
CHAPTER

The preceding chapter identifies factors that, individually or
in combination, might motivate countries to revisit their earlier decisions
to forgo a nuclear weapons capability. Some of those factors (regional
rivalries, conventional force imbalances) played critical roles in certain
past decisions to acquire nuclear weapons (in the cases of Israel and Pak-
istan, for example). Another factor—the preeminent international role of
the United States—exerts such a pervasive overall influence on interna-
tional affairs today that it is reasonable to assume that it will also have a
specific impact on national attitudes toward the nuclear option. Still
other factors, such as the erosion of the international nonproliferation
regime, have been cited by countries themselves as considerations that
will weigh significantly in their national debates.

In theory, these and other possible factors could apply to a wide range
of countries in different regions of the world. But nuclear proliferation
does not occur in theory. It occurs in individual countries, in specific
international and domestic circumstances, and with particular persons
and organizations making discrete decisions.

Without reference to individual cases, it is impossible to make confident
predictions about which trends or developments might bring the world to
a proliferation “tipping point.” Factors assumed in the abstract to be
influential in future nuclear choices may turn out to have little or no
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impact in specific countries. In multilateral nonproliferation debates, for
example, the assertion is frequently made that progress by Russia and
the United States in reducing their nuclear arsenals—in accordance with
their obligations under article 6 of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT)—will reduce the likelihood of non-nuclear weapons states decid-
ing to obtain nuclear weapons of their own. But looking at the states that
acquired nuclear weapons since the NPT was signed (India, Israel, Pak-
istan) or states that have actively sought them (Iraq, Iran, North Korea),
it is hard to make the argument that any of them were influenced by the
levels of U.S. or Soviet or Russian nuclear forces.

Advocates on opposing sides of some current security policy debates
have argued that their preferred approach would reduce incentives for
additional states to seek nuclear weapons or other weapons of mass
destruction (WMD). Proponents of missile defenses, for example, claim
that effective defenses would diminish the perceived utility of small,
WMD-armed ballistic missile forces and would therefore discourage
countries from pursuing such forces in the first place. Deployment of
missile defenses, they contend, could also give U.S. friends and allies
some protection against missile attacks from their neighbors and therefore
reduce their incentives to acquire independent deterrent capabilities of
their own. Opponents of missile defenses, however, argue that U.S.
deployment of defenses would encourage countries that feel threatened by
the United States not only to acquire WMD-armed ballistic missiles but
also to expand that capability to the point where they were confident of
being able to penetrate the defenses.

Similar arguments are put forward about the Bush administration’s
increased emphasis on preemptive military attacks in its national security
strategy. Critics of the Bush security doctrine assert that it will give
countries that see the United States as a potential enemy a much
stronger incentive to acquire WMD—and to do so quickly and surrepti-
tiously to avoid detection and preemption. Advocates of the new doctrine
maintain that advertising a greater U.S. readiness to use force against
emerging WMD programs will persuade would-be possessors of non-
conventional military capabilities that going down the WMD path
would be very risky.

Such arguments cannot be settled in the abstract. To understand
whether missile defenses and the new security doctrine will encourage or
discourage proliferation, it is necessary to examine how those factors
affect the perceptions and behavior of specific states. It may turn out that
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they discourage (or encourage) proliferation in some states but not others.
Or it may be that their impact is negligible.

So to evaluate the likelihood that states that had previously chosen to
renounce nuclear weapons will reconsider their choices, it is not enough
to speculate about the kinds of pressures or developments that could the-
oretically trigger such a reconsideration in a large and diverse group of
countries. It is also essential to consider the extent to which such theo-
retical triggers, as well as other factors unique to those countries, are
likely to have an impact in the specific circumstances surrounding indi-
vidual countries. Therefore, before drawing conclusions about prospects
for reaching a proliferation tipping point—and about the policies that
could be adopted to slow or arrest movement toward such a tipping
point—it is necessary to concentrate on specific countries in considerable
detail. But which countries?

Since a key purpose of this study is to learn what might induce nuclear
abstainers to reconsider their abstention, it makes little sense to look at
non-NPT countries that have acquired nuclear weapons (India, Israel,
and Pakistan) or at countries that joined the NPT cynically with the
intention to seek nuclear weapons clandestinely (Iran, Iraq, North
Korea, and, less notoriously, Libya).

In order to assess the durability—or fragility—of the nuclear non-
proliferation regime, it is especially useful to focus on states that have
refrained from pursuing nuclear weapons for an extended period of
time. Therefore states that only made decisions to renounce nuclear
weapons relatively recently—in the last ten to fifteen years—are not
examined in this study. That includes South Africa (which built nuclear
weapons but gave them up on the eve of majority rule when Cuban
proxy forces for the Soviet Union no longer posed a threat), Argentina and
Brazil (which had active nuclear weapons development programs but
abandoned them with the transition from military to civilian govern-
ments), and Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine (which found themselves
with nuclear weapons on their territory when the USSR collapsed but
elected to send them to Russia and join the NPT as non-nuclear weapons
states). Examining abstainers of longer standing is probably a better test
of the tipping point phenomenon. In any event, the decisions of these
recent renouncers have been thoroughly studied in the nonproliferation
literature.

