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ABSTRACT 

How do urbanization and urban geography affect international security? Urbanization is one of the 

most important transformations in modern history, but its impacts–and the impacts of persistent 

inequalities in urbanization and urban geography–on interstate conflict and national security 

policies remain largely unexplored. I investigate how differences in countries’ urban geography 

and policy-makers’ understandings of urban vulnerability inform strategic thinking and behavior, 

from the willingness to engage in military confrontation and performance in crises, to decisions 

regarding nuclear weapons. I argue that the increased importance and vulnerability of cities to 

modern warfare generally produce higher expected costs of conflict, contributing to a decreased 

appetite for war. Moreover, I show that there is substantial variation in states’ levels of vulnerability 

owing to differences in urban geography across countries. These differences account for variation 

in countries’ willingness to engage in conflict and their ability to prevail in crises.  Finally, I show 

that vulnerability caused by urban concentration is an important factor in explaining nuclear 

doctrine, force posture, and the varying degrees to which states behave according to the logic of 

the “nuclear revolution.” I utilize case studies drawing on extensive archival research in the US and 

UK and interviews in South Korea, as well as medium-N analysis of all nuclear countries, and a 

variety of statistical techniques to analyze data on urban geography, interstate conflict, and nuclear 

policy. This project offers a new way of thinking about geography, conflict, and technology, 

contributes to the understanding of the structural factors that shape international security, and helps 

explain and predict macrohistorical changes in the patterns of war and peace among nations. 
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Introduction 

 

The movement of population from the countryside to cities is one of the most important 

transformations in modern history, with far-reaching political, social, and strategic 

consequences. Urbanization played a central part in the formation of the modern state; and 

changing patterns of urban settlement and social organization have played a key role in the 

transformation of the state and the state system. One such change is that cities have grown 

in importance as sources of power, sites of mobilization for (and against) war, and potential 

military targets. Yet the implications of these profound transformations on the dynamics 

of interstate conflict are mostly virgin ground. This lack of systematic academic inquiry is 

problematic, and increasingly so. Just over half of the world population now lives in urban 

areas, and demographers project that this share will continue to grow consistently over the 

next decades. 

Despite the general convergence toward urbanization, differences in overall levels of 

urbanization persist. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, countries vary substantially 

in terms of various qualities of their urban settlement.  One important source of difference 

and inequality among countries is the geography of urbanization, or more precisely their 

levels of urban concentration. In some countries, like the United States, population (as well 

as wealth and political power) is dispersed throughout a number of cities, while other 

countries are heavily dominated by one or two urban centers. As a result of these 
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disparities, the political and strategic significance of cities differ from country to country. 

This dissertation explores some of the implications of these differences in urban geography 

for state policies and international security. I argue that the vulnerability of cities to modern 

warfare has had a profound, if often indirect and hard to measure, impact on how policy-

makers think about and practice national security, and the decisions they make with regards 

to whether to resort to violence, how to behave in crises, and how to think about using 

nuclear weapons. I find that in all these spheres, the vulnerability produced by high degrees 

of urbanization and, in particular, urban concentration, induce a great deal of restraint. 

 

0.1 Cities and National Security 

The city as a site for battle has been a central topic for strategists and military historians 

since ancient times; and has recently enjoyed a renaissance due to American experiences 

in urban battlefields in the Middle East. Siegecraft has long been prominent in military 

studies, but as cities and military technology evolved over the centuries, the strategic 

centrality of the city waxed and waned, reaching their low point in the early modern period, 

as wars became limited to engagements at sea or clashes between armies in the countryside. 

Cities only regained importance in the discourse and practice of war and international 

security with the rise of airpower and became pivotal as a result of the nuclear revolution. 

Just as urban-industrial centers became the backbone of the modern economy and the 

modern war machine, they also proved vulnerable to new destructive technologies, nuclear 

and conventional alike. The prospect of large-scale war became indissociable from the 

potential wholesale destruction of key cities in the warring countries. Fears of chemical 
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weapons dropped from blimps and planes in World War II turned out to be misplaced, but 

the large-scale use of aerial bombing against urban-industrial centers and the subsequent 

development of nuclear weapons brought those fears to new heights. There was now no 

question that one of the main challenges of strategic planning was to prevent wars that 

would inflict that kind of destruction, and to minimize the damage if deterrence somehow 

failed. Civil defense, missile defense, strategies of counterforce and graduated response, 

and other central elements of nuclear strategy were designed largely to reduce risks to urban 

centers if the Cold War turned hot.  

More than just military strategy and planning, the increased vulnerability caused by 

changes in urban geography and military technology prompted more general debates about 

the relative costs and benefits of engaging in military action, the utility and morality of 

force, and the relative importance of alternative tools of statecraft. I explore the relationship 

between the rise of cities and these various aspects of strategy using a variety of methods, 

from multi-country primary research in the US, UK, and South Korea, to large-N statistical 

methods. 

0.2 Plan of the Dissertation 

This manuscript is divided in six chapters. The first chapter explores different geographical 

aspects of vulnerability to military threats and the importance of theorizing vulnerability. 

It examines how developments in modern economics and politics, alongside the 

destructiveness of modern weaponry, turned cities simultaneously into assets and 

liabilities. I argue that the nuclear revolution was the apex of this process, but that the 

effects were also felt in non-nuclear countries, especially with advances in conventional 



 

4 

airpower, and land and naval artillery and the proliferation of these technologies. 

The second chapter presents a quantitative study of vulnerability, crisis bargaining, and 

conflict initiation. Using econometric models of conflict initiation and crisis behavior I 

show that countries with high levels of urban concentration a) have lower probability of 

conflict initiation and b) fare worse in international crises. I introduce a new measure of 

urban concentration and use factor analysis and latent variable models to parse the effects 

of political geography from the effects of closely related factors such as economic and 

political modernization.  

Chapter three explores these dynamics further by focusing on the parallel development of 

nuclear strategy in the US, USSR, UK, and China. The chapter, which draws on archival 

research in the US and UK, looks at differing views on survivability, the prospect of limited 

nuclear war, and the viability of damage limitation. It shows how differences in geography, 

including urban concentration, shaped differences in early thinking about the possibility of 

surviving a thermonuclear war. More to the point, it argues that differences in urban 

geography and in understandings of urban vulnerability help explain why some countries 

have been more desperate to tame the effects of the nuclear revolution, and others more 

willing to reject its radical implications and attempt to apply conventional logics to the 

nuclear era. 

Chapter four extends the theory to all secondary nuclear and a selection of quasi-nuclear 

countries, discussing how urban geography affects decisions regarding how best to use 

nuclear weapons for established nuclear powers as well as for nuclear aspirants. I also offer 

quantitative tests of additional observable implications from the theory. 
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The fifth chapter explores the challenges states face in limiting their vulnerability by 

directly manipulating urbanization and concentration to limit vulnerability. I argue that 

despite the concrete security drawbacks of urban concentration, leaders find that economic 

and political considerations dominate decisions regarding geographic distribution of 

resources and population. Full-fledged attempts at deurbanization and de-concentration are 

rare and often unsuccessful. And though they may be partly influenced by security 

concerns, they are only made possible by a confluence of other motivations, and usually 

require permissive political climates. I illustrate these challenges to reducing vulnerability 

using the cases of South Korea and Brazil, as well as qualitative and quantitative evidence 

from a range of other cases. I also suggest a third possible way  

A concluding chapter summarizes the findings and contributions to Political Science and 

International Relations scholarship and to the analysis and practice of national and 

international security more broadly.
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Chapter I. Urban Geography and Vulnerability 

 

The movement of population from the countryside to cities is one of the most important 

transformations in modern history, with far-reaching political, social, and strategic 

consequences. Changing patterns of urban settlement and social organization have played 

a key role in the (trans)formation of the state and the state system. One such fundamental 

change is that cities have grown in importance as sources of power, sites of mobilization 

for and against war, and, crucially, potential targets in war. Cities are now the undisputed 

epicenter of national politics and the heart of modern economies, as well as backbone of 

the modern war industry. For the first time in history, the majority of the world’s population 

inhabits urban areas. At the same time, these urban areas are particularly vulnerable to the 

destructive capacity of the tools of modern warfare. 

The central goal of this dissertation is to understand these transformations, and how this 

duality of cities, at once a source of power and vulnerability, affects the security of nations. 

I argue that the increased vulnerability caused by changes in political geography and 

military technology have prompted important changes in military strategy and planning, as 

well as more general debates about the relative costs and benefits of engaging in military 

action, the utility of force, and the relative importance of alternative tools of statecraft. The 

rise of cities in an age of mass armies, high explosives, airpower, and weapons of mass 

destruction, has contributed to the decline in the appetite for all-out war. Cities matter not 
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necessarily because they are bastions of modernity and liberal bourgeois enlightenment, 

but because the combination of concentrated populations and highly destructive military 

technologies dramatically increases the expectations of the economic, human, and political 

costs of wars: even successful ones. Catastrophic levels of destruction at the very core of 

the polity are no longer a fate reserved only for the defeated, but a plausible and even likely 

consequence for all parties in an all-out war.  In strictly conventional settings, this holds 

true especially for states that are roughly matched militarily. But weapons of mass 

destruction and the proliferation of means for their delivery have dramatically augmented 

the ability of smaller military powers to inflict great damage on even vastly more powerful 

countries.  

Like other factors that are understood to have increased the costs of interstate war, changes 

in the geographical patterns and social forms of human settlement have not been sufficient 

to abolish the need for or the desire for military confrontation in the pursuit of political 

goals. Wars continue to be fought, and states continue to prepare for such contingencies. 

But even when persistent and acute conflicts of interest or unrestrained ambition make war 

appear hard or impossible to avoid with certainty, the vulnerability of cities remains a key 

strategic problem that shapes state officials’ choices, from preparations for war to its 

conduct, and the consequences of those choices.  

Also, like other big structural features of society, leaders may try but often prove incapable 

of manipulating urban geography for strategic purposes. The international history of the 

last one hundred years is peppered with examples of attempts to deal with the challenges 

posed by urban vulnerability, to mitigate it on one’s own side or exploit it in others, and 
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efforts to adjust to this new reality. 

The global movement toward city living has also been a significant source of difference 

and inequality among countries, with important effects on international security, from 

general patterns of conflict to the diffusion of certain technologies and practices. Not all 

countries are made equally vulnerable by the global shift toward city living. Just over half 

of the world’s population now lives in urban areas, but many countries remain largely rural 

or have only crossed that threshold fairly recently. In some countries, like the United States, 

urban population (as well as wealth and political power) is dispersed throughout dozens of 

cities, while other countries are heavily dominated by very few or even one sole urban 

center. As a result of these disparities, the political and strategic significance of cities differ 

from country to country, and so do the options available to leaders. This manuscript tries 

to understand how these substantial differences in the forms—and in particular the different 

geographic patterns—of urbanization condition states’ security policies, from the overall 

willingness to engage in large-scale conflict, to choices of nuclear doctrine and strategies 

for coercive diplomacy.  

This chapter proceeds in five parts. The first section defines some substantive scope 

conditions for the project and clarifies what I mean by “security” in the pages to follow. It 

also explains the importance of explicitly theorizing “vulnerability” as a concept distinct 

from “security”. A second section situates my theory vis-à-vis previous efforts at theorizing 

the effects of geography on international security outcomes and the recent resurgent 

interest in geography in other areas of social science scholarship. A third section offers a 

brief introduction to the topic of urban geography and defines some key concepts. A fourth 
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section develops a theory connecting urban vulnerability and national (and international) 

security. A fifth section discusses the research design and outline for the remainder of the 

manuscript. 

 

1.1 National Security, Threats, and Vulnerability 

The first clarification that should be made regards the scope and focus of the project, and 

the use of the term security throughout. This is a study of state security policies, defined, 

rather narrowly, as those policies relating primarily to the threat and use of (military) force 

between states.1 (See Nye & Lynn Jones, 1988; Walt, 1991) This means that, relative to 

the broad spectrum of possible ways of thinking about security studies in international 

politics, this manuscript falls squarely in a traditionalist camp (Buzan et al. 1998; or what 

Booth, 2007 calls “conservative”). It does not substantially deviate from the statism and 

methodological nationalism that are modal in this subfield of International Relations.  

This is not, however, a judgment on whether security should always and for broader 

disciplinary purposes be defined in such a way to exclude non-military threats to human 

lives and well-being, to give priority to states as actors that produce security, or even to 

suggest that security is or ought to be the primary goal of national policy.2  I readily 

recognize that policies studied here are often profoundly influenced by individuals, civil 

                                                        
1  In other work, I explore domestic security implications of urban geography, namely its 
implications for intrastate (civil) conflict. See Nedal, Stewart and Weintraub 2015. 
2  For contrasting views on conceptualizing security in international relations, see for example 
Ullman 1983; Cohn 1987; Buzan et al. 1998; Paris 2001; Kolodziej 2005; Sorpong 2014; Fierke 
2015. 
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society organizations, transnational non-state actors, international organizations, and 

subnational state actors—like city governments—, and that such entities can be important 

security actors in their own right. I also recognize that there exist other threats to the life 

and well-being of individuals and the survival of entire communities: hunger, pollution, 

sexual violence, climate change and environmental degradation, disease, crime, to name a 

few. All of which may constitute appropriate topics for the study of international security 

even so narrowly defined, as they affect the state’s ability to protect its citizens from 

external threats or use military force to achieve political objectives.3 

The narrow focus here is instead a conscious decision that is, I believe, justifiable on a few 

fronts. First, casting the topic narrowly helps keep the object of inquiry somewhat 

circumscribed. On the other hand, one of the central goals of the manuscript is to highlight 

how “national” security is often understood, even in a statist framework, in terms of the 

lives and well-being of its inhabitants, and in particular a certain category of inhabitants 

(city dwellers). Despite the sanitized and abstract language employed in much of the day-

to-day practice and academic study of international security, and the focus on the state as 

an actor—both purveyor of and threat to security—, the referents of national security 

policies are often explicitly or implicitly individuals and groups that make up the nation-

state.  

This is an important point to stress. Despite the focus on the vulnerability of cities, and 

                                                        
3 Examples of studies linking these “non-traditional” security topics to more traditional security 
concerns include, for example, Hudson et al. 2009 on the relationship between the security of 
women and the security of states; Raleigh and Kniveton 2012 on the impact of climate change on 
interstate conflict. 
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how it interacts with technological changes to produce certain political outcomes, these 

effects are largely materialized at one level of aggregation up, the level of the state. In other 

words, I am interested in how the vulnerability of cities, combined with their greater or 

lesser importance—determined in part by whether those valuable assets are concentrated 

or dispersed across a country’s different urban areas—, add up to shape perceptions of the 

country’s vulnerability to external threats.  

In International Relations theories, security is often seen as the ultimate, or at least one of 

the primary, goals of states. Though scholars often eschew defining the concept explicitly, 

treating it as self-evident, debates about the precise meaning of the term span the history 

of the discipline. How one defines security as a value, and assumptions about its place in 

the hierarchy of state motivations, are crucial building blocks for most theories. Is security 

something states try to maximize? How much is enough? Or is it one goal among others, 

like wealth, influence, and collective self-esteem (Carr, 1939; Morgenthau, 1948; Gilpin, 

1981; Wendt, 1999)? Are these goals lexically ordered (Schweller 1993) or constantly 

competing? Is security primarily about being free from fear of external military threats to 

the country’s (and its individuals’) physical integrity? Or is it about maintaining stable 

individual and social identities and expectations over time (Mitzen 2006)? 

Rather than rehearse these debates and reconstruct the various ways in which competing 

theorists understand security, physical, psychological, ontological, or otherwise, I offer 

here the definition that informs my theory with the caveat that this is one of many possible 

conceptualizations, and that others may not find it suitable for their needs. 

At its core, my understanding of security follows from Arnold Wolfers’ discussion of 
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security as an “ambiguous symbol”. As Wolfers put it 

Security is a value, then, of which a nation can have more or less and which it can aspire 

to have in greater or lesser measure. It has much in common, in this respect, with power or 

wealth, two other values of great importance in international affairs. But while wealth 

measures the amount of a nation's material possessions, and power its ability to control the 

actions of others, security, in an objective sense, measures the absence of threats to 

acquired values, in a subjective sense, the absence of fear that such values will be attacked. 

In both respects a nation's security can run a wide gamut from almost complete insecurity 

or sense of insecurity at one end, to almost complete security or absence of fear on the 

other. (Wolfers 1962; p. 150). 

In Wolfers’ definition, as in many that have followed, security is a continuum rather than 

a binary state. It boils down to the extent to which one fears physical harm, from external 

actors, to those things one values. This has two components: 1) an identification of external 

threats, and 2) internal vulnerabilities (see also Buzan et al. 1998). While much of the 

literature has focused on threats and how they are perceived, relatively little work has been 

done on vulnerabilities. To complicate matters, scholars often in practice conflate 

vulnerability and threat (and relative capabilities).4 This is an important oversight that 

needs correcting before proceeding. 

Vulnerability, like security and threat, is a term fairly commonly used and yet defies simple 

                                                        
4 One of the best works on the topic, Kupchan’s The Vulnerability of Empire (1994) is a good 
example of a theoretical argument that hinges on perceptions of vulnerability but fails to fully 
distinguish it from insecurity driven by perceptions of threats and capabilities. See also Rosecrance, 
1995. 
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and consensual definition. 5  One way to define vulnerability that is compatible with 

common usage IR is the susceptibility to damage, or the magnitude of costs imposed by 

others’ behavior.6 To be analytically independent from related notions of threat and risk, 

however, vulnerability (and assessments thereof) must be understood as the susceptibility 

to damage from specific hazards but irrespective of the nature of the specific threat. That 

is, vulnerability is always identified in reference to some source of damage, or “some 

influence that may adversely affect a valued attribute of a system” (Füssel, 2006, p. 157)7, 

but may be identified in the absence of a concrete security threat, which, in international 

politics, can be best conceived as a specific actor that harbors the ability (and intent) to 

cause harm.8  

In the context of international security, hazards include actions that can be undertaken 

against a state, its citizens, territory, or other material assets, like bombing, invasion, siege, 

embargo, etc. Vulnerability may only ever be realized in the presence of a threat, but it 

exists independent of the existence of a particular threat at any given time. This means that 

something can be secure yet vulnerable if there are no present or imminent threats. 

Similarly, even relatively invulnerable systems can be quite insecure in the presence of 

multiple and formidable threats. A simple example might help. The human body is 

                                                        
5 For a review of different uses of the term in the field of climate change that are also helpful when 
thinking of national security, see Füssel 2006.  
6  See, for example, Keohane and Nye, 1977; Waltz, 1979; and Copeland 2014 for this 
understanding of vulnerability applied to economic interdependence: a nation is vulnerable to 
another to the extent that it suffers costs from a break in economic ties. 
7 Hazards can also be non-agentic, like natural phenomena. Coastal lowlands, for example, are 
vulnerable to typhoons, hurricanes, and rising sea levels. 
8 This is implicit in most uses of the term in IR, including in Walt (1987), who for all his care in 
defining the determinants of threat perception, leaves their identity (states) unspoken. 
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vulnerable to sharp and pointy objects, and other actors can exploit this vulnerability to 

cause harm or threaten it, to injure, kill, or coerce. While all humans are mostly identical 

in this regard, a person will be more secure in Zurich than in Rio de Janeiro, where threats 

are more plentiful and therefore the risk of getting stabbed or shot is much higher. She may 

also derive some sense of security from learning martial arts or carrying a gun, neither of 

which address the underlying vulnerability but may affect her beliefs about the ability to 

handle threats as they emerge.9 Similarly, some vulnerable countries may feel secure in 

their vulnerability because they inhabit friendly environments, enjoy trusting relationships 

with their neighbors10, possess the military means to deter or defeat aggression, or enjoy 

the protection of a more powerful ally. 

Capabilities are resources that can be mobilized to address vulnerabilities or threats, but in 

the absence of any such action do not affect assessments of vulnerability. Producing 

(increasing) security can therefore mean patching or reducing vulnerabilities on the one 

hand or mitigating or eliminating threats on the other. Mobilizing resources to build up 

passive defenses can be a means of eliminating vulnerabilities, as a wall around a city once 

reduced its vulnerability to invasion and shelters and underground installations reduce 

vulnerability to aerial bombing; while preventive war against a rising foe or diplomatic 

rapprochement with a rival can eliminate the sources of threat without addressing one’s 

underlying vulnerabilities, which would once again be salient should new threats emerge.  

                                                        
9 Though evidence suggests that the objective risks are probably higher for those that lack the 
sufficient proficiency with either. 
10 For the view that trust implies acceptance of vulnerability, rather than its absence, see Kupchan, 
2010; Wheeler 2018. 
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Vulnerability is also distinct from, but ultimately related to the issue of value. An asset can 

be vulnerable yet of low value. Vulnerability is asset-specific and actor-specific. Border 

regions are often vulnerable, but also tend to be low-value territories. This is often 

intentional, as states may choose to keep border areas underdeveloped to reduce their 

neighbors’ incentives to conquer them and allow for scorched-earth defenses or a type of 

“defense in depth”. Cities, on the other hand are highly valued and vulnerable. Hardened 

missile silos or underground nuclear facilities are also highly valued, but specifically 

designed to be nearly invulnerable even in the presence of highly capable foes.  

Value is of course subjective, and assessments will likely be influenced to some degree by 

individual and cultural mores. Some individuals and groups may place less value on human 

life or material wealth though much research in psychology and international relations 

suggests that these differences may be less obvious and less meaningful that conventional 

wisdom and political rhetoric suggests. As we will see in later chapters, even leaders of 

repressive and murderous regimes display great concern over the lives of their subjects, 

even if for largely instrumental reasons. In another—perhaps more cynical—way, value, 

including the value of lives and material wealth of a country’s people, is determined in part 

by availability of supply and substitutability (and therefore affected by concentration).  

In systems design, security is often produced by the layering of redundancies, any of which 

may be individually vulnerable. This is the logic behind de-concentration of forces, 

diversification of financial investments, trade partners, and input suppliers, where the 

individual risks are diluted but not minimized. In this way, concentration, value, and 

vulnerability interact to produce aggregate notions of vulnerability. Having your assets 
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(population, wealth) concentrated is not a huge problem if the site of concentration is 

invulnerable. In the familiar saying “don’t put all your eggs in one basket”, both the eggs 

and the basket are particularly vulnerable to breakage. Putting all your eggs in one 

refrigerator or putting all your rocks in one basket, on the other hand, is generally 

considered unproblematic. In other words, concentration is a security problem precisely 

because cities are at once highly valuable as sources of wealth and power and vulnerable 

to modern military technologies (hazard) possessed by actual or potential adversaries. 

Conversely, while some cities may be more vulnerable than others11,12 those differences 

are usually marginal, or secondary to the variation that exists in the degree to which a 

country is dependent on any given city or cities, a function of the degree of concentration. 

So, while the general understanding of cities’ vulnerability to harm will be very similar 

across countries that are exposed to the roughly the same technological realities13, that 

vulnerability will be felt differently, or produce different levels of insecurity and therefore 

different political and strategic behaviors, in countries with different degrees of 

concentration. 

 

1.2 Geography and International Security 

This dissertation focuses on geographic sources of vulnerability and its effects on state 

behavior, in particular, those pertaining to a country’s political and urban geography. This 

                                                        
11 Owing to differences in geography or investments in passive defense, as we will see below. 
12 Or vulnerable to some types of hazards more than others, as we will discuss later. 
13 On the diffusion of military technology, see Elman 1999, Resende-Santos 1998, Horowitz 2010. 



 

17 

is not to say that urban geography is the only, or even necessarily the primary, way 

geography affects national security in general or a country’s vulnerability in particular. In 

fact, few students of international security would disagree that geography “matters”. 

Certain features of geography are in fact often central to theories of International Relations, 

though these features go under- or un-theorized. International Relations scholars appear to 

have a hard time studying the topic systematically and assessing just how geography 

matters.14 Most often the focus is exclusively on physical geography, which is in turn 

understood quite deterministically and a-historically. This manuscript revisits and builds 

on many of the early insights about the relationships between geography and international 

security but tries to do so in a more systematic and scientific fashion; and highlights the 

importance of human geography and technology. In doing so, I draw on recent theoretical 

and methodological trends that have marked a resurgent interest in geography in the study 

of politics. 

                                                        
14  This is perhaps in part due to the disillusionment with late-19th century geopolitics and its 
fetishization of geography (for an early critique, see Morgenthau, 1948:  116-118) and the 
association of some of its early theorists with the Nazi regime. It is also possibly partly explained 
by the inferior status accorded to “regional studies” or “area specialists” (Lijphart, 1971; Bates, 
1997) not to mention geographers. “Human geography” was somewhat marginalized even in its 
own home discipline for being less scientific than its counterpart “physical geography”. And it is 
most certainly due, at least in part, to the challenges of theorizing elements of geography as 
conceptual variables and operationalizing them in abstract and transposable terms. As a result of 
all these, postwar International Relations—and in fact political science in general—, has paid 
relatively little attention to geography. An online search of the American Political Science Review 
yields 13 articles including the term “political geography”. Of these, 9 were written after 1945 and 
are all book reviews. A search for simply “geography” yields one research article published in the 
last 50 years, earlier this year. “Spatial” yields a few more results, but those may include as many 
if not more references to “spatial models” of political preferences, which is spatial only 
metaphorically. 
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Rather than engage in a long-winded review of the existing literature on the various 

connections between geography and international politics, it is most useful to focus on how 

key works in International Relations theory have conceived of the role of geography in 

explaining outcomes of war and peace. While these theories, in particular what the 

discipline once called “grand theories”, are usually not very clear on the topic of geography, 

they are also not entirely silent about it. More often than not, theories tend to abstract away 

from the map, treating states as identical analytical units inhabiting an abstract non-space, 

but certain geographic characteristics of countries have consistently captured the attention 

of theorists. In particular, geography features (however marginally) in the roster of 

attributes that matter in measuring a country’s capabilities, but it also informs assessments 

of vulnerability, even if less than systematically. 

Morgenthau, in his classic “Politics Among Nations” (1948), attributed great importance 

to geography as one element of national power, listing it first among six others (natural 

resources [also largely a function of physical geography], industrial capacity, military 

preparedness, population [demographics], national character, and national morale). 

Geography in that context was largely understood as size and location of countries, as well 

as the physical barriers that stand between them. He noted,  

For instance, the fact that the continental territory of the United States is separated from 

other continents by bodies of water three thousand miles wide in the east, and more than 

thousand miles wide in the west is a permanent factor which determines the position of the 

United States in the world… Similarly, the separation of Great Britain from the European 

continent by a small body of water, the English Channel, is a factor which Julius Caesar 
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could no more afford to overlook than William the Conqueror, Philip II, Napoleon, or 

Hitler. (p.80) 

Morgenthau noted that similar advantages are conferred by mountain ranges to Italy and 

Spain, and the absence of any such natural barriers produced daunting vulnerabilities for 

Russia vis-à-vis their western neighbors. This vulnerability was offset, however, by the 

size of its territory, “a permanent source of great strength which has thus far frustrated all 

attempts at military conquest from the outside” (p. 81).  

While recognizing the importance of geography in determining national power and 

vulnerability (and conflating the two), Morgenthau was quick to warn against attributing 

too much importance to it. He decried ‘geopolitics’ as 

a pseudo-science erecting the factor of geography into an absolute which is supposed to 

determine the power and, hence, the fate of nations. Its basic conception is space. Yet, 

while space is static, the peoples living within the spaces of the earth are dynamic. 

According to geopolitics, it is a law of history that peoples must expand by ‘conquering 

space,’ or perish, and that the relative power of nations is determined by the mutual relation 

of the conquered spaces… Geopolitics is the attempt to understand the problem of national 

power exclusively in terms of geography and degenerates in the process into a political 

metaphysics couched in a pseudo-scientific jargon. (1948, p. 116) 

Kenneth Waltz, like Morgenthau, saw, geography and demography as key elements in 

determining national capabilities.15 In his move to abstract from these to focus on their 
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structural disposition, i.e. how the aggregate capabilities were distributed across states in 

the system, Waltz’s theory of international politics acquired a distinctly a-geographic tint. 

It is not a coincidence or a product of inattention that people read structural realism as 

offering a “billiard-ball” model of international politics, in which the internal 

characteristics of states or their relative geographic positioning matter little. This reading 

does obscure, however, the extent to which Waltz’s theory relies on a particular 

understanding of the superpowers’ geographic endowments and how they shaped not just 

capabilities but also vulnerabilities.16  Upon closer inspection, in Waltz’s view, it was 

precisely the territorial vastness and rich natural and human resources of the United States 

and Soviet Union, not just bipolarity per se, that produced some of the most important 

effects he attributes to bipolarity: economic and military independence from minor 

partners. For example, when explaining the relative degree of economic autonomy enjoyed 

by the superpowers, Waltz explains:  

When five or more great powers populated the world, most of them were geographically 

smaller than today's great powers are. They did a relatively high percentage of their 

business with one another and with the rest of the world. Interdependence decreased in the 

1930s as countries strove for greater self-sufficiency. It decreased further and dramatically 

after World War II, for each of the superpowers that emerged from that war is vastly more 

self-sufficient than most of the previous great powers were. (1979, p. 144, emphasis added. 

                                                        
15 In fact, Waltz’s list is almost identical to Morgenthau’s in composition and ordering: “size of 
population and territory, resource endowment, economic capability, military strength, political 
stability and competence” (1979, p.131). 
16 Others have also noted how Waltz and those that follow him rely on a particular, historically 
contingent, understanding of territoriality. See Ruggie, 1993; Schweller 2011. 
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See also p. 177).  

In other words, economic self-sufficiency under bipolarity is explained less by bipolarity 

itself, i.e. the existence of two polar powers substantially more powerful than their other 

peers, than by the historically contingent fact that the two superpowers in question happen 

to be continental in size, rich in human capital and natural resources, and politically 

dedicated to a certain degree of autarky. It is not difficult to conceive of a different bipolar 

system in which the poles are smaller in size and poorer in resources and, while maintaining 

a privileged position relative to other units, cannot easily dispense with military and 

economic cooperation with the less powerful.17 

Another way geography sometimes enters the picture is through the putative effects of 

geographic distance on the dynamics of conflict and cooperation between countries. 

Distance is usually conceived as either a dampener or multiplier for other, more central, 

factors. 18  The most prominent example of this is Stephen Walt, who incorporates 

geographic distance systematically into the core of his theory, though it receives relatively 

little attention compared to the other variables. Spatial proximity acts as a moderating 

factor, influencing the degree to which a given state will feel threatened by another state’s 

aggregate capabilities. Its importance is itself moderated by the threatened state’s aggregate 

capabilities, as great powers (“strong states”) are expected to be less sensitive to geographic 

                                                        
17 There is also a small literature on “small states”, but the term is misleading, as in this literature 
small usually refers to population size and level of development, regardless of size of territory. See, 
for example, Keohane, 1969.  
18 The classic statement on how power diminishes with distance is Boulding 1962. 
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proximity than lesser powers (“weak states”) (Walt 1987, p. 29, 153, 158).19 

Finally, some have studied more explicitly the effects of geography on state security 

policies through its role in shaping vulnerability. 20  While astute, Morgenthau’s 

observations in this direction discussed above were too unsystematic, hardly constituted 

testable empirical propositions, and failed to distinguish between capabilities and 

vulnerability. Classical geopolitics offers similarly inconsistent, or contingent, 

propositions. Insularity and littorality can be a source of vulnerability or an asset, 

depending on whether the insular state possesses naval supremacy or if its potential rivals 

possess the ability to blockade the island state (as the US did to Japan in WWII to great 

effect) and/or attack its littoral cities. As Nicholas Spykman noted “States with sea access 

are under pressure from any strong naval power, even one far away. It is true that distance 

increases the difficulty of effective invasion, but it does not greatly hamper the possibilities 

of bombardment.” (1938; p 214) 

Landlockedness and the protection of mountain ranges can be a source of invulnerability 

against direct aggression; but can also be a source of vulnerability if neighboring foes have 

the ability to cut off one's land access to the outside world. In a pre-airplane world, Stalin’s 

blockade of Berlin would have succeeded in strangling the city and forcing the Allies’ 

                                                        
19  The principle that geographic proximity tends to increase interaction density, the degree of 
strategic and economic interdependence (mostly as mutual sensitivity) between countries also 
informs theories of regionalism, from functionalism to regional security complex theory (Buzan 
and Waever 2003). More recent critical and constructivist approaches to regions and regionalism, 
however, stress the socially constructed nature of regions, and reserve a diminished, conditional 
role for physical geography, contiguity and proximity (Hurrell 2007 p.240-242; Acharya 2007). 
20 Though, again, often failing to cleanly differentiate vulnerability from capabilities or threats. 
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hand. Switzerland’s penchant for neutrality is a product of both its relative invulnerability 

to attack and vulnerability to encirclement and blockade, as was apparent during the two 

world wars. Rough terrain can be a source of defensive advantage, as Afghanistan has 

proven throughout history, but can also be a source of vulnerability if it produces or 

intensifies internal strife that can be exploited by foreign actors.21 

In his study of conventional deterrence, Mearsheimer lists France’s lack of natural defenses 

along her border with Germany and the concentration of its nascent industry in the 

northeastern border region as two of the factors that produced an increased sense of 

vulnerability and insecurity in the interwar years. He credits these, alongside asymmetries 

in capabilities, with the ultimate effect of deterring a more forceful (preventive) action 

against its rearming neighbor (1983, p.68-70). On the other hand, Germany’s lack of 

protective barriers from territorial intrusion from East or West (Mearsheimer 2001, p.249), 

like Russia’s, produced vulnerability (and therefore a sense of insecurity) but no equivalent 

restraint. Quite to the contrary, geographic vulnerability was used as a reason to expand 

and arm. The effects of geographic vulnerability are therefore by themselves 

underdetermined. 

Posen, in his study of military doctrine, draws on the same observations about the defensive 

properties of some terrains (or lack thereof)—i.e. how terrain affects vulnerability to 

invasion—but offers a set of testable propositions that suggest more determinacy in the 

effects of geographic vulnerability. He postulates that  

                                                        
21 On terrain and internal order see Fearon and Laitin, 2003; Scott 2009. On vulnerability to sedition 
promoted by foreign actors, see Herbst 1989. 
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states with geographical defensive advantages will react more slowly and less intensively 

than other states to increases in adversary capability, and will more often stress defensive 

doctrines. The absence of such barriers should tend to produce the opposite effect. Where 

geographic factors seem to reward offensive military doctrines, states will be drawn to such 

doctrines whether or not they have status quo policies, and balancing behavior should tend 

to be quick and intense. (1984 p. 66) 

In what is perhaps the most ambitious attempt to rescue geography and place it at the center 

of a grand theory of international politics, Mearsheimer (2001) joins Walt in emphasizing 

the importance of proximity in determining a country’s perception of the threat posed by 

other states and devising of appropriate strategic responses. To geographic distance he adds 

another limiting factor: the difficulty in projecting power across large bodies of water. The 

“stopping power of water” in his view is best understood as a multiplier or substitute to the 

loss-of-strength gradient, such that even the most powerful countries will find their forces 

greatly diminished when they reach the opposite shore, limiting their ability to attack states 

that are otherwise their equals or even somewhat weaker. In Mearsheimer’s own words 

“water is a forbidding barrier when a navy attempts to deliver an army onto territory 

controlled and well-defended by a rival great power.” (2001, p. 166).22 The consequence 

is that bodies of water (even relatively small ones like the English Channel) define the 

limits of regions, areas of the world in which states must worry about potential hegemonic 

                                                        
22 Though, as others have pointed out, the relative efficiency of modern maritime transport versus 
land transport can have the opposite effect on the relationship between distance and force 
projection, allowing a great power to project power against weaker powers that are very far away, 
or even fight wars with other great powers outside their home fronts. See Wohlstetter 1968; Posen 
1984, p. 66. 
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threats. States will therefore balance against proximate land powers rather than against 

distant, overseas, ones (see also Levy and Thompson 2010). Great powers are made largely 

invulnerable to other great powers by water and need only worry about overseas powers 

using weaker neighboring states as beachheads from which to attack them—a relatively 

minor nuisance that can be prevented by keeping other great powers busy with their own 

neighborhoods. Here, like in early geopolitical treatments, physical geography has a static 

and deterministic quality, that appears remarkably impervious to political, social, and 

technological context. 

For all their contributions to our understanding of geography and international politics, 

these studies are fairly limited, not in the least by their near-exclusive focus on physical 

geography. And yet, these are the exception. The rule has been to consider geography as 

marginal if at all. Such was the broad state of political geography within international 

relations theorizing until fairly recently. This has started to change in the last decade or so. 

More systematic research is being conducted on the importance of geography to issues of 

traditional concern to political science, with the introduction and proliferation of 

methodological tools (e.g. spatial regression modeling, see Ward & Gledistsch 2008) and 

the opening of new lines of inquiry into old topics as traditional disciplinary divides have 

weakened and developments from neighboring domains like human geography percolate 

into political science (Ethington and McDaniel 2007; Goodin and Tilly 2006, part VII). 

The first “spatial turn” of interest here is also the one far more visible in contemporary US 

political science and international relations. This spatial turn has been enabled by advances 

in technology that make geo-coding and mapping relatively easy and affordable, and new 
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methods for the study of spatial relationships in quantitative analysis that take advantage 

of these technical developments. Like the other work in this vein, I leverage new data and 

tools to reexamine old concepts and theories and “bring geography back into” traditional 

topics of great importance with greater methodological rigor. 

A second, more philosophical, “spatial turn” is a close cousin of the “linguistic turn” that 

took root in social science in the 1980s (though it started decades earlier in philosophy and 

social theory) coming from the works of Ludwig Wittgenstein, Ferdinand de Saussure, 

Jurgen Habermas, and Michel Foucault, among others. Proponents of the linguistic turn 

advanced that culture and identity were not a set of set values but a system of meanings or 

understandings of self that are constituted in language (and by communicative practice) 

and that the analysis of social phenomena requires an interpretivist or hermeneutic 

approach. These “spatial turn” advocates, most often associated with critical geography, 

draw on many of the same philosophical sources to propose that “space is every bit as 

important as time in the unfolding of human affairs, a view in which geography is not 

relegated to an afterthought of social relations, but is intimately involved in their 

construction” (Warf and Arias, 2009: 1). Precisely because of its reliance on insights from 

post-structuralism and other post-positivist philosophies of science, this spatial turn has 

been far more present in Sociology (and of course, Geography) and rather muted in 
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International Relations, especially in the United States.23, 24  

This dissertation draws on these different currents of work on political geography to 

different degrees. It embraces some of the insights of the critical spatial turn, in particular 

regarding the importance of human geography, how seemingly objective geographic 

elements can have distinct effects in different socio-political contexts, and the structuring 

effects of spatiality on human behavior (an issue I will return to below). However, the 

general epistemological and methodological orientation is firmly rooted in the “soft 

positivism” common to most contemporary IR scholarship (see Tannenwald 2005; Bennett 

and Checkel 2012). While relational dynamics are built into the theory, in particular in my 

understanding of vulnerability and threat, I instrumentally adopt a substantialist, states-

under-anarchy, scientific ontology that will be familiar—though not uncontroversial—to 

all IR scholars and closer in spirit to the realist and liberal theories discussed above and the 

more recent “post-paradigmatic” research on international security, which constitute my 

main interlocutors.25 This underpins the formulation of my theory and hypotheses, the 

                                                        
23 A search in the top IR journals (in no particular order International Organization, International 
Studies Quarterly, International Theory, European Journal of International Relations, and 
International Security, Review of International Studies, as well as the American Political Science 
Review for additional context) yielded exactly four articles that references a “spatial turn”, in sharp 
contrast to other “turns” that have wider currency in IR, namely the historical, linguistic, critical, 
and most recently, practice. 

24 The split between these two spatial turns is visible in the leading journal in the field, “Political 
Geography”, which tries to promote an interdisciplinary debate and an inter-method debate but 
ends up being a space where this epistemological and methodological divide is enacted. Authors in 
different traditions write, publish and cite within their own niches, rarely engaging with the other 
side.  

25 On substantialism and relationalism see Jackson and Nexon 1999. 
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modeling choices in the statistical analyses and the structuring of the qualitative case 

studies.  

 

1.3 Urban Geography in the Modern World 

Before exploring the relationship between urban geography an international security, it 

might be useful to start with a few more brief definitions and conceptual brush clearing, in 

particular of terms associated with urban geography and its situation in the broader context 

of modernity and the modern international (interstate) system. 

Urbanization is generally understood to be the shift in the settlement pattern of a society’s 

population, from living in the countryside (rural areas) to residing in cities. This can be the 

result of differential rates of natural growth arising from differences in productivity, living 

standards and mortality—all of which usually favor cities—or rural-urban migration. This 

process, and its end stage, is widely considered to be one of the most important 

transformations in modern history, exerting powerful influence on economic and political 

facets of modern life. Not only are varying levels of urban development proposed to 

account for variation in a wide array of political dynamics and outcomes, the very 

emergence of the modern nation state and, by implication the modern state system, is tied 

to the emergence of modern urban settlement. 

The accumulation and concentration of capital (and control over the means of coercion) in 

cities and the resulting networks of trade, production, and political power is a central theme 

in Charles Tilly’s account of the process of formation of modern nation states. As he put it 
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“[t]he presence or absence of urban clusters made a profound difference to regional social 

life and significantly shaped the possibilities for state formation” (1990: 48; for a similar 

statement see Weber, 1966: 81). This is the case because “[c]ities shape the destinies of 

states chiefly by serving as containers and distribution points for capital” (Tilly, 1990: 51), 

but also the potential for mobilization for war. Since the early days of merchant and proto-

industrial cities, rural-urban relations affected the availability of soldiers, opportunities for 

taxation, and elite strategies and battles over expansion of state power more generally. As 

Tilly later put it, rapid urbanization and capital-intensive industrialization dramatically 

affected the “repertoire” of contentious politics in Europe (Tilly, 2003). Michael Mann’s 

account of the rise of nation states also puts cities front and center. He argues that capitalist 

urbanization complicated earlier forms of political control through segmental patronage for 

the landed elites, requiring instead more universal forms of social control (Mann, 1993: 

409), which we associate with modern forms of nationalism and republicanism. 

While there is considerable conceptual agreement about the general importance of cities 

and urban development, there is no consensus on how to define a city (or urban area) or 

operationalize it in practice. Critical to these accounts of the role of cities and urbanization 

in producing large scale political transformation is the understanding that cities are at once 

places, or physical locations, populated by large numbers of people in close proximity, but 

also a qualitatively different form of social organization, with specific patterns of economic 

and political activity that distinguish them from their rural counterparts. In other words, 
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cities are more than just large villages.26  

In political science scholarship, cities often stand as shorthand for modern capitalism 

(Mann, 1993; Moore, 1966), specific factor endowments (Rogowski, 1989), or economic 

and social development (Lipset, 1959). But, as Jacobs (1970) notes, urban innovations, 

culture, and even work, tend to spread outwards from cities, modernizing the countryside 

and rural settlements, complicating efforts at distinguishing cities and rural settlements 

(towns, villages, hamlets) purely by their social and economic structures and practices.  

This does not mean that there are no differences in this regard between urban and rural 

areas (there usually are), but that those differences will tend not to be static or easily 

comparable across countries. Not surprisingly, therefore, most demographers and 

government statisticians distinguish urban from rural areas primarily by the size (and 

density) of the population residing in a given geographical area or administrative unit. To 

add confusion to those interested in conducting historically-informed or cross-national 

comparisons, the precise standards used to measure urbanness vary considerably over time 

and across countries. 

If the operationalization of a relatively straightforward concept already offers 

complications, the problem gets more severe when we start to consider other dimensions 

along which there might exist interesting variation across urban settlements and the urban 

                                                        
26  The single best account of the singularity of cities and their role as drivers and nexus of 
innovation and development, from the first agricultural revolution, remains the ground-breaking 
book by Jane Jacobs (1970). Jacobs specifically defines a city as “A settlement that consistently 
generates its economic growth from its own local economy.” (p. 237) 
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systems they constitute. Cities can vary, for example, in the degree to which they are 

connected to rural areas and spill out into adjoining suburban and exurban areas. They can 

take up different roles/places in the national and transnational economic systems.27 They 

can vary in the nature of dominant industrial activities and the degree of industrial 

clustering across cities (think Pittsburgh and Palo Alto), as well as their political and or 

symbolic/cultural importance, whether they are seats of regional or national government, 

historical capitals, or religious sites. Cities can be coastal28 or riparian29, be located near 

borders or protected by hard-to-traverse terrain. They can differ in terms of various 

morphological factors such as the predominant types and materials of constructions, 

internal transportation network structures and accessibility, among many others. 

While many of these different geographic features of individual cities may present distinct 

advantages and challenges, which can aggregate up to affect national perceptions of 

vulnerability, one dimension of urban geography stands out as most promising for a broad 

study on the effects on national vulnerability and national policy: the degree of urban 

concentration: that is, the degree to which a country’s urban population (and material 

wealth) is concentrated across the different urban areas of the country. While the effects of 

the other aforementioned differences in urban geography will likely depend on myriad 

other, contingent, factors, concentration is virtually always a problem, or, at the very least, 

                                                        
27 For an excellent discussion of—mostly economic—inequalities among cities, see Sassen 2000, 
esp. ch 3. 
28 And in fact, historically most settlements have been coastal, and we are witnessing a new era of 
increased movement towards seashores. For a long historical perspective, see Gillis 2012. For a 
spatial analysis of contemporary settlements see Small and Nicholls 2003. 
29 For a spatial analysis of population distance to freshwater bodies, see Kummu et al. 2011. 
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rarely a good thing, from the perspective of vulnerability and national security.30  

Concentration, in turn, has two dimensions, numerical and spatial. Most 

operationalizations of urban concentration involve calculating the distribution of 

population over defined urban units (for more on measurement and operationalization see 

the discussion in ch. 3). The geographical distance between those units is only taken into 

account insofar as proximity results in the merging of units. Otherwise proximate and 

distant units are treated equally. Others may choose to divide a country’s territory, rural 

and urban alike, into equally and arbitrarily sized polygons and calculate the degree of 

dispersion across the entirety of the territory (e.g. Collier and Hoeffler 2004). This 

approach has the advantage of capturing nuances related to the sizes of different urban 

areas and the population density within those areas but cannot capture systematic 

differences between urban and rural areas with their attendant distinct values. The 

appropriateness of each of these can only be determined in relation to its use. For some 

areas of inquiry, the spatial dimension of concentration will matter more than for others. In 

the chapters that follow I will look at both the numerical and spatial dimensions. 

 

1.4 Cities and International Security 

Many facets of the relationship between cities and warfare have been extensively explored 

by historians, strategists and social scientists, much more so than can be rehearsed here. 

                                                        
30 Concentration may offer other advantages from the perspective of mobilization and economic 
efficiency, addressed in chapters 2 and 5. 
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Much of that work has focused on the impact of conflict on urban development. War is, 

after all, an “activity which has occupied such a large part of the attention and resources of 

cities and has been an important factor in both their origins and growth (or, conversely, 

their decline and even annihilation)”. (Ashworth, 1991: 1). War–and the potential for 

war—has had a significant impact on the patterns of human settlement: the location of 

cities, the economic activities pursued, their morphological characteristics, etc. The effect 

of geopolitical competition and war on urban settlement occurs in part as bottom-up 

adaptations of the populace to the devastation of conflict, and in part as top-down strategic 

decisions by statesmen (Wolfe, 2000; Light, 2005). Many of today’s major cities’ modern 

forms evolved from garrisons originally created to secure border areas or pacify internal 

unrest, such as the Roman garrison towns that became London and Paris. 

Cities can be destroyed and emptied by war, as Stalingrad and Leningrad in World War II, 

Halabja during the Iran-Iraq war, or Aleppo during the current Syrian civil war.31 And they 

can grow by drawing in populations displaced by conflict, as happened in Kabul after the 

2001 American invasion, and Beirut during the Lebanese civil war and subsequent Israeli 

occupation of Southern Lebanon. In fact, according to the United Nations High 

Commissariat for Refugees the majority of people displaced by violence domestically and 

internationally are now resettled in urban areas.32 

                                                        
31 The death rate of cities, like that of countries, was higher in premodern times (Coaffee et al. 
2009), but while countries rarely cease to exist (Fazal 2004), cities still occasionally get destroyed. 
Often, they are later “resurrected”, but this begs the question of whether the new rebuilt city is the 
same city or a new city that happens to share the same name and location. 
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The topic of the city as a site for battle (from within or outside) has been a central topic for 

strategists and military historians since Antiquity (Sun Tzu, 1971; Brice, 1984; Ashworth, 

1991; Skaarup, 2003). Siegecraft has remained prominent in military studies, but as cities 

and military technology evolved over the centuries, the strategic centrality of the city has 

waxed and waned. A full account of these ups and downs is beyond the scope of this 

manuscript, but within the period that concerns the bulk of International Relations 

scholarship—the post-Napoleonic international system—the city staged a comeback as an 

essential part of war (Ashworth, 1991; Bishop and Clancey, 2004).  

