instead a political 
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tool.
116

  This is because nuclear deterrence is not based on military might; it is based on the use 

of nuclear weapons as a tool of political persuasion to achieve a better settlement than war.  As 

discussed above, North Korea and Iran have both used nuclear weapons and energy programs as 

political tools to improve their leverage in international relations and to gain economic 

benefits.
117

 

C.  How Nuclear Weapons Reinforce the NPT 

Aside from maintaining a framework for effectiveness and success, the NPT will not fail 

if its provisions can be enforced so as to maintain the rules and standards of behavior facilitating 

the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons.
118

  Furthermore, a social contract concerning nuclear 

war is likely to succeed due to the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons themselves.
119

  The 

success of contracts regarding nuclear deterrent strategies, like the NPT, is not reliant upon on 

the balance of power, the threat of anarchy or a security dilemma, since nuclear peace provides 

its own incentives.
120

  Such social contracts then are unnecessary for the actual purpose of 

maintaining deterrence; however, they strengthen deterrence by providing extra incentives, 

providing a forum for communication and transparency, and they further derivative goals such as 

disarmament. 

Where nuclear deterrence is the goal, the contracting states must focus on mutual 

cooperation rather than balance of power.
121

  This focus is automatic when certain changes come 

about which alter offensive and defensive strategies; payoffs; the ability to assess the actions of 

others, and thereby reactions to them; and the ability to predict the actions of others.
122

  In order 

to apply a game theory to a specific social contract, these factors must be assessed to determine 

the outcome of the game.
123

 

1.  Change in Offensive and Defensive Strategies 
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Nuclear weapons have drastically altered offensive and defensive military tactics.
124

  A 

nuclear warhead can be launched against a state as either the offensive strategy of an aggressor, 

or the defensive plan of the attacked.  Because the behavior of engaging in nuclear combat can 

be either an offensive or defensive strategy, there is no ambiguity as to the effect of threatening 

or being threatened.  When both the offensive and defensive portions of conflict result in the 

same event, options are limited as to the best way to proceed.
125

  While it may be better to strike 

first than to wait to be struck, holding out on a first-strike may result in both parties to the 

confrontation waiting to be struck first (i.e. Cuban Missile Crisis).
126

  In this event, non-zero sum 

game theory explains that both parties can gain more by cooperating than by defecting.
127

  

However, if one believes the other will defect, it may attempt to defect first.
128

  In this event, 

both parties have lost more than they intended to gain.  The defector can now expect a retaliatory 

strike, while the cooperator has just endured a nuclear strike and must decide whether to retaliate 

and how.  The defecting party has escalated the event into one that may result in substantial loss 

for both parties if the retaliation continues.  Additionally, the defector’s escalation may result in 

weakened nuclear deterrence in the future if future actors can justify their actions to defect based 

on the initial escalation to defection.
129

 

2.  Change in Payoffs for Not Engaging in War 

Cooperation is based on payoffs and results from an assessment of gains from mutual 

cooperation, exploiting or being exploited and competition.
130

  Therefore, where non-cooperation 

is more costly or where cooperation is more profitable, parties will cooperate.
131

  Furthermore, 

where a state’s vulnerability and exploitability diminishes, it is more likely to cooperate.
132

  This 

includes the event in which cooperation is the catalyst to decreased vulnerability (e.g. peace 

treaties).
 133

  This is most apparent in social contracts concerning nuclear weapons because all 
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states are vulnerable to a nuclear attack since there is no defense to such an attack.
134

  However, 

when states operate under a mutual agreement not to engage in nuclear war, an illusion of 

diminished vulnerability is created (the NPT is an example of this effect).  Once such a social 

contract is established, states will generally not resort to exploitation or defection so long as the 

state is convinced that the contract actually provides security, and will continue to do so.
135

  

Conversely, when a state decides that it has been exploited while cooperating under the contract, 

it may well defect if it believes it can gain more by defecting.
136

 

 3.  The Ability to Determine Changes in the Behavior of Other States 

Communication and multilateralism under a social contract often go hand-in-hand.
137

  

Nations in a social contract must trust one another’s motives in order for cooperation to occur.
138

  

Communication provides transparency and thereby decreases the probability of a surprise 

defection.
139

  This is because communication resolves misunderstandings and increases the 

confidence in improved relations.
140

  However, communication may result in states being 

exploited by empty threats of the possibility of nuclear war as tactics of negotiation (i.e. 

negotiations with North Korea concerning the disarming of its nuclear weapons program
141

).
142

  

Nonetheless, communication enables states to determine the actions of others and enables 

thoughtful responses because their communicated messages, points and interests are likely to 

give insight into possible motives or future points of contention etc.
143

 

4.  Ability to Predict the Actions of Other States 

Increased communication and transparency is directly related to the ability of states to 

predict the actions of others.
144

  These predictions influence whether a state will be more inclined 

to cooperate or defect.
145

  If a state predicts the other will defect, then the state may also defect.  