While it has only recently become fashionable to talk about urban warfare in strategic 

studies due to the lengthy counterinsurgency campaigns in Iraq, cities have grown in 

importance for the past two hundred years and have indeed been at the center of thinking 

about war for almost a century. Just as urban-industrial centers became the backbone of 

major economies and their war machines, signifying potential capabilities, they also proved 

to be liabilities due to their vulnerability to new destructive technologies. Cities gained 

importance in how we think and talk about war and international security with the rise of 

airpower and became pivotal as a result of the advent of nuclear weapons. Atomic and, 

more decisively, thermonuclear weapons made the prospect of major-power war 

indissociable from the potential wholesale destruction of major cities. In the early modern 

                                                        
32 Fielden, Alexandra. UNHCR Research Paper No. 161 “Ignored Displaced Persons: the plight of 
IDPs in urban areas” July 2008. Available at http://www.unhcr.org/487b4c6c2.pdf. Last accessed 
June 3rd 2017. 
United Nations High Commissariat for Refugees “UNHCR policy on refugee protection and 
solutions in urban areas” September 2009. Available at http://www.unhcr.org/4ab356ab6.pdf. Last 
accessed June 3rd 2017. 
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age, cities were unambiguously sources of power, acting as nexus for trade, financial, 

industrial and human capital. In the contemporary period, they have retained these 

characteristics and become even more central (Sassen 1991, 2000; Khanna 2016), but the 

same network centrality that makes cities thrive also makes them into attractive targets and 

potential liabilities in the face of new destructive capabilities.33 

In the past, the destruction of cities and massive loss of civilian life was a real possibility 

for polities defeated in war. In the ancient world, it was common for the victors to pillage 

and burn down defeated cities and sell women and children into slavery, and in the 

formative years of the modern state system internecine and brutal wars devastated much of 

Western and Central Europe, including some major cities. In contrast, from the 17th through 

early 20th century European leaders (and their progeny in the new world) felt they could 

wage limited wars wherein there was a reasonable expectation that direct casualties would 

be largely confined to combatants (Morgenthau, 1948, ch. XX, Brodie, 1973; Weisiger, 

2013).  

Unlimited wars, and wars followed by extremely violent occupation and subjugation would 

produce mass casualties, but the brunt of the suffering was most often reserved for the 

vanquished. Defeated in its war with Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay (Triple Alliance) in 

1864-70, Paraguay lost something in the neighborhood of 40-60% of its prewar population 

                                                        
33 In chapters 2 and 5 I explore the trade-offs this creates and explain why states most often choose 
to ignore the downsides of urban development and pursue policies that favor urbanization and 
concentration.  
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to battle deaths, disease and emigration 34 ; its capital, Asunción, was almost entirely 

evacuated, pillaged, and occupied, but only at the end of a long, drawn-out, and unusually 

brutal war. Allied casualties were one order of magnitude smaller; their cities were left 

untouched.  

In the modern age, such levels of death, destruction, and disruption of urban life are a 

possibility not just for the defeated, but also for the eventual victors. Between nuclear-

armed countries, they are treated as a near-certainty.  

 

1.4.1 Soft Targets: The Vulnerabilities of Modern Cities 

1.4.1.1 Taking and Holding Cities 

One way in which urbanization and urban concentration35 affect a country’s vulnerability 

to external threats is by making the country more susceptible to occupation. Reversing the 

historical36 norm, cities are now easier to occupy than the countryside. Stephen Van Evera 

attributes this relative ease of occupation to the fact that guerrilla tactics work better in the 

countryside (Van Evera 1984, 126). This superiority of rural guerrillas over urban 

guerrillas for offensive purposes (overthrowing governments) was established early on by 

Brian Jenkins (1974), who noted that urban guerrillas had proliferated, yet were up to that 

                                                        
34 Historians and demographers hotly contest the size of Paraguay’s prewar population and the 
reliability of pre- and post-war censuses. For example, see Doratioto 2003. 
35 As explained above, urbanization is the share of the population living in urban, as opposed to 
rural, areas. Urban concentration refers to the distribution of populations across urban areas.  
36 Recent history, that is. 
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point remarkably unsuccessful. Judged by the same standards this assessment holds 

today.37 John M. Collins (1998: 203-206) in a balanced assessment of urban guerrillas finds 

that they haven’t been as successful as rural guerrillas. Generally speaking, insurgencies 

based in cities are not very effective. 

One potential reason for the inefficacy of urban resistance is that the features of modern 

cities that were designed to facilitate government quelling of popular unrest (Scott, 1998: 

esp. 53-83) and the institutionalization of mechanisms of governance might also play to 

the advantage of occupying forces. In densely populated urban centers, the same 

infrastructural and architectural features that favor the mobility and massing of protesters, 

also allows for mobility and concentration of repressive forces. Peter Liberman (1998) 

offers other theoretical reasons (and substantial empirical evidence) for why modernization 

and urbanization make occupation easier and sustained resistance harder:  

[T]he division of labor within modern societies makes it difficult for them to return to 

subsistence production while at the same time centralizing financial control over the 

economy. Coercion is made more efficient by the fact that wealth gives societies more to 

lose from resistance. Also, modern roads, communications, and population densities 

facilitate surveillance and power projection. This too makes coercion more efficient, while 

lowering the cost of the repression needed to eliminate uncontrolled organizations and 

crowds.  (1998: 146) 

It stands to reason, therefore, that more urbanized and concentrated populations present 

                                                        
37 Anti-occupation urban guerrillas might be more effective, but there are no studies that evaluate 
this claim systematically. 
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lower costs of repression and better prospects for successful military occupation. 

Critically, this can be true even if urban occupation does not generate substantial payoffs, 

as Liberman’s detractors have contended. Stephen Brooks’ (2007) critique of Liberman 

centers on the dislocations caused by foreign occupation and the related devaluation of the 

seized assets, especially in a world where value chains are globalized. Difficulties in 

attracting Foreign Direct Investment or managing occupied knowledge-based urban 

economies through coercion surely limit the occupying power’s ability to extract rents from 

the occupied territory. However, while this might pose a real problem for long-term 

occupation or imperial annexation, it should not drastically affect the calculus of wartime 

occupation.38,39  

A more significant counterpoint comes from the study of urban military operations. In a 

landmark edited volume, Barry Posen concluded that urban operations are “unusually 

difficult, complex, and risky” (2001: 165), and that the urban landscape favors defensive 

tactics, making it possible for “skilled, reasonably well armed” (2001: 162) adversaries to 

impose high costs on even the most advanced Western militaries. If Posen and his co-

authors are correct, increased urbanization and concentration should render wars of 

aggression and occupation costlier and countries less vulnerable. However, there are 

                                                        
38 For the distinction between occupation and annexation, see Edelstein 2008, p.3-4. Edelstein 
further differentiates between longer-term occupation (the focus of his book) and wartime 
occupations (p.172), which are excluded from the analysis. 
39 As Kirshner (2007) notes, occupying powers or their puppet regimes may find it easier to attract 
FDI than Brooks assumes. The last two cases of US-led occupation confirm Kirshner’s intuition. 
FDI into Afghanistan and Iraq has been much higher after their respective occupations than before. 
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reasons to believe that their conclusions are overdrawn.  

First, while the proposed superiority of defensive tactics in urban environments may 

complicate the taking of cities, it should also render holding them easier once taken. The 

defensive advantages noted in the study are essentially referring to the nature of the urban 

terrain (or urban landscape), regardless of whose forces occupy the defensive position. If 

the attacking force manages to dislodge the defending force (or deal a surprise attack before 

city defenses are mounted) and establish a stronghold in the city, it should acquire the 

tactical defensive advantage.  

Second, the tactical defensive dominance of cities may itself be overstated. While 

proponents of the defensive advantages of urban terrain point to the length and intensity of 

urban battles such as Stalingrad and Berlin in World War II, no study has yet been 

conducted systematically comparing urban and rural open-field battles. Such a study40 

would have to include lengthier field battles that ended in massive losses and offensive 

failure in earlier conflicts, like Verdun and the Somme in World War I, and brief urban 

battles that ended in offensive success in later wars, such as Hitler’s prompt seizure and 

occupation of the Netherlands (one of the most urbanized countries in Europe at the time) 

and the successive captures and recaptures of Seoul during the Korean War.  Seoul, roughly 

twice as populous as pre-war Stalingrad, changed hands four times during the course of the 

first year of the war. Of the five major battles for Seoul, only one saw the defending side 

victorious. 

                                                        
40 A project I intend to pursue at a future date. 
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Recent experiences in the Middle East also suggest that Amsterdam and Seoul, rather than 

Stalingrad, may be the norm.  Following the conclusions from above-cited volume on urban 

operations, Posen, like other commentators, predicted (2002) that the invasion of Iraq 

would include a “bloody siege in Baghdad” and that Iraqi forces would impose significant 

costs on the US. This prediction turned out to be far off the mark. The capture of Baghdad 

and other major cities was relatively swift, without substantial losses to coalition forces. 

More recently, Islamic State forces have been able to seize various cities in Iraq, as well as 

in Syria and Libya, with each conquest adding to their capabilities. At the time of writing 

in early 2017, American and coalition forces seem poised to wrest Mosul from ISIS control, 

more swiftly and having suffered fewer losses than proponents of defensive advantage 

would have us expect. 

Swift and cumulative victories are indicative that there is no substantial tactical defensive 

advantage in urban areas, or at least no advantage sufficient to overcome substantial 

asymmetries in capabilities or the advantages of strategic surprise.41  

This is not to dismiss claims that the tactical realities—fighting in tight spaces in urban 

terrain—are particularly miserable and challenging. Or to deny that they impose a greater 

psychological toll on combatants, and higher casualty rates among both combatants and 

civilians, than would result from operations in open fields and less densely populated areas. 

Rather, it is to say that it does not follow naturally that those costs fall disproportionally on 

                                                        
41 On cumulative gains from occupation and the offense-defense balance see Van Evera, 1984; 
Jervis and Snyder, 1991; and Snyder, 1991. On the importance of holding territory for insurgencies, 
see Kalyvas, 2006. 
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the attacker, or that they translate directly into strategic or political disadvantages for the 

attacker; particularly when we consider who really bears the burden of higher civilian 

casualties of urban operations and the direct targeting of cities, a topic to which I turn next. 

 

1.4.1.2 Punishing Cities 

A second, and more important, way in which cities become sources of vulnerability in the 

modern age is that they are particularly susceptible to being targeted by, and are hard to 

defend from, modern artillery (including ballistic and guided missiles) and air power. This 

means that cities, and the countries they belong to, can be severely damaged without rivals 

having to go through the trouble of winning a war and/or occupying large portions of the 

territory. The extent of this vulnerability, and therefore the centrality of cities for military 

strategy, is particularly pronounced when nuclear weapons enter into the scene. Early in 

the nuclear age strategists and scholars realized that cities were the natural targets for 

nuclear weapons, and therefore nuclear deterrence essentially involved “holding cities 

hostage” (Brodie 1946; Herz 1959).  

Chapter 3 and 4 will explore the novel challenges introduced by atomic weapons in greater 

detail, but it must be noted that this vulnerability of concentrated populations to air power 

predates the nuclear revolution. The vulnerability of concentrated populations to 

punishment from the air was first exploited by colonial powers (notably Italy, France, Spain 

and the UK) in Northern Africa, Middle East and Asia in the beginning of the 20th century, 

starting with the bombing of Tripoli in 1911 and Morocco in 1912. The vulnerability of 
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cities became a central concern of strategists and policy-makers in the core countries during 

World War I, with its introduction of chemical warfare and the use of air power that had 

been previously confined to the colonial world (Quester 1966; Van Creveld 2011, p.3-12). 

As the conflict progressed, fears of chemical warfare against cities mounted, and 

preparations increased, in both alliance blocs, for massive use of chemical weapons against 

cities (Coleman 2005, p.56).  

Despite the relatively limited civilian casualties from direct military attack in WWI, the 

potential damage to cities was not lost on strategic thinkers and officials in the leading 

European countries, who proceeded to push for the construction of gas-proof shelters, 

mass-production and distribution of gas masks and plans for large-scale urban development 

with views to what we now conceive as civil defense.  

When war came around again—as most European leaders expected it would—they wanted 

to make sure their growing and increasingly important cities would suffer as little 

devastation as possible. Their militaries, at the same time, continued to invest in the 

capability to deliver unprecedented levels of destruction from the air in the form of large 

gas bombs targeted at concentrated populations (Coleman 2005)42 . Japan, one of the 

world’s most urbanized countries in the 1930s, was particularly quick to realize the danger 

air power, especially if partnered with nascent weapons of mass destruction could pose and 

made diplomatic substantial efforts to curb the development and deployment of this 

technology by Western powers, all the while using it relentlessly against China (Quester 

                                                        
42 The interwar and early-Cold War periods also saw an arms race of sorts in the field of biological 
(germ) warfare. See, for example, Balmer 2001. 
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1966, p.123-126).  

The concern with the vulnerability of cities to destruction or severe disruption by 

conventional and non-nuclear non-conventional (chemical, biological) means was 

certainly outshined by the invention of the atomic bomb but did not disappear. As will be 

discussed in future chapters, the perception of vulnerability of urban centers exists in 

countries where the threat is non-nuclear, and we can see the broad implications (conflict 

aversion and beliefs about bargaining disadvantages) of this perception even in the absence 

of nuclear weapons.  

Chemical weapons in particular, though far less destructive than nuclear weapons, can still 

sow fear and chaos when used or threatened. In the final years of the Iran-Iraq war, in 

meetings with his closest advisors, Saddam Hussein repeatedly expressed the belief that 

attacks on Iranian cities, especially with weaponized chemical agents, could exert a 

powerful coercive effect on the Iranian regime and sap Iranian popular morale.43 Repeated 

strikes against Iran’s main cities of Tehran and Isfahan (and Qom, to a lesser extent), using 

SCUD-type surface-to-surface rockets with conventional warheads, though relatively 

limited in the extent of physical damage produced, caused mass panic and evacuation 

coupled with fears of chemical weapons (being used at the time against Iranian forces and 

Kurds inside Iraq).  

                                                        
43  See “Saddam and His Advisers Discussing the Importance of Morale, Mobilizing Popular 
Support, and Targeting Iranian Cities” March 01, 1987, History and Public Policy Program Digital 
Archive, Conflict Records Research Center, National Defense University, SH-SHTP-A-001-023 
http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/110101 
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Fears of Iraqi chemical weapons also caused disproportionate disruption in Israeli cities, 

namely Tel Aviv, during the first Gulf War. Saddam ordered dozens of SCUD attacks 

against Tel Aviv and Haifa in January 1991 in retaliation to the American entry into the 

conflict. The missiles, the same used against Iranian cities four years prior, carried 

conventional payloads and caused relatively few deaths from direct impact. Some were 

intercepted by the American Patriot missile defense batteries, while many others failed to 

reach their target. Instead, most of the damage was caused by the ensuing stress and 

confusion caused by fears of a possible chemical attack.44 Besides the interruptions to 

Israelis’ daily life, the attacks led thousands to leave their homes in Tel Aviv, seeking 

asylum in Jerusalem (believing Iraq would not risk destroying Islamic holy sites), the 

countryside, or abroad, prompting Tel Aviv mayor Shlomo Lahat to denounce those fleeing 

as deserters. The effects of a relatively short-lived and limited assault on a country with 

civil defense, air defense, and CBRN (conventional, biological, radiological and nuclear) 

preparedness that rank among the best in the world highlight the very real threats that 

advanced conventional and non-nuclear weapons of mass destruction can pose for cities.  

As I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 5, we see similar concerns about conventional 

and non-conventional artillery, and their devastating effects in South Korea. There, fears 

of large-scale urban devastation by a much inferior rival act as a powerful constraint on 

South Korean and American policy options during crises.  

Surely, a variety of other factors will affect the vulnerability of cities to external attack. 

                                                        
44 On indirect stress-related mortality due to the missile attacks, see Kark et al. 1995. 
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The morphology and topography of cities, for example, can make cities more or less 

vulnerable to penetration and occupation. Other things being equal, it is likely harder to 

take a city sitting atop a mountain than one in a valley, and similarly easier to besiege a 

smaller and densely populated city than a sprawling conurbation. Population density and 

construction types will also affect casualty rates from bombing campaigns. Traditional 

Japanese wooden construction made its cities particularly susceptible to damage from fire 

bombs. The location of cities, like their distance from borders or the sea will affect their 

ease of access and, therefore, vulnerability to a rival’s land power, airpower and 

conventional land- and sea-based artillery.45 This is illustrated in chapter 5, with the case 

of Brazil and Rio de Janeiro’s vulnerability to blockades and naval artillery.  

Historical and political factors can also be expected to modulate the weight leaders place 

on cities and how they perceive and react to the expected costs of urban destruction, but 

not in very simple ways. Past experience of having one’s cities targeted, for example, can 

inform leaders’ views on urban vulnerability. In particular, it seems that the experience of 

victimization itself is more important than the strategic or political outcomes of the 

experience. Though the German Zeppelin and later airplane raids during World War I 

produced no strategic results, British leaders took from the raids the lesson that British 

cities, London especially, were vulnerable to airpower and that bombing could have 

devastating effects on the home front and, consequently, the nation’s fighting spirit. In fact, 

that experience may have had a decisive impact on Neville Chamberlain and his fellow 

                                                        
45 Advanced missile technology, especially long-range ballistic missiles, has made distance and 
location less relevant, but not completely irrelevant. 
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“appeasers”’ reluctance to initiate a preventive war or take steps that could lead to a war 

with Nazi Germany (Wolfers 1946, p. 104; Jervis 1991, p.32; Levy 2006, p. 92 and passim; 

McDonough 1998). 

Against British expectations, the RAF failed to deter Germany from starting a war or 

targeting British cities, and the Luftwaffe Blitz over Great Britain in 1940-41 failed to 

collapse morale or its war-supporting industry. But this didn’t prevent Churchill and the 

Air Chiefs from postulating that their own subsequent campaigns against German, Italian, 

and Bulgarian cities could produce decisive results—they did not.  

The US Strategic Bombing survey itself concluded that though the massive campaign 

against Germany was successful in severely crippling German industry, it had little effect 

on the outcome of the war (see Brodie 1959, p. 109-114). A slightly more positive 

conclusion can be can be drawn from the case of Italy, where the RAF dropped nearly 

380,000 tons of explosives—twice as much as the Luftwaffe dropped on London—

between the very first day of the war to the last month in 1945, two years after Italy had 

sued for peace (Baldoli and Knapp 2012). The air raids, at first, targeted primarily specific 

military targets, and only secondarily major cities with a view to sap Italian moral and 

foment civil strife. Starting in 1942, attacks increasingly focused on cities and their civilian 

populations, now with American support (Gribaudi 2011). There crystalized a strategy of 

producing “moral collapse” by targeting Italian cities, nearly all of which had been hit by 

the end of the war. The Mussolini government proved utterly incapable of devising and 

competently implementing active and passive defensive measures to protect its population 

(Baldoli and Knapp 2012, p. 170; Overy 2014, ch. 5). Gas masks, shelters, anti-aircraft 
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defenses, evacuation plans, and civil-society volunteer organization for civil defense were 

all catastrophically undersupplied. Mussolini also largely failed to capitalize on hatred of 

the bombers to generate national cohesion. Even with all those failings on the part of the 

Fascist regime, which guaranteed that the economic, social, and psychological impact 

would be greater in Italy than it was in Germany, city bombing can only be said to have 

been one of the contributing factors, part of a broader, comprehensive strategy of 

conventional military defeat and propaganda. Popular and elite discontentment with the 

bombings and government’s inability to respond effectively intensified the sense of 

dissatisfaction with Mussolini’s government and the general frustration with the military’s 

poor performance in the war. 

The aerial campaigns against Sofia, Bulgaria, in 1943 and 1944 were arguably the most 

success the allied air operations in producing political instability and reducing support for 

the war effort, though even there it was far from decisive (Overy 2014, pp. 26-36). Not 

coincidentally, Bulgaria had higher levels of urban concentration (despite lower levels of 

urbanization) before the war than the core Axis countries.46 The same can be said of the 

most successful case of coercive airpower during World War II, the Luftwaffe’s bombing 

of Rotterdam, which precipitated Dutch surrender the very next day, bringing a swift end 

to an already quick ground campaign against one of the most urbanized and concentrated 

                                                        
46 According to the last pre-war census, in 1934, Sofia responded for more than 20% of Bulgaria’s 
urban population of approximately 1.3 million. “Population census 1934 in digital format”. 
National Statistical Institute, Republic of Bulgaria. Available at: 
http://www.nsi.bg/en/content/14813/population-census-1934-digital-format Last accessed July 1 
2018. 
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countries in Europe. 

Neither the Blitz’s limited military effectiveness nor the RAF’s own lack of success, 

however, led British officials and strategists to adopt a callous attitude toward air power 

generally or nuclear weapons in particular, as we will see in chapter 3. The loudest lesson 

from Britain’s own experience seemed to be that a country as concentrated as the UK could 

hardly afford total war in the cities, especially when thermonuclear weapons became 

involved.   

Lastly, but not less important, air defenses and civil defense preparedness can substantially 

affect a city’s vulnerability to attack, reducing expected casualties and destruction of fixed 

assets. Crucially, however, while lack of such preparedness can induce anxiety in the 

country’s leadership, it is unclear whether even large investments in relatively 

sophisticated defenses are sufficient to mitigate those concerns. This may introduce a 

problem of selection bias: if societies (or leaders) pay more heed to city defenses when 

anxiety regarding vulnerability is particularly high, these are also the countries in which 

such defenses need to be extremely effective and comprehensive, perhaps more than 

existing technologies allow. As we will see in chapter 5, this seems to be the case in South 

Korea, where capabilities for military and civil defense against the threat posed by North 

Korean artillery are extraordinary by most standards, and yet inspire little confidence and 

seem not to alleviate the need for behavioral adjustments. 
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1.4.2 Dealing with Vulnerability 

If the vulnerability of cities and geographic concentration translate into heightened 

perceptions of vulnerability, how does this vulnerability affect state policies and 

international outcomes?  

International Relations theory identifies two competing effects of perceptions of 

vulnerability. One school of thought identifies vulnerability as a leading cause of 

aggressive behavior. Vulnerability raises the costs of action, but also the costs of inaction, 

and the risk of predation. In a world of inescapable vulnerability, real or perceived, 

maximizing power and eliminating threats is seen as the optimal policy. Preventive action 

is advised and concerns over relative gains prevail. Intense security competition and 

aggressive behavior follows. When vulnerability is low, be it because of geography, 

technology, or beliefs, security is plentiful and cooperation is more likely.47 As Robert 

Jervis put it  

The easier it is to destroy a state, the greater the reason for it either to join a larger and more 

secure unit, or else to be especially suspicious of others, to require a large army, and, if 

conditions are favorable, to attack at the slightest provocation rather than wait to be 

attacked[…]By contrast, if the costs of [being exploited] are lower, if people are well-fed 

or states are resilient, they can afford to take a more relaxed view of threats. (1978: p.172) 

Following this line of thinking, the vulnerability of cities to attack can be understood as 

                                                        
47 Defensive and offensive realists disagree as to the objective balance between offense and defense, 
and therefore the advisability of power-maximizing strategies, but agree that (perception of) 
vulnerability drives aggression. See Snyder, 1991; Kupchan 1994; Mearsheimer, 2001; Glaser 
2010. 
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tilting the offense-defense balance toward the offense, creating incentives for states to seize 

the initiative and behave aggressively. This should more clearly be the case if the 

vulnerability of cities were restricted to the vulnerability to military wartime occupation, 

where strategic initiative will surely count for much. The vulnerability to punishing attacks, 

especially with nuclear weapons, however, has more ambiguous implications. As argued 

above, cities are vulnerable to counterattacks and punishment by modern conventional and 

nuclear weapons even in the absence of conventional defeat, reducing the strategic value 

of seizing the initiative. Altogether, urban vulnerability raises not only the costs of being 

exploited, or being victim of unilateral defection, in classical game theoretic terms, but also 

the expected costs of mutual defection.  

Another common response to vulnerability identified by IR scholarship (and also consistent 

with classical accounts in political theory and evolutionary biology48) is cooperation and 

the creation of institutional solutions to mitigate perceived vulnerability (Keohane and 

Axelrod 1984). This manifests itself in the “strategic necessity” that often leads to risky 

entreaties to mend fences with rivals (Kupchan 2010) or efforts to establish international 

or supranational arrangements or governance structures to address individual and shared 

vulnerabilities, from the vulnerability to internal dissolution with external intervention 

(Herbst 1989; cf. Saideman 2001), to climate change (Wendt 1999, esp. p. 349-353; 

Ostrom 2015), pandemics (Enemark 2009), or nuclear Armageddon (Deudney 1995; Craig 

2003). Heightened perceptions of vulnerability, in this view, don’t necessarily promote 

predatory and opportunistic behavior, but may instead engender caution, inhibition, or 

                                                        
48 See Hobbes 1994[1651]; Axelrod 1984. 
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cooperative behavior, even at short-term costs. 

Ultimately, however, there can be no straightforward deductive answer to the question of 

what the appropriate or more common response to vulnerability is. This is an empirical 

question, and the one I try to answer in this manuscript. Do states deal with vulnerability 

largely by becoming more aggressive or more restrained? The conclusion I reach in the 

following chapters, after analyzing the effects of urban geography on state conflict 

behavior and nuclear decision-making, is that, as a general rule, states respond to the 

vulnerability produced by urban geography by avoiding conflict, not seeking it out. The 

cases of tragically self-defeating reactions to vulnerability identified by defensive and 

neoclassical realists appear to be notable exceptions rather than the rule. Much of the 

aggressive and risky violent behavior in the 20th century can be better explained by 

perceptions of invulnerability afforded by geography—inter alia—or perceived favorable 

asymmetries in such vulnerability.  

 

1.5 (Urban) Geography as Context 

Before turning to the research design, it is worth addressing a potential objection or critique 

to the theory presented above. To the extent that the theory hinges on individuals and 

groups adjusting their thinking behavior to technological and geographical factors, I am 

vulnerable to the same charges of material determinism or naïve materialism that were 

rightly leveled against classical geopolitics (Morgenthau, 1948:116-118; Gray, 1999) or, 

more recently, against (certain versions of) offense-defense theory (Lieber, 2000; 2005). I 
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am not, however, arguing that urban geography and demography (and modern technology) 

are wholly determinative of political outcomes or that actors are powerless before these 

material realities. The argument here, instead, is that such “material factors” present leaders 

with different incentives, in the form of both opportunities, costs and limitations, and those 

must be taken into account in the context of specific policy decisions—including those 

decisions that are aimed precisely at changing or overcoming these very same material 

conditions.49 Or, as Harvey Starr put it, “Geography is important […] because of its role in 

shaping the dynamics of opportunities and risks. Geography affects changing perceptions 

of the possibilities and probabilities provided by the geographic environment.” (2013, p. 

433) Importantly, the incentives provided by geography, like those offered by the 

distribution of capabilities and interests (Jervis, 1978; Edelstein, 2002) are often neither 

obvious nor uncontestable. In fact, much of the rest of this manuscript deals with ways in 

which the men and women (but mostly men) in leadership positions struggled to make 

sense of and push beyond the limitations imposed by geography. 

In other words, urban geography in this project is understood as a major feature of the 

context in which leaders make decisions about national security. The key analytical wager 

of the project is that by better understanding this context, and how the context varies across 

countries (and over time), we might learn a few important things about international 

security. 

 

                                                        
49 This is also consistent with Wendt’s “rump materialism”. See esp. 1999, p. 110-112.  
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1.6 Research Design 

All subsequent chapters are motivated by the same general question of how the 

contemporary thinking and practice of international security are shaped by where in a 

country people live. And all are built around the same broad thesis that a population—

namely an urban population—concentrated in one or few places makes a country more 

vulnerable to external attack than a population that is more dispersed across the country. 

The manuscript is a first attempt at systematically exploring some of the political and 

strategic challenges that result from this, and how variation in countries’ urban geography, 

both between countries and over time, affects a number of key outcomes of interest to 

contemporary International Security Studies. In this sense, there is an overarching 

theoretical thread that connects all pieces, and that orients many of the methodological 

decisions including the overall research design. Along these lines, the project fits in the 

category of an investigation into the “effects of causes”, i.e., the type of research that seeks 

to find “how much a cause contributes on average to an outcome within a given population” 

(Bennett and Elman 2006, p. 457; see also Goertz and Mahoney 2012). But it would be 

disingenuous to pretend that my interest in urban geography came first. This line of inquiry 

was, from the very start, motivated by a substantive interest in answering specific questions 

about the causes of war and dynamics of crises, nuclear strategy, and a particular interest 

in explaining certain puzzling aspects of twentieth century international relations. In other 

words, the selection of which of the various possible effects of urban geography on 

international security and international politics more broadly was anything but random.  

To investigate the effects of urban geography on this range of outcomes of interest I employ 
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a mixture of large-N cross-national statistical analysis and qualitative case-study methods, 

including process tracing, and structured comparisons within and across countries. While 

each method is deployed to answer a different set of questions, the tests are designed to 

complement each other. However, rather than use a nested-analysis framework (Lieberman 

2005), wherein case studies selected from a quantitative model are used to investigate the 

validity of a theory’s causal claim after establishing a correlation using statistical analysis, 

the approach used here devises a different, more flexible, division of labor for the different 

methods, closer to what Jason Seawright calls “integrative multimethod” (2016).  

The statistical analyses in chapter 2 test the probabilistic propositions of the theory 

regarding the relationship between urban vulnerability and countries’ conflict propensity 

and their behavior in crises and conflicts. Illustrative case evidence is offered to 

substantiate the proposed causal mechanism and validate measurement and modeling 

choices, identify scope conditions and possible relationships between competing 

explanations, and address issues of selection and other possible sources of bias (particularly 

in chapter 5). 

Chapters 3 and 4 extend the theory presented in chapters 1 and 2 to explain how urban 

geography, by shaping understandings of vulnerability, conditions decision-making 

regarding the use of nuclear weapons. Chapter 3 consists of four case studies of great power 

nuclear strategy, drawing inferences from within-country and cross-country comparisons 

and causal-process observations from primary sources when available. Chapter 4 takes the 

insights from chapter 3 and tests them against the entire universe of nuclear powers, as well 

as two out-of-sample cases of quasi-nuclear powers. I offer both qualitative and 
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quantitative tests, including converge tests, tests of sufficiency, out-of-sample tests, and 

limited causal-process evidence, as well as multivariate regressions and Extreme Bounds 

Analysis on data on force posture to test additional observable implications drawn from 

the theory and suggested by the cases. The use of quantitative tools in that chapter aims not 

only at testing the generalizability of the theory, but also more directly address potential 

alternative or confounding explanations, and assess the relative causal weight of my 

explanatory variable. These are all tasks that are harder, if not impossible, to perform 

qualitatively, especially when the theory offers probabilistic and additive, as opposed to 

deterministic and exclusive, causal relationships.50 

In Chapter 5, I draw both on panel data and qualitative evidence from a variety of cases, 

with special attention to the cases of South Korea and Brazil, to explore the difficulties 

leaders face in manipulating urban geography to avoid its deleterious strategic 

consequences. These difficulties create a crucial limitation to the negation of the causal 

effects identified in the other chapters through purposeful action or general equilibrium 

dynamics. The chapter also offers some further evidence of the causal mechanisms 

theorized in the preceding chapters. 

                                                        
50 On additive causation and case studies, see, for example, Lebow and Stein 2004. 
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Chapter II. Urban Concentration and Interstate Conflict 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter I posited that one of the important consequences of urban 

vulnerability in the modern era is the caution it induces in the hearts and minds of leaders, 

who now must, by and large, accept the possibility of large-scale destruction in the home 

front even in ultimately successful wars.  

The first behavioral implication that follows is that leaders of highly vulnerable countries 

should be less conflict-prone, and more cautious in crisis situations, than leaders of less 

vulnerable countries. This chapter puts this proposition to an empirical test. It builds on 

existing theories of war, pitting testable hypotheses drawn from my theory against 

competing expectations derived from established scholarship, as well as other potential 

alternative views on the relationship between urban geography and interstate conflict. I 

introduce a quantitative measure of urban concentration and explain its utility as a measure 

of urban vulnerability. I model state initiation and escalation of militarized disputes and 

find that, as my theory expects, urban concentration correlates with a substantially lower 

likelihood of both initiation and success in crises. This finding stands in stark contrast with 

prevalent views regarding the relationship between cities and interstate conflict dynamics. 

I utilize different statistical techniques, including factor analysis and structural equation 
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modeling, to parse the effects of political geography from the effects of closely related 

economic and political factors. I also draw on qualitative evidence to support research 

design and modeling choices, interpretation of findings, and adjudicate between competing 

explanations. 

This chapter proceeds in the following way. The next section briefly reviews the existing 

literature on the causes of interstate conflict and crisis behavior to situate the present 

argument within the broader field. The following section briefly reviews cities’ 

vulnerability to punishment and to occupation as explained in chapter 1. A third section 

explains how my argument departs from standard, and mostly implicit, treatment of cities 

in international security scholarship, highlighting the standard view’s limitations and the 

problems with its operationalization in existing work. I also briefly discuss other alternative 

ways of linking cities and national security, which logically follow from existing strands 

of research in comparative political behavior and international relations. I then outline the 

competing sets of hypotheses that can be derived from these contrasting views. A fifth 

section presents the statistical analysis and empirical results. A sixth section discusses 

limitations of the research design and concludes with implications for further research and 

policy. 

 

2.2 Explaining Interstate Conflict 

We can divide most explanations for the occurrence of war between those that see it as 

mostly accidental—born of miscalculation (see Blainey, 1973; Waltz, 1988) or inadvertent 
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escalation (Jervis, 1976; Smoke, 1977; Van Evera, 1984)—, and those that see it as 

instrumental (Bueno de Mesquita, 1981; Giplin, 1981; Lebow; 1984; Mearsheimer, 2001). 

In formal terms, wars can be understood as sub-optimal equilibria or bargaining failures 

caused by private/asymmetric/imperfect information or credibility problems (Fearon, 

1995; Powell, 2006; Wagner, 2007; see also Wight, 1946), or as the result of (correct or 

incorrect) expected utility calculations (i.e., wars happen when its expected benefits 

outweigh its expected costs; Bueno de Mesquita, 1981; Fearon, 1995).51 

Viewed in these terms, scholarly inquiry into the causes of war and the variation (or lack 

thereof) in states’ propensities for conflict should be conceived of not as a battle of 

mutually exclusive and all-encompassing theories (even if it is often framed this way), but 

rather a long list of particular factors that affect the distribution of information, the 

credibility of commitments and threats, and the expected costs and benefits of conflict. 

We can also put it in other, more practical terms. As no state is ever entirely secure, or 

confident of others’ restraint and sensitivity to costs, the question during times of crisis 

quickly becomes one of “how much are we willing to sacrifice”? This question has three 

parts: “how much is this worth?”, “how likely are we to win?”, and “how much do we stand 

to lose in the process?” These real-life questions are precisely the components usually 

included in well-established choice-theoretic formal models of war (Bueno de Mesquita, 

1981; Fearon, 1995; Powell, 2006).  

Consider the classic formalization of the bargaining problem with outside options in Fearon 

                                                        
51 For many scholars these classes of explanation are not mutually exclusive. See Clausewitz, 
1976[1832]; Waltz, 1959; Brodie, 1973; Jervis 1976). 
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(1995). The set up for the game is a two-player bargaining game where A and B have 

preferences over a policy space. Each state’s expected utility for war is determined by the 

costs of a war relative to the benefits associated with winning and the probability of victory 

(Fearon, 1995: 385-385). Though the puzzle that motivated Fearon is precisely the ex-post 

inefficiency of war due to its costs, very little, if any, work in this research program has 

dealt with what determines or influences leaders’ assessment of vulnerability and the cost 

of war (recent exceptions include Kroenig, 2013; and Cunningham et al., 2013 

unpublished). Contemporary work in this vein has focused thus far almost exclusively on 

what contributes to states’ assessment of the probability of victory and of the other’s 

preferences, the divisibility of the issue at stake, or informational problems that complicate 

peaceful solutions to the bargain.  

Considerations of the absolute costs (and not just the costs of defeat relative to the potential 

benefits of victory) of conflict, however, are tremendously important for policy-makers 

(Brodie, 1973, ch 1; Mearsheimer 1981; Lebow, 1984: 155-156; Mearsheimer, 2001: 217). 

The political and technological determinants of leaders’ assessment of the costs of war is 

too important a topic to be treated as a constant or relegated altogether. This chapter 

partially remedies this shortcoming in the bargaining framework. 

It is easy to understand how vulnerability to attack or occupation, explained in chapter 1, 

might affect a leader’s propensity to initiate wars: as the expected cost of war increases, 

propensity for war decreases. To better understand states’ propensity for war, therefore, we 

need better theories about what factors affect their expectations of absolute and relative 

costs. I argue that the expected cost of conflict in the modern age is in large part a function 
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of how much of their population and wealth is located in urban areas, which are particularly 

vulnerable to external military aggression, and, more importantly, how concentrated these 

populations are across a country’s cities. The theory presented here suggests that we should 

expect states that have more of their population in fewer large urban areas to be perceived 

(and perceive themselves) as more vulnerable to the devastation that could accrue from a 

large-scale conflict. In turn, leaders of such states should be a) less likely to initiate 

militarized interstate disputes; and b) less likely to win in a crisis (crisis bargaining 

outcomes will be closer to the ideal point of the less vulnerable state). 

The effect on bargaining leverage and thus on crisis outcomes can be thought of as the 

second-order effect from the bargaining model, whereby raising the reservation price of 

state A moves the pre-war bargain point closer to state B, even in the absence of a change 

in the probability of victory in war. In other words, something that makes a leader think 

that the war will be costlier for their side will make that leader more likely to increase the 

value of the concessions they are willing to make to prevent war. 

In the now-canonical bargaining model of war (see Fearon 1995; Wagner 2007), the 

reservation prices for A and B, that is, the points at which each party prefers to go to war 

rather than settle, are determined by the probability of winning minus the cost of war for 

A, and the probability of winning plus the cost of war for B. That is, as the ratio between 

the costs for side A and the costs for side B shifts, so do their outside options, the range of 

acceptable bargains and, potentially, the pre-war bargain. For example, if the cost for player 

A increases, ceteris paribus, player A will be willing to accept peaceful bargains that it 

would not have otherwise—bargains that are closer to B’s ideal point. In other words, as 
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costs for A increase that state will be more likely to concede to B’s demands. Consequently, 

we should expect that, all else equal, the more concentrated state in a crisis dyad is likely 

the one to back down. 

An important thing to note here is that the effect on behavior is driven entirely by the effect 

on considerations of costs, not outcomes, of an eventual war. Empirically, therefore, the 

expectation from the theory is that urban vulnerability will have an effect on pre-war 

bargains and thus crisis behavior, but not on war outcomes. While in reality it is difficult 

to fully separate these concepts, analytically it is important to do so.   

There are four main reasons to expect no visible effect on war outcomes. First, there are 

good theoretical and empirical reasons to expect that once hostilities break out, other 

factors, mostly military capabilities and battlefield outcomes, dominate the military course 

of the war (Biddle & Long, 2004; Desch, 2008; Pape, 1996). Urban geography will affect 

the outcome of a war insofar as it is one of the many factors that shape battlefield outcomes, 

such as capabilities, organizational cohesion, terrain, and tactics. Following the discussion 

in chapter one, of the vulnerability of cities to military occupation, urban vulnerability 

would probably have a negative impact on a country’s prospects to win a war fought 

primarily within its own territory, but not if the war is fought in the enemy’s homeland (in 

which case the enemy’s degree of urban vulnerability would be the variable of interest) or 

in a third location. This is further complicated by the fact that, to the extent that states can 

exercise some choice in the matter, the very location of military confrontations is at least 

partly endogenous to countries’ understandings of their own, and each other’s geographic 
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vulnerabilities.52  During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union spent 

considerable financial and political resources building extensive networks of alliances and 

informal territorial empires, and fought wars—or prepared to fight them—in these 

peripheral locations partly in the hope of avoiding more centrally located conflicts, closer 

to home. Another particularly clear example of this logic of selecting where to fight can be 

found in Senator Lindsey Graham’s defense of Donald Trump’s proposed preventive war 

against North Korea in 2017. As Graham bluntly put it “If there’s going to be a war to stop 

[Kim Jong Un], it will be over there. If thousands die, they’re going to die over there. 

They’re not going to die here”. (Cited in Ortiz and Yamamoto, 2017). 

Second and related, while some wars are limited and end with one side suing for peace, 

some conflicts end only with the overwhelming defeat of one of the sides. In the former, 

bargaining does not stop after hostilities begin, it merely becomes more violent, and both 

parties may continue to bargain to achieve a compromise to end the war (Slantchev 2003, 

Powell 2004; Weisiger, 2013). Urban concentration might, in some of these cases, make a 

state more likely to capitulate, i.e. sue for peace even before its forces have been completely 

subjugated, if the prospect of urban destruction remains open even as the war progresses. 

We will see why this is unlikely below. In the latter set of cases, in which one or more sides 

see no acceptable compromise, and can envision no satisfactory outcome short of the total 

and complete surrender, subjugation, or annihilation of the enemy, there is no substantial 

                                                        
52 This is an area that deserves a lot more attention. A great deal of attention has been paid to 
whether, when, and, how, states choose to fight wars, but little has been written, in modern 
International Relations, about where they choose to fight. This question, however, has a long 
pedigree. See Machiavelli 1996, II 12. For a recent invective in this direction, see Braithwaite 2005; 
2010. 
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bargaining to be had, and any effect of urban vulnerability will be a function of its effects 

on battlefield outcomes, which, as noted above, are indeterminate or at least specifically 

conditional on a number of factors. 

The third reason urban vulnerability might affect non-war outcomes but not war outcomes 

pertains to likely selection effects. If urban concentration affects expectations of costs and 

makes states more reluctant, then it is likely that the leaders that find themselves involved 

in a war are precisely those that are either less sensitive to those costs, expect the benefits 

to significantly outweigh the costs, or expect the costs of capitulation to be greater than the 

cost of defeat. Even if only some of these selection processes were operating part of the 

time, the result would be a very biased sample. 

Finally, it is likely that leaders’ expectations of costs, and in particular the costs associated 

with urban vulnerability, change during the course of war. As explained in the theory 

section, crisis bargaining is affected by the expectation of costs, and those expectations are 

often proven exaggerated or otherwise incorrect. As military campaigns progress, new 

information is revealed about rivals’ capabilities, strategies, and vulnerabilities. During a 

war, leaders may update their beliefs about their opponent’s ability to inflict damage to 

their urban areas or desire to escalate the conflict to such levels, reducing the salience of 

urban concentration on bargaining outcomes. Over the course of a war, leaders may also 

find that their—or their rivals’—cities are more resilient than previously thought, and that 

strategic bombing is ineffective as a strategy (see Pape, 1996; 21-28).53  

                                                        
53 It is equally possible for leaders to fail to learn despite available evidence. The US adopted 
strategic bombing during WWII despite the German failure to produce a British surrender or the 
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Individually or together, these provide sufficient reason to expect that variation in urban 

vulnerability will not explain differences in war outcomes even if it helps explain general 

patterns of conflict initiation and coercive diplomacy.  

One particularly poignant example of the dynamics proposed here, including potential 

selection biases and the mismatch between concerns with urban vulnerability and 

observable wartime effects of urban vulnerability—and therefore the limited effect of urban 

vulnerability in explaining war outcomes or successful wartime coercion—can be found in 

World War II Japan.  

While Japan was fairly urbanized and concentrated compared to its peers prior to the war, 

leading to increased concerns about its vulnerability to emerging military technologies 

(Quester, 1966, pp. 123-125; Garon, 2016), it wasn’t until after the war that Japan became 

a predominantly urban society. Not only was Japan’s economy not overly dependent on 

urban-industrial production, it was also at the time dominated by a coalition of oligarchical 

and praetorian interests, the old rural landed class and the military. In fact, the military 

actions at home and abroad that ultimately ended Japan’s first experiment with democracy 

were largely a reaction to the emerging urban capitalists and middle-class, who had been 

gaining significantly in influence over the previous decades and had managed to attain 

majorities in the Diet (Japan’s parliament) during the interwar years (Rosenbluth & 

Ramseyer, 1995; Snyder, 1991). The prolonged state of war with China, starting with the 

                                                        
Allied failure in bringing Germany to its knees using airpower.  As noted in the previous chapter, 
Saddam Hussein continued to espouse a belief in the morale-sapping effects of even limited city 
bombing despite successive failures to produce an Iranian surrender during any of the so-called 
“wars of the cities”. 
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Mukden Incident of 1931, and the conquest and exploitation of territories in mainland Asia 

for industrial resources also meant a fair degree of geographic de-concentration of the war 

economy. The colonial war in Asia also served to isolate Japan from the global economy, 

slowly driving Japan to a state of desperation. The military-led coalition ultimately decided 

that this perceived encirclement—though created by its own aggressive policies—could 

only be escaped by waging war against the United States (Snyder, 1991; Copeland, 2014). 

When the Japanese leaders decided to attack Pearl Harbor, they weighed the risks and costs 

of a war with the United States against the likely consequences of not waging the war. 

However misguided and influenced by ideology, bureaucratic and parochial interests, and 

misperceptions the decision may have been, the regime had already internalized various 

expected costs, including the expected costs of urban destruction. It is further likely that 

this latter cost would have been discounted because of the nature of the ruling political 

coalition, though it was certainly not discarded out of hand. Both before and during the 

early stages of the war in Europe, Japan invested considerable money and attention to civil 

defense preparedness against airpower. Japan, in fact, led the world in the establishment of 

civil defense organizations and associations, and scale of national air raid drills. The 

Japanese government carefully studied the air war in the European front, in particular 

British responses to the German blitz, and drew lessons and adjusted its own civil defense 

practices (Garon, 2016).  

By the time the United States initiated its strategic bombing campaign against Japanese 

cities in the very last months of the war, Japanese leaders had not only already sunk massive 

costs into a war they saw as vital, but previous governments had also expended a fair 



 

66 

amount to prepare for the damage from strategic bombing. All considered, it becomes 

easier to understand why extensive bombing of cities, including the atomic bombing of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki, failed to produce a timely Japanese surrender (Wilson, 2007).  

Because the currently existing data on wars do not differentiate between types of wars 

(limited and unlimited, primary location of battlefields), nor does it differentiate between 

defeat and capitulation, the relationship between urban vulnerability and war outcomes 

broadly defined remains unspecified. We should therefore not expect to find a strong 

correlation, if any, between urban geography and the outcomes of wars.  

This points to one interesting set of avenues for future study: the comparative effectiveness 

of urban and rural military campaigns, the broader effects of urban vulnerability on 

outcomes of military engagements, and the effects of geography conditional on other 

factors (political, military, technological). 

 

2.3 Cities as Liabilities: Urban Concentration is Bad for Strategy 

In the previous chapter I argued that, in the modern era, cities are sources of vulnerability 

for states because they are more susceptible than rural areas to both military occupation 

and punishment campaigns by opposing militaries during war, making it relatively easier 

to effectively control enemy populations and or subject them to high levels of devastation.  

Cities are, in essence, soft targets, while they are also the backbones of modern industrial 

and post-industrial societies and often the locus of political power. Modern air power and 

artillery, especially when paired with weapons of mass destruction, are particularly 
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dangerous to populations agglomerated in urban areas. Attack from the air or from a 

distance, and the mere threat of chemical or nuclear devastation can have outsized impacts 

on urban activity. In other words, modern technology makes hitting the enemy “where they 

live” a possibility even in the early stages of a conflict, increasing the probability of 

pronounced costs on the home front regardless of the ultimate political settlement of a 

contest.  

Modern cities are also built for (or have been adjusted to) enable governance and, when 

governance strains, facilitate repression and hamper mass insurrection. Those same 

features of cities can reduce the costs of military occupation of urban terrain. The density 

and opacity of cities also means that ground warfare, during offensive and counteroffensive 

phases, are likely to be extremely deadly not only for the soldiers on the ground, but also 

for local civilian populations even if attempts are made to limit casualties.  

The degree of vulnerability, moreover, is a function not just of the degree of urbanization, 

or reliance on cities generally, but also the geographic concentration of urban population, 

wealth, and power. Countries that have a large proportion of their urban population 

concentrated in one or few cities will be much more vulnerable targets for military 

aggression (or counter-aggression) than countries where urbanization is a more diffuse 

process.  

Leaders of more concentrated countries will therefore be more acutely aware, ceteris 

paribus, of the likely costs of large-scale conflict, and become less inclined to start or 

escalate conflicts. The view sketched in the preceding paragraphs stands in sharp contrast 

with the traditional understanding of the relationship between cities and international 
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security. 

2.3.1 Cities as Capabilities vs. Cities as Vulnerability 

As argued in chapter 1, IR scholarship has not paid much explicit attention to this aspect 

of political geography. However, it has adopted an implicit association between 

urbanization and industrialization and development, and therefore between cities and 

martial prowess. In fact, most quantitative work in international security carries with it an 

implicit theory of the relationship between urbanization and power, simply due to the 

inclusion of urban population in the Correlates of War’s Composite Index of National 

Capabilities (CINC). The theoretical reasoning behind including the CINC scores as 

measures of capability is rarely explicit, and authors almost never delve into its component 

factors beyond listing them. On the few occasions that authors discuss the reason for 

including a measure of urban population, it is treated merely as a proxy for level of 

development54 or having an expected positive correlation with military capabilities (Singer 

and Diehl, 1990; Geller and Singer, 1998). The documentation for the COW National 

Material Capabilities (NMC) data set sums up the view nicely: 

Besides sheer numbers of people, it is important to capture other elements of a state’s 

population. Factors such as education, societal organization, and social services are not 

captured by the measure of total population. In order to capture the net effect of these more 

abstract and amorphous ideas, this project includes a measure of urban population. 

Urbanization is associated with higher education standards and life expectancies, with 

                                                        
54 This should come as no surprise given the influence of modernization theory at the time of its 
inception. 
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industrialization and industrial capacity, and with the concentrated availability of citizens 

who may be mobilized during times of conflict. (NMC 4.0 documentation) 

While entirely plausible, this obscures the fact that urbanization, and more importantly, 

urban concentration, might also have other, contradictory, effects, as noted in previous 

sections. This is particularly important because while urbanization and concentration are 

related, the relationship is weak and needs to be distinguished, as explained in Chapter 1. 

A country can be highly urbanized but relatively dispersed, like the US or Germany, and it 

can be mostly rural but fairly urban-concentrated, like Rwanda or Uganda. It can also be 

rural and dispersed, like India, or urbanized and concentrated like South Korea and 

Uruguay today. Urban concentration—the share of population living in the country’s 

largest cities (or city) has been found to be substantially higher in developing, closed 

economies, and authoritarian regimes than in developed and open economies and 

democracies. While middling levels of concentration can generate economies of scale, 

overconcentration in primate cities (the main city in the country) is also suggested to lead 

to lower productivity and slower economic growth, as well as higher crime rates (Gaviria, 

1999) and lower quality of life altogether. This directly contradicts the rationale for 

inclusion of urban population as an indicator of capabilities as explicated in the CINC data 

set. It also suggests that the relationship between urban concentration and capabilities on 

the one hand and between urban concentration and conflict proneness on the other may be 

nonlinear.  

At low levels of concentration, an increase in the degree of concentration produces both 

efficiency gains and vulnerabilities, with the former possibly dominating the latter. As 
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concentration becomes excessive (and different societies may reach such a tipping points 

at different times), economies of scale may reach a point of declining or even negative 

marginal returns, while the vulnerability of concentrated populations continues to increase. 

In such a case, the relationship between concentration and conflict propensity would be 

non-linear, positive as long as the capability effect dominated; and negative once the 

vulnerabilities produced became more pronounced than the capability benefits gained by 

increased concentration. The precise functional form of the ultimate relationship between 

urban concentration and conflict behavior, therefore, would depend on how early in this 

process the vulnerability effects starts to dominate, and the strength of each effect. Figures 

1a and 1b below illustrate this hypothetical relationship in a scenario where the 

vulnerability effect only dominates at fairly high levels of concentration, taking the form 

of an inverted U. As I show in the sections below, I find evidence of this type of non-

linearity, but the vulnerability effect seems to be substantially more pronounced starting at 

somewhat low levels of concentration, yielding a decidedly non-linear but not quite 

parabolic relationship. 
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a) Concentration, Capabilities, and Vulnerability 

  

b) Concentration, Vulnerability and Conflict 

Figure 1. Concentration, Capabilities, Vulnerability and Conflict. 
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Moreover, the operationalization and measure of urbanization in the COW data set partly 

conflates the two concepts. COW defines urban population as the total population of a 

country living in cities with population over 100,000. While this is not an unreasonable 

definition, one might argue that it severely understates the degree of urbanization by 

discounting smaller cities, which account for larger shares of the urban population in less 

concentrated countries. Contrast this cut-off point with the one employed by the US census 

bureau, which classifies as “urbanized areas” agglomerations starting at 50,000 people and 

“urban clusters” as those over 2,500 and under 50,000. The World Bank, in turn, classifies 

as urban those areas that are classified as urban by the reporting offices of the member 

states, most of which employ lower thresholds. While the choice of a more restrictive and 

standardized definition simplifies the data collection effort, it biases the COW measure 

systematically in favor of states with greater degrees of urban concentration, i.e., the 

concentration of the urban population in few and larger urban centers. In other words, more 

dispersed states rate fairly low on the COW urbanization measure. For example, the US, a 

highly developed and highly urbanized country (between 80 and 90% living in areas 

designated as urban by the US Census Bureau or the UN), would be considered mostly 

rural by the COW measure, as less than 30% of the country’s population lives in cities 

larger than 100,000. This is an obvious serious problem, as the measurement error is not 

only fairly large, it is also not random, being correlated with both the size of population 

and degree of concentration. 

The appropriateness of this measure also encounters problems in that the size of cities is 

not necessarily positively correlated with the degree of development and positive 
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contribution to national capabilities. It is easy to see why it may be that the average urbanite 

would be better served with “education, societal organization and social services” (things 

COW associates with cities), in a relatively small city like Kenosha, Wisconsin (latest 

population count 99,738, below the cutoff for COW) than in a large metropolitan area like 

Caracas (3.6 million), Baghdad (7.2 million) or Tripoli (2.2 million). Table 1, below, lists 

the 20 countries in 2007 with the largest urban populations in absolute terms and largest 

urban populations as share of their total populations according to the NMC dataset. Even a 

casual glance makes clear that the measurement of urbanization is biased toward highly 

concentrated populations and severely underestimates degree of urbanization in larger and 

more dispersed countries, such as the United States and Brazil. 

This manuscript explores the ways in which urban populations, depending on how they are 

geographically organized can impact national power and policy in ways that counter this 

conventional expectation. As I explain in earlier sections and in the preceding chapter, we 

should expect a state’s urban population, if overly concentrated in few cities, to be not only 

or even primarily a source of power but also a potential liability, as cities make for soft 

and attractive targets, and the destruction or severe disruption of one or two such targets 

would impose large costs on a country where a few cities house overwhelming proportion 

of the population (and economic and political assets). As a consequence, we should expect 

that urban population as a share of total population, as measured in the COW capabilities 

dataset, and other measures of urban concentration (introduced below) would have a 

negative effect on a country’s propensity to initiate conflicts and on their leverage in crisis 

bargaining scenarios (especially controlling for other indicators of capabilities and 
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development). If that is indeed the case, another important contribution of this study is to 

show that including a mis-measured variable for urban population with other factors might 

not only misrepresent the true effect of that variable; it will also, as a result, distort the 

statistical effect of the other related factors. 

Table 1. Ranking of Countries by Urban Population and Urban Share of 
Population. 

Urban Pop., % of Total (COW)  Urban Population, mln (COW) 
Singapore (S) 100% 

 
China  748.534  

UK (P) 91% 
 

India  198.077  

Libya (P) 81% 
 

Brazil  103.286  

Australia (N) 75% 
 

Japan  84.414  

UAE (S) 72% 
 

USA  82.969  

Bahamas (S) 71% 
 

Russia  68.232  

Syria (N) 69% 
 

UK  55.259  

Qatar (S) 68% 
 

Mexico  43.021  

Iraq (P) 67% 
 

Pakistan  40.864  

Japan (N) 66% 
 

Indonesia  35.718  

Saudi Arabia (P) 65% 
 

Iran  33.723  

Morocco (N) 63% 
 

Nigeria  29.303  

Chile (P) 61% 
 

Colombia  25.945  

Colombia (P) 59% 
 

Germany  25.337  

Taiwan (S) 59% 
 

Philippines  25.075  

Congo (N) 59% 
 

Egypt  22.960  

China (N) 57% 
 

South Korea  22.826  

Brazil (N) 55% 
 

Bangladesh  22.123  

Djibouti (P)  54% 
 

Iraq  19.879  

Peru (P)  53% 
 

Morocco  19.427  

S – Small state 
P – Has a primate city (a city that is more than twice the size of the next largest city) 

N – No primate city 



 

75 

2.3.2 Hypotheses 

These two contrasting views of cities lead not to diametrically opposed, but contrasting 

sets of hypotheses55: 

H1 - Cities as vulnerabilities hypothesis: Higher levels of concentration imply greater 

degrees of vulnerability, leading to conflict aversion and worse crisis outcomes (negative, 

negative) 

Ha - Cities as capabilities: Urbanization, regardless of its geographic distribution is a sign 

of development and increases national power. No clear relationship between concentration 

and conflict, positive relationship between urbanization and conflict proneness as well as 

positive crisis outcomes (positive, positive). 

Hb - Cities as Modernity: Another possible way of theorizing the relationship between cities 

and international security emerges out of the literature on the liberal/capitalist peace. If 

urbanization is indeed an element of modernization, and that modernization culminates in 

an empowerment of urban industrialists and capitalists, and realignments of political 

coalitions (Rogowski, 1989)—or in democratization (Lipset, 1957)—, then it is plausible 

that more urbanized states will be more capable (see above), but less inclined to engage in 

international conflict as these urban-industrial societies and coalitions derive less utility 

from war, especially wars of conquest (see Wright, 1951: 830-831; on the pacifying effects 

of internationalist domestic coalitions, see Solingen, 1998). 

                                                        
55 As noted above, these are not strictly competing because urbanization and urban concentration 
are moderately related, but they are in practice contradictory because that correlation is weak. 
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This line of thinking predicts that urbanization, as a proxy for modernization and 

capitalism, should produce more power but also more restrain. In other words, we should 

expect more urbanized states to be Hb1) less conflict prone, Hb2) fare better in crises, and 

Hb3) do better in wars. The latter two effects, however, should be small or negligible once 

we control for other measures of capabilities. Along the same lines, we should expect urban 

concentration, on the other hand, to be Hc1) positively correlated, if at all, with conflict 

initiation and Hc2 and Hc3) negatively correlated with crisis and conflict victory, as more 

developed countries tend to be less concentrated. 

Hd – Cities as Audiences: Yet another way in which urbanization, and urban concentration 

in particular, might affect a state’s foreign and security policies is through its immediate 

effects on domestic political implications of foreign policy (in contrast to the long-term or 

transformative effects of modernization). That is, cities can be thought of as large attentive 

audiences that are better informed and more likely to care about a leader’s actions in the 

international realm, and also better able to mobilize to protest against a leadership that 

“misbehaves”.56 There is a large literature on the domestic politics of international conflict, 

and in particular the relationship between public opinion, audience costs and the propensity 

to engage in conflicts and their outcomes, with ample disagreement among scholars about 

                                                        
56  Scholars of political participation in democracies have long been interested in urban-rural 
differences in voting behavior. While there is no consensus in the literature, there seems to be no 
systematic difference in levels of participation that are observable cross-nationally. Many have 
noted differences in specific countries in type if not in overall rates of participation. Tarrow 1971 
for example, found that participation was higher, but more hostile to traditional parties in rural 
France; Mo et al. 1991, confirm a persistent gap in favor of rural turnout in South Korea, though 
they also find that this turnout is largely produced by government-led mobilization, which is more 
effective in rural than in urban areas. 
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not just when and how public opinion matters, but also whether publics ever constrain 

leaders in ways consistent with audience costs theories (Snyder and Borghard 2011, Mercer 

2012, Gartzke and Lupu 2012, Saunders 2015, Mattes and Weeks unpublished). Much of 

the skepticism about audience costs revolves around the issue of information asymmetries 

between the public and the leadership, which allows leaders to evade domestic audience 

costs (Trachtenberg 2012). In this sense, developments that contribute to narrowing the 

information gap between mass publics and elites and increase the ability to mobilize and 

impose direct costs on elites, such as the greater literacy, access to information, and 

proximity to the centers of power that follow from urbanization and urban concentration, 

should make the operation of audience costs mechanisms more likely. In other words, 

publics are more likely to know about, care about, and effectively react to, leaders’ foreign 

policy entreaties when they are urbanized and concentrated than when they are rural and/or 

dispersed throughout the country. This would predict that leaders of more urbanized and 

more concentrated states, facing higher domestic audience costs, would be Hd1) less likely 

to initiate conflicts but likely to select into conflicts they are well positioned to win (on 

audience costs and self-selection, see Reiter and Stam 2002), and find it easier to generate 

audience costs, leading to Hd2) better crisis and Hd3) better war outcomes. However, the 

positive effect on war outcomes could be lessened or swamped by the increased sensitivity 

to the urban damage that may be incurred during wars, leading to pressure to terminate 

costly wars even in unfavorable terms (see Chiozza and Goemans 2011; Croco 2011; Sirin 

and Koch 2015), suggesting that the increased public sensitivity could have different on 

crisis and war outcomes. 
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2.3.2.1 Summary of the Competing Hypotheses 

My theory posits that leaders of countries with great degrees of urban concentration are 

reluctant to initiate or escalate conflicts due to their potentially devastating costs. Leaders 

are sensitive to these costs even if they don’t ultimately affect their probability of winning 

in a war. This reluctance affects their bargaining leverage in inter-state crises. This stands 

in contrast to three alternative sets of hypotheses. The first, linking urbanization to state 

capacity for resource mobilization predicts that more urban states will be more likely to 

initiate conflicts and more likely to win them, regardless of the geographic distribution of 

urbanization. Urban concentration should, if anything, be positively associated with 

initiation and victory insofar as it also facilitates mobilization. The second, that views 

urbanization as a proxy for modernization writ large, predicts that more urban and 

concentrated states would be less likely to initiate conflicts (capitalist peace) but more 

likely to win those conflicts due to their greater sophistication. The third, which conceives 

of cities as large audiences, predicts that more concentrated states will be less likely to 

initiate conflicts but more likely to select into conflicts they are likely to win, though they 

may face greater popular pressure to abandon costly wars. The hypotheses also differ in 

their expectations about differences or similarities between crises and wars. The competing 

hypotheses, their empirical implications, and results from statistical analysis are 

summarized in the box below. In the following pages I delineate the empirical strategy I 

utilize to test the hypotheses presented in the preceding sections and the results from the 

analysis. 
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Table 2. Hypotheses on the Relationship between Urban Concentration and Interstate 
Conflict Behavior. 

 

 

2.4 Data and Findings 

In the following sections I offer quantitative tests for these hypotheses. The empirical 

strategy is straightforward. I test each set of hypotheses regarding the different dependent 

variables (conflict aversion and crisis outcome) separately using multivariate logistic 

regression. Each result can be interpreted in its own rights, but I explain why, when 

considered together, the results present strong evidence for my proposed hypothesis. 

Moreover, I perform the referred tests on multiple measures of the dependent variables as 

well as different measures of the explanatory variable. I also subset the data to show that 

the results hold under conditions that the theory predicts they should, but not under 

conditions the theory predicts they should not, i.e., that while high urban concentration 

 
 Empirical implications  

Hypotheses Conflict Initiation Crisis Outcome 
Cities as liabilities Negative Negative 

Cities as capabilities Positive Positive 
Cities as modernization Negative (if any) Positive 

Cities as audiences Negative Positive 
Table 2 cont. 

                        
Hypotheses 

Difference between outcomes 
of crises and wars  

Cities as liabilities Yes 
Cities as capabilities No 

Cities as modernization No 
Cities as audiences Unclear 

Green: hypothesized relationship consistent with the data. Red: hypothesized relationship not 
consistent with the data. Grey: ambiguous predictions. 
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affects a state’s performance in crises short of war it has no discernible effect on war 

outcomes.  

For the main independent variable of interest, urban concentration, I use a few different 

measures, including a new measure discussed below. Because there is no consensus in the 

literature on how to best measure urban concentration (see also chapter 1), and the different 

measures used by geographers and economists partially accounts for the different results 

in that literature, I conducted sensitivity analysis using different measures to guarantee that 

the results were not too dependent on the choice of measurement. For the first measure of 

urban concentration, I use Correlates of War (COW) data to create a variable for the share 

of urban population (measured by COW as population living in cities with more than 

100,000 inhabitants) to total population in a country. As explained above (see table 2), I 

expect that this measure partially captures both the degree of urbanization and the level of 

concentration.  

To more directly proxy urban concentration as defined here, I create a Herfindahl 

Hirschman (HH) index of concentration. An HH index is calculated by taking the sum of 

the squared shares of urban population in cities larger than 300,000 people, using data 

from the World Urbanization Prospect (2014). 57 This measure ranges from 0 (perfectly 

distributed) to 1 (all of the urban population lives in just one city). It captures the 

distribution of the urban population much like other HH indexes capture market 

concentration, by accounting for the number of cities (firms) and their relative sizes. Figure 

                                                        
57 In other models, not reported here, I tested a different cut-off point of 750,000, with statistically 
similar results. 
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2 below is a map showing the variation in urban concentration using the HH index. Because 

the resulting measure is fairly left-skewed, I use its natural log.  

 

Figure 2. Urban Concentration Map (HH Index), 2010. 

 

Another possible, and simpler, measure is plainly to calculate the share of urban population 

that resides in the country’s largest city. For most purposes this would be an appropriate 

approach, since in most countries city size follows a roughly power-law distribution, or 

rank-size distribution (Zipf, 1949).58 The problem is that even minor deviations from the 

power-law distribution potentially hide important variation between countries. Countries 

where the distribution deviate in one way or another will have different levels of 

concentration, despite identical ratings on the share of population living in the largest city.59 

The approximation of a power-law distribution, however, means that any meaningful 

variation will occur at the level of the few largest cities, and as we move to smaller and 

                                                        
58 Though no one can quite explain why. Zipf’s law of city size is, much like the Democratic Peace, 
a statistical finding still in search of a theory. 
59 Less concentrated countries seem to deviate the most from a power-law distribution. 
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smaller cities their contribution to the index will become negligible. 

The original data for WUP is only available starting in 1950, at five-year intervals. To 

produce country-year data, I followed common practice and used linear interpolation60, 

which assumes growth rates are roughly linear and constant within the five-year period. 

Other methods of interpolating the data, which relax the linearity assumption, produce 

roughly identical results.  

While it would be ideal to have a measure that goes back further in time, restricting the 

analysis to the post-World War II period has many potential benefits, first among them 

being that it reduces concerns with heterogeneity, as changes in the character of national 

and international politics, as well as military technology are expected to condition the 

relationship between urban geography and conflict. 

Finally, I use factor analysis to identify urban concentration as a latent variable from 

multiple demographic and geographic indicators.61 For this analysis, in addition to the 

measures explained above, I add the size of the country, size of its population, and a 

measure of the geographic clustering of its cities, calculated as the average distance 

between major cities (larger than 300k) and the largest city. The indicator takes a value of 

                                                        
60 This is the method used, for example, by the COW National Military Capabilities to fill in 
missing values, by the UN itself when producing annual estimates from data collected over longer 
periods, and population bureaus when estimating populations for non-census years. It assumes a 
constant rate of growth between measured years, an assumption that is likely not outrageous for 
variables that move slowly and gradually with few interruptions. 
61  I found the factor analysis approach to be preferable to estimating a latent variable using 
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) because of the added benefit of the resulting variables being 
orthogonal to each other by design. Results from SEM were very similar, however. 
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1 if the country only has one major city. In Israel, for example, the average distance to Tel 

Aviv is 70 miles, whereas the average distance of major American cities from New York 

is about 1800 miles. Naturally, this measure is highly correlated with the size of the 

country, possibly overstating the degree of clustering in small states. On the other hand, it 

is valuable because it produces higher values for larger states with only one major city than 

for small states with more dispersed populations. The mechanics and results from factor 

analysis are reported in the next section. 

2.4.1 Urban Concentration and Conflict Initiation 

The first hypothesis that follows from the theory delineated in the previous sections is that 

high degrees of urban concentration induce caution on the part of the country’s leadership 

by increasing the potential costs of a large-scale conflict. In formal terms, as the expected 

cost of the outside options (war) increases, the range of potential peaceful bargains 

similarly increases. Since, unlike Fearon and others, I am proposing that the costs of war 

vary from state to state and are in part determined by their level of urban concentration, it 

is appropriate to test this proposition by examining the probability that a given state will 

initiate a conflict in a given year. I test both the monadic and dyadic versions of this 

argument and find support for both. 

I use militarized interstate disputes (MIDs) from the MID 4.0 dataset. A MID encompasses 

the threat, display or use of force against another state. For the monadic test, the data set is 

structured as a panel, with all states in the system since 1946 or their first year as 

independent states thereafter. This structure allows me to test for the monadic effect of 

urban concentration on conflict-proneness. Because of availability of data in some of the 
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covariates, the period covered goes only from 1950 to 2007. Initiation is coded as 1 if a 

state initiated a new MID in a given year and 0 otherwise.  

Because the dependent variable is dichotomous, I use multivariate logistic regressions. To 

account for time dependence, I include the time elapsed since the last MID initiated by the 

country as well as the squared and cubed terms (Carter and Signorino 2010). In the main 

models presented here I try to respect the spirit of Achen’s rule of three and keep the 

number of covariates to a minimum, including only variables that we have strong 

theoretical reasons to believe are correlated with both the dependent and independent 

variable (Achen 2005).  

 

2.4.1.1 Controls 

Territory size: One first such variable is the size of a country’s territory (in thousands of 

square km, Weidmann et al. 2015), which is known to be negatively correlated with urban 

concentration (Henderson, 2000). Some have hypothesized that larger territories could 

dampen the desire for violent expansion (Tir and Diehl 1998), but larger territories can also 

mean more and/or lengthier borders, creating more potential for conflict with neighbors 

(Gibler 2012). 

Level of development: Higher levels of urban concentration are associated with lower 

overall levels of development (Henderson 2000), though there is some variation over time. 

There is a long tradition in IR connecting economic development with peace (Hegre 2000; 

Mousseau 2009), though some have suggested that the relationship might not be linear, 
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having an inverted u-shape, as while really rich countries may choose not to fight, really 

poor countries may simply be unable to fight (Boehmer and Sobek 2005, see also Herbst 

2000, Centeno 2002). 

Level of urbanization: Higher levels of urban concentration are associated with lower 

levels of overall urbanization, though the relationship is weak. In my data, the correlation 

coefficient between the percentage of people living in cities and the HH Index of Urban 

Concentration is around -.09. The independent relationship between urbanization and 

conflict is tenuous and ambiguous as explained in the previous sections. 

Population growth: Rapid population growth is positively associated with higher levels of 

concentration (Henderson 2000), and also postulated to lead to interstate conflict by 

creating so-called “lateral pressures” for territory- or resource-seeking expansion, creating 

tensions and ultimately conflict with those being expanded upon or those competing for 

the same resources or territory (see Choucri 1974, Choucri and North 1985, Snyder 1991, 

Tir and Diehl 1998). 

Trade: Urban concentration is associated with lower levels of trade openness (Krugman 

and Elizondo 1996; Ades and Glaeser 1995), while trade itself is generally held by a long 

tradition of liberal scholars to be associated with lower likelihood of conflict (Kant 1917 

[1795]) though more recent scholarship suggests that the effect of trade may be conditional 

on other factors (see Copeland 2014 for a review and argument that suggests that trade is 

not always pacifying) while others have argued that trade may follow from peace rather 

than cause it (Gilpin 1981, Gowa and Mansfield 1993). 
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Regime Type: Urban concentration tends to be lower in democracies (Ades and Glaeser 

1995, Bates 1981, Wallace 2013), and urban concentration also increases instability and 

internal conflict, especially in autocratic regimes (Wallace 2013, Nedal, Stewart and 

Weintraub unpublished). There is also of course a large literature on the relationship 

between domestic political institutions and conflict behavior, with many scholars 

postulating that democracies are inherently more peaceful. While the debates over the 

existence and putative causes of the statistical finding that democracies do not fight wars 

with each other rages on, these is little support for the monadic variant of the argument. 

That is, democracies seem just as conflict-prone as autocracies, though they just happen 

not to fight each other. There is even limited evidence that democracies are more likely to 

initiate conflict under some circumstances (Quackenbush and Rudy 2009). 

In table 3 below I summarize these variables and their hypothesized relationship with the 

dependent and independent variable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

87 

Table 3. Controls and their Rationales. 

Control (measured as) Corr. w/ Indep. Variable 
(Concentration) 

Corr. w/ Dependent Variable 
(MID) 

Size of territory 
(thousands of square 
km) 

Larger countries tend to be less 
concentrated. 

More space to grow, more 
resources, less need for expansion, 
therefore less conflict, but also 
more and/or lengthier borders, 
more potential for conflict 

Development (energy 
consumption per 
capita, COW) 

Higher levels of urban 
concentration are associated 
with lower levels of 
development 

Higher levels of development are 
generally associated with lower 
likelihood of initiation, though the 
relationship may not be linear. 

Urbanization (% of 
population living in 
cities, World 
Urbanization 
Prospects) 

Higher levels of urban 
concentration are associated 
with lower levels of overall 
urbanization, though the 
relationship is weak 

See pages 71-72 above. 

Population growth 
(five year moving 
average, calculated 
from COW) 

Rapid population growth is 
associated with higher levels of 
concentration 

“Lateral pressures” increase 
likelihood of conflict initiation 

Trade openness (trade 
as % of GDP, Penn 
World Tables) 

Urban concentration is 
associated with lower levels of 
trade openness. 

Trade openness is generally held to 
be associated with lower likelihood 
of conflict initiation, but effect 
likely conditional on other factors. 

Regime type 
(democracy scores, 
Polity IV) 

Urban concentration tends to be 
lower in democracies, and urban 
concentration also increases 
instability in autocratic regimes. 

No support for monadic effect of 
democratic peace. Some evidence 
that democracies are more likely to 
initiate conflict under some 
circumstances. 

 

As per the theory explicated above, I expect the relationship between concentration 

(vulnerability) and conflict to be generally negative, but potentially non-linear due to 

capability effects, being positive at low levels and negative at high levels, or marginally 

diminishing. For example, too much dispersion can be a sign of fragmentation, a weak 
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central government or lack of economic cohesion. This should translate into a non-linear 

effect of concentration on conflict initiation. At very low levels of concentration (and 

therefore vulnerability), any increase in concentration will have much greater (positive) 

effect on the state’s ability to mobilize resources than on its vulnerability. As concentration 

increases, the marginal utility of having people in the main urban centers for resource 

mobilization decline to the point of perhaps being negative, while the vulnerability effect 

continues to be positive. Alternatively, it is possible that vulnerability has a generally 

negative effect but is subject to ceiling or tapering effect. At some point of vulnerability, 

additional vulnerability has no effect.  To account for this non-linear relationship, I include 

the squared term of urban concentration. 

Table 4 presents the results of the models using both the COW and WUP measures of urban 

concentration. The most notable findings are a) the apparent non-linear relationship 

between concentration and probability of initiation62; b) the magnitude of the negative 

effect of high levels of concentration; and c) the similarity between the results using the 

different measures. The similarities in the results using the COW and WUP measures (see 

table 1) offer strong support for the theory and uphold the intuition that the COW data is 

at least partly measuring a different concept than what it proposes to capture.63 

First, we can see how at first the capability gains that correspond to modernization and 

                                                        
62  The switch in the sign alleviates concerns that this may be purely an artifact of the log-
transformation of the index. 
63 The differences in the reported coefficients for the different measures are due to differences in 
scale and range. The COW measure ranges between 0 and 1. The WUP HH measure is logged, and 
ranges between -6 and 0. 
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state-building processes, making mobilization for war easier, nullify or perhaps even 

dominate the vulnerability effect. Figure 3 illustrates this by showing the marginal effect 

of concentration at different levels. The effect moves in the expected direction and at high 

levels of concentration the likelihood of being the initiator drops acutely with each further 

increase in concentration. The first axis on the left corresponds to the point prediction from 

model 2 in table 4, the probability of conflict initiation. Countries with very low levels of 

concentration are two to four times more likely to initiate conflict than countries with very 

high levels of concentration. The second axis is the marginal, or conditional, effect of 

concentration. It shows that, at higher levels of concentration, further increases in said 

concentration reduce the likelihood of conflict. 
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Table 4. Effect of Concentration on Conflict Initiation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COW WUP HH
Concentration 5.8⇤⇤⇤ -.521⇤

(1.5) (.266)

Concentration squared -7.1⇤⇤⇤ -.11⇤⇤⇤
(2.2) (.05)

Urbanization -.553 .590⇤
(.464) (.321)

Development -.385 -.130
(.237) (.234)

Population Size 1.68e-06⇤⇤⇤ 2.85e-06⇤⇤⇤
(3.67e-07) (6.88e-07)

Trade/GDP -.009⇤⇤⇤ -.009⇤⇤⇤
(.002) (.002)

Democracy -.095 -.142
(.100) (.101)

Population Growth -.468 -.520
(1.618) (1.575)

Peace years -.326⇤⇤⇤ -.336⇤⇤⇤
(.030) (.030)

Peace years .013⇤⇤⇤ .014⇤⇤⇤
(.002) (.002)

Obs. 4136 4280
c2 statistic 447.521 464.483
e(r2-p) .173 .172

Robust standard errors in parentheses
Peace years not reported

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

1
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Figure 3. Non-linear Effect of Concentration on Conflict. 

 

Figure 4 plots first differences for substantive interpretation of the logit coefficients in table 

4, model 2. For the continuous variables, the first-difference estimate is the change in the 

estimated probability of conflict given a change in the value of a given variable from very 

low (10th percentile) to very high (90th percentile). For the “democracy” variable, it shows 

the change in the estimated probability of conflict initiation when the variable is coded as 

1. It shows that even controlling for potential confounding variables the effect of urban 

concentration is highly negative, potentially even greater than the moderating effect of 

democratic institutions and trade openness. 
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Figure 4. Marginal Effect on Probability of Conflict, First Differences, 95% CI. 

 

As a further test, I used factor analysis to try to solve the problem of collinearity presented 

by the naturally occurring correlations between different demographic, geographic, and 

politico-economic variables, which may also explain the apparent non-linearity in the 

findings. I used exploratory factor analysis to break these various measures into three 

dimensions (factors): size, concentration, and urbanization. I then use these three new 

indicators to show that urban concentration, when separated from other factors, is negative 

correlated with the likelihood of conflict, while size and urbanization are expected to be 

positive correlated. Exploratory factor analysis “is a method of determining the number 

and nature of unobserved latent variables that can be used to explain the shared variability 

in a set of observed indicators” (Preacher et al. 2013, 29). It is a commonly used statistical 

technique for reducing multiple, and often collinear, observable measures to a (smaller) 
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number of latent variables that can be made orthogonal to each other by design.  These 

factor scores can then be used as independent (or dependent) variables in regressions 

without much concern with collinearity. 

To conduct this analysis, I used Stata 14’s Factor package, which computes correlation 

matrices and eigenvalues for a given set of variables (see table 5). To determine the number 

of factors to retain, I used two different standard heuristics. The first suggests keeping 

factors with eigenvalues greater than 1. The second suggests identifying a major drop in 

ranked eigenvalues and keeping factors that precede that drop (see table 5). The two 

heuristics converge here to recommend keeping three factors. This conforms to my 

theoretical expectation regarding the number of dimensions. This analysis also confirms 

the claim that COW urban population data partially captures urban concentration. 

I then used the factor scores produced by this analysis as new independent variables in a 

logistic regression of conflict initiation using the same data as in previous analyses. This 

new model, presented on Table 6 (and figure 5), confirms the findings of previous analyses. 

Urban concentration still has a non-linear correlation (but not inverted-U-shaped) with the 

likelihood of initiation (see figure 6), while both the size of a country is found to be 

positively correlated with higher probability of conflict initiation and urbanization has no 

statistically significant effect. Development has no independent effect, neither does 

democracy or population growth. 
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Table 5. Exploratory Factor Analysis: Eigenvalues, Retained Factors, and Factor 
Loadings.64 

Factor Eigenvalue Difference Proportion Cumulative 

Factor1 3.19534 1.67248 0.5459 0.5459 

Factor2 1.52286 0.37472 0.2602 0.8061 

Factor3 1.14813 0.74305 0.1962 1.0022 

Factor4 0.40509 0.43318 0.0692 1.0714 

Factor5 -0.0281 0.05404 -0.0048 1.0666 

Factor6 -0.08214 0.05141 -0.014 1.0526 

Factor7 -0.13355 0.04077 -0.0228 1.0298 

Factor8 -0.17431 . -0.0298 1 

 

 

Variable 

Factor1 

(Size) 

Factor 2 

(Concentration) 

Factor 3 

(Urbanization) Uniqueness 

Urban/Total pop. (COW) 0.0954 0.106 0.8161 0.3137 

Urban pop (mln, COW) 0.87 -0.1448 0.0926 0.2135 

Total pop (mln, COW) 0.8524 -0.1463 -0.136 0.2334 

Urbanization rate (WUP) -0.0106 -0.0389 0.7946 0.3669 

HH Index of urban concentration  -0.0929 0.9568 0.0876 0.0682 

Pop of largest city as share of urban 

pop (WUP) -0.2318 0.9416 -0.041 0.0579 

Territory size 0.6742 -0.2257 0.1803 0.462 

Avg. Distance between cities 0.6528 -0.3278 0.2201 0.418 

 

 

                                                        
64 The factor loadings were rotated using the Varimax method. Other methods yielded similar 
results. 
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Table 6. Logit Model of Conflict Initiation (Monadic) – Factor Scores. 
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Figure 5. Effect of Concentration on Conflict Initiation (Factor Scores, Coefficients). 

 

 

Figure 6. Marginal Effect of Concentration on Conflict Initiation (Factor Scores). 
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2.4.2 Dyadic Test of Initiation 

The argument put forth here pertains not only to a country’s absolute level of concentration 

and expected costs of conflict affecting its behavior. The theory also has a relational 

dimension. While highly concentrated countries should be generally less conflict prone, 

they should be particularly discouraged from initiating disputes against states that are less 

concentrated and thus less vulnerable. 

2.4.2.1 Data 

To test this hypothesis, I use Zeev Maoz’s Dyadic MID dataset. This dataset includes all 

two-country permutations from 1945 to 2001 and indicates which state in the dyad is the 

initiator (other categories are joiner on the initiator side, primary target, and joiner on the 

target side). The measure of relative concentration is the ratio of concentration (WUP HH 

measure, described above) of state A to state B. This measure has a natural range between 

0 and 1 (or approaching 0 and 1, to be precise, since neither concentration of A or B can 

have a value of 0). If the ratio is higher than .5, then state A is more concentrated than state 

B. This means that we should expect the ratio of concentration in the dyad to have a 

negative effect on conflict initiation, as more relative concentration should correlate with 

less conflict initiation. 

I once again control for a number of covariates, but only those that are expected to affect 

dyadic conflict propensity, such as: relative size of military expenditures and its squared 
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term65; relative openness to trade; relative size of the countries’ total population; relative 

rates of urbanization (percentage of people living in cities); relative level of development 

(operationalized as before as energy consumption per capita); and joint democracy (using 

Polity IV). I also include a few variables that capture aspects of dyads that are known to be 

strongly correlated with conflict but bare no obvious relation to urban concentration ratios: 

contiguity (1 if states share land border or separated by less than 12 miles of water), and 

Cold War alliances (dyads are marked as 1 if they are on opposite sides of Cold War 

alliance blocs).66 Their inclusion does not affect the coefficients for the variables of interest 

but offers a useful additional gauge for comparing effect sizes. 

2.4.2.2 Findings 

Figure 7 below presents the results of the dyadic test on conflict initiation. I find statistically 

                                                        
65 It is important to include both terms because theories of conflict highlight different possible paths 
to war, with different expectations regarding the relationship between capability ratios and war: for 
theories where conflict happens because of gross power asymmetries (which in turn lead to either 
wars of balancing coalitions, to opportunistic/imperial wars, or desperate acts of resistance against 
superior foes), wars should be more common when power differentials are greater (on the dangers 
of power asymmetries, see, for example, Mearsheimer, 2001; Waltz, 1979). Because of how ratios 
are calculated, asymmetries can manifest as either really large or really small ratios, while balanced 
capabilities fall in the middle. For theories where rough symmetries in power generate uncertainty 
as to who would win in a war, making war more likely (Blainey, 1973), and for theories that expect 
power transitions to produce windows of vulnerability/opportunity (Organski & Kuegler, 1980; 
Gilpin, 1981), wars should be more common when capabilities are more closely matched. To 
account for both possibilities, we must therefore include states’ relative power standing and its 
squared term. This is especially important if one expects that all of the above paths are possible, in 
which case there would be a non-linear relationship between capability ratios and conflict. 
66 An ‘East-West’ dummy is important because crises during the Cold War were not only more 
common across blocs, but East-West crises were also systematically different and less likely to 
escalate into violent conflict as they were overlaid by superpower deterrence and détente dynamics. 
See Kroenig & Nedal, unpublished. 
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significant and sizeable results suggesting that states avoid picking fights with less 

concentrated states, or, equivalently, that fairly dispersed states are more likely to pick on 

more vulnerable states. In other words, in crises that do occur between two countries, the 

more concentrated of the two is likely to be the target rather than the initiator.  

Since all variables in the model are either ratios or dummies, we can compare the 

magnitude of coefficients directly in the coefficient plot in Figure 7.  An increase in the 

concentration ratio from the 25th percentile to the 75h percentile corresponds to a 15% 

decrease in the likelihood of militarized dispute initiation, an effect comparable in 

magnitude to joint democracy and relative rates of development. 

 

Figure 7. Relative Concentration and Conflict Initiation (Dyadic). 
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2.5 Urban Concentration and Crisis Outcomes 

The second hypothesis, that more concentrated states will be more restrained and therefore 

likely to bow out in crises, follows from the same subjective expected utility logic that 

underpins the hypothesis about conflict initiation. The logic can also be framed in terms of 

the simple bargaining model of crisis behavior. If the bargaining range and the ultimate 

bargaining outcome are determined in part by the expected cost of war, we should expect 

the side with the lower expected costs, when all else is held constant, to get better results 

in a crisis. In more concrete terms, we should expect that countries with lower degrees of 

urban concentration would prevail over countries with greater degrees of urban 

concentration due to the effect on perceptions of relative vulnerability. 

2.5.1 Data and Findings 

2.5.1.1 Data 

To test this hypothesis, I utilize the same dyadic MID dataset as in the previous section. I 

show that in MIDs short of war in the 20th century the more concentrated state has a 

significant disadvantage, being more likely to lose than to win (which in most cases means 

that they back down). The dependent variable is coded as Win/Draw/Lose, or 1/2/3. That 

is, the variable is categorical and coded as 1 if State A wins, 2 if there is a stalemate or 

compromise, and 3 if state A loses or backs down. The values are drawn from the 

categorical variable outcome in the original COW data set. Because the dependent variable 

is categorical and roughly ordinal, I estimate an ordered logit model. Again, I control only 

for variables that should correlate with both the outcomes of disputes and the relative levels 
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of concentration, such as the balance of capabilities and relative levels of development. 

Finally, I subset the data to show that the results hold only under the conditions that follow 

from the theory. That is, I expect urban concentration to have an effect on pre-war bargains 

and thus crisis behavior, but not on war outcomes.  

2.5.1.2 Findings 

Tables 7 and 8 report the results of the tests on conflict (war and non-war) outcomes and 

show that the effect of urban concentration on likelihood of victory is visible in disputes 

short of war, but not in wars. The positive coefficient for concentration ratio in table 7 

should be interpreted to mean that higher levels of urban concentration relative to one’s 

rival “push” state A in a dyad away from “win” and toward “draw” or “loss.” To be sure, 

failure to reject the null hypothesis in table 8 should not be interpreted as strong evidence 

of absence of a relationship, especially given the relatively small number of wars in the 

sample, and the absence of statistically significant findings for the other variables, but the 

results are suggestive.  

Table 7. Ordered Logit, Militarized Interstate Dispute Outcomes Outcomes (Win, 
Draw, Lose) in Dispute Short of War. 

 Coefficient Robust SE z score p-value [95% Confidence Int] 
Urban Concentr. Ratio 4.30* 2.44 1.76 0.079 -0.49 9.09 

Mil. Expenditure Ratio -0.32 0.60 -0.53 0.593 -1.499 0.85 

Development Ratio 1.50* 0.888 1.69 0.09 -0.236 3.2 

Cutpoint 1 -1.0 1.2 
  

-3.39 1.35 

Cutpoint 2 6.67 1.64 
  

3.4 9.9 

N = 1,037         Pseudo R2 = 0.007 
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Figure 8. Relative Concentration and Outcomes, Disputes Short of War. 

 

Table 8. Ordered Logit Model of Militarized Interstate Dispute Outcomes Outcome 
(Win, Draw, Lose) in Wars. 
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2.6 Overall Findings, Limitations, and Challenges for Causal Inference 

The results of the statistical analyses on conflict initiation and dispute outcomes, 

independently and in aggregate, provide strong support for the theory, while also finding 

limited support for the urbanization-modernization hypothesis. The negative effect of 

urban concentration on conflict initiation and crisis outcomes, and the lack of an effect on 

war outcomes are consistent with the proposed relationship between urban concentration 

and expected costs of conflict. The consistency in results across different models 

employing the two different measures also strongly suggest that the COW data does indeed 

partly measure concentration, and not just the urbanization it was designed to measure. 

As with any statistical analysis, the tests offered here do not demonstrate a causal 

relationship in a strong sense and therefore do not constitute the strongest possible test for 

a theory that proposes a direct causal relationship. I discuss some of these limitations, and 

the challenges of alternative research designs. 

In additional to being weak sources of causal inference, these statistical tests have 

important limitations due to well-known problems of endogeneity that plague studies of 

strategic behavior (such as conflict, deterrence, and coercive/crisis bargaining), especially 

those that rely on observational data. The key problem here is that we observe deterrence 

failures, but not deterrence successes; we observe conflict, but not peace; coercion and 

crisis bargaining, but not its appropriate negative, non-coercive bargaining. We cannot 

readily distinguish non-issues—dyad-years in which there are no salient issues to fight 

over—, from near misses—cases in which issues exist, but bargains are resolved peacefully 

and thus don’t ever escalate to the point of being measured. This means that the 
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determinants of these kinds of behavior are potentially “Fundamentally Unidentified 

Questions” (see Angrist and Pischke, 2008). Recent work on these issues has experimented 

with various technical “fixes”, like matching on observable covariates or models that 

estimate crises bargaining and selection into crisis sequentially or simultaneously. None of 

these approaches, however, do away with the possibility that the behavior is being driven 

not by the indicators we observe, but by things we don’t. Lemke and Reed (2001) suggest 

that sampling the cases based on “politically relevant” dyads potentially ameliorates the 

problem, but as Arena and Joyce argue (2014), this is only the case if “political relevance” 

is an appropriate instrument/proxy for an increased likelihood of conflict. However, the 

relative rarity of conflict even at low levels between politically relevant dyads suggests that 

such a measure of “political relevance” is a very weak instrument. The study conducted in 

this chapter suffers from the same challenges of causal inference. The topic of study is also 

particularly unsuitable for designs that leverage “exogenous” sources of variation, trying 

to approximate natural-experimental designs. Urbanization and urban concentration are 

“big, slow-moving” processes and structural features of societies (Pierson, 2003), and as 

such are hard to affect in ways that would be exogenous to the other social and political 

processes of interest. As I will show in chapter 5, the rare episodes of sudden change in 

urbanization and urban geography tend to be themselves the product of international or, 

more commonly, intrastate political violence. 

These same characteristics of urban geography can complicate certain procedures for 

qualitative causal inference, such as process-tracing specific decisions and their 

determinants. Decision-makers can be reluctant to dwell too much on factors that appear 
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immutable, at least within the timeframe in which most crisis decisions must be made, even 

if those play a role in their deliberations. Similarly, to the extent that urban geography and 

its effects on the expected costs of military conflict become engrained background 

knowledge, we are less likely to find explicit deliberation over the issue in the historical 

record during crises. As with other elements of political geography and demography 

(population and territory size, geographical distance, etc.), the level of urban concentration 

and consequent vulnerabilities becomes a “fact of life”; an assumption that informs 

strategic decisions without needing to be spelled out by those sitting around the table. 

Understandings of urban vulnerability become embedded in casualty estimates used in 

planning scenarios and war games, in doctrine, in assessments of preparedness and defense, 

and general calculations of the balance of costs to be incurred in a conflict.  

In South Korea, for example, a country whose security predicament is severely aggravated 

by Seoul’s population size relative to the country’s urban population, as well as economic 

and political centrality and geographic location close to the border with North Korea, 

experts and locals hardly need to be reminded of the dangers of urban vulnerability or its 

strategic implications. Though those “in the know” will often emphasize this dimension of 

the problem when communicating with external observers, a researcher with access to 

deliberations in the Blue House would be unlikely to find many references to the issue in 

times of crisis.  Nonetheless, if asked by a well-meaning researcher to ponder the question 

of whether and how urban concentration and vulnerability affect strategic options or 

induces caution, Korean experts and officials’ response can be charitably summarized as 

matter-of-fact. I will return to this discussion in chapter 5. 
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2.7 Concluding Remarks: Implications for Research and Policy 

With this chapter I hope to make three contributions to the scholarly literature on interstate 

conflict. First, I highlight the importance of theorizing how states understand the costs of 

conflict, and how different expectations of costs affect the incidence of conflicts and the 

outcomes of crises. The logic can be formalized as direct extension of now canonical 

rationalist explanations for war, highlighting the importance of different expected costs of 

conflict for the actors in a dispute.  

Second, I offer a corrective to widespread implicit assumptions about the relationship 

between cities and conflict in the modern era. This implicit view permeates virtually all 

quantitative work due to its encoding in the Correlates of War Composite Index of National 

Capabilities data set, but the reasons for its inclusion and the relationship between 

urbanization and the variables of interest to international relations scholars remains 

severely under-theorized. As such, this chapter has implications for how we use and think 

about one of the most widely used data sets in the discipline. 

Third, and most importantly, this chapter has broad implications for our understanding of 

macrohistorical transformations in the state and interstate conflict, and for our ability to 

project those trends into the future, forecasting the incidence of conflict and the outcomes 

of crises. 

As urbanization played its part in the formation of the modern state, changes in 

demography and patterns of internal settlement and social organization have played a key 

role in the transformation of the state and the state system. Whether we locate the 
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consolidation of the modern state–-and the modern state system—as we know it in 

Westphalia, the French Revolution, the Industrial Revolution or even World War II, the 

world remained mostly non-urban until long after its modern foundation. Even the 

Western, developed, world only became predominantly urban in the second half of the 

twentieth century. 67  Patterns of distribution of populations within countries changed 

significantly in the past 70 years. Though we might be witnessing a global convergence 

toward urbanization, there is still a great degree of asymmetry in rates of urbanization and 

in the quality of that urbanization. Recent research suggests that differences in rates of 

urbanization and urban concentration still affect and are affected by economic and political 

factors such as productivity and economic growth (Henderson, 1999; Duranton, 2000), 

autocratic leadership survival (Wallace, 2013), trade openness, and regime type (Ades and 

Glaeser, 1995), among others. If my contention is correct, urbanization in the developing 

world, especially in its current concentrated form, can have unanticipated pacifying effects, 

minimizing the incidence of interstate conflict.68 

Taken together these findings suggest that patterns of urbanization and urban concentration 

help explain the well-known trends toward relatively abundant and intense intrastate 

violence and relatively scarce interstate conflict; and predicts that this pattern is likely to 

persist or become starker. As countries continue to urbanize and agglomerate in a few 

megacities, and as military technology continues to become more destructive and diffuse 

more broadly, the threat of catastrophic urban devastation will become more ubiquitous 

                                                        
67 Indeed, the OECD average is slightly lower than the global average (see OECD, 2011).  
68 In other, co-authored work, however, I show that urban concentration increases the likelihood of 
high-intensity civil wars (Nedal, Stewart, and Weintraub 2015 unpublished). 
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even among less powerful rivals. The expected economic and political costs should further 

reduce the risk of interstate war, even as it becomes more potentially catastrophic. 

While we can expect leaders and military planners to try to develop the technological 

means to escape the constraints imposed by urban vulnerability, and investments and 

innovation in air defense and missile defense technology will likely continue to mount in 

some countries, changes in the technological landscape of war, most notably in 

cyberwarfare, have also introduced new ways to cause harm to a rival’s urban population.  

Chapter 5 explores the difficulties in trying to limit urban vulnerability by directly 

manipulating urban geography, and how societies may find other ways to cope with this 

vulnerability. The next two chapters focus on the particular challenges posed by nuclear 

weapons, and how urban geography and the vulnerability it entails manifest in the realm 

of nuclear strategy and nuclear weapons policy. If the conditional predictions offered in 

preceding paragraphs, of changes in geography and military technology inspiring restraint 

for fear of cataclysmic urban destruction seem familiar, it is because they ought to be. As 

I will argue below, the so-called “nuclear revolution” can be considered a special case of 

the broader phenomenon proposed in these chapters, subject to many the same dynamics.
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Chapter III. The Challenge of Nuclear Strategy 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapters I argued that differences in urban geography, and more particularly 

variation in countries’ degrees of urban concentration, explain a great deal about different 

countries’ leaders’ willingness and to resort to military force to achieve their goals.  

The present chapter, and the one that follows, turns from this more general relationship 

between cities and the production of state security to a more focused investigation into the 

relationship between urban geography and a particular area, or instrument of security. I 

argue that differences in urban geography and in subsequent understandings of urban 

vulnerability help explain why some countries have been more desperate to tame the effects 

of the nuclear revolution, and others more willing to reject its radical implications, and 

more tempted to apply conventional logics to the nuclear era (Brodie, 1973; Freedman, 

1986; Jervis, 1984). I argue that a certain idea of urban vulnerability is an important, though 

often overlooked, condition for the revolutionary effects of nuclear weapons. Moreover, 

different countries, with their different urban geographies, may be more or less constrained 

by the logic of the nuclear revolution, and will pursue nuclear policies that suit their 

perceived levels of urban vulnerability. Specifically, I argue that more concentrated, and 

therefore more vulnerable, countries will adopt deterrent strategies that maximize damage 

and risk to their adversaries, while countries that have low vulnerability will be able to 



 

110 

pursue more varied strategies, including damage-limitation and war-fighting strategies that 

appear to violate (or willfully ignore) the logic of the nuclear revolution. In other words, 

debates about the very existence of a nuclear revolution (see Jervis 1989; Waltz 2003; cf. 

Lieber and Press, forthcoming) cannot be settled without appropriate attention to the scope 

conditions under which nuclear weapons should be expected to be revolutionary. 