Likewise, if a state predicts the other will cooperate, the cooperation will most likely be 
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mutual.
146

  However, if a state predicts the other will cooperate due to a weakness not allowing it 

to defect, the state may engage in blackmail or defection since there is no fear of retaliation.
147

  

This is possible where a NWS is engaged in a conflict with a non-NWS.  Many developing 

nations have sought control of nuclear weapons in order to avoid such exploitation (e.g. Israel is 

an example of this).
148

  Additionally, the U.N. has been successful in obtaining support from the 

NWS for the protection of non-NWS from such exploitation.
149

 

While all of the above factors weigh into a determination of how and whether parties 

engage in nuclear conflict, the use of nuclear weapons can be best guided by a social contract 

that sets forth guidelines for use and non use, standards of behavior and sanctions for attempting 

to defect. 

D.  Military Power Becomes Equivalent to Powerlessness 

Military power or powerlessness are influential factors in determining the need for a 

social contract in order for nations to protect themselves from susceptibility to MAD by nuclear 

war.
150

  The fact that there is no defense to nuclear war creates deterrence based on the fear of 

annihilation.
151

  The ability to deter nuclear war requires that all states wielding the awesome 

force understand, and believe, that whomever they attack, will counter attack and may not stop 

attacking until the functionality of both states is obliterated.
152

  This must be realized even in the 

face of temptation, provocation and occasion to use the force.
153

 

The problem with nurturing a MAD theory is that when a state threatens nuclear war, the 

credibility of the threat is questioned.
154

  Such a threat, if acted upon, requires the threatening 

actor to initiate a conflict, the outcome of which cannot be controlled by either party.
155

 

Generally such a threat would be met with a request for negotiation (e.g. international 

negotiations with North Korea after its nuclear weapons test on October 9, 2006).  However, a 
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nuclear conflict resulting from such a threat would most likely be the result of the parties’ mutual 

attempts to gain control over one another through a series of actions which exhibit the 

willingness of both parties to risk loss of control.
156

  Nuclear war can be deterred after a threat of 

nuclear war or competition of risk-taking, only if people believe that nuclear war is a possibility, 

regardless of whether it is or not.
157

  Thus, MAD and such related game theories continue to 

explain nuclear war deterrence based on possibilities of war, even when the threat of nuclear war 

lacks credibility. 

E.  Globalization Creates Incentive to Cooperate and Avoid War 

Given the modern trends of economic and social globalization, people are accustomed to 

understanding their state as a single player among many.
158

  States have become dependent upon 

one another for economic support, though they remain focused on their independent interests.
159

  

In order for economic stability and personal prosperity to occur, peace is a necessary stabilizing 

mechanism.
160

  Therefore, states are more agreeable to entering into social contracts that would 

likely create stability among the many states.
161

  This is in effect a game theory in which the 

parties cooperate with one another for fear of the harmful result to both if they do not.
162

  The 

citizens of the many states seem to largely agree that nuclear non-proliferation is necessary to 

quiet the possibility of a nuclear war, by resorting to pre WWII conventional warfare.
163

  Such 

social contracts allow states to obtain a “balance” of nuclear power by collectively restricting one 

another from using nuclear weapons, and collectively enforcing such an agreement.
164

   

IV.  Conclusion 

Since the first use of nuclear weapons in 1945, the world has recognized nuclear weapons 

as a terrible and uncontrollable power.  The morbidity of the effects of such a weapon has struck 

all subsequent generations with the disheartening fear of a future such confrontation on any 
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scale.  This fear is a driving force to stable peace because such a fear has deterred nuclear war 

even in the most tense of times.  In an effort to create a stronger deterrence, many nations have 

agreed to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which proposes to contain nuclear weapons and 

control their distribution and use.  Such social contracts seeking nuclear non-proliferation require 

the various states to recognize the common problem of the nuclear breach of security that stems 

from establishing and maintaining nuclear weapons arsenals.  Furthermore, such contracts 

require the states to recognize one another, collectively, as partners in the quest for obtaining 

global security from nuclear war.  The fear of nuclear war has bonded the states of the world 

through social contracts as never before, and thereby, the world has entertained one of the 

longest large-scale
165

 peace times in the history of war. 
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