In the next two chapters, I test this theory with a combination of comparative case studies 

and quantitative analysis of nuclear force structures, showing that across all nine nuclear 

powers since 1950, lower levels of urban vulnerability have been a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for the development of ambitious nuclear strategies, while higher 

levels of urban vulnerability sufficiently predict the adoption of more minimal deterrence 

strategies. 

 

3.2 The Nuclear Age as the Apex of Urban Warfare 

World War II and its immediate aftermath, with the introduction of nuclear weapons, 

constitute the coming of age of modern war on cities. As noted in previous chapters, this 

vulnerability of concentrated populations to military power predates the nuclear revolution 

However, it is fair to say that World War II and its immediate aftermath, with the 

introduction of nuclear weapons, constitute the real coming of age of modern war on cities. 

Concerns over the use of chemical weapons in World War II may have turned out to be 

misplaced, but the large-scale use of aerial bombing against urban-industrial centers and 

the subsequent development and use of nuclear weapons against urban civilian targets 
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magnified and solidified those fears. There was now no question that one of the main 

challenges of strategic planning was to prevent wars that would inflict that kind of 

destruction, and to minimize the damage if deterrence somehow failed (Brodie 1946; 

Wohlstetter 1958).  

Civil defense, missile defense, strategies of city-avoidance, graduated response and other 

concepts familiar to students of nuclear strategy during the Cold War (and beyond) were 

developed largely with the goal of reducing the threat to urban centers should the Cold War 

turn hot. The idea of a nuclear revolution and many other central tenets of US nuclear 

strategic thought are the product of the interaction between military technology and a 

particular urban geography. The main contention of this chapter and the next is that 

countries faced with similar technologies but different urban geographies have come to 

understand the strategic impact and proper use of nuclear weapons very differently. And, 

conversely, that countries faced with very different strategic environments but similar 

urban geographies will come to understand nuclear weapons very similarly. I argue that 

understanding the conditioning role of urban geography is extremely important because it 

helps explain the variation in nuclear strategies adopted by the nuclear powers, as well as 

the thinking surrounding nuclear weapons in other major states, including states that came 

close to possessing these weapons and those that may possess them in the future. While I 

claim novelty for the theory and its specific predictions, some of the basic insights can be 

located in the very first systematic studies of the political and strategic implications of 

nuclear weapons. 

As Frederick Dunn, Bernard Brodie, and others, noted in their contributions to the seminal 
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volume that introduced and shaped subsequent debates about nuclear strategy (Brodie et 

al. 1946), one of the key characteristics of nuclear weapons, which distinguished them from 

previous technologies, was their singular ability to rain unmatched destruction onto cities. 

Some of these passages are worth quoting at length. 

As Dunn put it, 

In the pre-atomic days of the 1940s, things had been bad enough, but one did not have to 

contemplate very seriously the probable annihilation of both victor and vanquished. Now, 

even the strongest states were faced with the prospect that they might no longer be able, by 

their own strength, to save their cities from destruction (1946 p. 2, emphasis added). 

In Brodie’s analysis, worth quoting at length, the first and most important fact about the 

atomic bomb was that 

The power of the present bomb is such that any city in the world can be effectively 

destroyed by one to ten bombs… implications are two-fold. First, it is now physically 

possible for air forces no greater than those existing in the recent war to wipe out all the 

cities of a great nation in a single day—and it will be shown subsequently that what is 

physically possible must be regarded as tactically feasible. Secondly, with our present 

industrial organization the elimination of our cities would mean the elimination for military 

purposes of practically the whole of our industrial structure. (1946 p. 17) 

Brodie then goes on to note that 

In fact, one of the most frightening things about the bomb is that it makes the destruction 

of enemy cities an immeasurably cheaper process than it was before, cheaper not alone in 

terms of missiles but also in terms of the air forces necessary to do the job (1946 p.33) 
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Under the technical conditions likely to continue for some time to come, the primary targets 

for the atomic bomb will be cities. One does not shoot rabbits with elephant guns, 

especially if there are elephants available… If one side can eliminate the cities of the other, 

it enjoys an advantage which is practically tantamount to final victory, provided always its 

own cities are not similarly eliminated. (p. 36) 

What Brodie and other early commentators failed to appreciate, however, was that not all 

countries were equally vulnerable to the type and level of destruction threatened by these 

weapons. 

A few years later, Harold and Margaret Sprout noted that “When all is said, countries and 

regions still differ, and these differences have political significance. They differ in stage of 

industrialization and urbanization and, consequently, in degrees of vulnerability to 

bombardment with nuclear weapons.” (1960: 160) 

A similar insight underlined a seminal speech given by Irish Minister of External Affairs 

Frank Aiken in 1958 about the dangers of nuclear proliferation. Aiken noted that “the 

danger of nuclear weapons to humanity” would “increase geometrically” when they ceased 

to be the privilege of “a few great and highly-developed states with great urban populations 

with much to lose and little to win in a nuclear war” and fell into the hands of states that 

had less to lose.69  

                                                        
69 The speech was an important pronouncement by a prominent voice in the development of the 
non-proliferation agenda. Aiken would help draft a resolution that set the tone and language for 
what would later become the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons. Many of the 
elements of the latter resolution are present in this speech. Aiken, Frank. Speech to the First 
Committee of the UN General Assembly on nuclear disarmament. October 17, 1958. 
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Aiken’s admonition, by drawing a contrast between the “states with great urban 

populations” and those without them identifies an important variable but may have 

underestimated the differences even between the former states. The Sprouts, similarly, 

correctly point out that vulnerability is related to levels of urbanization, but neglected the 

importance of geography of urbanization, in particular what I have referred to in this 

manuscript as “urban concentration”, namely how a country’s urban population is 

distributed across its various cities.70  

This chapter seeks to unpack these differences and asks how differences in urban 

geography, in particular the degree of concentration, shapes nuclear strategy. To answer 

this question, this chapter re-examines American, Soviet, British and Chinese nuclear 

strategic thinking and practice during the Cold War (1940s-1980s). I illustrate that the 

answers given to the basic questions of nuclear strategy were heavily informed by 

understandings of a country’s own absolute degree of urban vulnerability as well as, for 

some, their relative degree of urban vulnerability vis-à-vis their main (nuclear) rival(s).  

The remainder of the chapter proceeds in five parts. First, I explain what I mean by nuclear 

strategy, and how and why it is useful to focus on one particular dimension of variation in 

said strategies. The second section presents the key concepts in urban geography and offers 

a theory of how urban geography constrains or facilitates certain nuclear strategies. The 

third section describes the research design for the analysis that follows. The fourth section 

                                                        
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/disarmament-frank-aiken-
speech-1958.pdf 
70 For a definition of urban concentration and a broader discussion of urban geography, see chapter 
1. For the operationalization of urban concentration, see chapter 2. 
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presents the case studies. A fifth section concludes and draws out implications for how 

current policies and debates about nuclear strategy are shaped by contemporary conditions 

of urban geography and present-day understandings of urban vulnerability. 

 

3.3 What Is Nuclear Strategy? 

The basic questions that have occupied nuclear strategists, civilian and military alike, are 

“what are nuclear weapons good for?”, “how many do we need?”, “how/when/where do 

we use them?”, “is nuclear war winnable?”, “how will our enemies use them?”, “is damage 

limitation possible and desirable?”, “is deterrence stable?”, among others. Most of these 

questions are intrinsically related, and they can be answered in many different ways 

(including ambiguously) and the combinations are too many to organize in crisp categories. 

This does not mean that it is impossible or unhelpful to devise typologies of nuclear 

strategy, but it does mean that the typologies will either tend to focus on specific elements 

for the sake of coherence and parsimony and ignore other elements than may be just as 

important 71 , or will look more like fuzzy sets (Ragin 2008) or family-resemblance 

typologies (Collier and Mahon 1993), which can complicate the identification of cases in 

the empirical space.  

The approach in this chapter is to try to straddle this line. On the one hand, I identify one 

principal dimension of interest on which strategy varies, namely the extent to which states 

                                                        
71 For one recent and fairly successful exercise that focuses exclusively on regional powers and a 
limited but important set of elements of nuclear strategy, see Narang 2014. 



 

116 

seek to limit or maximize damage stemming from and risk of a large-scale nuclear 

exchange. On the other hand, in the cases below I will offer some evidence of how strategic 

thinkers, bureaucrats and politicians have clashed over these questions over time, at how 

different elements of strategy can conflict, and at ambiguities in strategy that may result. I 

look at public and private debates about the answers, not just the policies and doctrine that 

were eventually implemented. An important element of the causal story is precisely the 

existence and extent of such debates. This marks another distinction between this chapter 

and previous attempts to explain variation in nuclear strategy (Goldstein, 2000; Narang, 

2014), in that I don’t assume that states are unitary rational actors and therefore find it hard 

to argue that nuclear strategy is purely about optimization in the face of clear and objective 

strategic or political circumstances. The theory does rely, however, on material factors like 

geography creating the condition of possibility for some ideas to thrive or constraining 

their plausibility (see chapter 1). Human creativity and agency, and therefore contingency, 

are important factors in their own right, but the boundaries of politically viable arguments 

are partly set by material conditions and shared understandings of those conditions.72 

Crucially, the theory presented here does not aim to subsume or supplant all other 

explanations for how and why certain ideas and practices take hold. Whenever possible, 

instead, I try to highlight how these other factors, from technology, to bureaucratic 

interests, to alliance politics, operated alongside or in the shadow of urban geography to 

produce the outcomes we see. In most of the cases addressed in the following pages, an 

                                                        
72 In this way, the case studies offered here are good companions to the various excellent intellectual 
histories of (mostly American) strategic thought, including Kaplan (1983), Kuklick (2007), and 
Erickson et al. (2013), among others. 
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argument could be made that absolute levels of urban vulnerability acted as a “permissive 

cause” (when low) or limiting/constraining factor (when high), rather than an immediate 

cause. In the former cases, other variables are necessary to explain the precise content of 

the policies adopted, and certainly to explain why certain individuals adopt certain stances. 

In the latter cases, urban geography may be sufficient to explain the outcome of interest, 

though other factors still surely play important role in explaining the details of policy, and 

may even sometimes counteract (though not entirely override, at least in any of the cases 

observed thus far) the constraining effects of urban geography. In other words, the goal 

here is not to demonstrate that urban geography is sufficient to explain the full range of 

variation in nuclear strategies, but that an appreciation of urban geography and its relation 

to nuclear thinking is required to understand important aspects of countries’ nuclear 

strategies and the variation among them.  

 

3.4 Variation in Nuclear Strategies: Solving the Nuclear Dilemma 

One of the cornerstones of deterrence theory is the proposition that the stability of 

deterrence flows from the expectation of great (“unacceptable”) damage, even at a low 

probability. In other words, the stability of deterrence follows from the expected disutility 

of a nuclear attack (Singer, 1961). Consequently, measures that are taken to limit the 

damage expected from nuclear war, either by protecting oneself (defense) or by harming 

the other’s ability to retaliate (counterforce), are often seen as potentially destabilizing. 

This relationship between the destructiveness of nuclear war and the stability of deterrence 

is central to many of the debates about different postures and technologies.  
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Advocates of minimum deterrence tend to believe that it takes little to acquire the capability 

to deal unacceptable damage, and that it is nigh-impossible to devise ways to limit such 

damage by any means other than avoiding serious confrontation altogether. Opponents of 

this view argue one way or another that the “balance of terror” is far more “delicate” than 

this allows, either because of the potential vulnerabilities of one’s means of reprisal 

(Wohlstetter, 1958; Sagan, 2003), because certain capabilities may make preemptive use 

attractive (Lieber and Press, 2016), or because the other party’s tolerance for damage might 

be greater than commonly assumed (Gray, 1979).  

Critics of minimum deterrence also often note that while the potential for catastrophic 

destruction might discourage intentional use, the risks of inadvertent escalation (Posen, 

1991; Blair 2011; Talmadge, 2017) and accidents (Sagan, 2003) are real. These risks are 

especially important because while they are affected by particular doctrines and 

capabilities, they are not directly determined by the level of destruction (that is, by the 

disutility) that would follow. These risks introduce a probability of war that can be 

mitigated but not be fully eliminated by judicious application of deterrence doctrines.73  

The possibility of escaping the state of mutual destruction or accruing political advantages 

from manipulating the balance of destruction, and concerns with the fragility of deterrence 

all create incentives for policies that seek to minimize the damage from nuclear war and to 

reduce the risk of escalation. However, because of the logic of deterrence delineated above, 

                                                        
73 This fundamental disagreement over the relationship between risk and stability, though rarely 
framed explicitly, is at the heart of key disagreements between nuclear “optimists” and 
“pessimists”.  
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policies that minimize damage have the unintended consequence of increasing the 

likelihood of conflict. This creates a dilemma for nuclear strategy, of whether to embrace 

the nuclear revolution, adopting policies that shore up stability by making war as 

devastating as possible for both sides (for one’s enemy ideally, but in practice for both 

sides) with all the associated risks of catastrophic deterrence failure; or to attempt to limit 

the damage from nuclear war, intentional or unintentional, to make nuclear arsenals more 

“usable” even if it risks making war more likely.  

The ideal-typical warfighting strategy not only heavily prioritizes enemy military (counter-

military), and particularly, nuclear (counter-force) targets, but also deliberately avoids 

urban/civilian targets (e.g. Lieber and Press 2017). The goals are to eliminate those military 

capabilities, therefore denying the enemy the possibility of victory and limiting their ability 

to inflict damage to one’s own homeland.  It involves envisioning nuclear war as a 

potentially limited affair, that likely occurs in tandem with conventional military 

operations. These strategies imply no clear qualitative difference between nuclear and 

conventional: nuclear warheads are essentially just more powerful conventional warheads. 

As such, warfighting strategies are often associated with a variety of tasks including 

defense and coercion (which can include limited threats or use). Warfighting strategies, 

and these varied tasks, in turn necessitate a large number and variety of warheads and 

delivery vehicles. Because nuclear weapons are aimed largely at the other side’s nuclear 

weapons or conventional capabilities, considerations of the relative balance of forces and 

the precision of those weapons are seen as critical. Warfighting strategies can be aimed at 

all-out nuclear war, but also allow for the possibility of more limited engagements even at 
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the nuclear level. Escalation to the use of nuclear, tactical or strategic, weapons, is seen as 

a discrete decision (or set of decisions) that leaders can make and, potentially, unmake 

(Kahn 1960). 

The ideal-typical deterrent strategy, in contrast, deliberately targets high-value societal 

targets, including and principally a country’s urban centers, government, and industry. 

Military targets, nuclear or conventional, are not necessarily excluded, but they are not 

prioritized. Nuclear war is seen as a total, all-out engagement, whose purpose is to punish, 

or inflict a great deal of damage, on a rival that poses an immediate existential threat. There 

is no a priori reason for deterrent strategies to be purely retaliatory (no first use), or that 

they be aimed at deterring only nuclear threats (symmetry). In fact, the very notion that 

nuclear deterrence must be aimed at nuclear threats is a product of particular strategic 

circumstances enjoyed by the United States: its military capabilities and geography have 

historically meant that all-out nuclear war is the only credible threat to its existence, 

complicating the credibility of asymmetric escalatory threats and opening the possibility 

for multiple “rungs in the escalation ladder”. 

These two ideal-typical types of strategy occupy the extremes of a continuum. Most cases 

of nuclear strategy, as we see below, fall somewhere along this continuum, with some very 

close to the deterrence end of the spectrum, others (though fewer) close to the pure 

warfighting end, and many incorporating elements of both. These latter mixed strategies, 

often elicit criticism on the grounds that they are inconsistent or ambiguous, relying on 

distinct logics or adopting policies that appear to be at cross purposes. These may indeed 

be the result of unclear thinking, conflicting political or institutional pressures, the distinct 
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imperatives imposed by concurrent rivals or strategic challenges, or path dependence, 

among other factors, but they may also result from competing understandings of 

vulnerability and survivability among relevant actors in the decision-making arena. 

 

3.5 How Urban Geography Shapes Nuclear Strategy 

The theory developed here is that the extent to which a country embraces damage 

maximization or tries to limit damage is in part determined by a country’s own absolute 

degree of urban vulnerability as well as their relative degree of urban vulnerability vis-à-

vis their main nuclear rival(s). As explained in the sections above, when we conceive of 

damage and destruction in the nuclear age, the images conjured are not of burning fields or 

forests, or territory plundered and pillaged by invading armies, but of the ashes of once-

great cities. Vulnerability to nuclear war is understood largely as the vulnerability of urban 

populations, infrastructure, and industry, to swift and utter destruction. As noted in the 

sections above and preceding chapters, urban vulnerability is directly related to geographic 

factors such as the distance between the relevant cities and the country’s limits (land 

borders or coast), the topography of cities (e.g. is the city protected by natural barriers or 

otherwise inaccessible?), and the degree of urbanization (how much of a country’s 

population resides in cities) and urban concentration (e.g. is the country’s urban population 

dispersed across many urban areas or concentrated in one or few crowded cities?).  

Aviation and, especially, missile technology, reduced (but did not eliminate) the 

importance of topography and distance, only making urban concentration more salient as 
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a factor in determining a country’s vulnerability and how much damage it could be 

expected to withstand in the case of a nuclear war. In the analysis that follows, rather than 

rely on a single indicator or focus on a single dimension of urban geography, we will 

consider a few different measures and factors, but the key contention is that in the nuclear 

age urbanization and, even more so, concentration, drive perceptions of vulnerability. 

For countries that are urbanized and very concentrated, having an overwhelming share of 

their political and economic elites crowded into one or few cities, even a relatively small 

number of nuclear, and more so thermonuclear, weapons can cause “unacceptable 

damage”. During the Cold War, the US tried to quantify what constituted unacceptable 

damage for the Soviet Union, landing at definitions that involved the loss of 20 to 25% of 

the population and half of the industrial capacity. By most accounts, this definition was 

incredibly pessimistic (exaggerating the level of damage the Soviets were willing to 

tolerate), and far more draconian than what most American leaders considered 

unacceptable for themselves. In any case, in very concentrated countries, like South Korea 

or Israel, or even the UK and France, such levels of death and devastation could be achieved 

by razing one or two urban-industrial areas.  

Limiting damage is also exceedingly difficult. Civil defense and missile defense (even if 

technically feasible) can be easily overwhelmed by a small increase in the attacking force 

due to the smaller number of targets. Civil defense measures like evacuation become 

exceedingly complicated when cities are overcrowded, and very concentrated urbanization 

likely means that the countryside is underdeveloped and unprepared to accommodate the 

mass of fleeing urbanites. Under these circumstances, even a nuclear conflict that is 
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“limited” by the standards envisioned during the Cold War could spell catastrophe. 

Government would probably collapse, and the command and control structure would be 

severely impaired, making it impossible to wage a limited nuclear war or a “broken-

backed” conventional war. Consequently, attempting to convince rivals to avoid city-

destroying strategies is a fool’s errand. It requires a great degree of confidence in the rival’s 

restraint, and if the rival is substantially less concentrated, it also requires that they 

voluntarily surrender a source of strategic advantage. Countries in this category inhabit a 

world in which the only appropriate responses to nuclear weapons are the development of 

the ability to retaliate and inflict unacceptable damage upon their rivals, and the inculcation 

of reticence and self-restraint in crises.74 

For countries that have their urban population dispersed across a large number of cities, 

the world of nuclear strategy may appear less restrictive, at least at first.  Nuclear war is 

still a horrifying prospect, but not a completely “unthinkable” proposition. If a nuclear 

exchange can be kept limited, geographically or quantitatively, a large and dispersed 

country can envision withstanding nuclear war in its own territory. As the cases below 

illustrate, a sufficiently large and dispersed country can even envision withstanding an all-

out nuclear war with thousands of megaton-yield nuclear warheads.75  

Leaders still struggle, when all is said and done, to find situations in which a nuclear war 

at any level is desirable and worth the prize, and fortunately the historical record has not 

                                                        
74 See chapter 2. 
75 Later assessments of the fire, environmental, and genetic effects of nuclear war at much lower 
levels suggest that calculations have historically been overly optimistic. See Ehrlich et al. 1983; 
Harwell et al.1985; Eden 2004. 
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yet provided us with examples of situations where this is the case. But military planners, 

strategists, scientists, and bureaucrats may be tempted to investigate those scenarios and 

explore technological and strategic solutions for making nuclear war survivable, and these 

ideas are then often translated into nuclear policy. Those countries inhabit a world in which 

the “meaning of the nuclear revolution” (Jervis 1989) is not quite clear, and does not 

present the same obvious imperatives.  

Many strategies that seem “illogical” (Jervis, 1984) from the perspective of proponents of 

a strict and universal logic of the nuclear revolution can be understood as responses to the 

alluring possibility of escaping from the politically and strategically confining world of 

nuclear stalemate (Long and Green 2015; Kroenig 2018). Political and ethical imperatives 

to reduce one’s vulnerability and increase one’s autonomy can push individuals and 

organizations to explore this possibility through a variety of angles. Different people can 

arrive at different conclusions as to the relative costs and benefits and viability of those 

strategies. In other words, low levels of absolute urban vulnerability raise the bar for the 

revolutionary effects of nuclear weapons to “kick in” and allows for a greater diversity of 

opinions as to the best way to deal with nuclear weapons.  

It is also here, in the world of low absolute vulnerability, that considerations of relative 

vulnerability come to inform strategic decisions more directly. For countries with high 

levels of absolute vulnerability there is little to be gained from focusing on margins of 

vulnerability, or relative levels of destruction. High vulnerability is, in a way, akin to 
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Arnold Wolfers’ deft analogy of a house on fire.76 Reasonable individuals try to get out, 

regardless of other actors’ circumstances or behavior. Any deviation from expected 

behavior can only be read as “illogical”, “irrational”, or “crazy”. Low levels of 

vulnerability, being less constraining, allow states to focus on the strategies and 

vulnerabilities of others in planning their own behavior. Because behavior is less directly 

constrained by situational/structural factors, actors can also try to use behavioral clues to 

signal and infer intent.77 We should therefore see states in this category paying close 

attention to each other’s vulnerabilities and trying to exploit differentials for strategic 

advantage. They may also try to infer each other’s motives based on what strategies they 

pursue (or do not pursue) to limit damage to their cities; and attempt to influence their 

rivals’ strategic choices to their advantage. Countries with higher levels of absolute 

vulnerability may be tempted to pursue strategies that shift the focus of confrontation onto 

areas where they enjoy an advantage or at least do not suffer from a disadvantage. 

3.5.1 Hypotheses 

The main hypotheses are: 

H1) Countries with high degrees of absolute vulnerability (as measured by their degree of 

urbanization and, more importantly, urban concentration), will embrace the nuclear 

                                                        
76 See Wolfers 1962, 13-16. 
77  Evan Montgomery (2006) makes this case with regards to the offense-defense balance and costly 
signaling.  
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revolution and damage maximization strategies, i.e. deterrence.78 This does not necessarily 

mean that they will eschew damage limitation entirely or that there can be no meaningful 

debate about alternative strategies, but that such debates will be fairly limited and resolved 

in favor of damage maximization, and that any damage limitation efforts will be sparse and 

secondary. These choices should also be fairly consistent over time (for as long as urban 

vulnerability remains roughly the same).  

H2) Countries with low degrees of absolute urban vulnerability will have more freedom to 

consider alternative strategies. Empirically, this means we should see more debates about 

the possibility of meaningful damage limitation, the competing merits of damage 

maximization and damage limitation, and more within-case (cross-time) variation in 

strategies adopted. The remaining variation should be explained by other factors, including 

but not limited to relative degrees of urban vulnerability. This is where strategic culture, 

bureaucratic politics, and alliance politics, among others, are likely to have greater 

explanatory role. 

H3) For countries with low degrees of absolute vulnerability, relative degrees of 

vulnerability should be particularly important in determining strategic choices, even if they 

are not wholly decisive or entirely sufficient. I expect countries with higher relative 

vulnerability (vis-à-vis their main nuclear rival) to pay close attention to the balance of 

expected casualties and to be more inclined to explore strategies of damage limitation, 

                                                        
78 This equation of deterrence with damage-maximization is consistent with Posen’s definition of 
deterrent doctrines: “Deterrent doctrines stress raising an adversary's risks and costs in war rather 
than reducing one's own. Such strategies tend to stress punitive military operations.” (1984, p. 231). 
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including limited nuclear options, counterforce, and city-avoidance, passive defense. 

Unlike countries that have high absolute vulnerability, countries with low absolute but high 

relative vulnerability will be tempted by the possibility of meaningful damage limitation 

and the potential strategic benefits they might accrue by addressing the geographic 

asymmetry. Conversely, I expect countries that are relatively less vulnerable to be less 

inclined to pursue strategic damage limitation, though not completely turned away from 

those policies.  

Put it differently, urban concentration is expected to be a contributory cause of nuclear 

strategy in all cases, but low urban concentration is expected to be a necessary cause of 

warfighting strategies and high urban concentration is expected to be sufficient cause of 

deterrent strategies. 

These predictions are summarized in Table 9 below. 

Table 9. Predicted Relationship Between Urban Vulnerability and Nuclear Strategy. 

 Low Absolute High Absolute 

Low Relative Indeterminate (any strategy) 

Less Damage Limitation Deterrent Strategy 

Little to No Damage Limitation High Relative Indeterminate (any strategy) 

More Damage Limitation 
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3.6 Research Design 

The research design for this part of the manuscript consists of a mix of case studies and 

statistical analysis. Rather than follow common templates for mixed-method research like 

Nested Analysis (Lieberman 2005), where causal-process observations are used to validate 

causal inferences drawn from statistical (large-N) correlational analysis and case selection 

is informed by the same statistical models, my strategy is to use both within-case 

(longitudinal) and cross-case comparisons to test the congruence (correlation) of the 

independent and outcome variables and use causal-process observations to evaluate 

causality and assess alternative explanations, as well as explore the accuracy of the 

measurement of the key variables. This takes advantage of the fact there is a small number 

of cases to begin with, treating it as an asset rather than a limitation. In the next chapter, a 

brief analysis of countries that are outside but were nearly inside the universe of nuclear 

cases offers additional evidence for the theory, but also identifies potential sources of 

selection bias. The statistical analysis comes into play as a complementary test of auxiliary 

hypotheses, that is, additional implications of the causal relationship proposed in the theory 

and explored qualitatively. In other words, I ask what other relationships (correlations) we 

should observe if the theory is correct and proceed to test these correlational hypotheses 

using a substantially larger set of observations. 

This material is divided in two chapters. In the remainder of the present chapter, I present 

a brief comparative analysis of the nuclear strategies of four postwar great powers. The 

next chapter extends this analysis to remaining nuclear countries and select quasi-nuclear 

cases and presents a statistical analysis of auxiliary hypotheses regarding nuclear force 
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structure. 

3.6.1 Case Selection and Organization 

Before proceeding, a note on the organization of the proceeding analysis is in order. While 

case selection is not a pressing issue here as virtually the entire universe of nuclear cases—

with the exception of South Africa—will be dealt with in the next two chapters, it may be 

useful to explain the division between great and lesser powers and the primary focus on 

the former, how I apply this classification, and the structure of comparisons across cases 

in this category. 

Despite being the overwhelming source of evidence for theories of deterrence and the focus 

for most analytical and empirical treatments of nuclear strategy, there are no theories that 

explain US and Soviet nuclear strategies as such. Most theories of nuclear strategy or 

nuclear behavior writ large are at least partly normative, and have trouble explaining 

strategies that deviate from the theories’ logics—which is precisely the case for much of 

US and Soviet nuclear behavior (Jervis, 1984; Waltz, 2003; Glaser, 2010).79 Other theories 

explicitly exclude the superpowers from their scope and focus on secondary (Goldstein, 

2000) or regional powers (Narang, 2014).  

While it is certainly plausible (and likely) that great powers and lesser powers are presented 

with different incentives and constraints when it comes to nuclear strategies, and that 

therefore any theory of nuclear strategic choice needs to account for these differences in 

                                                        
79 Recent exceptions that focus on explaining American nuclear strategy are Kroenig 2018, Lieber 
and Press 2017, and Long and Green 2015. None of these puts American strategy in comparative 
perspective, however. 



 

130 

capabilities, it does not immediately follow that it is impossible to theorize great powers’ 

nuclear strategies, and to do so in terms that are at the very least comparable to theories 

that deal with secondary nuclear states. In other words, they may be different, but still also 

similar in systematic ways. And while the more recent focus on lesser powers is a welcome 

change from the overwhelming focus on great powers in virtually all other theories of 

international relations, it stands to reason that a theory that has something to say about the 

nuclear policies of great powers is strictly preferable to a theory that does not. For this 

reason, in the pages immediately below I focus primarily on how urban concentration helps 

explain the nuclear strategies of the great powers of the postwar period, the United States, 

Soviet Union, United Kingdom, and China. 

The first three cases offer variation on the key independent (low absolute, high relative; 

low absolute, low relative; and high absolute concentration respectively) and dependent 

variables of interest. The fourth case, China, offers an important contrast case, or even an 

outlier at first blush. For a country with seemingly low levels of vulnerability, China’s 

nuclear strategy has been remarkably stable and single-minded over the decades, and one 

of the closest to the ideal-typical “minimum deterrence” strategy for much of the period. 

While this finding does not contradict my hypothesis—which posits low vulnerability as 

permissive—as we will later see it raises important questions about measurement of the 

independent variable, equifinality, and omitted variable bias, pointing to limitations and 

possible refinements for the theory and data. That it does so is a testament to the importance 

of case studies.  

While the inclusion of US and USSR, and even China after a certain point, in the category 
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of great power may be uncontroversial, the inclusion of the UK in the same general 

category for comparison80 may raise questions on at least two fronts: 1) can we compare 

superpowers with a regional power; and 2) just how independent was British nuclear 

strategy? I address each issue briefly in turn. 

3.6.1.1 Britain as a Global Power Post-1945 

It was clear to many observers that by the end of World War II, the US and the Soviet 

Union were a class apart in terms of their military and economic capabilities, and our 

conventional understanding of the Cold War is dominated by this idea of bipolarity from 

the very outset. However, as others have noted, the strictly bipolar configuration of power 

was not that clear-cut at the earlier days of the postwar world, with lingering notions of 

multipolarity permeating the postwar settlement, from the peace conferences of Potsdam 

and Yalta and FDR’s concept of “Four Policemen” to the five permanent seats at the UN 

Security Council. In the great power tallies of the immediate postwar, the UK and France 

always figured alongside (if somewhat behind) the US and the USSR. While this vestige 

of multipolarity would, by most measures, fade by the early 1950s, Britain fiercely resisted 

ceding its ground as a great power, eventually settling into what David McCourt aptly calls 

a role of “residual great power” (McCourt 2014). Reluctant to accept a much-diminished 

role in the world, Britain maintained extensive security commitments and military presence 

throughout the globe for decades after the war, from Latin America, to the Middle East, to 

                                                        
80 And the exclusion of France, which I discuss in the next chapter. France could be included in 
either chapter, and the decision is inconsequential with regard to the coding of the cases and the 
analysis offered. 
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Oceania. Not only did the UK retain many of these global interests, but British policies, 

geared largely toward the maintenance of imperial holdings, often clashed with the 

American preferences and Washington’s Cold War mindset, especially in the Middle East 

(Ashton 2002; 2005). While it is often said that this insistence on great power status came 

to a close after the Suez debacle of 1956, this narrative is hard to square with continued 

British independent activities in the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia, and of course, 

the fact that Britain would only fight its last colonial war in 1982. 

3.6.1.2 Britain as an Independent Nuclear Power 

A crucial element in cementing Britain’s role as a great power in the postwar world was 

the development and deployment of an independent nuclear deterrent. From the early 

decision to build and test an atomic bomb to the continued reluctance to give up nuclear 

weapons in the face of severe financial distress, political opposition, and questions about 

strategic effectiveness, Britain’s nuclear decision-making has been dominated by the desire 

to maintain great power status vis-à-vis its European peers and, most importantly, the 

United States. This was expressed in Ernst Bevin’s emblematic statement about the need 

for a British bomb in 1946, so that no “Foreign Secretary of this country be talked at or by 

a Secretary of State as I have just had in my discussions with Mr Byrnes. We have got to 

have this thing over here whatever it costs. […] We've got to have the bloody Union Jack 

flying on top of it.” (Bevin quoted in Bullock 1985, p. 352). As nuclear ties with the US 

recovered after the British nuclear test of 1952, the UK became increasingly dependent on 

the US for nuclear technology, in particular for missile technology, and British nuclear 

planning became closely integrated with US, and later NATO, nuclear planning, to the 
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point that today it indeed makes little sense to imagine the UK using its nuclear weapons 

independently. During most of the Cold War, however, the UK maintained an independent 

nuclear posture as well as a “coordinated” posture, with both reflecting important elements 

of British nuclear thinking. As late as 1984, the Thatcher government tried to signal to 

Soviet leaders that “even if they thought at some crucial point that the United States would 

back out, the British force could still inflict a blow so destructive that the penalty for 

aggression would have proved too high.” (cited in Wheeler 1984, p. 20).81  

 

3.7 Urban Geography and Great Power Nuclear Strategy During the Cold War 

3.7.1 American and Soviet Nuclear Strategies: Permissive Geography 

The American and Soviet cases illustrate the latitude that countries with low absolute levels 

of urban vulnerability have to explore and debate different nuclear strategies. They also 

show how even in the absence of high absolute vulnerability, relative levels of urban 

vulnerability come to inform strategic thinking and decision-making. 

During the first decades of the nuclear age, American scientists, at the behest of the 

government or out of their own initiative, produced myriad studies on the likely 

consequences of a nuclear war. These reports varied considerably in the estimates of 

                                                        
81 Many of those plans are still in place for independent use, and recent developments in the US 
and NATO have rekindled interest in the reliability of those options going forward. British reliance 
on American nuclear assistance to maintain its nuclear force may put into question the survival of 
the Trident should the US decide to suspend assistance (like it did with the Bombers in the 1960s) 
though it is not impossible that the UK could eventually develop the ability to locally produce the 
required delivery vehicles. 
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casualties and second-order genetic and environmental effects. As nuclear technology 

evolved, in particular after the development of thermonuclear devices, the prospects 

became more and more dire. As Vannevar Bush summarized in a meeting with NSC staff 

in 1953, “The H-bomb changes the nature of the world in which we live. It’s another breed 

from the A-bomb. New York City could survive 2 or 3 A-bombs but one H-bomb and no 

more N.Y.C.”82 Surely, other contemporary and later assessments were less catastrophic. 

The 1953 report penned by Bush and others wryly mocked previous estimates that claimed 

the US could survive up to 2500 nuclear blasts, by noting that “survival” must take on “a 

rather specialized meaning.”83  

Perhaps most famous among the “optimistic” reports, was the RAND study popularized by 

Herman Kahn in 1960, which presented a relatively rosier picture of nuclear war, offering 

scenarios of survivability and medium-to-long-term recovery, and the possibility of 

“winning” a nuclear war. Though Eisenhower himself largely seemed to embrace the more 

pessimistic view of nuclear war, this did not prevent his administration from staying the 

course of weapons accumulation nor did it produce a real shift in nuclear doctrine away 

from massive retaliation. If anything, it probably made Eisenhower more attached to that 

doctrine. Eisenhower acknowledged that the paramount challenge was to limit the damage 

from nuclear war, but the only strategy that he felt feasible was to prevent war altogether. 

                                                        
82 Foreign Relations of The United States (FRUS) 1952–1954. Vol II, Part 2, National Security 
Affairs. Document 80. “Summary of Meeting of the Ad Hoc Committee on Armaments and 
American Policy and the Senior Staff of the National Security Council, March 16, 1953”. 

83 FRUS 1952–1954. Vol. II, Part 2, National Security Affairs. Doc 67. “Report by the Panel of 
Consultants of the Department of State to the Secretary of State” 
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As a result, civil defense, seen as futile, received only minimal attention in the 1950s, and 

was often framed as a “personal responsibility”. This would change in the 1960s with the 

Kennedy administration.  

With Kennedy, civil defense not only ceased to be seen as a futile exercise and a matter of 

personal responsibility akin to home insurance, it was now declared an integral part of US 

war preparedness and, importantly, of nuclear coercive diplomacy. The clearest example 

of this was the significant expansion of civil defense in the summer of 1961, which 

Kennedy rhetorically tied directly to the heightened tensions over Berlin (Garrison 2006, 

p. 111-112).  

The second Berlin crisis, inherited from Eisenhower, was the longest and most dangerous 

crisis of the Cold War. It began in earnest when Khrushchev, growing impatient with the 

lack of progress on a settlement on the status of the erstwhile German capital and of the 

divided country more broadly, and under growing pressure by East German leader Walter 

Ulbricht, issued an ultimatum to the Western occupying powers on 27th November 1957. 

If the four occupying powers failed to reach an agreement on German reunification (and 

demilitarization of West Berlin), he threatened, the Soviet Union would sign a separate 

peace treaty with the German Democratic Republic formally relinquishing all control, 

including the control over East-West borders and over access points to West Berlin. Over 

the next three years, Khrushchev would vacillate in his ultimatum, but ultimately refuse to 

drop the threat despite summits between the Soviet leader and both Eisenhower (Camp 

David, 1959) and Kennedy (Vienna, 1961). On August 13 1961, unheeded in his ultimatum 

and pressured by Ulbricht, Khrushchev settled for a middle-of-the-road measure and 
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authorized the erection of a security fence separating the two halves of Berlin (Harrison 

1993; 2005). 84 The crisis would not end there, however. For more than a year after, the 

US, UK, and France would continue to develop multi-layered contingency plans to respond 

to East German and Soviet threats to Western access to Berlin, of which there were 

continued signs in the form of minor incidents reported by Western officials. The plans, 

devised under the top secret Live Oak contingency planning group, had names like Jack 

Pine, Free Style, Trade Wind, and Back Stroke85, and contemplated diplomatic, economic 

and military (air, ground, naval, and nuclear) measures, ranging from stern notes and 

cancelled conferences and unarmed test convoys to all-out nuclear war, and everything in 

between.86 

The nuclear balance, and perceptions thereof, were the conspicuous background for the 

crisis. The American response, especially during the Kennedy years, was largely driven by 

fears of a budding missile gap. Soviet policy was driven by fears of a different gap. The 

Soviet ultimatum can at the same time be attributed to a boost in confidence stemming 

from their successes in the realm of missile technology and, perhaps more importantly, 

deep Soviet and East German concerns about the rearmament and nuclearization of West 

Germany (Trachtenberg, 1991; Harrison, 2005). Perceptions also diverged regarding the 

role nuclear weapons would play if the crisis escalated to a military confrontation. 

                                                        
84 For the broader impacts of the crisis on West Germany, see Kastner, 2002. 
85  Kennedy administration officials apparently referred to such contingency plans as Poodle 
Blanket, though details remain classified. See Burr, William “Why is "Poodle Blanket" Classified?” 
4/7/2010, access at http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/nukevault/ebb310/ 
86  For example, see files in UK National Archives, Folder FO 1042/88, “BERLIN: 
CONTINGENCY PLANNING_GENERAL VOL VI” and UK National Archives DEFE 7/2284. 
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Khrushchev discounted American willingness to use nuclear weapons over Berlin and his 

defense minister Marshal Rodion Malinovsky felt confident that Soviet conventional forces 

could overwhelm NATO nuclear capabilities with a preventive strike (Mastny 2006: 22-

23). Kennedy’s national security team, however, staked the coercive diplomacy response 

to Soviet pressure on the underlying threat of nuclear war. In their eyes, all contingency 

measures had, in Paul Nitze’s words, nuclear war “at the end of the road”. As he reportedly 

put it in one of the NATO Ambassadorial planning meetings:  

To make the Soviets stop blockading Berlin would require very firm action on the part of 

the West. The nuclear threat was the only real threat available to us. If the relatively 

unattractive opening stages, up to and including the selective use of nuclear weapons, as 

described in the paper, were looked at against the possibility of the need for all-out nuclear 

action against the Soviet Union, they assumed a different colouring.87 

With that context in mind, increased investment in civil defense ahead of the Vienna 

summit with Khrushchev was seen as a direct signal to the Soviet Union that the US was 

willing and able to fight a nuclear war. And it was precisely this intent that was harshly 

opposed by dissenters within the administration, who worried that civil defense was not 

only a waste of money—a view shared by many— but also that, if made credible, such 

signals could reduce the psychological barriers to nuclear war among US policy-makers or 

provoke Soviet escalation. 

                                                        
87 Quoted in “MEMORANDUM NORTH ATLANTIC COUNCIL Berlin Contingency Planning, 
23, Oct 1962” in UK National Archives DEFE 7/2284. The paper he refers to is the “Preferred 
Sequences” paper produced by the Ambassadorial Working Group. 
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Kennedy and his advisors, vocal critics of Eisenhower’s doctrine of massive retaliation, 

also publicly embraced a vision of nuclear war that was less gloomy and fatalistic than his 

predecessor’s. Nuclear war could, and should, be limited to avoid damage to urban centers. 

A Soviet attack would no longer be met with all-out nuclear retaliation, but with 

conventional or nuclear action at a level deemed appropriate. Secretary of Defense Robert 

McNamara publicly endorsed the idea, in 1962, of targeting enemy nuclear weapons and 

avoiding enemy cities altogether. The remarks were aimed, more specifically, at “relatively 

weak national nuclear forces with enemy cities as their targets” that were “small, and 

perhaps vulnerable on the ground or in the air, or inaccurate”—in other words, British and 

French nuclear forces.88 If the US refrained from hitting Soviet cities, the thinking went, 

the Soviets might be encouraged to reciprocate and refrain from hitting American cities. 

Brodie, an early advocate of city avoidance, framed it as the only possible way to fight and 

win a nuclear war in any meaningful way, and imperative to make deterrence credible and 

power diplomacy viable. Brodie based this recommendation on the view that any war that 

involved “any substantial number of our cities” would be too costly to be worth the 

sacrifice.89  

Brodie also framed his concept of city avoidance in absolute terms, consistent with his 

earlier diagnosis of the nuclear revolution. For him, the ability to inflict similar or greater 

damage on the enemy did not alleviate the problem or alter the strategic recommendations 

                                                        
88 McNamara, Robert. “The No-Cities Doctrine” University of Michigan Commencement Speech, 
June 1962. 
89  Bernard Brodie, “Possible U.S. Military Strategies. An approximate text of a lecture delivered 
at the Army War College, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, on March 30, 1954.” Paul H. Nitze 
papers, Box 19, folder 3, p.7 Library of Congress. 
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in any way.90 Importantly, however, while his views on city avoidance overcame the early 

resistance of massive-retaliation advocates and became a key talking point for Kennedy 

officials, most of the strategy’s supporters did not share Brodie’s rejection of zero-sum 

thinking and his views on the irrelevance of relative calculations of destruction in the event 

of an all-out exchange. Perhaps as important is the fact that, Soviets strategists, as best we 

can tell from available evidence, bought into neither McNamara’s logics for city-avoidance 

nor Brodie’s brand of absolutist thinking. Khrushchev himself equivocated on the issue, 

but there seems to be no evidence that Soviet planners conceived of limited nuclear use in 

the same way as their American counterparts. Moreover, there is some evidence that Soviet 

opposition to damage-limitation strategies like city-avoidance and equivocation on missile 

defense was substantially informed by the advantage accrued from the relatively greater 

concentration of the American urban population.91 

Recent scholarship based on new material has upturned much of the conventional wisdom 

on this period (see, for example, Burr 2006; Gavin 2012; Ellsberg 2017). There is now little 

doubt that despite the rhetorical differences, nuclear strategy during the Kennedy 

administration was not a monumental departure from Eisenhower’s “massive retaliation”. 

Kennedy and some of his closest advisors were largely skeptical of damage limitation 

strategies, incredulous of nuclear superiority and pessimistic about survivability. Initial 

requests from the Joint Chiefs of Staff for plans to conduct “controlled” nuclear exchanges 

revealed that the technical requirements for command and control made such an exchange 

                                                        
90 Ibid. p. 8. 
91 Personal communication with David Holloway, November 2016. 
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impossible (Gavin 2012, 34; see also Ellsberg 2017, ch. 2). Kennedy, in 1962–the same 

year McNamara publicly elaborated on the idea of flexible response—, privately 

questioned the necessity of the quantitative build-up and the utility of using nuclear 

weapons against military assets. He also offered that even a small number of Soviet nuclear 

warheads, such as the ones that had been placed in Cuba, would be enough to deter him 

from initiating a war.92,93 It is not surprising, therefore, that successive SIOPs during the 

Kennedy years did little to move the US away from massive retaliation, and no plans for 

true limited use were drawn below SIOP level. The McNamara DoD did not seriously 

pursue counterforce for the sake of damage limitation and/or limited nuclear options. 

Limited (or “selective”) nuclear options did not become a reality until the 1970s during the 

Nixon/Ford administration (Lambeth 1976; Kolkowicz 1987, p.6-8). 

However, the rhetorical move away from massive retaliation and toward a greater reliance 

on limited (and especially conventional) means was important. The resigned fatalism that 

underpinned it may have been meant to strengthen America’s deterrent position vis-à-vis 

the USSR, to allay American anxieties about nuclear Armageddon, distinguish the 

Democratic administration from its Republican predecessor, and/or to pander to European 

allies’ concerns about extended deterrence. What is remarkable, however, is that the 

                                                        
92 JFK Presidential Recordings. Conversation on Dec 05, 1962 (Tapes 65 part 2 and 66 part 1). JFK 
Presidential Library. 
93 Cameron (2017) argues that Kennedy, as well as Johnson and Nixon after him, played a “double 
game”, holding radically different views in private than those expressed in public, due to their 
understandings of evolving public and elite views on nuclear weapons. Cameron’s findings are also 
consistent with the hypothesis that dovish presidents act tougher to reap electoral benefits, while 
hawkish presidents can pursue conciliation without fear (Schultz 2005; Mattes and Weeks 
unpublished). 
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administration managed to convince all three audiences that its strategy had in fact 

changed.  

Flexible response and later war-fighting strategies were plausible, in large part, because 

America’s geography allowed for it. Despite relatively high levels of urbanization (~70%, 

or 90th percentile globally, in 1960), the United States was not only large but also fairly 

dispersed in absolute terms. New York, the undisputed largest metropolitan area in the 

1950s and 1960s only accounted for about 10% of the country’s urban population. The 

second and third largest cities at the time, LA and Chicago, accounted for about 5% of the 

urban population each, and were 2,500 and 700 miles away respectively. In the terms of 

the Herfindahl-Hirschman index of urban concentration introduced in Chapter 2, in 1960 

the US was in the bottom 10th percentile (.021). The dispersion of urban populations and 

the existence of vast expanses of territory may not have offered a complete sense security 

against the threat of thermonuclear warfare, but they did offer a veneer of plausibility to 

more optimistic views and representations of nuclear war in public discourse and popular 

culture, regardless of whether they were buttressed by scientific estimates.  Kennedy and 

his closest advisors may have been less convinced of nuclear-war fighting than they let on 

in public, but those ideas amassed a significant following, and remain popular to this day.  

The idea a winnable limited war, adopted by the Kennedy administration more in rhetoric 

than in practice, heavily influenced the strategies of his successors, even as the 

superpowers’ nuclear arsenals grew in number and destructiveness. The mere fact that 

survivability was up for debate—and not dismissed out of hand as they would be in most 

other countries—cannot be taken lightly. 
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This explanation for the popularity and longevity of debates around notions of limited 

nuclear war and meaningful damage limitation, and particularly their increased appeal in 

later periods of strategic parity, is also potentially more satisfying than explanations that 

posit that American nuclear strategy is primarily driven by the demands of extended 

deterrence and the preferences of allies. 

Standard accounts of the adoption of Flexible Response, for example, identify an actual 

shift as early as the late Eisenhower period and attribute the move away from massive 

retaliation to the perception that the demands of effective extended deterrence in Europe 

required more limited nuclear options (e.g. Brodie 1959).  Revisionist accounts see less of 

an operational shift to deter enemies and more of a rhetorical move to appease or constrain 

allies (e.g. Gavin 2012). Both, however, credit much of the change in policy (or rhetoric) 

in the 1960s to the fact that once the United States was within reach of Soviet nuclear 

ballistic missiles massive retaliation would cease to be a credible posture for extended 

deterrence.  

While this proposed association between flexible response and alliance politics has a long 

history and is internalized to a great extent, the record is less clear than these accounts 

imply. Instead, deliberations within expert panels, their reports, and high-level discussions 

suggest that the key drivers of policy change were the concern with limiting the damage to 

American cities and the technical, political, and financial difficulties in doing so through 

active and passive defense. In other words, if massive nuclear war meant mass destruction 

of American cities, the solution was to try to limit nuclear war. The benefits to the 

credibility of the American nuclear umbrella were not entirely incidental, but neither were 
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they immediately clear or incontrovertible. Early European reactions to American talk of 

limited nuclear war and “flexible response” included concern that a higher threshold for 

nuclear use would instead debase the credibility of the deterrent, and that attempts to 

improve American urban survivability would imply a “retreat to ‘fortress America’”94, 

weakening the credibility of American commitment to European defense. 95 , 96 

Eisenhower’s Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, was firm in his skepticism regarding 

the proposition that mutual vulnerability brought on by new Soviet capabilities necessarily 

implied that extended deterrence was suddenly incredible. Massive retaliation would 

remain credible insofar as the US “proposed…to protect our allies by invoking our 

retaliatory capability in the event that their vital interests are threatened”97. Secretary of 

Defense Neil McElroy in the same year reported back to the NSC results from a DoD 

evaluation and expressed similar concerns that while some flexibility was necessary to 

defend American and European interests, 

                                                        
94 See for example the famed Gaither Committee Report of 1957. National Security Council 
Report [Report to the President by the Security Resources Panel of the ODM Science Advisory 
Committee on Deterrence and Survival in the Nuclear Age]. Washington, November 7, 1957. 
Foreign Relations of the United States, 1955–1957, National Security Policy, Volume XIX. 
95 Memorandum of Discussion at the 351st Meeting of the National Security Council. Washington, 
January 16, 1958. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958–1960, National Security Policy; 
Arms Control and Disarmament, Volume III. P. 14-15. 

96 These fears were again repeated after Reagan’s introduction of the Strategic Defense Initiative 
(SDI), which led Europeans to express concern that a viable homeland defense system would 
weaken the case for extended deterrence and, particularly, conventional presence in the continent. 
In other words, a secure US would be “de-coupled” from European security. 

97 Memorandum of Discussion at the 359th Meeting of the National Security Council. 
Washington, March 20 1958. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958–1960, National Security 
Policy; Arms Control and Disarmament, Volume III. p.54. 
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war with the USSR [in the NATO area] cannot be held to limited operations and limited 

objectives. Moreover, to imply that we might seek to hold a war with the USSR to limited 

operations and limited objectives would involve a dangerous weakening of our deterrent 

position and certainly have a deleterious effect on the attitude of our allies.98 

Rather than abandon massive retaliation as declaratory policy, McElroy suggested that the 

US ought to “allay doubts on the part of our allies as to the firmness of our purpose and 

intentions, and to reinforce their confidence and determination” in American willingness 

to use nuclear weapons to defend their interests. 

Relative Urban Vulnerability: Soviet Strategy and the Geographic Advantage 

The early evolution of Soviet nuclear strategy followed a path fairly similar to the 

American experience. In the 1950s, a debate analogous to the American debates on 

survivability raged on in the Soviet Union. Soviet premier Georgy Malenkov in 1953 

denounced the unprecedented destructiveness—and therefore senselessness—of nuclear 

war. His political opponents, Khrushchev chief among them, took a more sanguine position 

at first. They claimed that nuclear war would spell the end of the capitalist world, but the 

socialist project would survive (Holloway, 1994, p.336-340; Smirnov and Zubok, 1994). 

Though it has since become known that Khrushchev himself changed his mind about 

nuclear weapons fairly early into his tenure and would later come to disavow such nuclear 

optimism, this optimism nonetheless became a key element of Soviet nuclear doctrine and 

                                                        
98 Memorandum from Secretary of Defense McElroy to the National Security Council. Washington 
July 18 1958. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958–1960, National Security Policy; Arms 
Control and Disarmament, Volume III. P. 127 
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planning during the 1950s and part of the 1960s (Craig and Radchenko 2017).99 American 

observers at the time understandably took Soviet rhetoric and available doctrinal material 

at face value, ascribing to the Soviets a war-fighting posture (Pipes, 1977).  

The facts of Soviet political geography played no small part in maintaining the impression 

that some Soviet officials could indeed conceive of a winnable nuclear war. Not only was 

the Soviet Union colossal in landmass, more than twice the size of the continental United 

States, it started to undergo serious urbanization relatively late, and its urban population 

was very dispersed. In 1960, only half of the Soviet population lived in urban areas, and 

that urban population was very dispersed across cities, slightly more than the United States 

according to some measures. In terms of the concentration index introduced in Chapter 2, 

the Soviet Union ranked in the bottom 5th percentile globally. Soviet cities also tended to 

be more sprawling—i.e. less densely packed—than their American counterparts.  

Soviet urban geography was in large part a consequence of the USSR’s imperial territorial 

formation—having absorbed countries with their own established cities and urban 

systems—, and partly a product of effective restrictions on city size and tight regulations 

on population mobility. These restrictions were instituted with a mind to facilitating social 

and political control and limiting and reducing spatial inequalities (Clayton and 

Richardson, 1989; Golubchikov et al. 2014). The Soviet regime regulated migration both 

from the countryside to cities and between the different cities. For the most part, the Soviet 

regime incentivized the growth of smaller and medium-sized cities and regional capitals, 

                                                        
99 See also Stone, unpublished. 
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while attempting to limit the excessive growth of the larger cities. One of the most 

remarkable consequences of the collapse of the Soviet system would be the rapid 

geographic re-concentration of urban population across the post-Soviet space, especially 

in Russia. 

The lower rate of urbanization and the smaller population size and density of Soviet cities 

meant that the US faced steeper requirements to deal “unacceptable damage” in the event 

of a nuclear war. This fact was first acknowledged by none other than Nikita Khrushchev 

himself (Goure, 1969, p. 5). This hardly meant that Soviet leaders perceived the country to 

be invulnerable. Quite the opposite was true. Despite the putative advantages offered by its 

internal geography, Soviet officials, much like their American counterparts, were deeply 

concerned with the vulnerability of urban areas and industry to American nuclear attack 

and directed substantial resources to reduce such vulnerability.  

However, beliefs about the implications of (perceived) asymmetries in urban geography 

persisted despite the dramatic advances in both sides’ nuclear arsenals and the emergence 

of so-called ‘overkill’.100  American estimates of casualties in an all-out exchange in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, when both countries had a rough parity in numbers of nuclear 

warheads at tens of thousands of warheads each, consistently concluded that the USSR 

would face fewer casualties and less damage to industry and leadership.101 According to a 

                                                        
100 On overkill, see for example Rosenberg 1983. 
101 An important exception was a 1978 ACDA study which estimated “both countries are roughly 
equally vulnerable, although urban density and population collocation with industry is greater in 
the Soviet Union.”. US Agency for Arms Control and Disarmament. “An Analysis of Civil Defense 
in Nuclear War”, Dec 1978. p 1. 
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1979 report by the Office of Technology Assessment, produced at the behest of the US 

Congress: 

The resulting deaths would be far beyond any precedent. Executive branch calculations 

show a range of U.S. deaths from 35 to 77 percent (i.e., from 70 million to 160 million 

dead), and Soviet deaths from 20 to 40 percent of the population. Here again the range 

reflects the difference made by varying assumptions about population distribution and 

sheltering, and to a lesser extent differences in assumptions about the targeting policy of 

the attacker. Soviet casualties are smaller than U.S. casualties because a greater proportion 

of the Soviet population lives in rural areas, and because U.S. weapons (which have lower 

average yields) produce less fallout than Soviet weapons. (OTA 1979, p 8,. emphases 

added.) 

 Figures 9, 10 and 11, drawn from contemporaneous reports are illustrative of these 

estimates. 
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Figure 9. Soviet Fatalities from second-strike attack in 1976 (surviving forces after 
Soviet first strike).102 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
102 “Industrial survival and recovery after nuclear attack: a report to the joint committee on defense 
production US Congress” Nov 18 1976. Library of Congress. Paul H. Nitze Collection, Box 65, 
folder 3 “Civil Defense”.  
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Figure 10. Soviet Fatalities from second-strike attack in 1985 (surviving forces after 
Soviet first strike).103 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
103 “Industrial survival and recovery after nuclear attack: a report to the joint committee on defense 
production US Congress” Nov 18 1976. Library of Congress. Paul H. Nitze Collection, Box 65, 
folder 5 “Civil Defense”.  
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Figure 11. US Casualties from Soviet Second Strike.104 

 

Asymmetries in urban geography also meant that it was relatively easier for the Soviet 

Union to reduce that damage through civil defense measures like evacuation. Greater 

dispersion meant Soviet cities were supposedly less congested, with easier access. Like in 

the United States, this may have not offered real security against the dangers of 

thermonuclear war. Malenkov certainly didn’t think so in the 50s, and Khrushchev soon 

came to agree. Interviews with high-ranking Soviet military officers after the dissolution 

of the USSR suggest that from the 1960s through 1980s, optimism about survival and the 

                                                        
104 Ibid. 
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possibility of “winning” a nuclear war was far less prevalent among Soviet leadership than 

American intelligence and analysts suggested. 105  Also inconsistent with American 

interpretations of Soviet strategy was the reality of Soviet nuclear planning: according to 

General Varfolomey Korobushin, former Deputy Chief of Staff of Strategic Rocket 

Forces—and corroborated by other high-level sources and documents since made 

available—the Soviet Union never really had plans for limited nuclear strikes. In his words, 

the Soviet Union “would answer with full force to any use of nuclear weapons on the part 

of the Americans”. 106 The response would be automatic, triggered by a system infamously 

a appropriately named “Dead Hand”. Nor did the USSR expect, until at least the 1970s, 

that the United States would engage in any such “selective” strikes. In fact, Soviet officials 

seemed to be quite aware that, until the 1980s, American talk of limited nuclear war was 

cheap. They worried, instead, that American nuclear forces were oriented for an all-out 

first strike, in which case the survivability of Soviet nuclear forces, the automaticity of 

response were a primary concern, as well, of course, as the ability to destroy, in a retaliatory 

strike, a large percentage of the American economy.107 In other words, Soviet strategy for 

most of the Cold War, was primarily oriented toward deterring an American first strike, 

and, should deterrence fail, retaliating with catastrophically deadly force and fighting 

conventionally as long as possible to prevent an American victory. 

But as in the US, the facts of Soviet urban geography lent some credibility to those in both 

countries who claimed that with enough preparation Soviet society could survive a nuclear 

                                                        
105 See interviews in Hines et al. 1995a. & Hines et al. 1995b. 
106 Hines et al. 1995b, p. 107. 
107 Ibid. p. 108. 
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exchange. This view was held by important Soviet figures such as Marshal Zhukov and 

was successfully conveyed to domestic and international audiences. 

 An important element in convincing the United States that Soviet leaders were willing to 

fight a nuclear war was the exploitation of the geographic advantage and the considerable 

efforts devoted to preparing the population for a nuclear exchange through the further 

dispersion of industry and population, construction of shelters, and the development of 

evacuation plans. 

In 1958, Raymond Garthoff, a shrewd analyst of Soviet nuclear thinking otherwise 

skeptical of Soviet claims of survivability, predicted that Soviet “civil defense” would 

increasingly focus on “extensive decentralization of the economic system—begun in 

1957—and coordinated with decentralized political (Party) controls and military districts. 

Thus nuclear devastation of the traditional control center, Moscow, would no longer 

threaten the serious disruption it would have meant…” (Garthoff 1958: p.258). Garthoff’s 

predictions proved exaggerated, but astute. Much like in the US, technical, financial and 

political hurdles severely limited the implementation of passive and active defense plans. 

Even at the height of Soviet civil defense spending, great power war, once initiated, would 

mean massive civilian casualties and the likely dissolution of government (Garrison, 2006; 

Geist 2012). However, even as Garthoff’s forecasts failed to materialize, American 

analysts continued to pay attention to Soviet civil defense programs, and often exaggerated 

their scale, much in the same way that they tended to exaggerate Soviet military capabilities 
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(Geist 2012)108. 

Analysts drew gloomy implications for the effectiveness of the American deterrent 

(Weinstein, 1982). Concerns with the asymmetry that was caused by disparities in civil 

defense preparedness and the expected relative costs in terms of direct casualties from a 

nuclear exchange permeated the national security establishment and the United States 

government, at various levels, and spanning different administrations. Successive 

Department of Defense reports resurrected Kennedy’s concerns about a ‘civil defense gap’ 

and noted that this “asymmetry” in civil defense “bears directly on our strategic 

relationship with the Soviets and on the credibility of our deterrent posture”.109  

Nixon’s Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird, in Congressional testimony, noted that the 

Administration’s decision to invest in and deploy the Safeguard Anti-Ballistic Missile 

System to protect not American cities but American nuclear forces (bombers and 

Minuteman ICBMs, more specifically) was driven in large part by technological limitations 

that precluded a national ABM system capable of protecting American cities, but also the 

perceived need to assure the survival of a large retaliatory force for strictly deterrent 

purposes. The logic, Laird explained, was that merely comparing the numbers of warheads 

                                                        
108 Robert Jervis recalls a story told by a former boss during his days consulting for the Intelligence 
Community circa 1977. After a year of work analyzing Soviet civil defense capabilities in the mid-
1970s, the group studying the issue arrived at an estimate based on figures for square feet of shelter 
space and the “packing factor” (space per person). About a year after the study concluded, a Soviet 
defector with credible knowledge of civil defense informed them that they had one of the two 
variables wrong by a factor of 2. Interview with Robert Jervis, Washington, DC, Apr 09 2015 and 
personal communication Apr 28 2015. 
109  Donald Rumsfeld. Department of Defense Annual Report. FY 1977, p.77. See also James 
Schlesinger. Department of Defense Annual Report FY 1976 and FY 1977. pp. I-15, II-54. 
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in each side’s arsenal was inappropriate. Other factors can be as or more important than 

sheer numbers, including accuracy of weapons and size (megatonnage) of warheads—the 

US having an advantage in the former area, while the Soviets had a substantial advantage 

in the latter. More importantly, he noted, was the “relative concentration of population and 

industry within the target country”. Citing a classified report submitted to Congress in 1965 

by his predecessor, McNamara, Laird went on to explain that “U. S. population and 

industry are far more concentrated than are the population and industry of the Soviet 

Union”. The magnitude of the asymmetry was such that “the Soviets, with only 200 

delivered one-megaton warheads could destroy a greater percentage of the population of 

the United States than our country, with 1,200 delivered one-megaton warheads, could 

destroy of the Soviet population”. 110 

Lest there be any doubt regarding the basic operating premise for American retaliatory 

forces and their targets, a “fact sheet” accompanying Laird’s testimony went on to note 

that “[t]he Soviets have deployed an ABM system around Moscow. Their ABM protects a 

large urban-industrial complex, and thus reduces the effectiveness of our deterrent (had 

they chosen instead to defend their ICBM force this would not be true).”111 In other words, 

the incoming Nixon administration, like their predecessors, understood quite clearly that 

                                                        
110 Statement of Secretary of Defense Melvin R. Laird Before the Subcommittee on International 
Organization and Disarmament Affairs of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on the Ballistic 
Missile Defense System. 21 March 1969. Pages 7-11. Library of Congress. Paul H. Nitze 
Collection, Box 47 Folder 4. 
111 “Fact Sheet—Threat” accompanying Statement of Secretary of Defense Melvin R. Laird Before 
the Subcommittee on International Organization and Disarmament Affairs of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee on the Ballistic Missile Defense System. 21 March 1969. Page 2. Library of 
Congress. Paul H. Nitze Collection, Box 47 Folder 4. 
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American deterrence was predicated on the ability to cause massive amounts of death and 

destruction in Soviet cities, and that the balance of nuclear capabilities was powerfully 

affected by relative levels of vulnerability owing to asymmetries in urban concentration. 

The strategic implications of this perceived balance of urban vulnerability were also well 

reflected in President Carter’s policy directives on civil defense, which had as its three 

goals, in order, “enhance deterrence and stability[…] maintaining perceptions of [a] 

balance favorable to the US”; “reduce the possibility that the US could be coerced in time 

of crisis”; and only then “provide some increase in the number of population and for greater 

continuity of government” (PD/NSC-41, DNSA 1978).112  

US Congressional records show the pervasiveness of these concerns well into the later 

years of the Cold War. Senators in the Subcommittee on Priorities and Economy in 

Government, holding hearings on “Allocation of resources in the Soviet Union and China” 

in the late 1970s and 1980s, consistently prodded CIA and DIA senior officials on the 

standing of Soviet civil defense programs. The Senators expressed deep concern about the 

gap between Soviet and US civil defense (the latter being negligible at that point), and 

implications for American strategy. While the intelligence agencies often tried to allay 

fears of a “shelter gap” and its consequences, the Senators appeared genuinely concerned 

by the substantial effort put in by the USSR and the possibility that this might signal 

                                                        
112 Reagan’s Civil Defense policy would keep this language intact, making minor additions at the 
end. See NSDD 23, Feb 3 1982 and NSDD 26, Feb 25 1982, Reagan Library. Executive Secretariat, 
National Security Council: National Security Decision Directives (NSDD): Records, 1981-1987 – 
Reagan Library Collections. 
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offensive intent or, worse, undo MAD.113 

The fear of a shelter gap was mirrored in the fear of an evacuation gap. Edward Teller, in 

a 1982 exchange with the Director of FEMA, Dalimil Kymbal, noted that if the United 

States failed to develop plans to evacuate cities in response to Soviet evacuation during a 

crisis (what was then termed “counter-evacuation”)114, this would create a scenario in 

which the United States can be blackmailed. The context for the exchange, beyond the 

long-running debates about the utility of civil defense, was Reagan’s 1982 request for 

US$4.2 in new civil defense spending over the following seven years, the biggest budget 

request for civil defense since Kennedy’s 1961 buildup. Kymbal, as the head of FEMA—

the agency administering the windfall—was to testify in front of Congress to justify the 

new expenditures. 

Soviet leaders seemed to understand from very early days of the Cold War that assessments 

of Soviet civil defense informed American estimates of Soviet capability and resolve. In 

1959, ahead of the Camp David talks with Eisenhower and in the midst of a series of 

conciliatory moves aimed at breaking up the escalatory dynamics of the second Berlin 

Crisis, Khrushchev initiated sharp cuts in Soviet civil defense spending (Mastny, 2006, p. 

                                                        
113 See, for example, Allocation of Resources in the Soviet Union and China, 1977: hearings before 
the Subcommittee on Priorities and Economy in Government of the Joint Economic Committee, 
Congress of the United States, Ninety-fifth Congress, first session, part 3. US Government Print 
Office. 
114 Edward Teller to Dalimil Kybal. November 10th 1982. Library of Congress. Paul H. Nitze 
Collection, Box 65, folder 2. 
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22)115, a mirror image of the escalatory move Kennedy would make two years later. 

Conversely, Soviet intelligence—and policy-makers—also seemed to share the view that 

American civil defense preparedness was a credible indicator of American intent and 

resolve, though they differed in their assessment of American readiness. As documents 

recently made available surrounding the Able Archer incident indicate, Soviet spies tasked 

with monitoring NATO in the 1980s not only kept close watch on American evacuation 

plans and civil defense capabilities, but also drastically overestimated American 

preparedness, contributing to the general feeling of anxiety that culminated with the ‘war 

scare’ of 1983.116,117 

These debates about relative vulnerability and the strategic advantages (disadvantages) it 

produces were being waged in the halls of government and defense establishments when 

the superpowers’ nuclear arsenals were roughly matched and at their peak, and the number 

of deployed weapons was about ten times their current (2017) levels. The fact that concerns 

about strategic consequences of relative degrees of urban vulnerability continued under 

such conditions not only underscores the reluctance many had in accepting MAD as an 

                                                        
115 This intent to signal restrain better explains the timing of cuts than the alternative explanation 
that attributes cuts to a general skepticism about the utility of civil defense. 
116 For example, see KGB Headquarters Moscow, to the London KGB Residency, "Permanent 
operational assignment to uncover NATO preparations for a nuclear missile attack on the USSR," 
and enclosed documents, February 17, 1983, Top Secret. Cited in Andrew and Gordievsky, 1991. 
Available at 
http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB426/docs/9.Permanent%20Operational%20assignm
ent%20to%20uncover%20NATO%20preparations%20for%20a%20nuclear%20missile%20attack
%20on%20the%20USSR-February%202,%201983.pdf 
117 For a skeptical view of the existence of a war scare in the Soviet Union surrounding the Able 
Archer 83 exercises, see Miles 2017 unpublished. 
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existential condition, it helps explain why this resistance was far more prevalent in the 

United States and the Soviet Union than anywhere else. The magnitude of the effect of 

relative urban vulnerability on casualty rates from an all-out exchange (see figures 9-11 

above) stands in stark contrast with common sense notions of the consequences of overkill 

and parity on the one hand (Brodie 1973; Rosenberg 1983) and the primacy of the nuclear 

balance (quantitative and qualitative) in determining relative risk on the other (Kroenig 

2018; Lieber and Press 2017). 

 

3.7.2 British Nuclear Strategy: Counter-value by Necessity 

While the American and Soviet cases illustrate the considerable freedom afforded by 

dispersed urban populations and the effects of asymmetries in urban vulnerability, the 

British case introduces the constraints imposed by high absolute levels of urban 

concentration. Far from being the only relevant constraint on British nuclear strategy, urban 

vulnerability is a crucial factor in explaining Britain’s long-term reliance on a strategy that 

privileges inflicting massive damage through retaliation and avoiding conflict altogether 

and eschews damage limitation in almost any form. 

As discussed above, despite a common perception that from the 1960s on emphasis shifted 

decisively to “counterforce” strategies, wherein nuclear weapons would be used to target 

primarily the enemy’s own strategic forces, cities were never taken out of target lists. 

Indeed, a staggering number of cities remained in the nuclear target lists of all nuclear 

powers, either because of the direct value of targeting these cities and their populations, or 
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because they contained or were sufficiently close to strategic military and command-and-

control assets. However, unlike their American and Soviet counterparts but like their 

French counterparts studied in the next chapter, British nuclear strategists and planners 

have long been fairly clear on their preference for counter-value targets, namely Soviet 

(now Russian) cities (Clark 1994; Stoddart 2014).  

British policy-makers have long measured the adequacy of their nuclear forces by their 

countervalue capability. The epitome of this tendency is what has come to be known as the 

“Moscow criterion”—namely, the idea that an independent nuclear deterrent must at the 

very least be able to deliver a devastating nuclear blow against Moscow without American 

help. This was not always the case. For a brief period in the late 1940s and early 1950s, 

plans for future British nuclear weapons118 were largely trained on Soviet nuclear forces, 

with the explicit goal of damage limitation, made imperative by the extent of British 

vulnerability. According to Rear-Admiral Anthony Buzzard, one of Britain’s first and 

foremost nuclear strategists of the early Cold War, and chief advocate of graduated 

deterrence, a “massive destruction” doctrine would spell certain death for the UK. If 

nuclear war became a tit-for-tat attack on cities, the UK stood no chance against the Soviet 

Union. The United Kingdom was far too small, urbanized and concentrated to play that 

game. Buzzard, following this logic, became one of the first, along with Bernard Brodie in 

the United States, to seriously contemplate and openly advocate a strategy of avoiding 

targeting enemy cities altogether to induce similar restraint on the enemy.  

                                                        
118 The UK tested its first nuclear device in 1952, but only developed the ability to deliver nuclear 
payloads against soviet targets four years later in 1956. 
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While in the United States the idea of a “no-cities” counterforce strategy gained support at 

RAND and in some quarters of the Defense establishment, ultimately informing 

discussions and decisions about limited nuclear options, flexible response, and warfighting 

doctrines to this day, the notion never took hold in London. Rather, as Soviet capabilities 

improved and British bombers finally became operational, British targeting doctrine 

shifted decisively from counterforce to countervalue. 

What explains this difference and the change in British nuclear thinking is precisely the 

way in which changes in technology and capabilities interacted with the insular country’s 

urban geography. The development of thermonuclear weapons in the early 1950s, the rapid 

vertical proliferation of warheads and means of delivery, and the improved survivability of 

Soviet forces dramatically changed British thinking. In the United States, as seen above, 

these very same developments prompted reassessments of nuclear strategy but did not 

provide a clear and unmistakable answer. In the United Kingdom, with its much greater 

vulnerability, new technological and military conditions pushed forcefully toward a 

primarily countervalue strategy (Wheeler, 1983 unpublished mimeo; Baylis, 1995).  

Relatively early in the nuclear age, at the same time as US-based strategists and politically 

appointed committees of experts were debating whether and how the United States could 

withstand nuclear war, the British government had heard all it needed to hear and 

determined that the UK could not, and that it would take relatively little Soviet effort to 

deal it a deadly blow (Grant 2009). The report of the commission headed in 1954-1955 by 

William Strath concluded dramatically that a mere ten thermonuclear detonations on 
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British soil would render the country immobilized and unusable for a long time.119  

Unlike the United States and the Soviet Union, which had vast expanses of unpopulated or 

under-populated territory and dozens of medium-sized cities, the United Kingdom was 

much too small and densely packed to survive a thermonuclear war, even a limited one. 

Even if the Soviets actively tried to avoid urban centers and targeted only “purely military” 

installations, the collateral damage alone would be catastrophic. The hypothetical scenario, 

to be clear, was not particularly relevant, as the Soviets never considered avoiding cities. 

As reported by the Chiefs of Staff Committee in December 1957, 

immediate effects of a ground-burst thermo-nuclear weapon…still dwarf anything for 

which past experience provides a guide…the kind of attack assumed...in respect of ten such 

bombs delivered against London and other densely populated urban areas"120  

Citing the findings form the Strath Report, the Chiefs of Staff noted such effects as “12 

million dead”, “4 million other casualties plus 13 million pinned to their homes by fall-

out”, “destruction of over half the country's industrial capacity”, “consequent disruption of 

the distributive systems of the country”, and “the 40 million or so survivors would have to 

subsist under siege conditions on whatever stocks existed.”121 

                                                        
119 The Soviets, perhaps privy to the results of the report through their intelligence assets, agreed 
with that estimate. In a 1958 private conversation with Mao Zedong, Khrushchev boasted that “Ten 
missiles would suffice to destroy the UK”. Craig and Radchenko, unpublished mimeo, p. 17-18. 
120 Annex to C.O.S. (57)278, 18 December 1957. “Appreciation of The Likely Form And Duration 
Of A Future Major War - With Reference To The Problem Of Stockpiling In The United Kingdom.” 
National Archives, DEFE 5/80. Page 3. 
121 Ibid. p. 4 
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The countervalue task for the independent use of nuclear weapons was clear as early as 

1957122, and the reasoning behind it was plainly stated in RAF Bomber Command internal 

documents. An October 1962 report on “Strategic Strike Planning By Bomber Command” 

quotes the strategic target policy delineated by the Chiefs of Staff: 

If the U.K. should be forced to take unilateral retaliation against the U.S.S.R., the target 

policy of Bomber Command should be to attack the Soviet centres of administration and 

population. This is the most effective target system for our limited forces.123  

The same document notes that recent “[s]uccessive plans have changed only in tactics and 

in variation of the numbers of cities to be attacked as dictated by developing offensive and 

defensive capabilities. The current plan provides for attacks on 15 cities”. As the years 

passed, the Chiefs of Staff adjusted downward their estimates of the destruction required 

for effective deterrence and by the mid-1960s had settled on the formula that an 

independent strategic force should be able to credibly deliver an attack on Moscow and the 

Soviet Union’s next four largest cities.124 Though each successive plan had fewer weapons 

trained on Soviet cities, this did not reflect a belief in the possibility of city-avoidance as 

originally proposed by Buzzard and subsequently suggested by Brodie, Schelling, and 

McNamara, but, instead, reevaluations of the amount of destruction required to inflict 

unacceptable damage and budgetary constraints that forced such reevaluations. In British 

                                                        
122  See, for example, ACAS(ops) to VCAS “Bomber Command/Strategic Air Command Co-
Ordination” p.10-11 in National Archives, AIR 8/2201. 
123 Chiefs of Staff directive C.O.S.(57)224, cited in National Archives, AIR 8/2201. 
124 On the “five cities” criterion and how it informed nuclear modernization plans for the next 
decade, see National Archives, DEFE-5-197-8, November 7th 1973. MOD COS. “The 
Maintenance of the United Kingdom’s Independent Strategic Nuclear Capability”. 
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plans, counterforce missions were only ever understood as complementary to, not 

substitutes for, destroying Soviet cities. 

It may also be tempting to characterize British doctrine as a mere auxiliary component of 

American (or NATO) nuclear planning, and to explain its countervalue emphasis and its 

attendant small deterrent arsenal as a byproduct of burden-sharing, free-riding or any such 

division of labor wherein the United States expected to perform the costlier and more 

complex tasks of counterforce and damage limitation. But the opposite appears to be the 

case. British nuclear war plans contemplate both independent nuclear use and 

“interdependent” or coordinated use. While independent nuclear plans are almost ideal-

typically countervalue, coordinated war plans during the Cold War foresaw both 

countervalue and counterforce missions for the British Bomber Force and Thor missiles. 

More importantly, Britain’s counterforce posture in these coordinated plans was only 

possible because in the event of a war the United States was expected to pick up the slack 

in attacking Soviet population centers with more reliable and more powerful weapons. 

As the report by the Assistant Chief of the Air Staff for Operations remarked, 

In isolation this could be interpreted as a significant change in the direction of counter-

force strategy. However, the co-ordinated plan for all-out retaliation covers the targets 

previously allotted to Bomber Command. This plan is therefore fully compatible with the 

Strategic Target Policy which was formulated against the background of the use of massive 

retaliation […]125 

                                                        
125  “Strategic Strike Planning for Bomber Command” ACAS(ops) to VCAS “Bomber 
Command/Strategic Air Command Co-Ordination” p.10-11 in National Archives, AIR 8/2201 
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In other words, British nuclear forces would only be diverted to target conventional and 

nuclear military forces to the extent that they were made redundant or unnecessary to 

destroy their original urban targets. 

Another driver of successive reductions in the number of cities deemed necessary targets 

for effective deterrence has already been hinted at above. There are financial reasons why 

a country might settle for a more muted deterrent strategy and smaller arsenals. Strategies 

that rely on counterforce and damage limitation are generally more expensive due to the 

larger number of warheads and vehicles, and the greater precision and reliability that is 

required to destroy smaller and hardened targets like missile silos, not to mention the 

intelligence and sensory requirements for locating and targeting mobile arsenals. This also 

excludes the greater financial and political costs—and limited payoff—of air defenses and 

civil defense.  

Here, we find more evidence to support this alternative (or, rather, additional) explanation. 

Budgetary constraints faced by the British military may indeed help explain the general 

contours of its force structure and doctrine. British defense spending as a share of GDP 

during the Cold War was relatively high (6.6% in 1950), but steadily declining. Budget 

tightenings, actual and prospective, fueled opposition from the early 50s to the very 

development of a bomber force to deliver Britain’s new nuclear weapons (see Slessor 

1953). It was under the shadow of ever increasing financial constraints on nuclear 

modernization, fiscal shortfalls and political battles, that British nuclear strategists 

effectively reduced the list of cities that needed to be reached to guarantee effective 

deterrence from fifteen to five to just one (Jones 2017). 
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But the resource-constraint story is also insufficient. While fiscal conditions were indeed 

deteriorating throughout the period, debates about the relative merits of countervalue and 

counterforce strategies predated the steepest declines in budgetary allocation in the late 

1960s and 70s.  

Bureaucratic politics and organizational culture also tell us something about British nuclear 

strategy but fail to fully explain the emphasis on countervalue targeting. Others have noted 

that Britain’s readiness to embrace a strategy that relies on dealing massive damage to 

civilian populations has a long pedigree, from its liberal use of blockades and embargoes 

as coercive tools in war and peace to strategic bombing in World War II. But it would be 

simplistic to assert that service branches and organizations had set preferences regarding 

nuclear (or more generally, military) strategy. For as long as debates raged on, they raged 

on inside the relevant bureaucracies. Much like in the US Air Force, Royal Air Force 

officials were divided among those who favored the development of a nuclear bomber force 

and a doctrine building directly on strategic bombing doctrine, and those that saw the future 

in investing in a bomber-fighter force with largely conventional and counterforce missions. 

Then-recently retired Air Chief John Slessor summarized the former position neatly in 

stating the “[t]he bomber alone that would bring pressure to bear upon the enemy-a 

pressure so devastating that it can be compared in its effect only to a whole series of great 

earthquakes, such as that at Quetta in 1935.” (Slessor 1953, 307). 

Cost-prohibitive and ineffective due to geographic constraints, civil defense could hardly 

be used as an aid to brinkmanship, as it was in the US and USSR. Priced out of counterforce 

and too small and concentrated to seriously consider fighting a nuclear war, even a limited 
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one by superpower standards, Britain relied heavily on a policy of deterrence and exhibited 

a much more risk-averse attitude towards crises than the other nuclear powers during the 

Cold War. Manipulating risk and minimizing damage were not strategies that the UK could 

plausibly adopt. Instead, they minimized risk by avoiding conflict but sought to maximize 

the damage they could pose to the USSR, even though this would certainly mean that any 

nuclear exchange would be an all-out exchange with the accompanying destruction of 

British society. The French, as we will see in the next chapter, faced with similar 

geographic constraints but fewer political and financial constraints and not participating in 

NATO nuclear structures arrived at a similar deterrent formula. 

 

3.7.3 China: Tall Tales of Survivability 

China started development on its nuclear deterrent in the early-to-mid 1950s, and by 1964 

had tested its first weapon (Lewis and Xue 1991). In 1967, it tested its first thermonuclear 

device. Since then, unlike other nuclear powers, China’s relatively few but high-yield 

warheads have been almost exclusively designated to a fleet of land-based medium- and 

long-range missiles, with a tiny bomber force and no submarine-based launchers to speak 

of (though the latter are soon to be deployed). The main mission envisioned for China’s 

nuclear arsenal (under the responsibility of the Second Artillery Corps) has been, since at 

least 1958, the delivery of powerful nuclear weapons at the heart of its rivals’ (the Soviet 

Union and the United States) main urban centers (Lewis 2007; 2014). Though this goal 

was only attained in the 1980s with the deployment of the Dongfeng 5 (DF-5) ICBMs, this 

guiding principle has informed the development of China’s nuclear strategy and constitutes 
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the base of China’s unusually conservative nuclear posture. Chinese missiles are stored 

unarmed and the country stands by a policy of “no first use”, abjuring the use of nuclear 

weapons for offensive or coercive purposes, or against non-nuclear states. In its 53 years 

of nuclear status China has never, as far as it is known, alerted its forces.  

All considered, China’s nuclear strategy can be described as extremely circumspect, 

focused on deterring adversaries by maintaining the possibility of delivering unacceptable 

damage (Lewis 2010; Lewis and Xue 2012). China’s long-standing strategy eschews the 

development of damage-limitation capabilities like counterforce and missile defense, and 

has devoted, until fairly recently, scant attention to broad-based civil defense. China has 

also not attempted to develop plans for limited nuclear use. China’s nuclear strategy has 

been remarkably consistent in the face of considerable changes in its resource base and 

external threat environment. The main visible changes in Chinese force structure and 

operational plans have been modest qualitative and quantitative improvements in the 

direction of improving the survivability of its deterrent and the reliability of its forces in 

response to advances in the defensive capabilities of its rivals (see Fravel and Medeiros 

2010).  

The main publicly noticeable doctrinal change has been the gradual abandonment of what 

may be the most popular element of China’s nuclear thinking and that which most directly 

conflicts with established theories of nuclear deterrence: the bold claims that nuclear 

weapons are paper tigers and that China could easily survive a nuclear war. A focus on 

China’s urban geography and the transformations it undertook over the years help explain 

these various puzzling aspects of Chinese nuclear strategy. As noted in the introduction to 
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the chapter, this characterization does not prima facie directly contradict my hypothesis—

which posits low vulnerability as permissive—but upon closer inspection raises important 

questions about measurement of the independent variable (vulnerability) through proxy; 

equifinality; and omitted variable bias. The Chinese case also sheds light on the 

inextricable relationship between geography and technology and the role of experience and 

context in shaping perceptions of vulnerability. 

Mao Zedong’s first public statement on nuclear weapons came almost exactly one year 

after Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In a famous interview with American journalist Anna 

Louise Strong, the insurgent leader claimed “[t]he atomic bomb is a paper tiger which the 

US reactionaries use to scare people. It looks terrible, but in fact it isn't.” (Cited in Zhang, 

1999: 196). It could be argued that at this time Mao was not well informed about the real 

destructiveness of nuclear weapons, if not for the various other claims to the same effect 

made in following years. As late as November 1957, at a speech in Moscow, Mao boasted 

that the communist countries had little to fear from nuclear war. This was four years after 

the American threat of nuclear use during the concluding phases of the Korean armistice 

negotiations126 and two years after the start of China’s own nuclear program, a time when, 

evidence suggests, Chinese leaders had already come around to grasping the revolutionary 

effects of nuclear weapons (Ryan, 1989; Zhang, 1999). Though we can now be fairly 

certain that Mao was bluffing—and deliberately provoking Khrushchev in 1957 as tensions 

between the two leaders intensified—, it is important to understand why these bluffs were 

                                                        
126 It is important to note that there is doubt as to whether the threats, communicated to Indian 
officials, ever reached Beijing. 
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treated as credible and consistently interpreted as genuine representations of Chinese 

attitudes toward nuclear weapons. Urban geography helps explain this phenomenon. 

In the 1950s, China was a rural society, with fewer than 15% of its 620 million citizens 

living in urban areas. Shanghai and Beijing were each roughly the size of New York City 

but together accounted for less than 2% of the country’s total population and a tiny fraction 

of the country’s (largely agrarian) economy. Most of the country’s heavy industrial 

capacity, left over from Japanese colonial rule, was located in Manchuria (especially the 

urban-industrial district of Shenyang, Liaoning province), far from the main population 

centers of Shanghai and Beijing. While it is unlikely that the Chinese communist 

government could have survived a massive nuclear strike, China’s geography and 

demography made Mao’s boast credible. Most other countries could not get away with 

such fantastic claims.  

The best example of geography coming to Mao’s aid can be found in what was perhaps 

China’s closest encounter with nuclear war, the 1969 border conflict with the Soviet Union. 

The conflict evolved over a dispute over the demarcation of the Northeastern border along 

the Ussuri river and the rights over the islands therein. The crisis, which had been mounting 

for years, with troops amassing on both sides of the borders and minor incidents, finally 

came to a head when Chinese troops attacked Soviet border patrols in one of the disputed 

islands, Zhenbao. The attack, intended as a show of force to indicate Chinese resolve, 

invited a forceful response from the USSR and led to subsequent, and more violent, clashes 

in the area. The Soviets complemented the limited use of force along the border with 

carrots—proposals for continued negotiation—, and sticks— escalating threats of large-
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scale violence, including nuclear war. Plans for a preventive attack against Chinese nuclear 

facilities were drawn up and debated at the highest levels, and ultimately shared with the 

United States.  

Mao and the Chinese leadership took Soviet threats extremely seriously—responding by 

leaving Beijing, increasing civil defense activities in major cities, and mobilizing the 

country for war. 

While the repeated threat of nuclear war certainly impacted Zhou and Mao’s decision to 

deescalate the conflict and agree to resume negotiations—but also may have delayed such 

negotiations as China feared that the Soviets might be using diplomacy as a cover for an 

attack (Lüthi 2008, pp. 340-346)—the Soviet Union ultimately displayed remarkable 

restraint in the face of Chinese actions and mobilization. 

This restraint, historians argue, was caused largely by dissent among the top brass and the 

predominant perception among Soviet officials that China would be able to survive a 

limited nuclear assault, and that a large rural hinterland effectively gave China a 

conventional deterrent. According to Lyle Goldstein, Soviet leaders realized that a nuclear 

attack against China’s incipient nuclear capabilities would only produce escalation to a 

full-blown war, which they did not want, and perhaps were not able, to fight. Chinese 

geography (or a certain idea thereof) played a key role in this decision. General Nikolai 

Ogarkov, first deputy chief of the General Staff of the Soviet Armed Forces, reportedly 

thought that a surgical strike was “too risky. A bomb or two would hardly annihilate a 

country like China.” (cited in Goldstein 2006, p. 91). The resulting war, to be fought largely 

in China’s vast rural hinterlands, was something that the Soviet Union was eager to avoid. 
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3.7.3.1 Nuclear Bluffs and Tells 

What else is important is that as outwardly credible as Mao’s boasts may have been, they 

were profoundly at odds with how Chinese leaders understood the country’s 

vulnerabilities, and how this perception changed in the course of the 1950s and 1960s. The 

country’s territorial size and population figures masked a geographic reality that Chinese 

leaders saw as much direr. The distance between the industrial base in Liaoning and the 

rest of the population–-and its peninsular location-–meant that it could be easily severed 

from the rest of the country by a superior land force. In 1945, at the close of World War II, 

the Soviet Red army invaded and seized the Japanese-held region in a relatively swift 

campaign. The remaining industrial capacity was largely concentrated in the two main 

urban areas of Shanghai and Beijing (Naughton 1988, 369). The country’s key cities, 

despite being fairly dispersed by most standards (bottom 5th percentile in the HH 

concentration index in 1957), were mostly located along the coast (with the important 

exception of Beijing, which was still accessible by air), and therefore highly vulnerable to 

American air, naval, and, especially nuclear power. This perception of vulnerability was 

acute enough to prompt a massive, and mostly secret, program of industrial development 

and relocation in the country’s remote central provinces, known as the “Third Line” (also 

sometimes called Third Front; see Naughton 1988; Chen 2001: p. 215; Goldstein 2000: 

p.95-96).  

The “Third Line” program, sparked by the increased American involvement in Vietnam in 

1964-1965 and lasting through the early-1970s, proved incredibly disruptive, wasteful, and 

politically fraught (Naughton 1988). But while its effectiveness as a development strategy 
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was dubious at best, it provides important insight into Chinese strategic thinking about 

geographic vulnerability and major power war. Attempts at reducing urban-industrial 

vulnerability belie claims of Chinese indifference in the face of nuclear war. It was hardly 

the only behavioral clue as to Chinese leaders’ real dispositions regarding war with the 

superpowers and nuclear weapons. Despite his fiery rhetoric, Mao behaved with extreme 

caution in the Taiwan Straits crises of 1954 and 1958, probing the American commitment 

to the defense of Taiwan while carefully avoiding actions that would prompt an all-out war 

with the United States (Chen 2001). Much the same can be said of Chinese behavior in 

1969 during the Ussuri river conflict with the Soviet Union, where China accepted a 

significant loss of face in de-escalating the conflict it had played the major role in initiating. 

During the 1969 crisis, Mao responded to the escalating tensions and the looming threat of 

a Soviet nuclear attack by ordering a large-scale evacuation of CCP personnel from Beijing 

and ultimately conceding to a cold peace on the border region (Fravel 2008).  

China’s great concern with its concentrated urban-industrial areas, and substantial efforts 

to protect them point to limitations of crude indices of urban concentration in capturing all 

sources and nuances of urban vulnerability. While China’s low level of urbanization and 

fair dispersion of urban population across cities put the country squarely in the lower end 

of absolute urban concentration, the geographic clustering of cities and heavy industry that 

formed the base of China’s increasingly modern military, and their vulnerable location, 

intensified China’s perception of vulnerability. As the experience of the civil war receded 

further into history and the experiences of Korea and Vietnam highlighted the profound 

impacts of technological developments in the battlefield, Chinese military doctrine slowly 
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replaced the Maoist messianic belief in the “people’s war” with concepts that incorporated 

a greater role for technology and industry. In light of these developments, Chinese leaders 

reduced the value placed on vast expanses of land and mass peasant armies that could bog 

enemies down in protracted conflict and placed increased value on its vulnerable industry 

and cities. 

Despite the narrow development effects of the Third Front program, it had limited success 

in further decreasing the level of urban and industrial concentration in China. That 

program, together with policies of rural development, the massive policies of resettlement 

of urban youth to the countryside before and during the Cultural Revolution (see Kraus 

2017 unpublished), and the strict system of household registration (hukou) slowed the pace 

of urbanization dramatically and slightly reversed the trend of concentration in the coastal 

cities. These programs, unparalleled in size and scope anywhere in the world, required not 

only the centralized authority of a dictatorial regime (see Chapter 5), but also the already 

low baseline levels of urbanization and concentration. A similar set of policies of de-

concentration would have been impossible—or at a minimum vastly more disruptive and 

destructive—in an urbanized and concentrated society. 

Whatever modest gain was achieved in the 1960s was substantially undone by the heavy 

favoring of coastal areas, in particular Shanghai and Guangdong, in the early days of 

opening and reform in the 1980s. The economic opening also produced rapid urbanization 

(the country broke the 50% mark of urbanization in the early 2010s) and economic 

modernization. As China increasingly relies on modern industrial production—much of it 

concentrated in coastal industrial clusters, especially more advanced sectors—for both 
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political legitimacy and military power, we see a sharp decrease in the viability of Maoist 

paper-tiger rhetoric, even against rivals with more limited nuclear arsenals than the United 

States or Russia.  

Increased urbanization and vulnerability may also spell the end of China’s no-first-use 

policy. If Chinese leaders start to feel that their economy (and consequently their political 

system) is vulnerable to large-scale disruption or destruction by increasingly powerful 

American conventional capabilities, this may induce them to adopt a posture of threatening 

nuclear use against large-scale conventional attacks. This process may already have begun 

to take place.127 Alternatively, in the longer term, Chinese success in further populating 

and developing its interior and western frontier, and addressing regional inequalities, will 

likely further reduce concentration and may produce an urban-industrial society that spans 

the entire country, improving prospects for debates about national survival in a limited 

nuclear war, and creating openings for more profound doctrinal change. 

 

3.8. Conclusion 

For most countries, the idea of surviving, much less “winning” nuclear warfare is patently 

absurd, severely limiting possible nuclear doctrines, as well as strategies of signaling and 

coercive diplomacy in nuclear crises. But for some, geographic advantages, coupled with 

a good amount of optimism, creative thinking, and bluster, have made possible a variety of 

nuclear postures that escape the strict limits many have come to associate with the logic of 

                                                        
127 See for example Lieggi 2005; Though see Horsburgh 2015, p. 125-129. 
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the nuclear revolution.  

In the United States and the Soviet Union, large territories and dispersed urban populations 

created the space for a variety of policies that In the United States such policies included 

sacrificing the countryside for the sake of urban security. The unspoken implication of a 

city-avoidance strategy is that while US leaders might not be willing to “trade New York 

for Paris”128, they might be willing to trade large chunks of Nevada or Colorado. In that 

sense, city avoidance is remarkably similar to conventional deterrence tactics adopted by 

large territorial states like China and Russia of ceding (peripheral) ground to invading 

enemies, using “excess” territory to absorb initial blows, accepting that the death and 

devastation incurred by the population in the hinterlands as acceptable damage. 

Lower levels of absolute urban vulnerability in the US, USSR and China also had the effect 

of lending inherent plausibility to speculations of damage-limitation and war-fighting 

postures, even when policies were in reality much closer to the ideal-typical deterrence 

postures, as they were in the Soviet Union and, especially, China. Low absolute 

vulnerability also means that leaders pay considerable attention to relative levels of 

vulnerability, monitoring for changes in indicators of such vulnerability and using these as 

signals of capability and resolve during peacetime and in moments of crisis.129 It was 

impossible for the United Kingdom, with its high vulnerability, to engage in similar types 

                                                        
128 As General Charles de Gaulle, famously put it to Kennedy during the Second Berlin Crisis.” 
“Memorandum of Conversation” Paris, May 31, 1961, 12:30 p.m.” Foreign Relations of the United 
States, 1961–1963, Vol. XIV, Berlin Crisis, 1961–1962 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v14/d30 
129 See Jervis, 1970. 
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of signaling. 

Understanding how geography limits and enables nuclear thinking and policy helps explain 

important patterns in nuclear strategy, and security policies more broadly. This chapter 

attempted to do this by focusing on the nuclear strategies of four great powers, US, USSR, 

UK, and China. While the analysis above focuses on these countries historical experiences, 

mostly during the Cold War, the patterns observed also help us understand current 

developments and policy debates. 

The 2018 Nuclear Posture Review conducted by the United States Department of Defense 

has attracted a fair amount of controversy for, among other reasons, its enthusiastic defense 

of investments in “low-yield” nuclear warheads and associated means of delivery, as well 

as a “more flexible” doctrine, including plans for “limited” nuclear use—supposedly 

against enemy military targets. Such nuclear use could, the Review suggests, follow a non-

nuclear attack against the US or its interests, explicitly rejecting the possible adoption of a 

“no-first use” declaration, briefly considered by the Obama administration.130 Further, the 

Review offers characterizations of rival nuclear powers’ strategies—particularly Russia 

and China—that suggest a willingness, on their part, to engage in “limited nuclear 

escalation”.131 

                                                        
130 On debates about whether the US should adopt a no-first use doctrine going back more than 60 
years, see, for example, Bundy et al. 1982; McNamara 2009; Sagan 2009; Fetter & Wolfsthal 2018. 
131 On the questionable status of Russia’s “escalate to de-escalate” doctrine, see Bruusgaard 2017; 
Oliger and Baklitskiy 2018; Ross 2018. 



 

177 

While analysts have picked the document apart from many directions, there is general 

agreement among critics that the document amounts to a recipe for a riskier strategic 

environment: by exaggerating others’ willingness to engage in nuclear war and responding 

by expanding America’s own options for nuclear use, the 2018 NPR would increase, rather 

than decrease, the likelihood of a nuclear war breaking out either intentionally or by 

accident. Proponents of the approach behind the NPR, on the other hand, counter that 

having more weapons, including weapons that allow for “limited” use, and planning and 

threatening to use them against a broader range of hostile actions will deter America’s 

rivals from engaging in such undesirable behavior and will offer strategic advantages in 

coercive bargaining during crises. In other words, the US must be willing and able to fight 

a limited nuclear war to deter Russian and Chinese, or even Iranian and North Korean 

provocation, or prevail in a conflict should nuclear or even conventional deterrence fail. 

The authors of the NPR call this “tailored deterrence”, but as the previous pages highlight, 

these same battles have been waged among experts and policy-makers in the United States 

for roughly seven decades. The particular terms of the debate may evolve, but the general 

camps and arguments remain largely unchanged, despite rather drastic changes to the 

nature of technology, the conventional balance between the United States and its main 

rival, and the structure of the international system. Moreover, the subtle shifts in doctrine 

in the NPR must be read in the context of the large-scale nuclear-force modernization 

program initiated under Obama, which already hinted at a greater emphasis on the ability 

to wage limited nuclear war, despite official prevarications. This includes, for example, 

new designs for the B61 gravity bomb, the main workhorse of the Air leg of the American 

Nuclear Triad, that give it ground-penetration capability—making it more effective against 
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underground targets—and that allow for “adjustment” of the yield of the explosion, 

allowing the same bomb to be used either as tactical or strategic. 

On the other side of the Atlantic, the United Kingdom has also been reassessing its own 

nuclear capabilities and strategy. Unlike the United States, however, there is no discussion 

in the UK about the prospect of “limited” or “flexible” nuclear use, lower-yield nuclear 

weapons, or a substantial quantitative increase in delivery vehicles. Rather, Britain’s 

nuclear deterrent consists of a small fleet of four nuclear-capable submarines, each carrying 

between eight and sixteen nuclear ballistic missiles with warheads in the 100-kiloton range. 

Usually only one such submarine is out at sea at any given time. While details about nuclear 

targeting are naturally kept confidential, it is no secret that British SLBMs are pointed in 

the general direction of Moscow, as well as perhaps St. Petersburgh and some military 

targets included in the mix. Public discussions about nuclear strategy in the UK today do 

not center on how such weapons should be used, but on whether they should be used or 

maintained at all.  

In 2016, during parliamentary discussions about modernization and maintenance of the 

Trident capabilities, Prime Minister Theresa May reiterated that if an independent nuclear 

deterrent is to be maintained, British leaders must be willing to use them, even if they are 

to kill “a hundred thousand innocent men, women, and children”.132 Her chief opponent to 

the left, Labour’s Jeremy Corbyn, has emphatically defended denuclearization and stated 

unequivocally that, were he to be elected PM, he would never authorize the use of nuclear 

                                                        
132 McSmith 2016. May recently reiterated her willingness to use nuclear weapons against Russia 
in the wake of Russian covert activities, including assassinations, in the UK. Holloway 2018. 
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weapons.133 Rarely in contemporary debates in the UK does one encounter questions about 

the credibility of such deterrent threats. The latest independent policy commission to study 

the issue explicitly rejected the idea, present in recent US NPRs, that a nuclear deterrent 

should be viewed as “general insurance against an uncertain future” (Rifkind et al. 2014, 

5). Rather, the credibility of the British deterrent rests on identifying “realistic scenarios” 

for nuclear use, all of which feature existential military (conventional or unconventional) 

threats to British society or its European allies. The term the report chose for such a strategy 

is also a familiar one to students of nuclear history: “minimum deterrence” (p.7). It goes 

on to express skepticism of alternative postures and associated force structures that may 

have the benefit of being more “flexible”: “Whilst dual-use systems have the benefit of 

adaptability to circumstances, we have serious concerns about their capacity to increase 

strategic ambiguity, which would both complicate arms control and cause confusion in 

crises.” (p. 7). The report’s positions largely reinforce the conclusions reached by the 

Ministry of Defense’s own Trident Alternatives Review 134  a year earlier that while 

different postures for the SSBN force or alternative force structures may be cost-saving, 

they would come at significant cost to their ability to independently deter significant 

threats.  

While these reports and debates are all fairly recent, it is easy to see how they follow almost 

linearly from the history presented above. British nuclear posture today looks almost ideal-

                                                        
133 Wintour 2015. 
134 “Trident Alternatives Review” UK Cabinet Office, 2013. Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/
212745/20130716_Trident_Alternatives_Study.pdf 
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typically minimally deterrent, and not particularly sensitive to putative changes in the 

international environment. The next chapter tests the theory’s predictions against the 

remainder of the sample of nuclear powers, as well as an out-of-sample test of two quasi-

nuclear powers. It highlights how notions of vulnerability produced by urban concentration 

have not only shaped the strategies adopted by nuclear-armed countries but have also 

shaped the thinking of nuclear aspirants regarding the prospective utility of future nuclear 

arsenals. I also draw hypotheses regarding force structure that I then test using a variety of 

statistical methods. 
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Chapter IV. Smaller Nuclear and Quasi-Nuclear Powers 

 

4.1 Introduction 

My theory of nuclear strategy developed in the preceding chapter predicts that countries with high 

absolute urban vulnerability will adopt damage maximization strategies. Generally speaking, they 

should threaten to use their nuclear weapons against their opponents’ cities, and relatively early in 

a conflict. Countries that are extremely vulnerable should lose the incentive to distinguish between 

conventional and nuclear weapons, since large quantities of advanced conventional weapons can 

impose sufficient devastation. Asymmetric escalation (nuclear use against a conventional first 

strike) should be more likely among those countries. Nuclear strategies should remain along these 

lines absent drastic changes in urban geography or technology. Changes in urban vulnerability (or 

in understandings of urban vulnerability) should generally co-occur with changes in strategy. 

Countries with lower absolute vulnerability, by contrast, have more leeway to experiment with and 

adopt different nuclear strategies, including strategies of damage limitation. They do have an 

incentive to continue to differentiate between nuclear and conventional use of force, and reserve 

nuclear deterrence for the expected nuclear use by an opponent. The theory also predicts that 

among countries with low absolute vulnerability, higher relative vulnerability vis-à-vis one’s main 

opponent(s) induces countries to pursue asymmetric escalation, abjure no-first-use policies, and 

seek some forms of damage limitation to compensate for geographic disadvantages. Because of 
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their low levels of absolute vulnerability, countries with dispersed populations can experiment 

with ideas of limited nuclear use that are fundamentally not credible for their more vulnerable 

peers. 

While the previous chapter looked at the nuclear strategic thinking and practice in four major 

nuclear powers (US, USSR/Russia, UK, and China), this chapter will test the generalizability of 

the theory by analyzing its predictions against the historical record in a broader set of cases. The 

first section of the chapter assesses the power of the theory in explaining the nuclear thinking and 

practice of the remaining nuclear powers. I offer discussions of the relationship between urban 

concentration and nuclear strategies in France, India, Pakistan, North Korea, and Israel. I also lay 

out conditional but falsifiable predictions for the remaining cases of nuclear possession—the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and Israel—and offer tentative evidence for coding their 

nuclear strategies based on the very limited evidence available at the moment. The resulting is a 

full picture of the universe of cases and their respective values for the independent and dependent 

variable This allows for a straightforward congruence test of the hypotheses introduced in the 

previous chapter connecting absolute and relative degrees of concentration and nuclear strategy, 

as well as admittedly limited but hopefully persuasive process evidence. 

The second section offers a quantitative test of additional observable implications of the theory. 

Instead of quantifying nuclear doctrine itself, thus sacrificing nuance and reducing much of the 

variation of interest to a few broad categories, and ultimately running the risk of producing false 

negative findings due to the small number of cases, I test instead the effects of urban concentration 

on an important element of nuclear policy that is a direct outcome of doctrinal decisions—the 

composition of a country’s nuclear arsenal. Not only do nuclear arsenals vary more over time than 
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do nuclear strategies, producing a greater number of observations, they also display greater 

variance than the two or three ideal-typical categories of nuclear strategy proposed here allow.135 

The third section of the chapter offers additional evidence for the theory in an analysis of two 

quasi-nuclear states: Australia and Sweden. These two countries came close to acquiring 

independent nuclear arsenals and wrestled with issues of nuclear strategy as part of this process of 

nuclear exploration. These countries were also pressed to deal with these issues as a consequence 

of their secondary roles in Cold War strategy. The cases offer an out-of-sample test for the theory 

and show how urban vulnerability, or lack thereof, can shape the nuclear options not just of 

nuclear-armed countries, but also of non-nuclear countries.  

 

4.2 Urban Vulnerability and Regional Nuclear Powers 

4.2.1 France: High Vulnerability and Deterrence 

Before delving into the French case, it’s worth noting that some readers (and certainly most French 

readers) will quarrel with my decision to classify the United Kingdom as a great power—if only 

for the first half of the Cold War—but not France. Following the same reasoning use to justify the 

British case, one could make the argument that France was also a great power until at least the 

                                                        
135 As explained in the preceding chapter, nuclear strategies should in reality be understood to occupy a 
continuum along the deterrence-warfighting dimension, so it would be theoretically possible to suggest a 
continuous coding for these strategies and subject these to econometric analysis or—perhaps more 
appropriately given the sample size and expectations of causal complexity—fuzzy-set QCA methods. 
Ultimately, I decided that any such coding would involve far too many arbitrary decisions and would 
misrepresent the certainty or precision (or lack thereof) in measurement given the available evidence. This 
is a possibility worth exploring again in the future. 
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dissolution of its overseas empire, a process that was largely coterminous with British imperial 

decay. More importantly, British nuclear policy was quick to become integrated with American 

(and NATO) nuclear planning, and ultimately became dependent on American technology, 

materiel, and strategy, whereas French nuclear policy followed a much more independent path 

(though not as independent as commonsense would have it, see Burr 2011; Gordon 1993) which 

it sustains to this day. As noted in the preceding chapter, currently the very survival of the British 

nuclear deterrent is in question, as political developments as varied as the political rise of Jeremy 

Corbyn within the Labour party and the gathering momentum toward Scottish independence, could 

threaten the viability of Britain’s nuclear status. While France has also recently moved to downplay 

the importance of its nuclear status and de-emphasize nuclear weapons as a component of its 

defense and foreign policies, there is no indication that France will abandon its nuclear arsenal in 

the foreseeable future. I readily acknowledge all of these points. Ultimately, however, the 

distinction between great power and regional (or lesser) power is merely organizational and of no 

real consequence for the theory presented here. 

French research on atomic energy dates back to the early 20th century. French scientists, under the 

leadership of Frédéric and Irène Joliot-Curie had begun exploring military applications of atomic 

energy in 1939, but nuclear weapons research, like much else, was interrupted by French defeat 

and occupation in World War II. Though research was resumed after liberation, with 

weaponization explicitly left open as an option, the nuclear weapons program was only effectively 

revived with the election of Charles de Gaulle and the birth of the Fifth Republic in 1958 (Hymans 

2006; Tertrais 2004).  

From the early 1950s, advocates of weaponization clearly expressed their motivations in terms 
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similar to the British, emphasizing both security and status concerns. Proponents of weaponization, 

with increasing intensity after the British test in 1952, openly remarked that without nuclear 

weapons, France could not stand shoulder to shoulder with the US and the UK in NATO or in 

global forums (Hymans 2006; Tertrais 2004; Gordon 2004). This idea, though most strongly 

associated with Charles de Gaulle, was prominent before his election and survived his fall and the 

transition of power to a Socialist government, whose leaders saw in a strong nuclear deterrent the 

key to countering perceptions of French decline and pursuing a foreign policy with a greater degree 

of autonomy from the US and the Atlantic alliance (Gordon 1993, 109-110). In other words, while 

French policy preferences may have changed over the years and varied across ideological lines, 

the desire to preserve (or rescue) autonomy in the realm of foreign policy and international politics 

has been a near-constant in French decision-making circles. 

Though status concerns played a large role in driving nuclear decision-making, French 

vulnerability and threat environment were crucial to understanding the decision to arm and the 

type of strategy France has pursued since (Tertrais 2004). France’s geographic vulnerability was 

more acute than the British, not only due to its location on the continent and closer proximity to 

Soviet Western force deployments, but also due to its degree of urban concentration. In terms of 

the index of urban concentration introduced in chapter 2, France rates somewhat higher than the 

UK (in the 25th percentile), despite having a much larger territory.136 

Indicators of geographic and sectoral economic concentration suggest that population numbers 

                                                        
136  France occupies 248 thousand square miles (not including overseas territories), versus the UK’s 98.6 
thousand (of which the contiguous territories of England, Scotland and Wales account for approximately 
89 thousand square miles). 
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considerably underestimate the degree of concentration in France. The Paris region historically 

accounts for over 40% of economic activity in France (Dormard 2004), and studies find that wage 

income is proportional to city size in France, contributing to higher levels of wealth concentration 

than simply suggested by population figures (Eaton and Eckstein 1997). In other words, not only 

does France have a substantially larger share of its urban population living in Paris (and other 

major cities) compared to other major and middle powers, its vulnerability is aggravated by the 

fact that Paris concentrates disproportionate amounts of economic and political resources. It is not 

surprising, therefore, that French officials understood the danger of nuclear war—and framed it as 

such in private and public discourse—as the risk of destruction of Paris. De Gaulle’s famous 

formulation of why France could not rely on US extended nuclear deterrence, that the United States 

could not be expected to exchange “New York for Paris”, was no mere rhetorical flourish.137 

Devised under the shadow of these geographic and demographic constraints, French nuclear 

strategy, from the outset and throughout the entirety of the Cold War, centered around the principle 

of massive retaliation against enemy civilian targets to inflict “unacceptable” damage. The stated 

doctrine, articulated most influentially by General Pierre Gallois emphasized “proportionality” of 

response. An attack on France, nuclear or conventional, would invite a nuclear response that would 

at the very least negate any territorial or, most importantly, demographic and economic gains an 

enemy could hope to make by invading and occupying or destroying French cities (Tertrais 2004, 

65; Gordon 1993, 57; see also Narang 2010). This was the only way, according to the prevailing 

official thinking on the subject, that a weak and vulnerable country like France could deter more 

                                                        
137   This is also why commentators who quote or paraphrase De Gaulle’s concerns with reference to 
secondary cities (Pittsburgh or Boston) or capitals (DC, or Bonn) slightly miss the point. 
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powerful countries, like the Soviet Union (but also, in a distant future, possibly the United States). 

French strategists, recognizing the limits imposed by geography and demography, understood that 

any nuclear war might as well be total war. A relatively small territory138 and, more importantly, 

concentrated population and wealth would not allow for limited nuclear exchanges, gradual 

escalation, counterforce attacks, or demonstration attacks. Accordingly, France has invested little 

in counterforce capabilities, relying, much like Britain, on a submarine-based force plus a small 

fleet of aircraft armed with cruise missiles, largely aimed at rival (Russian) major cities.139 

Moreover, French officials and experts have also consistently disparaged American and Soviet 

nuclear strategic thinking and fanciful notions of limited nuclear war. Before withdrawing from 

the NATO integrated military structure in 1966, French officials systematically opposed strategic 

concepts put forth by the US delegation in the early to mid-1960s, advancing notions of limited 

nuclear use and flexible response, direct extensions of the concepts being studied (but not fully 

implemented, as seen above) in the United States. France insisted that in the case of a Soviet 

conventional assault tactical nuclear weapons stationed in Europe had a single and straightforward 

role: to ignite all-out nuclear war as quickly as possible (see, for example, Twigge and Scott 2000, 

181-182) This also hinted at a secondary role for French nuclear weapons, with varying relevance 

over time: that of a “trigger” for American involvement in a European war they might otherwise 

choose to sit out (see Tertrais 2004, 72-73). 

Even as subsequent revisions to French military doctrine during the later decades of the Cold War 

                                                        
138 Relative to the Soviet Union and United States, not its European neighbors. 
139 Between 1971 and 1996 France also had a land-based force made up of medium and intermediate range 
missiles carrying megaton-yield warheads. 
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sought to move away from the absolutist deterrence doctrine enshrined by De Gaulle, policy-

makers found it extremely difficult to diverge substantially from the principle. Rather than 

effectively raise the threshold for nuclear use or fashion alternative plans for nuclear war, the 

resulting nuclear doctrines merely introduced some ambiguity as to what kinds of threats merited 

a nuclear response (Gordon 1993, 71-77). France continued to invest in conventional capabilities 

to respond to minor provocations, but basic understandings of deterrence, the primacy of 

countervalue targeting—and the rejection of warfighting roles for nuclear weapons, including 

tactical weapons—persisted throughout the period and to this day (Tertrais 2004; Yost 2004). In 

the 1980s, Soviet advances in ABM capabilities and civil defense preparedness described in the 

previous chapter put into question the viability of imposing massive costs by threatening to plainly 

kill millions of Soviet citizens. Rather than respond with a shift to counterforce targeting—which 

in the words of French General and Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces would be “totally stupid” 

Yost 2004, 205)—French officials doubled down on countervalue targeting, with “an enlarged 

anti-cities strategy” that placed heavier emphasis on destroying administrative and economic 

infrastructure (Yost 2004, 203-206). 

French disinterest in nuclear damage limitation has not been restricted to abstaining from 

counterforce strategies or opposing such strategies when adopted by others. France also spent (and 

continues to spend) little on nuclear civil defense preparations (Bourcart 2015) and missile 

defense. Successive French heads of state, from De Gaulle to Chirac have also expressed 

disaffection over US plans for national missile defense, which they tend to view as ultimately less 

effective than (and counterproductive to) diplomatic efforts to prevent the emergence of new 

nuclear threats (Vaïsse 2001; Hildreth and Woolf 2002, 41; Pierre 2001) or flatly detrimental to 
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the credibility of American extended deterrence (Atkinson 2001). This last point of criticism is 

particularly important, as it highlights French concerns that effective nuclear defenses would “de-

couple” American security from European security. This concern has been widely shared by other 

European allies, from London to Berlin (see Kubiak 2017). While over the last decade French 

presidents have warmed to theater missile defense as a complement to deterrence, French views 

on national defense systems remain divided at best (Gruselle 2010).  

Ultimately, despite changes in the character of French politics, its strategic environment, its 

relationship with NATO—rejoining the military command in 2009—, and the resources and 

technology available to French policy-makers, France’s nuclear (and nuclear-related) policies have 

been remarkably constant—and consistent with the logic of the nuclear revolution and the 

predictions of my theory—over the decades.  

 

4.2.2 India, Pakistan, and Asymmetries in Urban Vulnerability 

Pakistan and India are important cases for the theory for a number of reasons. First, they serve to 

highlight the distinction between urbanization (share of population inhabiting urban areas) and 

urban concentration (distribution of urban population across urban areas), and to illuminate the 

relationship between concentration, proximity, and vulnerability. The South Asian dyad is also 

arguably an important test for the theory because of its “intrinsic importance”.140 Tensions between 

India and Pakistan run hot, and recent developments in both countries’ nuclear policies offer signs 

                                                        
140 On “intrinsic importance” as a criterion for case selection, see Van Evera 1997, 55. 
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of dangerously destabilizing trends, making South Asia a most likely candidate for nuclear war.  

Both countries are to this day still considered mostly rural; only about 40% of Pakistan’s and 35% 

of India’s populations live in urban areas. When they first tested their nuclear weapons in 1998, 

those numbers were 32% and 27% respectively. However, experts on Pakistani demographics and 

political economy have argued that official census figures consistently and substantially 

underestimate the extent of urbanization in Pakistan, and likely India as well, though to a much 

lesser degree (see Zaidi 2015, 573-588; Kugelman 2014). Pakistan may well have crossed the 

threshold into being predominantly urban at some point in the late 1990s and today is probably 

approximately 60 to 70 percent urban. Lacking precise numbers and cross-nationally comparable 

data, it is difficult to determine whether revised figures for Pakistani urbanization would drastically 

change the measurement of its urban concentration, but there is reason to suspect that it would not. 

As Zaidi notes, much of Pakistani urbanization is the product of urban agglomeration, or the spatial 

growth of cities to encompass neighboring rural areas, and that the most dynamic cities have been 

the intermediate-sized cities in the Punjab, rather than the already large and overcrowded megacity 

of Karachi or the large cities of Lahore and Faisalabad. 

India also boasts an extraordinarily large population and considerable territorial dimension—today 

it has over 1 billion citizens in a landmass of 1.3 million square miles. Pakistan’s population and 

territory, at 190 million and 307,374 mi², make it about one fourth the size of its neighbor, while 

still being the sixth largest in the world by population (India is second). Pakistan’s situation is 

further aggravated by the fact that nearly 80% of its population resides in the two regions that 

border India, Punjab (100 million) and Sindh (50 million). Roughly 40% of the urban population 

lives in just three metropolitan areas, Karachi, Lahore, and Faisalabad. In terms of the HH 
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concentration index introduced in chapter 2, India and Pakistan generally rate, respectively, in the 

5th and 25th percentiles. Among all nuclear states, they rank second lowest (ahead of China) and 

third highest (behind Israel and North Korea). This puts Pakistan and India at two standard 

deviations apart, which means that the asymmetry in the India-Pakistan dyad is more pronounced 

than those we see in the US-Soviet dyad explored in the previous chapter.  

However, as with France, an exclusive focus on the population distribution obscures the fact that 

economic activity is a lot more concentrated than demographics alone suggest. Historically, 

Karachi alone has accounted for about 20% of the country’s GDP and more than 35% of fiscal 

revenue (Zaidi 2015, 706). This means that not only is Pakistan considerably more concentrated 

and vulnerable than India, Pakistan’s absolute level of concentration can be considered low, 

middling, or even high, depending on the appropriateness of the measures used. This introduces 

an interesting challenge for my theory, as well an opportunity. If the measure of concentration I 

propose performs well at capturing Pakistani urban geography and elite’s perceptions of their 

country’s vulnerability, Pakistani nuclear policies should be expected to resemble other countries 

with low absolute and high relative levels of concentration. If my measure is insufficient to capture 

Pakistan’s urban geography—and its leadership’s own perceptions thereof—, my predictions 

might prove incorrect. In other words, if my theory and measurement are correct, we should expect 

Pakistan to pursue a certain amount of damage limitation to compensate for its geographic (as well 

as conventional) inferiority vis-à-vis India, much like the United States labored to do vis-à-vis the 

Soviet Union.  

The combination of low absolute and high relative vulnerability should create a space as well as 

incentives for Pakistani officials to debate, and possibly implement, plans for limited nuclear war, 
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counterforce targeting, and nuclear defenses, active or passive. To be sure, the theory does not 

require that Pakistan follow the Cold-War American model, as low concentration is merely 

permissive. In other words, if the theory is correct but the measurement is incorrect and fails to 

capture the true extent of Pakistani vulnerability, and, more importantly, Pakistani officials’ 

perception of vulnerability, we should instead observe Pakistan adopting a much more restrained 

strategy, closer to that of France and Britain, and that strategy should persist despite changes in 

the country’s technical capabilities, external pressures or domestic politics.141 

To most readers there will be little need to offer much evidence that political geography, i.e. how 

people are distributed across the territory, is of great importance in understanding India-Pakistan 

relations. The distribution of population is also in many ways endogenous to the conflict itself, 

having shaped and been shaped by the political strife before, during, and after the partition in 1947. 

As C. Christine Fair argues, Pakistan was “born an insecure state”, deeply concerned with how its 

geography makes it vulnerable to external aggression (2014). She notes that Pakistani strategic 

culture is fundamentally built on a profound dissatisfaction with a deeply flawed partition process, 

which was in turn driven in large part by communal fears of oppression under Hindu majoritarian 

rule. Demographic asymmetries and their political implications were at the root of political conflict 

in the Raj and continued to be a major factor in the relations between the successor states. The 

partition process itself involved mass resettlement of people, in the millions, across provincial 

(then, suddenly, national) borders, and the ensuing creation of a Pakistani state that is not only 

                                                        
141 This also creates a challenge for falsifiability, as the theory would only be weakened (or negatively 
impacted) if Pakistan adopted a warfighting posture (or something closer to it) despite a heightened level 
of urban concentration. To test this decisively, I would need a lot more information about how Pakistani 
officials truly perceive their country’s vulnerability and urban geography than currently available. At best, 
the Pakistani case on its own can be considered a ‘straw-in-the-wind’ test (see Collier 2011). 



 

193 

demographically inferior, but also more concentrated. In 1971, to make matters worse, Pakistan 

lost almost half of its population and over 15% of its territory when East Pakistan seceded to form 

Bangladesh. 

While analysts will often point out that Pakistan has used nuclear weapons, or rather the threat of 

their use in a major war, as cover for risky or aggressive behavior (Kapur, 2008; Fair, 2014)— 

including the infiltration of state-sponsored militants into Indian territory or troops activities on 

the border—Pakistani nuclear doctrine has for most of its history strongly favored deterrence 

stability and the threat of unacceptable damage rather than the manipulation of risk for strategic 

benefit or limited nuclear use for aggressive or defensive purposes. 

Vipin Narang (2010) argues that prior to overt nuclearization Pakistan used nuclear weapons 

mostly in a “catalytic” fashion, to pique American interest and concern with the outcome of crises 

in the subcontinent and provoke their patron’s intervention. He further argues that this catalytic 

posture was replaced, after 1998, with an “asymmetric escalation” posture that threatens nuclear 

escalation in response to Indian conventional threats. This retaliatory escalation, in Narang’s 

account, is largely understood as a (limited) nuclear campaign, making it profoundly distinct from 

French and British doctrines described above. 

 I find this characterization to be both correct and incorrect. While Narang is correct in pointing 

out that Pakistani leaders intentionally used the threat of nuclearization to draw in their American 

allies, this is a somewhat misleading characterization if one fails to note that the initiative to 

forestall over nuclearization in exchange for soft security guarantees and military aid came not 

from Pakistan but from the United States itself, whose leaders were keen to replicate the Israeli 

model (Rabinowitz 2014, 137-138. I discuss the Israeli model below). It would also be incorrect 
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to say that after 1998 Pakistan (or India, for that matter) no longer uses the threat of nuclear 

escalation to coax American mediation in regional crises. As Rabia Akhtar notes, Pakistan and 

India continue to effectively outsource crisis management in the subcontinent to the United States 

(Akhtar 2013; see also Akhtar 2017; see also Fair 2014; Hoyt 2009, 162).142 It is also worth noting 

that by the Pakistani Army’s own account, it had a—successful—posture of nuclear ambiguity 

oriented toward deterring India since the 1980s (Fair 2014, p. 381). 

Nor does it seem entirely accurate to depict post-1998 Pakistani nuclear posture as definitively one 

of asymmetric escalation with clearly articulated red lines, a low threshold for retaliation against 

conventional aggression, and a straightforward limited warfighting doctrine. Such a 

mixed/warfighting posture is entirely consistent with Pakistan’s low absolute and high-relative 

level of concentration, which, as explained above, allows strategists to envision scenarios of 

limited nuclear war and created incentives to pursue city-avoidance and counterforce as damage-

limitation. However tempting it may be to follow this characterization, there is also reason to 

suspect that, in practice, current Pakistani nuclear strategy is not quite as offensively oriented, 

though it may be moving in that direction.  

While it is impossible to be certain given the lack of transparency of Pakistani nuclear planning—

nuclear planning is always fairly opaque even in democratic countries with clear declaratory 

                                                        
142 It is also important to note that despite having independent deterrents both French and British nuclear 
forces were seen, certainly by the US and the USSR but also to a lesser extent by French and British leaders 
themselves, as potentially having a catalytic function, drawing the United States into a conflict on the 
continent by provoking nuclear escalation. For a clear articulation of this point, see Kissinger, Henry A. 
“Current Problems in Anglo-American Military Relations”, Conference on Anglo-American Relations 
English-Speaking Union of the U.S. October 17th, 1960. Paul H. Nitze Papers, Box 47, Folder 2. Anglo-
American Relations. Library of Congress.  
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policies, but especially so in an authoritarian police state with an intentionally ambiguous nuclear 

strategy—most close observers seem to agree that Pakistani doctrine since the 1980s (before overt 

nuclearization) has consisted primarily of a minimum deterrence policy, threatening nuclear 

retaliation against Indian conventional or nuclear threats, and nuclear targeting policy to this day, 

as we will see, likely still favors countervalue targets. Evidence that some Pakistani officials 

envision scenarios for limited nuclear use against Indian conventional forces—including in 

Pakistani territory—and contemplate city avoidance as a tactic to preclude Indians from targeting 

Pakistani cities in return (Narang 2010, 56-60; Hoodbhoy and Mian 2016), needs to be considered 

alongside the evidence that Pakistan remains somewhat committed to a deterrence strategy and 

that is leaders are generally pessimistic about the prospect of keeping nuclear war limited (Krepon 

2004). According to Fair (2014, p. 369) Pakistani strategists have consistently argued for “a 

minimal, credible deterrent”, avoiding a bomb-for-bomb arms race with India and “following in 

the footsteps of France or Great Britain.” And despite the growing bravado of limited nuclear 

warfighting and escalation control, many high-level Pakistani strategists remain unconvinced that 

something akin to graduated deterrence or limited nuclear war can be achieved.  

To be sure, with passing years, pronouncements by Pakistani officials have certainly hinted at a 

less than ideal-typical minimally deterrent strategy.  In 2001, Lieutenant General Khalid Kidwai, 

the officer in charge of Pakistan’s nuclear forces, elaborated—in unusually forthcoming fashion—

on four scenarios in which Pakistani nuclear weapons may be used should deterrence fail: “a) India 

attacks Pakistan and conquers a large part of its territory (space threshold); b) India destroys a 

large part either of its land or air forces (military threshold); c) India proceeds to the economic 

strangling of Pakistan (economic strangling); d) India pushes Pakistan into political destabilization 
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or creates a large-scale internal subversion in Pakistan (domestic destabilization).”143  

This suggests at first blush that while the primary goal of Pakistani nuclear weapons is to deter 

India, the threshold for nuclear use is somewhat lower than one would expect for a minimum 

deterrence strategy, namely scenario ‘b’. However, there remains two ambiguities that should 

inform one’s coding of Pakistani strategy. First, while scenarios ‘a’, ‘c’, and ‘d’ are consistent with 

a minimum deterrence strategy, as all three involve potentially existential threats to Pakistani 

society and the body politic, scenario ‘b’ may or may not be. Depending on how much is 

considered to be “a large part of [Pakistani] land or air forces” that constitutes the military 

threshold, scenario ‘b’ can be made consistent with a deterrent strategy. If by ‘a large part’ it is 

meant, as it seems to be, a portion such that the country is left defenseless against an Indian 

conventional assault—and not any number of losses incurred in a limited border conflict—it is 

easy to see how that could constitute a potentially existential threat.  

Furthermore, there is a great deal of ambiguity as to what the intended targets of Pakistan’s nuclear 

arsenal in the event of a nuclear exchange would be. While India has been generally clear on its 

intent to destroy Pakistani cities in all-out nuclear retaliation, befitting its minimally deterrent 

strategy, Pakistani officials have at times suggested that limited nuclear war is possible, but are 

keen to remind their Indian counterparts that they too can cause a great deal of death and 

destruction and continue to encourage and create ambiguities and uncertainties about their nuclear 

doctrine and plans (Hoodbhoy and Mian 2016). In September 2016, as tensions escalated over 

Kashmir, Pakistani Defense Minister Khawaja Muhammad Asif declared in an interview to 

                                                        
143 Cited in Ashraf 2008, 14. 
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Pakistani TV that “We have not made atomic device to display in a showcase. If a such a situation 

arises we will use it and eliminate India” (Batchelor 2016).144 

In other words, the debates within the Pakistani establishment seem to very closely parallel those 

debates in the United States, consistent with the expectations of the theory and the picture of 

Pakistan as a low-absolute, high-relative concentration—and the resulting posture is similarly 

ambiguous and open to interpretation. It is particularly difficult to know how much Pakistani 

officials truly believe in the possibility of surviving, much less winning, a nuclear war that involves 

detonations within Pakistani territory, versus how much they believe that acting as if they hold 

these ideas is crucial for successful deterrence.  

As Fair recounts, in the 1960s and 70s Pakistani strategists entertained notions of a broken-back 

war after an initial nuclear exchange with India, relying heavily on irregular tactics (Fair 2014, 

esp. ch 9), consistent with Pakistan’s moderately low level of concentration and urbanization at 

that time. It is possible that these ideas hold currency today, at least among some of the older 

members of the defense establishment. Equally likely, or perhaps more so, is that Pakistani 

officials think of tactical nuclear weapons and selective use in much in the same way that many 

American strategists have come to think of them, not as pure warfighting instruments, but as tool 

for escalation dominance and for reinforcing deterrence.  

Despite India’s long-standing commitment to a no-first-use policy and a minimum deterrence (also 

largely countervalue) strategy (Barsur 2001; 2004; 2006; Narang 2010; Paul 2004), recent 

developments suggest that Indian strategists have started to move away from, or at least introduce 

                                                        
144 The threat prompted an immediate reaction from the US State Department. 
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some flexibility to, these concepts, including the possibility of limited nuclear war (Ladwig III, 

2008; Narang 2016; Sanders-Zakre and Davenport 2017; cf. Kampani 2014). In other words, 

according to some analysts, India, not Pakistan, may have made the first steps toward the 

development of counterforce capabilities and doctrinal innovation that suggests plans for nuclear 

warfighting. In the context of such innovations Pakistan’s own recent investments in fielding 

tactical or “battlefield” nuclear weapons to reinforce deterrence seems more plausible (Fair 2014, 

p. 362).  

The literature on nuclear civil defense in India and Pakistan is sparse at best, which is itself a 

reflection of the fact that nuclear civil defense efforts in both countries are practically nonexistent. 

India has built a small number of shelters to protect the top national leadership, and recently 

announced plans to build shelters to protect its troops. Regular citizens are essentially left to 

provide for their own (Dalton and Perkovich 2016). In 2013, following incidents along the border 

in Kashmir that left soldiers dead and one Indian soldier decapitated, the Jammu and Kashmir Civil 

Defence authorities issued a nuclear war advisory, warning residents of the dangers of nuclear war, 

instructing them on how to behave during an attack, and urging them to build shelters, stock up on 

supplies, and undertake additional preparatory measures.145 The advisory, harshly criticized as 

ham-handed at the time, underscores the staggeringly low degree of preparedness. It may also 

indicate a belief, on the part of the relevant actors, that it is possible to signal resolve by 

manipulating perceptions of preparedness, but it is unclear whether the Jammu and Kashmir Police 

Civil Defense division was operating independently in issuing the advisory. In any case, no 

                                                        
145  Al Jazeera. Jan 23rd 2013. “India issues Kashmir nuclear war advisory”. Available at: 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/asia-pacific/2013/01/201312382354914360.html 
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conclusions can be drawn from one poorly-reported incident. 

While India’s urban population is not concentrated in the sense of this project, major Indian cities 

are, by any measure, overcrowded and verging on chaotic, making the implementation of civil 

defense plans, like shelters and evacuation, a challenge of the highest order. In other words, while 

India’s large population size may be seen as an asset when it comes to nuclear survivability, it also 

means that some problems emerge even at lower levels of concentration.  “In the best of times,” 

observed Admiral Prakash, “India is a controlled anarchy. If you superimpose on that a nuclear 

explosion, you can imagine the roads, transport, communications, etc., it will be a very difficult 

situation.” (Quoted in Karnad 2008, 103).  

Because of these challenges to civil defense, damage limitation in the context of an India-Pakistan 

conflict would perforce be in the form of counterforce targeting and city-avoidance, or, more 

ambitiously, missile defense. Indian development of ABM technology began immediately after 

the Pakistani nuclear test in 1998. Twenty years and as many billion USD later, India has 

successfully conducted tests of its indigenous ABM system, which it intends to deploy to protect 

New Delhi and Mumbai. 

In many ways, as the theory predicts that they would, India-Pakistan nuclear relations resemble in 

many ways the Soviet-American dynamics of the Cold War. Namely, both countries are taking 

advantage of their low levels of vulnerability to explore possibilities of damage limitation; and 

experiencing lively debates among defense officials and experts about the many possible uses for 

these weapons.  

Pakistan, as the most vulnerable of the pair, abjures no-first-use as a policy and seems to be moving 
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away from a minimum deterrence policy and toward limited counterforce and warfighting 

capabilities, investing in low-yield, short range weapons for battlefield aimed at overwhelm a 

conventional assault, and toying with notions of city-avoidance and escalation dominance. As the 

least vulnerable, India is investing in some damage limitation capabilities, namely missile defense, 

but deploying it narrowly and vehemently denying rejecting the possibility of a no-city strategy. 

Despite its own increasingly sophisticated nuclear arsenal and pressures from both Pakistan and 

China, India continues to stand by a declaratory no-first-use policy, to draw a clear line between 

conventional and nuclear war, and to produce doctrines that explore a space for ‘limited war’, 

namely conventional war under the shadow of nuclear deterrence (Hoyt 2009, 163-164). 

A complicating factor is that while India is considerably dispersed in the absolute and relatively 

dispersed compared with Pakistan, India also has a second referent for matters of nuclear security: 

China. While most studies of Indian nuclear policy focus on its relationship with Pakistan, from 

the initial pursuit of nuclear technology in the 1960s, to the decision to test in 1998, to the 

development of missile capabilities today, Indian nuclear decision-making is extremely responsive 

to Chinese behavior (Barsur, 2004; Karnad, 2008). The fact that India has two primary nuclear 

rivals, one conventionally inferior and relatively more vulnerable, and another conventionally 

superior and with roughly similar levels of vulnerability, may help explain certain ambiguities in 

India’s nuclear posture that have otherwise been characterized as inconsistencies. Investments in 

damage limitation, and quantitative and qualitative expansions of India’s nuclear arsenal suddenly 

make a lot more sense and seem less aggressive if they are oriented not toward Pakistan, but toward 

China (or the combination of the two). 
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4.2.3 Israel 

Israel presents challenges for qualitative analysis and coding of nuclear strategy along the 

dimensions discussed above because it does not acknowledge possessing a nuclear arsenal, making 

it particularly hard to assess how it envisions the utility of its nuclear weapons. Persistent denial 

of its nuclear arsenals also constitutes a challenge for comparability, since one of the main uses 

for nuclear weapons is to threaten retaliation. While, as indicated in the previous chapter, 

declaratory nuclear policy often diverges from actual doctrine, the almost complete opacity of 

Israeli nuclear plans complicates comparison in other ways. A country that does not acknowledge 

having nuclear weapons can’t threaten to use them in quite the same way, or openly discuss 

whether, when, and how, it would do so. This is unfortunate, as Israel constitutes an unusual case, 

being more vulnerable yet militarily more capable than most of its rivals for the majority of its 

nuclear history. Israel is also unique among nuclear-armed states (since 1949) in that it has no 

nuclear rivals, especially since the dissolution of the Soviet Union. This means, for example, that 

Israel has never needed to concern itself with the question of whether or not to build nuclear fallout 

shelters or nuclear defenses, though it has one of the world’s most extensive networks of bomb 

shelters, and that it does not need to develop clear concepts regarding inadvertent nuclear 

escalation and escalation control. In other words, nuclear escalation control in the Israeli case is a 

unilateral affair. 

Existing analyses of Israeli strategy suggest that since at least the early 1990s, but most likely 

earlier, it has subscribed to a strategy closer to minimal deterrence (Cohen 2010; Narang 2014). 

While Narang characterizes Israeli nuclear posture as “catalytic”—namely, oriented toward 

motivating American support rather than deterring rivals—until as late as the first Gulf War 
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(1990/1), the limited evidence also supports the conclusion that Israeli nuclear strategy has been 

one of minimal deterrence since the late 1970s, if not before. 

Citing Avner Cohen, Narang argues that despite substantial investments and advances in Israel’s 

nuclear arsenal in that period, Israeli nuclear posture remained catalytic because it failed to achieve 

a secure second-strike. That, however, is not a sufficient reason to discount a deterrent posture (or 

what Narang calls “assured retaliation”). By most accounts, China did not acquire a secure second 

strike until the 1980s or later (Sagan 1993; Lewis 2007; see also chapter 3 above), and continues 

to adopt the same practices of keeping weapons unmated, not alerting forces, and investing in 

relatively few delivery vehicles. As Jeffrey Lewis explains, China’s reluctance to adopt more 

flexible and robust force structure and operational doctrine was driven not by a lack of concern 

with the vulnerability of its forces or a lack of interest in directly deterring rivals (quite the 

contrary), but a different understanding of the requirements for nuclear deterrence and, as 

importantly, an overwhelming concern with retaining party control over the use of nuclear 

weapons (see Lewis 2007, esp. p.85). These two factors can also help explain Israel’s otherwise 

puzzling nuclear strategy. 

Israel’s geography, namely its size, lack of “strategic depth”, being surrounded by rivals, and high 

level of urban concentration, all point toward a need for a deterrent strategy. High urban 

concentration, in particular, as suggested above, means that Israeli officials cannot credibly 

conceive of a warfighting role for its nuclear weapons or plausibly articulate a vision of limited 

nuclear war. For Israel, nuclear weapons serve one purpose, to deter existential threats. Despite 

speculation to the contrary, there is no evidence that Israel has acquired or fielded “tactical” (or 

“battlefield” nuclear weapons, and its actual deployed arsenal might be much smaller and less 
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diverse than generally assumed (Kristensen and Norris 2014). Because of Israel’s conventional 

capabilities (and those of its superpower patron), which match or exceed that of its immediate 

rivals alone or in concert, there is little incentive to threaten nuclear escalation in response to just 

any conventional attack. Because of its geography, however, conventional attacks by large forces 

can quickly escalate to the level of an existential threat. This condition can create some confusion 

or ambiguity, in that the line between existential, or minimal deterrence, and asymmetric escalation 

can be blurred in practice. To the extent that Israeli nuclear doctrine and operational practices 

preclude a rapid and automatic response and require a deliberate and relatively lengthy decision-

making, authorization, and mobilization process, it is still more accurate to place Israeli strategy 

closer to the ideal-typical minimum deterrence strategy.146  

Comparing Israeli strategy with that of France, North Korea, UK, and Pakistan, for whom effective 

deterrence involves threating nuclear retaliation against conventional, as well as nuclear threats, 

and China and India, for whom nuclear weapons are thought to be primarily a deterrent against 

nuclear threats, reveals an interesting relationship between asymmetries in vulnerability and 

capability. All seven countries have over time adopted deterrent strategies, but only the first four, 

disadvantaged both in terms of vulnerability and conventional capabilities, have adopted a first-

use, “asymmetric escalation” deterrence posture, while China and India have traditionally 

maintained no-first use policies. Both are consistent with the predictions of my theory insofar as 

nuclear weapons remain primarily targeted at rival cities and not tasked with counterforce and 

damage limitation, but the fact that Israeli strategy more closely resembles that of two large, 

                                                        
146 This is especially true if Israel’s pledge not to be the first to introduce nuclear weapons to the region can 
be interpreted as a policy of no-first use. It is unclear whether this is the case, however.  
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dispersed countries, suggests that conventional military capabilities may in certain contexts and to 

some extent substitute for geographic advantages such as urban dispersion or strategic depth. That 

said, three additional factors mitigate Israel’s ability to adopt a more aggressive, outward, 

asymmetric nuclear deterrent posture. First, as Narang himself notes, asymmetric escalation 

postures require some willingness to delegate authority over nuclear use to guarantee a rapid 

response. However, while Narang argues that civil-military relations in Israel are historically 

good—and the very line of demarcation is often blurred due to the extensive military experience 

of civilian leaders—, leading him to incorrectly predict that Israel should adopt a posture of 

asymmetric escalation, this characterization is defied by some experts, who describe civil-military 

relations in Israel in terms as varied as “problematic” (Cohen 2014, 177) and “pathological” (Laron 

2017a, 138). Beyond the general quality of civil-military relations in Israel, accounts of Israel’s 

early nuclear history as chronicled by Guy Laron (2017b) and Avner Cohen147, suggest that is was 

marred by uncertainties about the command structure for nuclear authorization and internal 

conflicts over nuclear testing or demonstrative use during war, pitting hawkish military and 

civilian leaders such as Shimon Peres and Moshe Dayan against more reticent leaders such as 

prime ministers Levi Eshkol and Golda Meir. While in both instances, during the Six-Day War of 

1967 and the Yom Kippur War of 1973, calmer voices prevailed, the incidents reveal: a) the actors 

arguing for a nuclear demonstration to end all ambiguity regarding Israel’s nuclear status were 

primarily oriented towards deterring Israel’s Arab rivals and prompted by perceptions of 

existential threat (see, for example, Laron 2017a; Rabinowitz 2014, 84-85, 90); and b) that nuclear 

                                                        
147 Avner Cohen interview with Arnan “Sini” Azaryahu. The Avner Cohen Collection. Wilson Center for 
International Scholars. Available at: http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/117848 
In his interview notes Cohen casts doubt on the accounts of Israeli nuclear alert in 1973, central to Narang’s 
characterization of Israeli nuclear strategy as catalytic.  
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non-use in the face of potentially existential threats was not a foregone conclusion but a contested 

decision. 

A final factor that helps explain Israel’s nuclear reticence and ambiguity is explained in detail by 

Or Rabinowitz, who recounts the lengths to which the United States went to keep Israel from 

becoming an overt nuclear power. American officials, from Eisenhower to Reagan, worried that 

an Israeli nuclear test could spark a nuclear race in the region, a concern shared by Israeli officials. 

The principle that Israel could count on US support but must remain an untested nuclear power 

was officially enshrined by Nixon/Kissinger and has been enforced since. 

In short, a closer look at the admittedly limited evidence regarding Israeli nuclear strategy suggests 

that Israel essentially conforms to the predictions of the theory in this manuscript: as a highly 

concentrated country it has consistently adopted a minimally deterrent strategy, maintaining a 

small and sleek nuclear arsenal and refraining from threatening nuclear use for any purpose other 

than guaranteeing national survival. Lacking a nuclear rival, it has not had to concern itself greatly 

with nuclear defenses, but it has expended a great deal of financial and political resources and 

risked military escalation to prevent not one, not two, but three regional rivals from acquiring their 

own nuclear capabilities. 

 

4.2.4 North Korea 

North Korea’s nuclear capabilities are too recent and evolving too quickly to pin down and draw 

inferences. That said, it may still be useful to spell out the predictions from the theory for North 

Korean nuclear strategy so that a proper analysis may be conducted in the future. North Korea also 
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presents a challenge in that the reliability of even basic data on demographics is highly suspect, 

but there is good reason to believe that the general contours of North Korean demographics are 

reasonably reflected in official statistics. As a byproduct of years of economic recession and tight 

political control North Korea is substantially less urbanized (about 60% according to official 

census data), and less concentrated in population terms than South Korea 148 , though still 

considerably more concentrated than China or the United States according to my HH index. The 

lower concentration of population, in particular, is a result of a mix of policies aimed at preventing 

the excessive growth of Pyongyang (Shim 2017), on the one hand, while preventing the emergence 

of another city capable of competing with Pyongyang in the national stage (Schäfer 2004/2005). 

The result is a small but dominant capital (three times larger than the second largest city) and a 

number of relatively small intermediate cities distributed throughout the country. As in the Chinese 

case seen above, but perhaps much more acutely, there is likely a disparity between what these 

population figures suggest and the reality of urban vulnerability. 

The little economic activity and wealth still remaining in the impoverished country, as well as 

political power, are extremely concentrated in the capital Pyongyang. The precise degree of 

concentration is hard to quantify given limitations of existing data but is literally visible in the 

infamous night pictures from space that show a mostly dark country in sharp contrast with its 

                                                        
148 This relative advantage over South Korea, and its strategic implications were well recognized as early 
as the 1970s. When pressing Park Chung-Hee to refrain from developing nuclear weapons in 1975, US 
Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger noted “it would be best if nuclear weapons were not involved in 
Korea. If a weapon were used against Pyongyang perhaps 20-30,000 people would be killed. On the other 
hand, if the Soviets launched a nuclear attack on Seoul 3 million people would be killed since Seoul's 
vulnerability is far greater than Pyongyang. While the U.S. is prepared to view the Soviet nuclear threat, 
we would plan to be exceedingly cautious on employment of nuclear weapons due to the vulnerability of 
South Korea.”. “Memorandum of Conversation, Seoul, August 27, 1975.” Foreign Relations of the United 
States, 1969–1976, Volume E–12, Documents on East and Southeast Asia, 1973–1976. Document 272. 
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neighbors north and south. The picture shows that virtually the only source of visible light emission 

is Pyongyang (see figure 12 below). Furthermore, the extreme concentration of political authority 

in the figure of the Dear Leader and a cadre of loyalists makes the regime highly susceptible to 

decapitation (Cho 2015). The constantly high levels of mobilization of North Korean society and 

the near-total control of all aspects of economic and social life do offer some advantages in civil 

defense preparedness. And while decades of deprivation may have prepared the North Korean 

people to withstand the misery of war, it is equally likely that the fragile finances, strained food 

supply, crumbling infrastructure, and aging capital base would be unable to sustain any amount of 

further destruction. 

Accordingly, it would be understandable if North Korean officials should perceive the country to 

be tremendously vulnerable, even without taking into account the country’s political isolation and 

vast military and economic inferiority relative to its main rivals.  

The theory presented here predicts that North Korea’s high level of vulnerability, both relative and 

absolute, would incline its leadership to purse a nuclear strategy geared toward deterrence, aimed 

at preventing both nuclear and conventional assaults. Such a strategy would place a premium on 

the ability to inflict great carnage on enemy cities, requiring a relatively small and minimally 

capable nuclear arsenal. Recent developments, including North Korea’s seeming willingness to 

negotiate a freeze in nuclear and missile testing after having barely acquired the capability to target 

South Korean, Japanese, and American cities with ballistic missiles, suggest the adoption of just 

such a strategy.  

The theory would also predict that North Korea is unlikely to try to brandish its nuclear weapons 

to manipulate risk perceptions and achieve revisionist political objectives, and equally unlikely to 
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pursue “usable” low-yield battlefield nuclear weapons with an eye to offset American and South 

Korean conventional superiority (cf. Lieber and Press 2003; Narang 2015; Warden 2017). Rather, 

I expect North Korea to continue to maintain a small and relatively sleek nuclear arsenal armed 

with high-yield warheads capable of dealing heavy damage to Japanese and American cities. I 

further expect that, in private, North Korean officials are loathe to consider using nuclear weapons 

and see any such use as a last resort in an all-or-nothing war for survival. No operational plans 

should be drawn to use weapons as a one-off against conventional or nuclear enemy forces or as a 

demonstration shot to de-escalate a war.149 Political control over launch should remain tight, and 

other measures to prevent accidental use or even the impression of escalation should be privileged 

over usability. In other words, if the theory is correct, despite North Korea’s considerable 

conventional disadvantage, its nuclear behavior should approximate more closely that, France, 

Britain, and Israel, than that of Pakistan or the United States. To be sure, the evidence to test some 

of these propositions will be hard to come by, as they would require either a dramatic political 

opening or a new war in the Korean peninsula. One of these would be immensely preferable to the 

other. 

 

 

 

                                                        
149 These are all scenarios proposed by various nuclear experts, usually from the United States. South 
Korean experts tend to be more skeptical and attribute to North Korea a more ideal-typical deterrent 
strategy. Author interview with analyst at Korean Institute for Defense Analysis (KIDA). Seoul, South 
Korea. November 16th 2016. 
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Figure 12. Space Station Photograph of North Korea at Night.150 

 

4.3 Summary Findings 

Tables 10 and 11 below offer a tentative representation, drawing on the descriptions in the pages 

above, of all nuclear powers’ levels of absolute concentration and their nuclear strategies. These 

codings are unavoidably rough but illustrate the general pattern: only countries with low absolute 

concentration have ever adopted warfighting strategies in whole or in part, and all countries with 

high levels of concentration always adopt more purely deterrent strategies. In other words, high 

concentration is sufficient but not necessary for the adoption of deterrent strategies, while low 

concentration is necessary but not sufficient for the adoption of warfighting or mixed strategies.151 

                                                        
150 NASA, ISS; National Geographic. See Stone 2014. 
151 See Braumoeller and Goertz 2000. 
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Table 10. Urban Concentration and Nuclear Strategy. 

 Low Absolute Concentration High Absolute Concentration 

Warfighting United States (1990s—), Soviet Union 

(1949-1960s) Sweden* 
(Empty) 

Mixed Soviet Union (1960s—), United States 

(1960s—1990s), Pakistan (2000s—), 

Russia (1990s—2000s) 

(Empty) 

Deterrence India, China (1964—present), United 

States (1945—1960s), Pakistan(1980s—

2000s), Russia (2000s—)152 

Israel, UK, France, North Korea, Australia* 

*Quasi-Nuclear 

Table 11. Relative Concentration and Damage Limitation, Countries with Low Absolute 
Concentration. 

 Damage Limitation (Active or Passive) 

              Little----------------------Some---------------------More-----------------Much 

Low 

Relative 

India153  

China 

USSR/Russia(1949—

2000s) 

 (Empty)  (Empty) 

High 

Relative 

 Russia(2000s-

present)154 

US (1949—1990s), 

Pakistan 

US (1990s—) Sweden* 

*Quasi-Nuclear 

                                                        
152 This coding may be controversial. A number of American officials and scholars classify Russia’s current 
nuclear posture as one of “escalating to de-escalate” (see NPR 2018, Colby 2016, Kroenig 2018b), in which 
nuclear weapons could be used in a limited fashion to force a stalemate in a conventional war that looked 
to be unfolding to Russia’s disadvantage. This would place contemporary Russian strategy more firmly in 
the warfighting or, at best, mixed, quadrant. Scholars who have analyzed Russian primary material and 
looked more closely at Russian deployed forces and operational doctrine question this narrative and present 
a picture much closer to that of a deterrent strategy, for which nuclear weapons are primarily reserved to 
respond to a nuclear attack or an existential conventional threat. This type of strategy is consistent with a 
deterrent strategy under conditions of inferiority in terms of conventional capabilities and/or geographic 
disadvantages. See, for example, Tertrais 2018; Bruusgard 2017, Oliker and Baklitsky 2018. 
153 As noted above, India has both low and high relative concentration, depending on whether its primary 
nuclear rival is Pakistan or China. 
154 See footnote 151 above. 
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4.4 Urban Concentration and Nuclear Arsenals: A Brief Quantitative Test  

While the conceptualization of nuclear strategy adopted here doesn’t easily lend itself to 

quantitative analysis, the theory has observable implications that are testable statistically. One such 

observable implication regards the diversity of nuclear forces. As explained in Chapter 3, urban 

concentration can impose constraints and limitations on the conceivable strategies a state can 

adopt. As a narrower range of—strictly deterrent—strategies and doctrines is available to those 

more concentrated states, we should expect that they will also develop and deploy a narrower range 

of platforms. On the one hand, some level of diversification has inherent deterrent benefits, as 

different platforms have different strengths and vulnerabilities. However, states with minimal 

deterrent strategies need fewer delivery options and fewer unique platforms than states that 

envision a range of counterforce missions, limited nuclear options, or war-fighting postures. 

Therefore, I expect two relationships between urban concentration and nuclear forces, which 

reflect the general relationship between concentration and strategy suggested in the preceding 

chapter. While high concentration is expected to produce more uniform outcomes across countries 

and over time, low concentration is more permissive and allows for more in-class variance, both 

between countries and across time. That variation may be partially explained by changes in 

absolute and relative concentration, but also by other variables. This leads me to two hypotheses: 

H1) Countries with higher concentration will have less diversified nuclear arsenals than countries 

with lower concentration. Mean values of diversity should be negatively correlated with 

concentration.  

H2) Countries with low concentration may have arsenals that are high or low in diversity. Variance 

in force diversity should also be negatively correlated with concentration. 
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4.4.1 Data and Method 

To test these hypotheses, I use data from Eric Gartzke, Jeffrey Kaplow, and Rupal Mehta (2014) 

on the determinants (or, more appropriately, correlates) of nuclear force structures. Gartzke et al. 

combine information from a variety of sources into a data set of nuclear platforms to investigate 

the determinants of portfolio diversity. They test a variety of hypotheses to explain why some 

states develop more or fewer types of nuclear delivery platforms. Those hypotheses range from 

economic to bureaucratic politics, to the threat environment states face.155 Importantly, the article 

does not investigate the geographic correlates of nuclear force structure in any meaningful way.156 

To test my hypothesis, I replicated the analysis in Gartzke et al., including as a covariate the level 

of urban concentration, as measured by my HH-Index of Urban Concentration.157 To avoid any 

concerns about specification search, I first replicate their models to the letter, without questioning 

their measurement or modeling choices. The only difference is the inclusion of my urban 

concentration measures. The dependent variable, portfolio diversity, is operationalized as “the 

number of unique nuclear platforms deployed by a state in a given year” (Gartzke et al. 2014, 492). 

More specifically, they count different variants of a platform—say, a given ICBM or bomber—as 

long as they have “substantially different capabilities” (p. 503). 

The main variable also includes both strategic and tactical platforms. I conduct most of the analysis 

                                                        
155 Remarkably, they do not account for the role of doctrine and strategic thinking in explaining force 
structure. This is an important oversight because while there is most certainly a relationship between 
doctrine and force structure, it is not clear what that causal relationship is. Does nuclear doctrine “cause” 
certain force structures? Do certain force structures set the bounds for nuclear doctrine (at least in the short 
term?) The theory I propose here suggests that both causal paths are present, but other theories (e.g. Narang 
2010) suggest specific paths that bear testing.  
156 Geography figures only insofar as they test the distance between rivals. 
157 For definition and operationalization of the measure, see Chapter 2. 
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using this variable. While an argument can be made that so-called “tactical” or “battlefield” nuclear 

weapons and “strategic” nuclear weapons have distinct characteristics and functions, with the 

former being unable to cause the levels of urban destruction commonly associated with nuclear 

weapons and therefore escaping the logic presented in the previous chapter, the distinction between 

strategic and tactical nuclear weapons is somewhat muddled, lacking clear-cut criteria. Moreover, 

not only would excluding tactical weapons by default would limit the range of variation, the 

question of whether or when countries deploy “smaller” nuclear warheads bears directly on views 

on how nuclear weapons can be used. Countries with deterrent postures are much less likely to 

find much value in small, short-range, and low-yield nuclear weapons, except for their value as 

firebreak intended to provoke escalation to draw in an ally. Below, I also run the analysis with a 

second version of the dependent variable which includes only strategic weapons.  

The model is based on a “negative binomial generalized estimating equation (GEE) model with a 

first order autoregressive (AR1) working correlation structure”, to capture both within-country 

(over time) and across-country variation. Controls include military expenditures, number of 

warheads (logged), years since nuclearization, superpower status, arms control agreements, 

relative size of the different branches of the armed services, history of militarized disputes, size of 

allied nuclear arsenals, size of rival nuclear arsenals, among others.158 All independent variables 

are lagged by one year.   

 

                                                        
158 For a complete description of the statistical modeling, covariates, and descriptive statistics, see Gartzke 
et al. 2014. 
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4.4.2 Findings 

The results are encouraging. Table 12, model 1, replicates the original models successfully. Model 

2, the first to incorporate the urban concentration measure as a covariate, yields a negative and 

statistically significant correlation between urban concentration and the diversity of a country’s 

nuclear portfolio. In other words, more concentrated countries, as the theory predicts, field fewer 

types of nuclear delivery platforms. Subsequent models demonstrate that the estimated effect of 

urban concentration on portfolio diversity is robust to the choice of covariates. 

In model 2, other variables from the original model remain largely unchanged by the inclusion of 

urban concentration. This not only bodes well for the original analysis, it also offers additional 

empirical support for paring down the model. For an easier comparison, all coefficients from 

columns 1-4 are displayed as overlaid coefficient plots in figure 13. 

In model 3, I reduce the model to include only variables that are expected to correlate with both 

the dependent and independent variables of interest—platform portfolio diversity and urban 

geography—, namely GDP size and dispute involvement (see chapter 2). Model 4 includes only 

the dependent and independent variables. Though the coefficients change slightly in magnitude 

and significance, they remain fairly large and statistically significant throughout the models. 
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Figure 13. Coefficients Plot from Table 12. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Real GDP
Mil Expenditures
Nuclear Capacity
Number of nukes

Nuclear experience
Conv threat

Disputes (last 5 yrs)
Allies' number of nukes

Nuclear rival
Disputes w/ nuclear rival (5yrs)

Arms Ctrl Agreements
Nuclear pact
Superpower

Cold War dummy
Navy personnel (%)

Air Force personnel (%)
Urban Concentration

-15 -10 -5 0 5

Model 1 Model 2
Model 3 Model 4



 

216 

 

Table 12. Urban Concentration and Nuclear Platform Portfolio Diversity. 

 

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Urban Concentration -2.93⇤⇤⇤ -4.88⇤ -6.40⇤⇤
(0.79) (2.55) (3.13)

Real GDP -0.02⇤⇤⇤ -0.03⇤⇤⇤ 0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.07)

Mil Expenditures 0.06⇤⇤⇤ 0.06⇤⇤⇤
(0.02) (0.02)

Nuclear Capacity 0.19⇤⇤⇤ 0.19⇤⇤⇤
(0.06) (0.06)

Number of nukes 0.24⇤⇤⇤ 0.24⇤⇤⇤
(0.05) (0.05)

Nuclear experience 0.19⇤⇤⇤ 0.19⇤⇤⇤
(0.07) (0.07)

Conv threat 0.00 0.00
(0.04) (0.04)

Disputes (last 5 yrs) -0.01⇤⇤⇤ -0.01⇤⇤⇤ 0.03⇤⇤⇤
(0.00) (0.00) (0.01)

Allies’ number of nukes -0.00⇤⇤ -0.01⇤⇤⇤
(0.00) (0.00)

Nuclear rival -0.08 -0.11
(0.07) (0.07)

Disputes w/ nuclear rival (5yrs) -0.00 0.00
(0.01) (0.01)

Arms Ctrl Agreements 0.01 0.01
(0.02) (0.02)

Nuclear pact -0.10⇤⇤⇤ -0.10⇤⇤⇤
(0.02) (0.01)

Superpower 1.11⇤⇤ 0.96⇤⇤
(0.48) (0.42)

Cold War dummy 0.01 0.01
(0.04) (0.04)

Navy personnel (%) -0.63⇤⇤⇤ -0.74⇤⇤⇤
(0.23) (0.18)

Air Force personnel (%) 1.04⇤⇤ 0.97⇤⇤
(0.42) (0.40)

Constant -0.27 0.02 2.09⇤⇤⇤ 2.68⇤⇤⇤
(0.43) (0.50) (0.40) (0.49)

Observations 274 265 265 265
GEE negative binomial coefficients. Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses.

AR1 working autocorrelation structure. All variables lagged one year.

⇤ p < 0.10,
⇤⇤ p < 0.05,

⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01

1
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Table 13 tests for robustness of the results using the alternative version of the portfolio variable, 

which counts only strategic platforms (i.e., excludes “tactical” nuclear weapons). The models show 

that the findings from table 1 are not driven by a greater propensity by less concentrated countries 

to field “tactical” nuclear weapons, even though highly concentrated countries are also much less 

likely to field such weapons. Figure 14 displays the coefficients from table 13.  

 

Figure 14. Coefficients Plot from Table 13. 
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Table 13. Urban Concentration and Strategic Nuclear Platform Portfolio Diversity. 

 

 

(5) (6) (7) (8)

Urban Concentration -3.12⇤⇤⇤ -2.55⇤⇤ -3.48⇤⇤
(0.53) (1.30) (1.43)

Real GDP -0.01 -0.01 0.06
(0.02) (0.02) (0.05)

Mil Expenditures 0.02⇤ 0.02⇤
(0.01) (0.01)

Nuclear Capacity 0.16 0.22
(0.12) (0.13)

Number of nukes 0.17⇤⇤⇤ 0.17⇤⇤⇤
(0.05) (0.04)

Nuclear experience 0.22⇤⇤⇤ 0.24⇤⇤⇤
(0.08) (0.08)

Conv threat 0.02 0.04
(0.04) (0.04)

Disputes (last 5 yrs) -0.01⇤ -0.01⇤⇤ 0.01
(0.00) (0.00) (0.01)

Allies’ number of nukes -0.01⇤⇤⇤ -0.01⇤⇤⇤
(0.00) (0.00)

Nuclear rival -0.11 -0.22⇤⇤
(0.10) (0.10)

Disputes w/ nuclear rival (5yrs) -0.00 -0.00
(0.01) (0.01)

Arms Ctrl Agreements 0.00 -0.00
(0.03) (0.03)

Nuclear pact -0.05 -0.08
(0.03) (0.06)

Superpower 0.58⇤⇤ 0.46⇤⇤
(0.25) (0.21)

Cold War dummy 0.02 0.02
(0.05) (0.05)

Navy personnel (%) -0.30 -0.49
(0.43) (0.34)

Air Force personnel (%) 0.65⇤⇤ 0.67⇤⇤
(0.26) (0.31)

Constant -0.14 -0.27 1.73⇤⇤⇤ 1.99⇤⇤⇤
(0.78) (0.87) (0.28) (0.22)

Observations 274 265 265 265
GEE negative binomial coefficients. Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses.

AR1 working autocorrelation structure. All variables lagged one year.

⇤ p < 0.10,
⇤⇤ p < 0.05,

⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01

1
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To facilitate the substantive interpretation of these results Figure 15, plots the substantive effect of 

urban concentration on the number of unique platforms, from model 3.159 As the theory would lead 

us to expect (H2), more concentrated countries tend to consistently field fewer platforms, in line 

with their more minimal deterrence requirements. Less concentrated countries, on the other hand, 

not only have on average more diverse portfolios (H1), they also display a more considerable 

variance in the number of platforms deployed. This is consistent with the idea that low 

vulnerability is a permissive condition for the experimentation with different types of strategies 

and, consequently, force structures.  

  

Figure 15.  Simulated Number of Platforms, Conditional on Urban Concentration. 

                                                        
159 Computed using Márquez Peña’s (2014) moreClarify program in STATA 14. 
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To further probe this hypothesis, I divided my urban concentration index into six quantiles and 

conducted Levene’s tests of variance160, to test how variance changes from one quantile to the 

next. As expected, variance is higher in lower quantiles than in higher quantiles, and the difference 

is statistically significant.161 Table 14 below summarizes those results. 

Table 14. Variance Shrinks as Concentration Increases. 

Quantile Std. Deviation of 
 Portfolio Diversity 

P-Value of Difference  

1st Quantile 15.2 
 

P=0.000 
2nd Quantile 3.0 

P=0.000 
5th Quantile .65 

P=0.083 
6th Quantile .40 

 

 

Table 15 reruns the same models as Tables 12 and 13, excluding the United States and 

USSR/Russia from the analysis to guard against the possibility that the urban concentration 

measure is merely capturing other systematic differences between the superpowers and other major 

and minor powers. 

 

                                                        
160 On Levene’s tests for equal variance, see Carroll and Schneider 1985. 
161 Using more or fewer quantiles produces similar results; but having too many quantiles creates a risk of 
false negatives by reducing the sample size within each quantile. 
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Table 15. Urban Concentration and Nuclear Platform Portfolio Diversity (Superpowers 
Excluded). 

 

(9) (10) (11)

Full Trimmed Bivariate

Urban Concentration -3.19
⇤⇤⇤

-1.82
⇤⇤⇤

-1.90
⇤⇤⇤

(0.57) (0.48) (0.66)

Real GDP 0.05 0.07

(0.06) (0.08)

Mil Expenditures -1.25
⇤⇤

(0.54)

Nuclear Capacity 0.24
⇤⇤

(0.12)

Number of nukes 9.35
⇤⇤

(3.87)

Nuclear experience 0.08

(0.06)

Conv threat 0.05

(0.04)

Disputes (last 5 yrs) -0.02
⇤⇤⇤

-0.03
⇤⇤⇤

(0.01) (0.01)

Allies’ number of nukes -0.04
⇤⇤⇤

(0.01)

Nuclear rival -0.27
⇤⇤

(0.11)

Disputes w/ nuclear rival (5yrs) 0.02
⇤⇤

(0.01)

Arms Ctrl Agreements 0.00

(.)

Nuclear pact 0.84
⇤⇤⇤

(0.15)

Navy personnel (%) -2.23
⇤⇤⇤

(0.86)

Air Force personnel (%) 2.36
⇤⇤⇤

(0.51)

Constant -0.09 2.02
⇤⇤⇤

1.80
⇤⇤⇤

(0.93) (0.17) (0.15)

Observations 172 172 172

Pseudo R2

GEE Negative Binomial coefficients. Robust Standard Errors, clustered by country, in parentheses.
AR1 working autocorrelation structure. All variables lagged one year.
⇤ p < 0.10, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01

1
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As a final sensitivity test, I subjected the data to Extreme Bounds Analysis (EBA). EBA consists 

of taking advantage of modern computing power to run a very large number of models with all 

possible combinations of a set of given variables to test each variable’ robustness to the inclusion 

of others. Variables that are robustly correlated with the dependent variable will have coefficients 

with consistent directionality (positive or negative) and statistical significance.162  

Table 16 reports the results of the analysis, including the (weighted) average coefficient for each 

variable along with the average standard error, the proportion of coefficients that are positive and 

negative, the proportion that attain statistical significance at the .05 level, and the number of 

regressions each variable was included in.  

The regressions are all generalized linear negative binomial models, and the variables are all the 

same as the ones in the models reported above, with one exception. As a further test, I also included 

the concentration index estimated using factor analysis in Chapter 2.  

Xavier Sala-i-Martin, the economist who devised the method of Extreme Bounds Analysis 

suggests that only variables that obtain coefficients that are smaller or greater than 0 more than 

90% of the time be considered robustly associated with the dependent variable. Both concentration 

measures pass this test with flying colors. Figure 16 offers a visual aid to facilitate the 

interpretation of these results. It consists of the distribution of coefficients obtained for the two 

concentration indices across the thousands of regressions. While there is some variance, the 

                                                        
162 This method, developed by economist Xavier Sala-i-Martin (1997) has been employed to evaluate the 
robustness of statistical predictors in a variety of topics in political science such as civil wars (Hegre and 
Sambanis 2006), democracy and democratization (Gassebner, Lamla, and Vreeland 2012); and nuclear 
proliferation (Bell 2016). The test was conducted using the R package developed by Marek Hlavak (2016). 
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coefficients are consistently statistically significant and negative. 

The results suggest that, consistent with the theory presented in chapter 3 and the qualitative 

analysis in this chapter and last, countries that have higher degrees of urban concentration are far 

less likely to invest in a large variety of delivery platforms, while less vulnerable countries may 

choose to invest in a wider variety, but do not necessarily do so. The constraints urban vulnerability 

places on the possible uses for nuclear weapons translate not just into doctrine and planning—in 

the form of a focus on deterrence and rejection of warfighting—, but also suitably leaner force 

structures with less diverse weapons systems portfolios for a narrower range of functions. 

 

a) HH Index                  b) Factor Index 

Figure 16. Distribution of Coefficients for Urban Concentration. 
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4.5 Testing Out of Sample: Prospective Nuclear Strategies of Quasi-Nuclear States 

In this section, I test my theory against cases that are “out-of-sample” in at least two ways. 

First, these cases have not in any way informed theory development, neither in this project 

or anywhere else.163,164 This is the case because these countries never acquired nuclear 

weapons. Rather, they are countries that came very close to possessing nuclear weapons 

through independent development, but whose leadership decided, after careful and often 

heated deliberation to remain non-nuclear. In their abortive quest for nuclear weapons, 

these countries gave questions of nuclear strategy and policy serious consideration and left 

behind a trail of plans and deliberations that can be leveraged to speculate reasonably about 

what their nuclear strategies would have looked like.  

4.5.1 Australia’s Stillborn Deterrent Nuclear Strategy  

Australia flirted with the idea of developing an indigenous nuclear deterrent between 1945 

(and more seriously starting in 1948) and 1972-73 (Hymans 2006; Leah 2014). While 

initially nuclear aspiration focused on acquiring British “tactical” nuclear weapons, it soon 

became clear that, despite having contributed with resources and real estate to the British 

nuclear and missile programs (Arnold and Smith1988), London would not part with nuclear 

weapons or even substantial technology.  

Australia’s interest in nuclear weapons was driven largely by fears of the outbreak of a 

large-scale conventional war in Southeast Asia/Oceania and, in particular, aggression from 

                                                        
163 In contrast, these countries have been used in studies of nuclear proliferation and forbearance. 
See Paul 2000; Solingen 2007; Hymans 2006; Monteiro and Debs 2016. 
164 On testing theories on evidence not used to develop the theory, see King, Keohane, and Verba 
1994. 
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China and Indonesia; and complete abandonment by a rapidly retreating British empire. 

This meant that, unlike other countries where nuclear pursuit was driven largely or almost 

entirely by status or domestic legitimacy concerns—such as Argentina in the 1950s 

(Hymans 2006)—discussions about the military utility of nuclear weapons was fairly 

common among the leadership and scientific-military establishment in Canberra, as were 

the concerns with how Australia’s own vulnerability may act as a hindrance or limiting 

factor. Though Australia never did develop its own independent nuclear deterrent, and it is 

therefore impossible to know with certainty what kind of force posture or doctrine it would 

have pursued, the debates about whether to have the bomb offer important clues as to 

Australian thinking about how the bomb would be used. 

The picture that emerges from pro-nuclear Australian officials is one of a strategy of 

deterrence against foreign invasion predicated on the threat of retaliation against enemy 

cities, most importantly Jakarta (Leah 2014, 48-49). The means of delivery would be 

primarily intercontinental ballistic missiles and long-range bombers, but, in a pinch, as 

Philip Baxter, chairman of the Australian Atomic Energy Commission and strong supporter 

of an independent deterrent noted, “You could sneak them [nuclear bombs] into enemy 

cities.” (quoted in Hymans 2006, 127). The proponents of nuclear possession and counter-

city strategies were well aware of Australia’s own vulnerability. As noted by nuclear 

physicist L. H. Martin, one of Australia’s top defense science advisors in the 1950s, “the 

largest Australian cities were especially vulnerable to the dangers of atomic bombs 

exploding under water” (quoted in Reynolds 1998, 861).  

Arguments in opposition to a nuclear deterrent also often cited concerns about geographic 
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vulnerabilities. One report from the Department of External Affairs opposing the pursuit 

of nuclear capabilities noted that 

[F]or Australia to have a plausible deterrent it would need to be able to strike back 

powerfully after it had been subject to an initial nuclear attack. Apart from the economic 

cost which any country faces in developing this second strike capability, Australia is faced 

with the enormous disadvantages of its geographical position, the distance at which it 

would have to strike at any probable enemy, and the vulnerability of its cities and industrial 

complexes. (Quoted in Hymans, 2006, 123, emphasis added). 

Australia is also a useful example because it also allows us to parse out different elements 

of geography that are hard to separate in the American and Soviet cases. Australia is one 

of the largest countries on earth, a continent in its own right, but its urban population is 

mostly concentrated in three main cities along its coast, very vulnerable to air and naval 

power. During Australia’s exploration of nuclear weapons technology, between 65% and 

75% of the country’s urban population lived in Australia’s five main cities. Evolving 

understandings of geography, and in particular the security implications of Australia’s 

remoteness—in particular its distance from the likely central theaters of superpower war— 

and urban vulnerability, played a significant role in the country’s decision to abandon the 

nuclear program.  

In the early decades of the Cold War, remoteness was a mixed blessing. Though many 

Australians believed that it would likely spare the continent from the worst horrors of 

nuclear war, this distance also fueled strong suspicions that Australia could not count on 

the UK and later the United States to come to its aid should it be attacked by one of its 
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neighbors (Leah, 2014). 

A long study conducted by the Australian Office of National Assessment165 between 1980 

and 1982, at the height of the Cold War nuclear arms race, and at a point when Australia 

had already abandoned the pursuit of nuclear weapons for nearly a decade, and tensions 

with China and other neighbors had been significantly mitigated. This new study reached 

a relatively sanguine conclusion about the likely direct effects of an East-West nuclear war 

now that Australia was considered to be a marginal target, but still painted a gloomy picture 

of the outcomes of a war for Australia. The Soviet Union, the study concluded, would 

probably—but not certainly—refrain from attacking Australian cities, but the radioactive 

fallout and global political and economic consequences would nonetheless be crippling.166 

4.5.2 Sweden’s Ambitious Warfighting Strategy   

The Australian case also stands in sharp contrast with the Swedish experience. Sweden is 

a relatively large country—third largest in Europe, roughly two thirds the size of France—

with a much smaller (under ten million even today) and, most importantly, fairly dispersed 

population (in terms of my HH index, it ranks in the bottom 10 percentile, more than 

standard deviation below the global mean). While today Sweden is as urbanized as other 

OECD countries (85%) during the earlier decades of the Cold War, Sweden was only about 

60% urbanized. Both statistics, moreover, overlook the important fact that Swedish 

                                                        
165 “Policy Paper on Effects of a Nuclear War on Australia”. Australian National Archives, A10756, 
LC5130. 

166 See also “United States Proposals for Nuclear Detection Installations in Australia - Project High 
Noon” Australian National Archives, A1945, 186/4/29 
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urbanites have long upheld a practice of maintaining summer houses in the countryside. 

This combination of low concentration, low urbanization, and ready access to a relatively 

vast hinterland is behind Sweden’s remarkable history of civil defense preparedness.167   

Like in other countries with dispersed populations seen above, Swedish officials took some 

time to understand the military novelty of atomic weapons. As Thomas Jonter notes, the 

first Swedish study of the consequences of atomic weapons concluded rather anemically 

that “not considered to be a revolutionary weapon system, as was later attributed to these 

weapons of mass destruction. The reason for this is that conventional weapons could 

accomplish the same destruction as nuclear weapons, as evident from the bombing of 

German cities during World War II.” (2016, 50). Even after the introduction of 

thermonuclear weapons, with their much greater destructive potential, Swedish 

understandings of nuclear weapons continued to defy the expectations of the “nuclear 

revolution”. To be sure, Swedish strategists understood quite clearly that these weapons 

would be primarily used by the Soviet Union against European and American cities. The 

implication drawn, however, was not that Sweden should abandon all hope or that it should 

acquire nuclear weapons for strictly deterrent purpose. Rather, a defense report in 1954 

found that  

Sweden had to adapt to this reality, which meant that the efficiency of air defence and civil 

defence had to increase. Certainly, it was estimated that the possibility of preventing 

nuclear attacks on cities and other urban areas was small…the committee drew the 

                                                        
167 Brand-Persson 1960. See also Vale 1987, p. 9 
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conclusion that the cities that would most likely be attacked had to be largely evacuated to 

avoid heavy losses of life, which would supposedly be devastating for the national 

resistance. The Swedish Armed Forces needed…to be more diffuse and decentralized in 

order to avoid being caught in a vulnerable concentration.”  (Jonter 2016, 69) 

Proximity to Norway, and that country’s vital role as launch point for American bombers, 

meant that a war between NATO and the USSR would inevitably draw Sweden into the 

conflict. In such a scenario, Swedish planners envisioned a “deterrent” role for nuclear 

weapons, but one that is fundamentally different from the deterrent strategy described in 

the previous chapter. Rather than target Soviet cities to deter an attack on Sweden, the idea 

was that the prospect of a nuclear attack on amassed Soviet conventional military forces 

would dissuade the Kremlin from attempting a full-frontal assault into Swedish territory. 

Soviet troops would have to, instead, be spread out, giving the Swedish military a fighting 

chance, and buying time for the US and its NATO neighbors to come to Sweden’s rescue 

(see Agrell 2006, 150-157). This type of nuclear use is better understood as “dissuasion by 

denial”168, or, if dissuasion fails, defensive. 

This plan for nuclear use is also remarkably different from what Narang calls a catalytic 

posture, in that nuclear weapons would not be used to draw in third-party intervention, but 

to prevent defeat long enough for a taken-for-granted intervention to be successful. This 

threat of asymmetric escalation reserved against conventional enemy forces and vast 

                                                        
168 “Deterrence by denial” is a more commonly use concept in late-20th century American strategic 
thought. It is, however, an oxymoron, as deterrence by definition and in common parlance means 
dissuasion by threat of punishment. Dissuasion by denial is a more appropriate term. 
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investment of resources and hope in civil defense and evacuation puts Sweden’s 

prospective nuclear strategy squarely in the camp of warfighting doctrines. 

Three years later, in perhaps the most politically salient military report on the nuclear 

weapons program and their strategic use, the authors not only doubled down on the notion 

that the primary role for nuclear weapons would be to force, by threat or use, the dispersal 

of enemy forces to “make the fight more even” (Jonter 2016, 82)—and this meant that the 

focus should be on fielding tactical nuclear weapons—but also downgraded the risk of 

nuclear or thermonuclear attack on Swedish cities. Despite the purported lower risk of 

nuclear attack, this is when Sweden began in earnest the construction of large numbers of 

sizable multi-purpose shelters with protection against nuclear explosions and fallout. In 

1957 the government green-lit the construction of the Katarinaberget skyddsrum in 

Stockholm, which to this day remains the largest nuclear fallout shelter in the world. 

This combination of a warfighting nuclear strategy, large investments in civil defense 

preparedness and relative optimism regarding survivability in the event of a nuclear war 

are all, as predicted above, hallmarks of countries that have low levels of absolute 

concentration but high concentration relative to their primary rivals.  

 

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter extended the analysis in the previous chapter to test my theory linking urban 

concentration and nuclear strategy against virtually the full range of nuclear cases, as well 

as two quasi-nuclear cases. It uses a combination of focused comparisons, causal-process 
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observations, and quantitative analysis, to test the two hypotheses introduced in chapter 3.  

Taken together, the evidence presented in this chapter and the one preceding it offer 

substantial evidence to support the general contention that urban vulnerability, which is in 

turn closely associated with degrees of urban concentration, exerts a conditioning force on 

countries’ nuclear policies, and constitutes an important scope condition for claims about 

the revolutionary character of nuclear weapons. More specifically, while countries with 

high urban concentration do inhabit the world of the nuclear revolution, where nuclear 

weapons serve essentially one purpose—existential deterrence—countries with low levels 

of concentration have been freer to explore different uses for nuclear weapons, and to try 

to sidestep or overcome the constraints commonly associated with the nuclear revolution. 

With regards to our understanding of countries’ nuclear strategies writ large, these two 

chapters makes four additional contributions. First, it offers a conceptualization of nuclear 

strategy that focuses on the primary function of nuclear weapons and sketches out ideal-

typical policies but also allows for nuances and recognizes that actual strategies will fall 

along a continuum between these two extremes. It encourages a family-resemblance or 

fuzzy-set approach to coding a set of policies that pertain to a relatively wide range of 

activities and technologies that vary considerably over time.  

Second, it serves as a warning against attempts at generalizing from the American or Cold 

War experiences without accounting for the conditions that allowed the development and 

dissemination of certain ideas and their translation into policy. It shows that the 

superpowers’ nuclear strategies are not to be taken as models for all states, but neither were 

they exactly unique, by virtue of their superpower status or any other such special factor 
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that precludes comparisons with other nuclear states. It shows that we can and should 

consider major and minor powers alike when theorizing the causes of nuclear behavior.  

Third, mine is not a theory that purports to explain all aspects of countries’ nuclear-

weapons policies, but, instead, should be part of the arsenal deployed by scholars interested 

in explaining and predicting countries’ nuclear policies. By being explicit about when the 

theory should and when it should not be sufficient to explain a certain class of phenomena, 

as well as some of the potential interactions with other variables, I hope to encourage other 

nuclear researchers to embrace causal complexity and the possibility of multiple causation 

and investigate different types of causal relationships. 

Fourth and more generally I hope this work provides scholars interested in nuclear affairs, 

and military technology more broadly, ample reason to systematically consider other ways 

urban geography—and indeed other geographic and structural or environmental factors—

may condition the putative effects of nuclear weapons or other technological 

innovations.169 

These two chapters also offered some process evidence in support of the validity of my 

Herfindahl Hirschman Index as a measure of urban concentration and its relationship with 

perceptions of urban vulnerability. The case studies also reveal that although the measure 

                                                        
169 Another implication of the theory presented here for the study of nuclear policy pertains to the 
impact of these considerations of vulnerability on the expected utility of nuclear weapons and, 
therefore, countries’ decisions to acquire them in the first place. I am exploring this question in a 
separate project, which involves a substantial correction and updating of existing data sets on 
nuclear proliferation activities between 1945 and 2010. 
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performs quite well it has obvious limitations and should not be mistaken for a perfect 

proxy. 

In the past three chapters’ discussions of countries’ responses to the new realities of modern 

warfare one also finds indications that some states, at certain points, have not resigned to 

their geographic and demographic fates, but also devoted some effort to controlling them. 

This raises important questions of endogeneity insofar as countries that have high urban 

vulnerability and are aware of and concerned with the strategic disadvantages it produces 

may be able to reduce or limit that vulnerability by directly manipulating urban geography. 

And if most other countries do not, is that evidence that leaders ultimately do not care about 

this source of vulnerability after all? In the final chapter below, before I offer tentative 

conclusions and suggest a few additional implications and avenues for future research, I 

explore some of the challenges and limits leaders face in manipulating urban concentration 

for military or strategic purposes. 
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Chapter V. Coping with Urban Vulnerability 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The findings from the preceding chapters raise an important question, as well as a potential 

problem. If urban vulnerability is indeed such a problem for states, limiting their ability to 

use force to achieve political objectives and potentially disadvantaging them in crises 

against opponents, why wouldn’t states expend resources to minimize those 

vulnerabilities? In particular, shouldn’t we expect states to attempt to reduce or limit urban 

concentration? Do we observe such attempts? And if not, why not? In short, is urban 

concentration endogenous to perceptions of external threats?   

This chapter addresses these questions and finds that the answers reinforce, rather than 

weaken my conclusions in the chapters above. I look at a range of qualitative and 

quantitative evidence on urban geography and urban policies since the end of World War 

II, with special focus on the cases of South Korea and Brazil. I find plenty of evidence that 

leaders worry about the vulnerability of their cities, especially their primary (often capital) 

cities, and even consider ways of limiting this vulnerability. But I also find that attempts at 

tackling vulnerability directly by manipulating urban geography often fail to produce the 

desired outcomes because the costs or impediments are too steep; and that as a general rule 

these policies, especially the successful ones, are rarely if ever motivated solely or even 

primarily by security concerns.  
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Finally, I suggest that because states are unable to substantially reshape their urban 

geographies to specifically address security concerns, states and societies adapt to 

vulnerability in three ways: 1) adjusting foreign policy and national security behavior, 2) 

addressing external sources of threat, and 3) desensitization, or denial. While the chapters 

above focused on the first and, to a lesser extent, second responses, future research might 

profit from looking more closely at the third. I offer a few hypotheses and some tentative 

evidence from the case of South Korea, drawing in part on elite interviews. 

 

5.2 The Limits of Limiting Damage 

Just as leaders face limitations on their ability to manipulate the state’s military capabilities, 

and, even more so, the underlying economic and demographic fundamentals of national 

power, 170  they face limitations in their ability to limit the country’s geographic and 

demographic vulnerabilities for strategic benefit.  

Before getting to whether states try to limit the geographic basis of their vulnerability, it is 

worth discussing what it would mean for a country to try to reshape its urban geography to 

                                                        
170 While capabilities are, to some extent, endogenous to state policy (Debs and Monteiro 2014) 
much of what goes into determining a state’s potential for power lies outside the direct control of 
leaders or, at the very least, are extremely hard to manipulate and are subject to external forces as 
well as demographic, geographic, technological, and other limits on growth. See Choucri and North 
1972; Gilpin 1981; Mearsheimer 2001. In other words, states can work to boost industrial 
production or population growth, they can try to acquire territory, invest in technological 
development, build up human capital, and spend handsomely in military equipment and training, 
but invariably some states will perform better than others for reasons entirely unrelated to leaders’ 
desires to “be more powerful”.  



 

237 

minimize its vulnerability to external threats. There are at least three ways one could 

conceive of accomplishing this task: these “negative controls”, “positive inducements”, 

and “capital relocation”. The first two aim at shaping urbanization and concentration 

directly by manipulating the flow of people and resources, while the third shapes urban 

geography both directly and indirectly.171  

First, leaders can try to limit or reverse rural-urban migration generally or migration to 

specific cities in particular, creating legal barriers or incentives for individuals to relocate 

to the countryside, towns, or suburbs. Second, leaders may seek to direct urban 

development in specific regions, away from existing major cities. Third, the government 

can relocate itself, or the physical seat of its central institutions, by relocating the capital 

city.  

Each of these strategies for shaping the country’s urban landscape has promises and 

challenges, benefits and costs, a full exploration of which is well beyond the scope of this 

chapter. What interests me here is whether and how these challenges constitute real 

impediments for the strategic manipulation of urban geography, and whether we can find 

evidence that external-security motivations are driving these policies in ways that might 

confound the theory and evidence presented in preceding chapters.  

To investigate these strategies and their putative connections with national security, I look 

at a range of qualitative and quantitative data, including archival evidence from Brazil and 

the United States, elite interviews in South Korea, and panel data on urban geography as 

                                                        
171 Capital relocation can also be considered a special, narrow, case of positive inducement. 
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well as capital location and relocation in all countries between 1945 and 2015. I find, first, 

that while policymakers consistently evince concerns with the vulnerability of major cities, 

especially when urban concentration is high, policies that subsequently reshape urban 

geography are rarely if ever enacted primarily with an eye to external security. I also find 

that capital relocations since 1945, exceedingly rare as they are, follow a nearly universal 

pattern. 

 

5.2.1 The Political and Economic Logic of Urbanization and Concentration 

As explained briefly in chapter 2, urbanization—the relocation of people from the 

countryside to the cities and the natural growth of cities relative to the countryside—and 

urban concentration—the relative concentration of people and wealth across a country’s 

different, are primarily considered for their economic and, to a lesser extent, political 

consequences. Urbanization writ large is, by most counts, viewed as an undisputed boon, 

a sign of progress and modernization. While the pace and timing of urbanization has varied 

across countries and over time, the trend of increased urbanization is virtually universal 

since the end of World War II.  

While many governments have tried to forestall or, more accurately, control and shape 

urbanization to reap the benefits of modernization without incurring the attendant costs of 

social and political instability, only one regime has gone so far as to consciously attempt 

to systematically roll-back urbanization. That, of course, was the short-lived and bloody 

reign of Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge, whose very identity was premised on an ideology of 
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peasant Marxism, painting the urban classes as the enemy of the Cambodian people. The 

Khmer’s first order of business upon taking Phnom Penh in 1975 was to empty the city, 

along with all other urban areas under its reach, sending their residents to farms, rice fields, 

or killing fields (Kiernan 1996). Despite the steady pace of rural-urban migration since Pol 

Pot was forcibly removed by the Vietnamese in 1979, Cambodia is still less urbanized 

today than it was in 1974. It remains the only case of a pronounced and prolonged decrease 

in urbanization since 1945. Other than this one case, the data only shows much smaller 

(one percentage point or less) and temporary (usually lasting a year or two) dips in levels 

of urbanization, usually as the unintentional result of violent civil wars, such as Liberia’s 

in the 1990s. 

Much more common throughout the period were attempts at shaping or exerting some 

degree of control over the process of urbanization. China’s hukou system of household 

(residential) registration is perhaps the most (in)famous policy instrument for limiting rural 

mobility but is hardly the only one. Apart from similar systems of residential registration 

practiced in the Soviet Union, South Korea, Japan, and Vietnam, countries like Brazil, 

Colombia, South Africa, Tanzania, and India have experimented with agrarian land reform, 

rural development packages, direct cash transfers, and direct resettlement, to name but a 

few ways of limiting or slowing rural-urban migration. For example, Uzbekistan’s 

government has recently taken to revive the enforcement of the old Soviet residential 

registration system, the propiska (itself a reinvention of the Tsarist-era internal passport 
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system), alongside large programs of rural development and subsidized rural housing to 

reverse years of excessive migration to its capital, Tashkent.172 

Just as commonly, governments have labored to promote economic, largely urban, 

development 173 , redirecting resources into new, or smaller, cities and away from 

established urban areas. Again, China’s recent experiences comes to mind, with the Central 

government’s encouragement of peoples and industry to “go West”, from Jiang Zemin’s 

platform of “Western development” to Xi Jinping’s so-called “One Belt, One Road” 

initiatives. Associated efforts have included large investments in infrastructure and 

housing, with large numbers of sizable, mostly empty, cities being built throughout the 

country to absorb the masses that leave the countryside on a daily basis in search of new 

opportunities and redirect them away from already overcrowded, over-congested, 

overpriced cities of the East coast.174 Chinese officials, scholars and even common citizens 

have long expressed their fears that China would succumb to “Latin-Americanization” 

(lameihua, 拉美化), a reference to the region’s own troubled experience with rapid and, in 

China’s view, mismanaged process of urbanization and industrialization that left it saddled 

                                                        
172 See Eurasianet. “Uzbekistan: Authorities Using Soviet-Style Controls to Reverse Urbanization 
Trend”. Sep 15 2011. Available at: http://www.eurasianet.org/node/64176 
173 Attempts at promoting large-scale rural development were also somewhat common, but often 
had the unintended effect of catapulting urbanization. The ujamaa forced villagization campaign in 
Tanzania, which Scott calls “the largest forced resettlement scheme undertaken in independent 
Africa up to that time” (1998, 223), also coincided with the fastest episode of urbanization in 
Tanzania’s history. The same happened in South Korea, with Park Chung-hee’s Saemaul Undong 
rural development movement, which was mildly successful in containing the widening 
development gap between rural and urban areas but did little to stem the tide of rapid urbanization. 
174 Chi et al., 2015. See also Wallace 2013. 
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with chronic urban violence, social and political instability, and stuck in a “middle-income 

trap”.175  

The United States too has had its own experience with policies encouraging not only 

continental colonial settlement and westward migration, but specifically westward 

urbanization (see Stelter 1973; Abbott 2008). In earlier years, the goals and consequences 

were much the same as those that motivated similar policies in China, Brazil, or 

Russia/USSR (eastward, in the latter case)—settle less densely populated regions to 

establish/consolidate territorial control vis-à-vis potential external claimants as well as 

local ethnic minorities, who were swiftly subjugated, assimilated, or decimated.176 

While those are fairly common policies, they are not the norm, and they do come at a price. 

One general reason why leaders are often reluctant to curb urban (and industrial) 

concentration is that, as political economists have noted, clustering and concentration can 

produce advantages of scale, not only for industrial production, but also for adjuvant 

economic activities and services (Sassen 2000; Ades and Glaeser 1995; see references in 

                                                        
175 Unlike Mao’s “Third Line” initiative described in chapter 3, there is no evidence—in the open 
source literature, at least—tying these policies to concerns about vulnerability to foreign military 
threats, actual or potential. The security concerns that inform these policies seem almost exclusively 
domestic or transnational in nature, relating to disaffected ethnic minorities in the westernmost 
provinces, the grievances generated by regional inequalities, and the regime-security risks 
associated with excessive concentration. 
176 In the latter part of the 20th century, with concerns about territorial integrity largely moot, 
ethnic/racial supremacy and economic development became primary drivers of urban policy in the 
United States. The history of westward expansion and urbanization in the United States is, of 
course, closely associated with the genocide of native peoples, but urban planning and housing 
policies were also, particularly after the American Civil War, inextricably linked with the 
maintenance of white supremacy over free black Americans. For an excellent treatment of the latter 
topic, see Rothstein 2017. 
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chapter 2). This is the logic underlying “naturally occurring” clustering, like Silicon Valley, 

and the special economic zone model of development (Asheim et al. 2006). These 

advantages to scale mean that geographic de-concentration presents planners with 

significant opportunity costs. 

Urban concentration is not only directly related to the spatial clustering of industry, of 

course, it is also subject to similar benefits to scale of shared infrastructure, provision of 

political and social order and social services, and the potential stabilizing effects of 

concentrating the rich and powerful in a single place.177  Soviet planners, for example, 

despite their ideological and strategic commitments to limiting urban concentration (see 

chapter 3), faced with these competing motivations and scarce resources, often favored 

gains in economic efficiency (Dehaan 2013) or the simple necessities of resolving urban 

crises created or intensified by war and economic hardship (Dale 2015). 

Forcible or directed de-concentration of population and economic activity is not only 

potentially socially and economically inefficient, it also involves significant distributional 

consequences, making it politically sensitive. By definition, some areas will be deprived 

of the resources and population funneled to other areas. Also, by definition, those areas on 

the subtracting side of the equation tend to be the areas that have more population and 

resources and are therefore more likely to be able to impose costs on the government for 

taking such actions. It is no coincidence that most examples of successful forcible removal 

or displacement of populations involve the relocation of the “undesirable” and vulnerable 

                                                        
177  See chapters 1 and 2 above. Wallace 2015 explores some of the ways this may backfire in the 
long term. 
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elements within a society: the homeless, dwellers of shantytowns, temporary/migrant 

workers, poor rural communities, disenfranchised indigenous populations, criminals, social 

pariahs, and racial/ethnic/national minorities (Ehle 1988; Cernea 1993; Gruenewald 2005; 

Queiroz Filho 2011; Goetz 2003).  

In many places, these policies have been successful in shaping the urban landscape and 

limiting urban concentration but have devastating long-term consequences.  As James Scott 

notes, “[e]fforts to force a country's inhabitants to maintain permanent, fixed residences 

tend to produce large, illegal, undocumented populations in urban areas where they have 

been forbidden to go.” (1998, 261) In South Africa (and Namibia), for much of the 

Apartheid period, Blacks could not live in the same areas as Whites. Between 1960 and 

1989, millions of Black urban and rural residents were “re-settled” into the newly created 

Bantustans, the “homelands” set aside for Black Africans. The Bantustans, however, were 

not only largely underdeveloped regions lacking infrastructure or industry, they were also 

poorer in arable land and natural resources (Grovogui 1996, 162; Khumalo 2004, 96). The 

combination of lack of economic opportunity in the Bantustans and the legal prohibitions 

on work and settlement in white cities produced a mass migration to the outskirts of cities 

and the development of a sizable informal economy and large slum complexes. In 1994, 

when the Apartheid collapsed, more than 40% of the urban population consisted of slum-

dwellers surrounding major cities. 

This is not to say that leaders never seek to direct resources to disadvantaged or 

underdeveloped areas with the goal (or unintended consequence) of limiting or reducing 

concentration, but the politics of such projects are likely to be contentious, and therefore 
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require strong motivation and/or low levels of political constraint. In fact, leaders of 

autocracies and democracies alike consistently channel resources to favor their 

constituencies (or selectorates), (e.g. Ferejohn 1974; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2004; Kang 

2004; Kriner and Reeves 2015), or even themselves and their families, usually with a strong 

bias toward the capital or largest city (Bates 1981; Duckett 2003; Wallace 2014). While 

sometimes the “national interest” may happily coincide with the dictates of political 

survival, often pork-barrel politics and patrimonialism will conflict with sound strategic 

planning. In other words, while sometimes the political calculus of resource allocation 

favors de-concentration, it most often breeds further concentration. Even in the former 

cases, however, it would be a mistake to attribute much causal weight to security concerns.  

For the Cold-War United States, for example, it was fortunate that the de-concentration of 

forces and their bases, and the dispersal of military industries and national laboratories also 

served the purpose of bringing federal funds and public- and private-sector jobs to a 

plurality of localities, allowing for the organization of a broad legislative coalition around 

the defense sector.  Eisenhower’s Interstate Defense Highway System (subsequently 

known as the Interstate Highway System), one of the country’s largest public works 

projects since its founding, and generally credited with facilitating suburbanization, was 

explicitly predicated on the need to facilitate the massing, mobilization and rapid 

movement of heavy military equipment, to facilitate evacuation from cities, and to serve 

as make-shift landing strips for military aircraft (Schwartz 1999, 313; Evans 2004, 59). But 

it was only politically feasible because it successfully brought together a broad coalition of 

commercial interest groups and privileged sectors of society, in particular the already 
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growing (wealthy) suburban and exurban middle- and upper-class families (Evans 2004; 

Rose and Mohl 2012). It is less fortunate that over time these dynamics led to a relationship 

of dependency between these local communities and the defense sector, creating political 

incentives for elected representatives to object to base closings or reorganizations, 

interruption of failed defense projects, cuts to overall spending, or even risky and 

unnecessary military interventions (Thorpe 2010; 2014). Even here, the national security 

effects of decentralization and de-concentration likely far outweigh the causal role of 

national security concerns in producing these. 

The example of South Korea is particularly instructive here, as a clear case where the 

strategic rationale for de-concentration and the political and economic forces for 

concentration diverged, and where decade after decade national security has taken a back 

seat. South Korea is one of the most concentrated countries in the world. The Seoul 

metropolitan area houses not only the seat of government, but also approximately 50% of 

the country’s population and wealth. Seoul proper accounts for nearly half of that. Korean 

leaders and strategists are painfully aware of the strategic difficulties that result from such 

extreme levels of concentration, made worse by the city’s geographic proximity to the 

border with North Korea and the DPRK’s large conventional, chemical, biological, and, 

more recently, nuclear arsenal. The vulnerability of Seoul and its strategic implications, 

while readily recognizable and widely acknowledged by officials and security experts in 

Korea and elsewhere178, has not been sufficient motivation to encourage policies that favor 

                                                        
178 This sentiment was confirmed in ten interviews with Seoul-based policy experts and officials, 
conducted between November 13 and 25, 2016. All interviewees agreed with the sentiment, often 
unprompted, that the vulnerability of Seoul, despite South Korean and American military 
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de-concentration.  

Quite to the contrary, South Korea’s trajectory since the end of the Korean war has been 

one of increased concentration in and around Seoul. South Korea’s “big push” development 

model of the 1970s was based largely on mimicking the Japanese mega-conglomerate 

model, maximizing efficiency gains from industrial concentration, both vertically and 

spatially. The government funneled enormous resources, to the detriment of smaller 

enterprises and the agrarian economy, into the development of these urban-industrial 

conglomerates. As a result, 

In 1973, the top fifty chaebol accounted for 32 percent of GDP. By 1980, the chaebol 

dominated the economy, accounting for 49 percent of GDP, 24 percent of total sales, 18 

percent of manufacturing employment, and over half of Korea's total exports. (Haggard 

and Moon 1990, p.218) 

The corporate concentration of industry was paralleled by spatial concentration, with Seoul 

and its surrounding metro area (Seoul Capital Area, 수도권) accounting for increasing 

shares of national economic activity. In the 1960s, Seoul, already the undisputed dominant 

city, responded for roughly 27% of all economic activity in the country (Kim 2010). In 

2016, last year of available data, it accounted for nearly 50% of nominal Gross Regional 

Domestic Product.179 

                                                        
superiority, constituted a major strategic challenge and a cause for caution and restraint in dealing 
with North Korea. 
179 Longitudinal comparisons are complicated by the fact that in earlier periods Seoul is a distinct 
unit that grows into a megacity, but national accounts continue to report both population and 
economic activity for the distinct administrative units. Since the early 2000s one can find data 
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Rather than pursue de-concentration at great economic and political cost, South Koreans 

have, over time, become accustomed to enduring the vulnerability it produces. I return to 

the case of South Korea in the sections below. 

 

5.3 Capitals and Coercion in the Modern State System 

While security considerations are often one of the factors that influence the selection of 

new locations for capitals, they are rarely, if ever, sufficient to promote relocation and seem 

to seldom dominate the selection process. While a full study of the motivations for capital 

location or relocation are outside the scope of this manuscript, a brief discussion of the 

motivations surrounding these important decisions and the limited role of security 

rationales is warranted.  

There are a few distinct logics to the selection of capital locations. States select places for 

their capitals based on the symbolic value of particular cities or the economic or political 

weight they carry—often a default position, legacy of colonial or imperial times, but often 

a condition consciously reinforced after independence—or their geographic location. 

Specific places may be attractive locations for capitals because they are easily accessible 

or roughly equidistant from most parts of the country, embodying principles of unity, 

representativeness and fairness, or because they particularly inaccessible—both to enemies 

                                                        
reported for the capital area. For the latest, see Statistical Korea’s e-Nara Index (e-나라지표) 
Available at: http://www.index.go.kr/potal/main/EachDtlPageDetail.do?idx_cd=1008. Accessed 
on March 20 2018. 
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and constituents—and easier to defend.180 These are not all mutually exclusive, though 

they often push in contradictory directions. 

The singular importance of making capital cities defensible is hard to overstate. Beyond 

the general importance of cities, as explained in the previous chapters, capitals have a 

symbolic, metonymic relationship to the body politic as a whole. The supreme importance 

of retaining control over the capital as a matter of symbolism and strategy was bluntly 

explained by Henry Kissinger with reference to the civil wars in Africa: “The history of 

Africa has shown that a nation’s only focal point is the capital, and whoever has the capital 

has a claim on international support. In the Congo civil war, the reason we came out on top 

is because we never lost Leopoldville. If Neto can get Luanda, and drive the others out, he 

will have a power base, and gradually gain support of other Africans.”181 Marika Landau-

Wells (2008) confirms this intuition, finding that across conflicts in the continent, holding 

control of the capital is the best predictor of international recognition. 

Successor states and conquerors may choose to install their new governments in—and 

rebuild—the capital of the vanquished (see, for example, Machiavelli 1995, V), either 

seeking to erase or supplant their history, or appropriate and capitalize on the symbolic 

value of the capital. Alternatively, successor states or new regimes may choose to establish 

the seat of power elsewhere precisely to signal a break with the past. Guy Le Strange, a 

                                                        
180 For different typologies of capital cities and logics of capital city siting, see Gordon 2006; 
Rossman 2016. For evidence that isolated capitals negatively affect domestic political 
accountability, see Campante and Do 2014. 
181“Minutes of a National Security Council Meeting”. Washington, June 27, 1975, 2:30–3:20 p.m. 
Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXVIII, Southern Africa. Available 
at: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v28/d113 
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prominent turn-of-the-century scholar of the Ancient Middle East noted that “it would 

appear to be almost a necessity of the case that every new dynasty should found a new 

capital” (1900, p. 1). This also held true further East in ancient Japan and China, where 

traditionally the capital was wherever the Emperor established residence, making capital 

relocation a fairly common occurrence.  

Regardless of why a capital is chosen to begin with, once in place capitals can be hard to 

move. Capital cities can acquire symbolic roles and indelible hold over the national 

imagination over time, even if they are not “born” with it. As James Scott notes 

Capital cities, as the seat of the state and of its rulers, as the symbolic center of (new) 

nations, and as the places where often powerful foreigners come[…]Even in their 

contemporary secular guises, national capitals retain something of the older tradition of 

being sacred centers for a national cult. (Scott 1998, 258) 

In fact, Scott is probably understating the issue. The “secular guise” of modern states, and 

in particular the combination of principles of territorial sovereignty and impersonal 

political legitimacy likely make capital cities more symbolically powerful and immovable 

than ever. In contrast to ancient practices discussed above, in the seventy years since the 

end of World War II, only nine countries have moved their capitals, none more than once, 

despite numerous alternations in power, peaceful and violent alike. Below, I include a map 

of all capital relocations since 1945, with the new capitals marked in blue and the old 

capitals marked in red. All cases share an important similarity: they all moved from the 

largest city in the country, on the coast, to a smaller city further inland. The single exception 

confirms the rule: Kazakhstan, a landlocked country that moved its capital from Almaty, 



 

250 

on the border with Kyrgyzstan, to Astana, in the center of the country.182  

As security is concerned, capital relocation has the potential to not only reduce the 

vulnerability of the government, its leaders, and its permanent bureaucracy, but also to 

promote de-concentration. In the vast majority of countries (between 80% and 85% since 

1945), irrespective of region, capital cities are the largest city. The transplantation of 

financial and human resources to new capital areas often has multiplier effects, further 

attracting services and industry, and the people seeking opportunities in and around 

government.  

In the forty years since officially becoming the capital of Brazil, Brasília grew from a patch 

of dirt to the third largest city area in the country, behind São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro 

(capital from 1763 through the 1960s183), and just ahead of Salvador (Brazil’s first colonial 

capital from roughly 1549 through 1763). Meanwhile, by the 1960s Rio de Janeiro would 

                                                        
182 The one exception to single-relocation rule is the Philippines. In 1948, the capital was moved 
from Manila to Quezon City, named after the President who ordered the move. The capital was 
then reinstated in Manila in 1978 by President Ferdinand Marcos. I exclude this case because 
Quezon City and Manila were less than 7 miles apart, making it the equivalent of moving the White 
House and Capitol to Silver Spring, Maryland, and then back. When Marcos returned the capital to 
Manila, he also created the Manila Metro area, encompassing both cities. I also exclude the case of 
Sri Lanka for the same reasons, even though the move conforms to the pattern identified above. 
The new capital since 1978, Sri Jayawardenepura Kotte, lies just six miles inland of the old capital, 
Colombia, still within the Colombo metropolitan area. 
183 While the construction of Brasilia was authorized in 1956 and mostly finished by 1957, and the 
official designation of capital changed in 1960, most central government services and diplomatic 
representations did not effectively relocate until as late as 1970 when most ministries and 
diplomatic representations made the final move. President Juscelino Kubitschek (1956-1961) 
himself moved to Brasilia in 1960. Presidents Quadros (1961-1963), Goulart (1964), Castelo 
Branco (1964-1967), and Costa e Silva (1967-1969) governed primarily or partially from Rio de 
Janeiro. 
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lose its status as Brazil’s undisputed largest city to São Paulo. This was not incidental.  

 

Figure 17. Aerial View of Brasília, 1954, 2011.184 

 

While the previous capital relocation still under Portuguese colonial rule, had largely 

followed the shifting center of economic gravity from the Northeast to the Southeast, 

debates about inaugurating a new capital in centrally located virgin territory were often 

centered on the promise of massive inflows of people and money—especially for the land-

owners and politicians of the states vying to host the new capital city—and the alleviation 

of overpopulation in Rio de Janeiro. The Governor of the State of Goiás, one of the two 

main contenders and eventual victor in the battle for the new capital in 1956, summarized 

the position thusly: 

Brazil’s most serious problem is the underpopulation of its interior, while Rio de Janeiro’s 

most grave problem is its overpopulation. The installation of the Federal Capital in the 

                                                        
184 On the left, from FGV/CPDOC, João Pessoa archives, 1954. On the right, picture from the 
International Space Station, NASA, 2011. 
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center of the country will promote immediate dislocation of large human columns, from 

the coast to the interior, including part of the population of Rio de Janeiro[…]therefore 

immediately solving both problems.185 

As such, capital relocation conjures the same political distributional battles discussed in 

the previous sections. It is not surprising, therefore, that every case of capital transfer in 

the period happened under an authoritarian government.186 

 

                                                        
185 Letter from José Ludovico de Almeida to Gustavo Capanema. March 1956. FGV/CPDOC. 
Gustavo Capanema Collection. GC 1956.03.00. Page 1. My translation. 
186 Belize, at the time of the transfer in 1970, was still a British colony, British Honduras. I include 
it here because the local colonial government enjoyed some autonomy, and the decision to relocate 
the capital following the near-destruction of Belize City by a hurricane in 1961 was made by the 
colonial, semi-representative government. See Kearns 1973. 
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To illustrate the insufficiency of security motivations in pursuing capital relocation and the 

challenges leaders face, let us take a brief look at two attempts, one unsuccessful and one 

successful, at moving capitals away from a country’s largest city. 

In the first decades of the republican period, Seoul, as the historical capital since the ancient 

Yongban state in the late 14th century, held great significance for all Koreans, not just those that 

happened to reside south of the 38th Parallel. For nearly years after the peninsula’s division into 

two countries, the government of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea continued to claim 

Seoul as its rightful capital. Both North and South, in their first constitutions of 1948 claimed the 

entirety of the peninsula and its islands, and Seoul as the site of the capital (Haruki 2014, 1-3). The 

DPRK government, though never abandoning claims to the entirety of the territory, would only 

formally recognize its own capital in Pyongyang with the revised constitution of 1972. Through 

this period, North Korea’s stated goal was to “liberate Seoul” and unify the peninsula.  

Immediately after the DPRK change in declaratory policy, President Park Chung-hee (1963-1979) 

drew up plans for relocating the capital further south but found it politically untenable. As one 

Korean policy expert put it, Park saw two ways of security the capital: going south (moving) or 

going north (war) and none was particularly attractive.187 As a result, Park redoubled efforts to 

strengthen the US-ROK alliance in order to deter North Korean aggression, ultimately securing a 

commitment from the United States government not to withdraw its troops from the country and 

not to retreat from Seoul in the case of a North Korean attack (Michishita 2003, 87)188. Weary of 

                                                        
187 Confidential interview #5, Nov 21 2016, Seoul, South Korea. 
188  On the renewed commitment in 1975 and Secretary Schlesinger’s unusual pledge to automatically 
involve American troops in a North-South war, see Memorandum From Thomas J. Barnes of the National 
Security Council Staff to the President’s Deputy Assistant for National Security Affairs (Scowcroft), 
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US reliability as America’s Vietnam adventure drew to an embarrassing close, Park also set his 

sights on developing nuclear weapons, and trying to leverage that nascent capability to reinforce 

American commitments.189 

Since Park’s death, successive attempts at relocating the capital have floundered on the face of 

political opposition. In 2007, the South Korean National Assembly, created a special 

administrative district, slated to house central government functions by 2015. Sejong City was 

formally inaugurated in 2012, and some ministries have begun to operate from there. However, as 

of this writing more than 10 years later Seoul continues to be the capital and seat of government 

of the Republic of Korea, housing all major vital government functions. While the thinking that 

have motivated the many attempts at moving the capital in the last 40 or so years are familiar—

spreading development, reducing the congestion of Seoul, and, especially for Park, added 

security—, so have been the impediments faced by successive Korean leaders.  

Beyond the symbolic importance of Seoul, the status it has achieved as a major global city, and the 

massive political power of local elites, other key impediments to capital relocation are a function 

of the potentially massive distributive effects of capital relocation, which have meant that every 

attempt at selecting a new capital involves a fierce political battle between different regions of the 

country for the distinction and, most importantly, the vast resources to be reallocated. Aside from 

these challenges, plans to move government functions have faced other, more mundane, 

                                                        
Washington, September 29, 1975.” Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume E–12, 
Documents on East and Southeast Asia, 1973–1976, Document 273. 
189 One the relationship between US reliability and Korean nuclear program, for example, “Memorandum 
of Conversation, Seoul, August 27, 1975.” Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume E–
12, Documents on East and Southeast Asia, 1973–1976. Document 272.  
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impediments, such as the reluctance of politicians and permanent bureaucracies to uproot their 

lives and abandon a vibrant city in favor of a dull purpose-built capital.190 

In contrast to South Korea, Brazil is a case of a successful capital transfer. Brasília, the 

manufactured capital in the central plains of Brazil, is the epitome of high modernism and central 

state planning (Scott 1998). Despite having been made official under (mostly) democratic 

auspices, the transfer was effectively put into motion during one dictatorship, advanced under 

another, and ultimately completed under another still. And while the ultimate form the city took is 

very much a product of the mid-century mindset, the roots of the idea at the time of execution were 

over one hundred years old, older than the republic itself. More importantly for the purpose of this 

study, the capital transfer to Brasília is, on its face, a plausible case of (at least partly) security-

motivated relocation. On closer inspection, however, the case reveals the primacy of domestic 

politics and regime stability over national security. 

The first republican constitution of the new United States of Brazil, of 1891, called for the creation 

of a “Federal District” in the central plains to serve as the new country’s capital. 191  The 

government, Brazil’s first military-civilian dictatorship under Marshal Deodoro da Fonseca, 

convened a commission to set out to explore the designated territory. Among the crew were 

geologists, physicians, and even astronomers. The final, fairly thorough report, covers broad topics 

of logistics, agriculture, and even the medicinal properties of the local water. Nowhere to be found, 

                                                        
190 Confidential interview # 2, Nov 16 2016, Seoul, South Korea. This was also a substantial point of 
contention in the debates about capital relocation in Brazil, and an important contributory cause for the 
delays in the effective relocation of ministries and foreign embassies. 
191 Two of the first three articles of the 1891 Constitution deal with the creation of the new capital. See 
Constituição da República dos Estados Unidos do Brasil, 24 February 1891. Available at: 
http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/Constituicao/Constituicao91.htm. Last accessed Jan 12 2018. 
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however, were military strategists or considerations pertaining to the defense of the new capital. 

The report notes very cursorily, in its short review of the background and justifications for capital 

relocation, that Rio de Janeiro’s coastal location made the city, and therefore the country, 

vulnerable to coercion by “superior naval powers” (Cruls et al. 1894, 28). The report did not 

identify the threat by name, but nor did it have to. The report’s audience understood that superior 

naval power was code for Great Britain.192 Neither the remainder of the report nor the subsequent 

studies ordered by Congress considered the issue of national security again beyond the obligatory 

nod.  

This pattern of paying lip service to the vulnerability of Rio de Janeiro—and its negative strategic 

implications—but in practice focusing entirely on the economic-development and internal-

governance dimensions of capital relocation, repeats itself throughout the following sixty years. 

Each new constitution (1934, 1937, and 1946) reiterated the aspiration of capital relocation, and 

successive presidents and congresses continued to debate the proposition. Time and again, security 

issues, primarily relating to Rio’s external vulnerability, were acknowledged in the abstract, but 

never explored in detail.  

When the final decision was made official, threats to the national security and, most importantly, 

to political stability, were almost exclusively domestic in nature.193 In the hundred years preceding 

the transfer of the capital to Brasília, Rio de Janeiro had been the target of violent coercion five 

                                                        
192 It is very common for Brazilian official documents to eschew identifying foreign threats by name. 
193 On the security predicaments of developing states in the second half of the twentieth century and their 
political implications, see Ayoob 1991; Desch 2001b; Slater 2010. On the role of interstate conflict—or 
lack thereof—in state formation in Latin America, see Centeno 2002. 
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times: in 1862, 1891, 1893, 1910, and 1930. Only the first was an instance of interstate coercion.  

In 1862, in one of the most highly publicized diplomatic crises in the Brazilian Imperial period, 

the Royal Navy had blockaded the Port of Rio de Janeiro and seized five ships in the Guanabara 

Bay. The British action was an escalation of an ongoing row that began in earnest with the British 

Trade Suppression act of 1845, was aggravated by shipwrecks and the arrest of three (allegedly) 

drunken British sailors, and ended with the suspension of diplomatic ties in 1863.194  

On November 3rd 1891, President Deodoro da Fonseca, the Army Marshall who two years earlier 

had led the coup to oust the royal family and inaugurate a Republican government in Brazil, found 

himself again heading a coup. He suspended the Constitution he had just signed into law seven 

months prior, shut down the Congress, and instituted a state of emergency. The crisis stoked a 

separatist civil war in the southernmost states of Paraná, Santa Catarina, and Rio Grande do Sul, 

and, most importantly, provoked a violent reaction by disaffected high-ranking officers in the 

Navy. Led by Admiral Custódio de Melo, these officers took to their ships stationed off the coast 

of Rio and threatened to open fire on the capital. President Fonseca, fearful of opening a new front 

in the civil war and endangering the capital, quickly conceded to the Navy’s demands and resigned, 

passing the torch to his vice-president, Floriano Peixoto, also an Army Marshall. 

Instead of calling for new elections, as intended by the officers behind the Naval Revolt and 

required by the Constitution, Floriano Peixoto remained in office, violently suppressed the 

insurrection in the south and instituted a new state of emergency in the capital to quell protests 

against his government. Naval officers, having succeeded the first time, again took to their ships 

                                                        
194 The best treatment of Britain’s coercive campaign to end Brazilian slave trade is Bethell 2009. The 
classic treatment of the “Christie Affair” is Graham 1962. 
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in 1893, and again threatened to bombard the capital. This time, however, they did not have much 

success. Peixoto called their hand and proceeded to attack the rebellious sailors on land and at sea. 

An intense battle followed, including limited bombing of the city and coastal fortifications by the 

rebellious Navy, which led tens of thousands of residents to flee the city toward the interior of the 

state of Rio de Janeiro.  

To defeat the insurrection, Peixoto enlisted help from foreign actors. Captains of British, Italian, 

American and Portuguese ships in Guanabara Bay interceded with the government and the 

insurgents to advocate against the use of force, in hopes of preventing undue damage to the city, 

their nationals, and their businesses therein (Nabuco 1949). Having failed at preventing escalation, 

the countries adopted different positions. France, Italy, and Britain largely abstained from taking 

sides. Portugal offered refuge to the defeated insurgents, leading Peixoto to break diplomatic ties 

with the former colony. The United States intervened on the government’s behalf. Charles R. Flint, 

an American business mogul with interests throughout Latin America and Chilean consul in NY, 

mediated and financed the purchase of used American warships, manned by American 

mercenaries.195 The US Government, having originally pleaded with Fonseca to resign to avoid a 

civil war, now backed Peixoto, sending a small fleet to break the blockade of Guanabara Bay and 

preserve American commercial interests in the country.  

When Peixoto’s government succeeded in quashing both the second Naval revolt and the separatist 

insurgency in the South in the Autumn of 1894, the American ambassador, Thomas Thompson 

cabled back to D.C.—from the safety of his new residence in the mountains of Petrópolis in the 

                                                        
195  Flint was also one of the founders of what later became IBM. See https://www-
03.ibm.com/ibm/history/exhibits/builders/builders_flint.html 
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interior of Rio—, in jubilant tone: “President Peixoto has been gloriously triumphant in all his 

undertakings against the insurgents, though the odds at times seemed to be largely against his 

success. His splendid executive ability and dauntless courage have won the victory. The 

permanency of Brazil as an American Republic is now assured.”196  

The fourth instance of an attempt at coercing the Brazilian government, in 1910, was also inspired 

by the events of 1889-91: low ranking sailors in the Brazilian Navy, mostly Black and Mulatto, 

mutinied against the use of corporal punishment, made illegal by the 1891 constitution. Led by 

João Cândido Felisberto, one of their own and thereafter nicknamed the “Black Admiral”, the 

sailors commandeered the Navy’s most powerful ships, the recently acquired dreadnought 

battleships São Paulo and Minas Gerais, and the cruiser Bahia. With these ships at their command, 

the mutineers vastly outgunned the remainder of the Brazilian Navy—and in fact most other navies 

as well. To drive the threat home, the mutineers opened fire on Navy garrisons, forts, the city of 

Niterói—capital of the state of Rio de Janeiro, located across the Guanabara Bay—and the Federal 

District itself (Love 2012, 30-33).  

The government was in a bind. It could attempt to torpedo the dreadnoughts or it could concede to 

the sailors’ demands of ending corporal punishment, better pay, and better work conditions. If they 

failed to destroy the battleships, they risked retaliation on the capital and its one million residents, 

                                                        
196 Cable from Ambassador Thompson to Secretary of State Walter Q. Gresham. April 19, 1894. Foreign 
Relations of the United States (FRUS). Available at: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1894/d43 
When the Brazilian Congress ordered the production of bronze medals for the men who fought against the 
revolt, it also ordered two special medals, made of gold and palladium, for Peixoto himself and for President 
Grover Cleveland. See FRUS. ‘Mr. Thompson to Mr. Gresham.’ 
June 17, 1894. Available at: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1894/d49 
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roughly 40% of the country’s urban population at the time. If they succeeded, they would be 

sinking its most powerful military assets and wasting the enormous investment they represented. 

As shells fell on the city, thousands again fled to the hills, putting immense pressure on the 

government to quiesce to the mutineers’ demands. The civilian leadership in Congress, led by 

opposition Senator Ruy Barbosa, labored to convince the President, Hermes da Fonseca (also an 

Army Marshall and nephew of Deodoro da Fonseca), to offer the mutineers a blanket amnesty to 

resolve the crisis. After abortive attempts to defeat the rebellion by force, the president relented 

(Love 2012). After the president reneged on the amnesty and started purging the ranks of the Navy, 

sailors again tried to mount a rebellion, this time on land. Posing no threat to the capital, the 

rebelling sailors were swiftly defeated and arrested. 

The last military threat against the capital came again in 1930, when the succession of President 

Washington Luís deflagrated a civil war. Since 1898, Brazil had been ruled by an unspoken rule 

of alternation in power between representatives of the rural oligarchies of its two richest and most 

populous states, São Paulo and Minas Gerais. As such, President Luís, representative of the rural 

oligarchy of São Paulo, was expected to anoint a successor from Minas Gerais. When he chose 

instead to make a bid for hegemony and nominate the governor of São Paulo, Júlio Prestes, elites 

from Minas Gerais joined forces with elites from the marginalized states of Rio Grande do Sul, 

represented by Getúlio Vargas, and Paraíba, represented by João Pessoa. When the Vargas-Pessoa 

ticket went on to lose the March 1930 election, and Pessoa was assassinated by a local political 

rival, Vargas organized an armed insurrection against Luís and Prestes. Troops from the three rebel 

states set off marching toward the capital.  

Before Vargas’ men could reach the capital, the military leadership in Rio de Janeiro prevailed on 
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Luís to step down and formed a provisory military junta. In a display of power, Vargas and his 

closest soldiers, cowboys from the Pampas of Rio Grande do Sul, rode their horses onto the capital 

and tied them to the obelisk that adorned the city’s Central Avenue (Skidmore 1999, 107-108; 

Williams 2001, 5). To prevent the civil war from reaching the capital, and the attending destruction 

threatened by the rebel troops, the military junta agreed to devolve power to Vargas, effectively 

ending Brazil’s first republic. 

These episodes illustrate the vulnerability of littoral capitals to military coercion—with three out 

of five incidents resulting in immediate concessions—but also the changing nature of the threats. 

While each episode of coercion and violence visited on Rio prompted new interest in capital 

relocation, none produced change, and all were short lived. Over time, security motivations for 

relocating the capital became reflexive, if they were invoked at all.  

Before the capital was moved from Rio de Janeiro, successive presidents engaged in attempts to 

promote interior development, “integrate the country” and “decongest” the urban centers, with the 

explicit goal of relieving overconcentration and its resulting social and political pressure in the 

capital and undisputed largest city. In 1938, Vargas announced a “March to the West”—very much 

inspired on America’s own westward move—to settle the country’s underpopulated and 

underdeveloped interior as one of the key pillars of his “New State”, a fascist police state largely 

modeled after the fascist states of Europe (Castro Gomes 1999, 69-70). Rather than relocating 

elites, the goal was to relocate the troublesome rabble that littered the streets clamoring for 

opportunity and fueled the socialist opposition to the burgeoning police state. A few years earlier, 

in response to the growing political tensions and the mounting struggle with the leftist “National 

Liberation Alliance”, Vargas’ chief of police for the Federal District of Rio de Janeiro, Filinto 
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Muller, noted as a priority task the “decongestion, in the urban centers, of the mass of unemployed 

people [ne’er-do-wells, desocupados], toward the interior” (Abreu et al. 2001).  

In 1956, Juscelino Kubitschek (1956-1961) made the move a central campaign issue and initiated 

construction as one of his first acts in office. By the time President Kubitschek left the Laranjeiras 

Palace in Rio for the Alvorada Palace in Brasília, in 1960, Brazil had not fought an interstate war 

in ninety years and had not experienced a foreign attack on the capital in nearly one hundred 

years.197 

In Kubitschek’s own mind, as well as his public pronouncements, the construction of Brasília was 

part of a larger plan of guided, accelerated economic development, but also served a second, 

perhaps as important, goal of insulating the seat of power. The insulation sought was not only from 

the volatile and demanding urban masses whose constant protests imposed real constraints on the 

exercise of executive power, but also the powerful military establishment that operated since the 

1890s as a ‘first estate’ and moderating power in Brazil’s political life. In Kubitschek’s own 500-

page retelling of the process, there is not a single reference to the issue of defending the capital 

against foreign threats. (Kubitschek 1975). This is representative of the final political battle over 

the capital transfer, as each battle before it, marked by a fierce competition for the privilege of 

hosting the new capital—between the states of Goiás and Minas Gerais—debates about the 

symbolic significance of Rio and the city’s economic and political fate after the transfer, and 

                                                        
197 Brazil remained neutral for most of World War I, having a small role in naval operations in the South 
Atlantic in 1918, and for most of World War II, joining the Atlantic Charter in 1942 and declaring war 
against the Axis, but only sending a small expeditionary force to Italy in 1944. During WWII, when 
Germany started sinking Brazilian ships in the Atlantic—but far off the coast—there was again renewed 
interest in the question of capital relocation, but the interest remained largely theoretical. The issue would 
only be reconsidered seriously after the war under President Eurico Dutra (1946-1950). 
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intense resistance by an entrenched civil service weary of abandoning the bohemian life they 

enjoyed in Rio for the deserted central plains of Goiás.  

 

5.4 Desensitization 

In the sections above I argued that even when they are clearly conscious of the strategic downsides 

of urban concentration, leaders most often neglect or fail to remedy their condition because to do 

so is exceedingly costly or difficult. In the first few chapters of this manuscript, I argued that the 

primary way states cope with this is to adjust behavior to reduce the consequent risks, or directly 

seek to attenuate potential threats by removing themselves from situations that could cause great 

death and destruction to their cities. The behavior studied in chapters 2 through 4—initiating fewer 

conflicts, backing down in crises, avoiding nuclear risk-taking, etc.—are all examples of this kind 

of behavioral adjustment aimed at dealing with external threats and minimizing the risk of war. 

As a way of conclusion, I want to suggest yet another way that leaders, and in fact societies writ 

large, may cope with vulnerabilities that they are seemingly unable to mitigate or eliminate. This 

process is less direct and, often, less intentional or conscious. Rather than alleviating vulnerability 

(which may be difficult or impossible) or adjusting one’s behavior to minimize risks in the 

presence of vulnerability (which may also be economically, politically, or psychologically costly), 

individuals that find themselves in precarious situations may over time find themselves 

desensitized to their vulnerabilities.   

In ‘Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed’ Jared Diamond posits a hypothetical 

situation in which 
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“…a narrow river valley below a high dam, such that if the dam burst, the resulting flood of water 

would drown people for a considerable distance downstream…it’s not surprising that fear of a dam 

burst is lowest far downstream, and increases among residents increasingly close to the dam. 

Surprisingly, though, after you get to just a few miles below the dam, where fear of the dam’s 

breaking is found to be highest, the concern then falls off to zero…That is, the people living 

immediately under the dam, the ones most certain to be drowned in a dam burst, profess unconcern. 

That’s because of psychological denial: the only way of preserving one’s sanity while looking up 

every day at the dam is to deny the possibility that it could burst.” (2003, 436). 

Diamond’s scenario, while hypothetical, is not baseless. In fact, there is a budding literature in the 

fields of psychology and public policy that suggests that this phenomenon might be fairly common, 

if not precisely as described in Diamond’s allegory. 

The process posited is one in which individuals confronted with daunting threat to life and property 

after a fashion stop perceiving the danger. Psychological denial, in this context, is likely produced 

by a process of “psychological numbing” (Lifton, 1982; Slovic 2007), by which continuous 

exposure to threats to one’s life leads individuals to downplay the odds of catastrophe and 

desensitization to evidence that may contradict that judgement.198  

Tentative evidence for these propositions comes from research on post-traumatic stress disorder, 

which has found that a common (though not universal) effect of traumatic events is desensitization 

to stimuli relating to the original trauma. Desensitization, some of this literature suggests, is a 

dissociative, and automatic, defense mechanism, by which the body protects itself from 

                                                        
198 Or, as Faulkner put it, “men have done learned how to forget quick what they ain’t brave enough to try 
to cure”. (2011, 84) 
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retraumatization. It is not clear why some people experience, after threats and violent incidents, 

greater sensitization or desensitization. Various studies have found evidence for both effects 

among victims of violent crimes. One study found that women’s responses to victimization—

whether they became more or less sensitive to crime—were correlated with age, with younger 

women being more likely to become sensitized while older women became desensitized more 

often (Weinrath and Gartrell 1996). 

This “psychic numbing” has been invoked to explain otherwise puzzling apathy and complacency 

with regards to nuclear weapons that took hold among the American public even as nuclear 

stockpiles continued to grow larger and more destructive in the 1960s (Lifton 1982; Boyer 1984). 

A number of recent studies on the effectiveness (or lack thereof) of catastrophic imagery and 

language in public communication on climate change suggest that a common consequence of 

saturation of media and public discourse with doomsday scenarios is desensitization to these 

stimuli. “Fear-inducing representations”, one study found, while greatly effective at drawing 

attention to the issue, tends to produce feelings of hopelessness and fatalism unconducive to 

positive action required to ameliorate the problem (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009). 

In a series of confidential interviews with South Korean policy analysts and scholars based in 

Seoul, as well as in various conversations with highly educated but non-expert men and women in 

Seoul over the course of November 2016, it became apparent to me that alongside the behavior 

adjustment described above, there operates some level of desensitization to the threat of all-out 

war and, consequently, massive levels of death and destruction.  

I also find evidence of desensitization in general public and officials’ attitudes toward and 

participation in civil defense exercises, conducted regularly in the country. Every year, civil 
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defense authorities conduct shelter-in-place activities, with mandatory universal participation 

across all major cities. Citizens are instructed to interrupt their daily activities, seek refuge in the 

nearest shelter, safely park and abandon their cars in designated area. Those I interviewed in Seoul, 

most of whom specialize in issues of war and peace, could not identify the shelter nearest their 

home or office. Most admitted that they, and everyone they know, plainly ignore the exercises and 

go about their day.199 One interviewee, a former ROK Army Officer with the Korean Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, called the drills “a joke.”200  

Judging from this admittedly limited sample, it also does not seem that this attitude stems from a 

sense that the risk is insubstantial. Virtually all interviewees acknowledged, voluntarily or when 

prompted, that there is a real risk of a confrontation between the North and the South escalating to 

an all-out war or a limited exchange that includes conventional, chemical, or even nuclear attacks 

against Seoul.201 Attitudes toward civil defense did not seem to vary with perceptions of risk but 

were instead almost uniformly dismissive. 

Indifference toward civil defense activities also does not seem to stem from the view that 

emergency preparedness is entirely ineffective, though many interviewees did express skepticism. 

When asked if they would consider evacuating (or telling their families to evacuate) Seoul in case 

                                                        
199 A few reported remembering participating in school, when participation was enforced. 
200 Confidential interview #5, Nov 16 2016. 
201  The interviewees’ subjective evaluations of the risk varied substantially, but a few patterns were 
discernable. First, perceptions of risk appear lower among South Koreans than in the American media, 
which, some subjects remarked, suffers from alarmism. Second, perceptions of risk are lower among the 
young and among those on the left. Third, even many of those confident that North Korea would not initiate 
a preemptive or bolt-out-of-the-blue attack against the South and that it would not use nuclear weapons 
against South Korean civilians worried about conventional attacks following inadvertent escalation. Only 
one interviewee, the youngest in my sample, judged the likelihood of all-out war to be close to zero, and 
that of a nuclear attack against civilians to be negligible. “We’re immune” they noted. 
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of a looming conflict, interviewees said they had not considered it or would not do it, though they 

expect many would. One interviewee, a junior civil servant in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

noted having been instructed of evacuation plans for their office, but could not readily recall where 

and how to proceed in the event of an emergency, and expressed doubts about the practicability of 

such plans.202 A young researcher at a defense think tank with ties to the Ministry of Defense 

expressed similar views. Asked about civil defense preparedness, the interviewee laughed. During 

drills, they said, the staff at the think tank simply go about their day—in their otherwise highly 

security-minded work environment.203 The interviewee was also not aware (or likely did not 

readily recall) that many of the capital’s subways doubled as bomb shelters (see figure 19).  

An informal hypothesis suggested by one of the interviewees was that Korean desensitization 

manifests itself in a higher baseline perception of threat, but one which therefore requires more 

effort to move or provoke behavioral responses. Because Americans have a lower baseline, 

changes in North Korean capabilities or behavior appear more threatening and dramatic. This is 

an interesting possibility.  

 

 

 

                                                        
202 Confidential interview # 10. Nov 23 2016, Seoul, South Korea. 
203 Confidential interview # 2. Nov 17 2016, Seoul, South Korea. 
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Figure 19. City Hall Subway Station, Seoul, South Korea, November 2016. 

 

More evidence for the desensitization thesis comes from local responses to mounting tensions 

between Kim Jong Un and Donald Trump in 2017-2018, during which common citizens were 

reported to be actively seeking out information about their local shelters. This reaction appears to 

have been short-lived, resembling reactions from previous episodes of intense crisis in the last two 
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decades. 204  Despite brief rekindling of interest in civil defense after crises 205 , reported 

participation in civil defense exercises has steadily decreased over time.206 A recent report by the 

Asan Institute concluded that despite a vast network of shelters in Seoul, most of the remainder of 

the country—including the new administrative region in Sejong City and major cities like Busan—

is vastly underserved and underprotected (Kim et al. 2018). This reflects the decreased interest in 

civil defense since the 1980s, when most of these cities outside the Seoul metro area came into 

being, but also the continued prioritization of Seoul over all other areas of the country, a conclusion 

supported by the pattern of deployment of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) 

system dedicated to the exclusive protection of Seoul. 

Another mechanism posited to explain psychic numbing, and which may help explain the neglect 

of emergency preparedness and passive defense in South Korea, as well as other countries that 

have faced the prospect of devastation (see chapters 3 and 4) relates to a particular type of cognitive 

bias. Limiting damage may appear harder, or be harder to justify, as the size of the at-risk 

population grows larger. As Paul Slovic notes in summarizing findings from various studies on 

life-saving interventions in public policy, “the proportion of lives saved often carries more weight 

than the number of lives saved when people evaluate interventions... there would be more support 

for saving 80% of 100 lives at risk than for saving 20% of 1,000 lives at risk.” (2007, 85, emphases 

                                                        
204 One interviewee noted a spark in interest in civil defense, and security more broadly, among young 
Koreans following the North Korean shelling of Yongpeon in 2010. Confidential interview #7 Nov 21 2016. 
205 News 1 Korea. “About 10,000 civilians missed civil defense training. Jul 1st 2015. [지난해 민방위교육 

미이수한 서울시민 1 만명 육박]. Available at: http://news1.kr/articles/?2308704. Accessed Feb 1 2018. 
206 See Korean e-Nara index. “Current Status of Civil Defense Personnel Organization in the last 10 

years” [최근 10년간 민방위대원 편성현황]  Available at: 
http://www.index.go.kr/potal/main/EachDtlPageDetail.do?idx_cd=1630. Accessed May 1 2018. 
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added). Slovic attributes this to the prevalence of emotional/affective reasoning in such judgments, 

in which the number of lives saved—often incomprehensibly large numbers—conveys little affect 

but the proportion saved carries much feeling: 80% is clearly “good” and 20% is “poor.” In other 

words, as cities grow larger and military threats grow more daunting, the appetite for damage 

limitation in the form of civil defense may decrease even if those measures have the potential to 

save millions of lives. The evidence discussed in chapters 3 and 4 lends some support to this 

proposition, as we see that more concentrated countries have been less likely to adopt a series of 

damage limitation policies, and that officials often frame the expected costs of war not in terms of 

the absolute numbers, but proportions.  

A larger sample of interviews or perhaps a survey would be required to determine whether these 

patterns hold among the broader foreign policy elite community and the mass public in the country, 

and a lot more would be necessary to investigate and parse out these possible explanations. This 

is a fertile topic for future research. 
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Chapter VI. Conclusion 

 

6.1 Summary of Findings and Contributions 

In the preceding chapters I argued that the vulnerability of cities to modern warfare has had a 

profound, if often indirect and hard to measure, impact on how policy-makers think about and 

practice national security. In an age of urban societies, industrial and post-industrial economies, 

airplanes, high explosives, and weapons of mass destruction, the prospect of interstate war evokes 

images of mass urban destruction and chaos: bombs and rockets felling buildings, urbanites fleeing 

their homes for the countryside, streets turned into trenches, and, for some, mushroom clouds 

announcing the deaths of tens of thousands of innocent civilians and the razing of entire city 

blocks. As a general rule, leaders want to avoid having such fate befall the cities on which their 

countries now so heavily rely. 

I further argued that some countries are more affected by this vulnerability than others, with much 

of this variation being determined by how urbanized these societies are but also, and even more 

importantly, by the geographic distribution of this urbanization. All else equal, countries with 

greater degrees of urban concentration—where much of the nation’s urban population and wealth 

is concentrated in very few places—are more vulnerable to external threats and can expect wars to 

be costlier.  

An exploration of the vulnerability of cities and the potentially negative side-effects of 
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urbanization and urban concentration is in itself an important corrective to the conventional 

wisdom in International Relations, that, usually implicitly, treats cities as solely resources 

buttressing state capabilities. 

In chapter 2, I expanded on this idea to build upon a long tradition of theories founded on, formally 

or informally, an “expected-utility” understanding of why states fight wars: leaders choose 

violence when the expected benefits outweigh the expected costs. Using data on the urban 

geography of countries since 1945 and their conflict behavior, I showed that more urban-

concentrated countries start fewer conflicts and are more likely to bow out of crises. Because of 

the difficulties associated with demonstrating the operation of the causal mechanism at play, I 

offered both tentative causal-process evidence (in that chapter as well as in the subsequent ones) 

and a variety of statistical tests that point specifically to the operation of my expected-costs 

explanation. I also showed that in crises states seem to respond to both their own level of 

concentration and that of their rivals. These patterns hold even when accounting for a number of 

possible confounders, of which there are many due to the nature of urban geography. By explicitly 

theorizing the expected costs of wars—a crucial factor that is usually treated as a given—and 

offering an empirical treatment that shows how variation therein affects state behavior and 

international outcomes, this manuscript makes a substantial contribution to one of the dominant 

strands in International Security scholarship. I also offered some evidence that expectations 

regarding the costs of conflict before hostilities begin likely play only a limited role in explaining 

the course or outcome of wars once they get under way. 

In chapters 3 and 4, I extended the argument about the relationship between the destructiveness of 

modern war and the particular vulnerability of cities to focus on a specific technology, nuclear 
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weapons. While the theory presented here has broad applicability, its salience is perhaps uniquely 

felt when nuclear weapons are involved. I argued that just as cities are especially vulnerable to 

nuclear weapons, it is the fact that states care so much about the fate of cities that gives nuclear 

weapons their distinctive shine.  

However, as in previous chapters, I argued that the degree to which states worry and the strategies 

they adopt in response are heavily affected by how concentrated a country’s urban population is. 

States that are more highly concentrated understandably view nuclear war as an all-or-nothing 

proposition and accordingly conceive of nuclear strategy as fulfilling a singular function of 

deterring existential threats. Countries that are less concentrated, on the other hand, may or may 

not take a more optimistic—some would say sanguine—view of the consequences of nuclear war, 

possibly envisioning scenarios of limited war that do not necessarily end with the utter destruction 

of their society. Leaders in such countries can convince themselves, their publics, and their rivals, 

that nuclear war is survivable and perhaps winnable, that nuclear weapons can therefore be used 

for goals other than preventing war. High concentration is sufficient to explain restrained 

deterrence policies, while low concentration is necessary but not sufficient for more ambitious and 

aggressive nuclear postures. For the latter countries, considerations of relative vulnerability also 

take on a larger importance, as they greatly influence expectations of who would “come out on 

top” in the event of a war, as much as or even more so than considerations of relative capabilities. 

As the qualitative and quantitative analyses in these chapters show, this is a parsimonious theory 

with a great amount of explanatory and predictive power in its own right, but also one that plays 

well with others, as it specifies the conditions under which other variables will be necessary to 

explain variation and when they will be unnecessary. 
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These chapters also help settle long-standing debates about nuclear weapons and the existence or 

meaning of the so-called nuclear revolution, clearly specifying the conditions under which the 

revolutionary effects of nuclear weapons and the behaviors postulated by the proponents of this 

interpretation are expected to obtain.  

Both with regard to decisions to use force and considerations of nuclear strategy, I show that some 

of the same dynamics that affect considerations of capabilities or intent can affect perceptions of 

vulnerability (or of others’ perceptions of their own vulnerability). State have incentives to 

misrepresent, and to manipulate the interaction to minimize one’s own vulnerability while 

exploiting their rival’s. Additionally, the calculations of cost and risk highlighted here are often 

shaped by cognitive, affective, ideological, and political factors, but urban geography seems to 

exert a powerful and consistent independent effect. Rather than suggest that states optimize their 

national security policies with an eye to their objectively understood level of concentration, in 

perfectly rational fashion, urban geography broadly shapes the expectations of costs associated 

with military conflict, defining the conditions of possibility for both public discourse and political 

action. Depending on the direness of a country’s geographic situation, geography can be either 

very constraining, limiting the options available for policymakers, or quite permissive, allowing 

human creativity to roam free, and for other factors to play a larger role in determining the policies 

states adopt. This offers a different way of thinking about geography in international relations and 

contributes to our understanding of the structural factors that shape national and international 

security. It implies a powerful causal role for geography and for structure without falling prey to 

structural or geographic determinism. 

This project also has larger implications for grand-theoretic debates in International Relations. I 
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show that perceptions of vulnerability as a consequence of urban concentration do not, as a general 

rule, promote predatory behavior, but may instead engender caution, inhibition, or even 

cooperative behavior. In other words, against the expectations of some IR theorists, states have 

responded to increased vulnerability by avoiding conflict, not seeking it out. Cases of tragically 

self-defeating reactions to vulnerability identified by some realists appear to be notable exceptions 

rather than the rule. This does not, and cannot, settle debates about the nature of state motivations 

and the optimal or modal response to vulnerability, but offers a path for future research into other 

sources of vulnerability and their effects on state behavior. It is surely possible that other sources 

of vulnerability prompt more aggressive policies, or that state responses to vulnerability are 

modulated by third factors such as external geography, the offense-defense balance, or the 

distribution of capabilities at the system or local levels. For example, states may respond 

aggressively to increased vulnerability when they are powerful enough to overwhelm rivals 

without fear of reprisal. To investigate any of these possibilities, we need conceptual frameworks 

that effectively distinguish between, on one hand, vulnerability, and, on the other, capabilities and 

threats, which IR theories often fail to do. This manuscript, in chapter 1 and throughout, tries to 

offer such a conceptual framework, which will hopefully prove useful for others. 

In chapter 5, I looked at other ways state may respond to these vulnerabilities, namely trying to 

eliminate or mitigate them, or turning a blind eye. I showed that while leaders have often exhibited 

great concern for the national-security downsides of excessive urban concentration, policies 

relating to cities and their management have largely been driven by concerns with the social and 

political stability or regime-security downsides and the political and economic upsides of 

concentration. I also suggested that a final potential response to vulnerability, the anxieties it 
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produces, and the frustration that comes with not being able to alter it, is to forget about it, or 

become desensitized to it. This can be a conscious or unconscious process; an involuntary coping 

mechanism or a deliberate strategy to deal with an uncomfortable situation. While it has the upside 

of allowing one to go about their day without constant worry and despair, desensitization or denial 

carry with them the danger of complacency, resignation, and inaction; luxuries that some countries 

may not be able to afford and that may prove disastrous in the long run. 

 

6.2 National and International Security in the Century of Megacities 

This manuscript has focused largely on large-scale interstate conflict and nuclear strategy, topics 

that have gained new urgency in light of recent developments that raise the specter of conflict and 

force leaders, policy experts, and publics, in the United States and elsewhere, to again confront the 

risks of mass devastation reaching their cities. But the theory also has implications for how we 

think about national responses to new security challenges (space, cyber) and also not-so-new ones 

(terrorism). In fact, concerns regarding the vulnerability of cities ballooned in the aftermath of 

September 11 and the subsequent Anthrax scare, which highlighted the threat from non-state actors 

using non-conventional means (e.g. Savitch 2008; Coaffee 2009). There is now a budding field of 

research on “urban resilience” in the face of new challenges related to natural disasters, crime, and 

economic shocks (see Meerow et al. 2016).  

Urban warfare is also increasingly a dominant topic in the academic and policy research on 

counterinsurgency and sub-state violence (e.g. Buhaug and Urdal 2013; Kilcullen 2013; Adamson 

2015; Konaev and Spencer 2018). There is a lot of work to be done to understand how new 
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technologies and non-state actors affect perceptions of the vulnerability of urban centers, and how 

urbanization and urban geography affect subnational and transnational violence. But there is also 

ample reason to believe that international security more traditionally defined, and interstate 

conflict in particular, will also become more urban-centric in the 21st century. Trends in the 

development of global mega-cities will likely have profound impacts on strategy and national 

security policies. These increasingly critical nodes of economic and political power will remain 

important sources of capabilities and vulnerabilities, sites of conflict, and targets for coercion. A 

greater understanding of the relationship between cities and security will likely prove increasingly 

important for explaining international politics as well as formulating state strategies to reduce the 

risk of war and to achieve other foreign-policy goals. Hopefully this manuscript can make a 

contribution toward both endeavors. 

To end, a positive note. The prospect of war being visited on major cities is not a happy one, but 

this manuscript offers some cause for optimism. As I have shown here, while states have continued 

to compete for power and security, capitalizing on differentials in urban vulnerability for political 

gain, they have also generally reacted to their own increased vulnerability by becoming more 

cautious and restrained. The prospect of great urban death and destruction may well work to 

produce an urban peace.
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