The cases that will be covered in the succeeding chapters are Egypt,
Germany, Japan, Saudi Arabia, South Korea, Syria, Taiwan, and Turkey.1
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All have formally forsworn nuclear weapons by adhering to the NPT and
accepting comprehensive International Atomic Energy Agency safe-
guards on their nuclear facilities. Their selection for this study does not
mean that none of them has ever given a thought to the nuclear option.
South Korea and Taiwan, for example, long ago had an active interest in
acquiring a nuclear capability, but they were pressured by the United
States to abandon such plans and have been compliant with the NPT
ever since. One or two others on this list may also have privately con-
templated the idea of obtaining nuclear weapons. But there are no indi-
cations that any of these states have violated their NPT obligations, and
their nuclear abstinence has lasted well over a quarter century.

It should be stressed that the inclusion in the study of the countries
listed above does not reflect a judgment that they are likely to reconsider
their earlier decisions and pursue nuclear weapons. Indeed, a number of
them seem very unlikely to entertain any doubts about their non-nuclear
status. Moreover, their selection does not mean that they are the only
good examples of long-standing nuclear abstainers in the world today. A
substantial number of other non-nuclear weapons states could also have
been included but were not, largely for reasons of time and space.

The ones listed above were chosen because their particular cases can
shed light on some of the critical factors likely to influence nuclear deci-
sionmaking in the years ahead. Most of these countries (Japan, Saudi
Arabia, South Korea, Syria, and Turkey) are neighbors of the so-called
rogue states that have actively sought nuclear weapons. Several (Ger-
many, Japan, South Korea, and Turkey) are formal treaty allies of the
United States. In a substantial number of the countries (Egypt, Germany,
Saudi Arabia, and South Korea), uncertainties and strains have recently
emerged in their long-standing, close relationships with the United
States. Some (Egypt, Syria, and Taiwan) are neighbors and rivals of exist-
ing nuclear weapons powers. In a few (Germany and Japan), historical
considerations have made the acquisition of nuclear weapons a taboo. In
a number of the countries (Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey), there could
be political changes in coming years that might significantly alter the
domestic environment in which important decisions about national secu-
rity are taken. Several countries (Germany, Japan, and probably South
Korea and Taiwan) have the technical and industrial capacity to produce
nuclear weapons in a short period of time, while others either will lack the
technical infrastructure to produce nuclear weapons indigenously for the
foreseeable future (Saudi Arabia) or would be able to produce nuclear
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weapons indigenously only with substantial external assistance and over
a prolonged period of time (Egypt, Syria, and Turkey).

While these countries differ in significant ways, including in the likeli-
hood that they will reconsider their renunciation of nuclear weapons and
in the factors that might motivate them to reconsider, they are alike in one
ominous respect: if any one of these responsible citizens of the interna-
tional nonproliferation regime chooses to rethink its nuclear future and to
acquire nuclear weapons, the regime itself will be in serious trouble.
They are like the canary in the mineshaft whose death signals unsafe con-
ditions: if they go nuclear, the world will have taken a giant step toward
the tipping point.

The starting point for each of the case studies is the country’s original
renunciation of nuclear weapons. All of the countries examined in the suc-
ceeding chapters adhered to the NPT. But that single, formal act of
renunciation—that common denominator for the eight nuclear abstainers
covered in this study—hardly conveys the wide diversity among them in
the character and finality of their decisions to forswear nuclear weapons.
Understanding the particular circumstances surrounding each of the
renunciations is essential in order to evaluate prospects for rethinking
and altering those national choices in the future. The authors of the case
studies therefore look at a variety of questions:

—What were the main factors responsible for the formal renunciation
of a nuclear weapons capability? How did the external security environ-
ment look to decisionmakers? Did the country have alliance relation-
ships or other security ties that assured its security without resort to its
own nuclear capability?

—What role did external political factors play? Did the country
encounter pressures from foreign governments to renounce nuclear
weapons? Did it anticipate negative consequences internationally if it
pursued nuclear weapons?

—What role did domestic political factors play? Were there domestic
pressures (either from within the government or from the public) pushing
for or against acquiring nuclear weapons?

—Would it have been feasible for the country to achieve a nuclear
weapons capability at the time? Did it have the technical capacity and eco-
nomic resources to pursue an indigenous nuclear weapons program?
Could it have obtained the necessary materials and technologies from
foreign suppliers?

—What was the nature of the decisionmaking process? Was the ques-
tion of whether to acquire nuclear weapons formally and explicitly
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addressed? Was a conscious national decision made or was the matter
essentially deferred? Was adherence to the NPT the codification of a real
decision to forswear nuclear weapons or an expedient and temporizing
response to international pressures? 

—Was the decisionmaking process public or did deliberations take
place only privately within the government? Were the reasons for nuclear
renunciation clearly articulated, publicly or in private?

—Did the country renounce nuclear weapons conditionally or uncon-
ditionally? Were any such conditions implicit or explicit? Did the country
decide to hedge its renunciation by pursuing technical capabilities that
would keep the nuclear option open and shorten the interval between a
possible future decision to seek nuclear weapons and the realization of
that goal? Was any such hedging strategy a conscious one, explicitly dis-
cussed and decided?

—Was the question of whether to acquire nuclear weapons seen
within the country as “settled” at the time of formal renunciation or was
it seen as subject to future review and reconsideration?

While reviewing the original renunciation establishes an important
baseline for each of the countries, the heart of the case studies is the
examination of factors currently affecting the likelihood that those coun-
tries will revisit their earlier choices. The authors address factors—such as
those discussed in the preceding chapter—that may apply to a wide vari-
ety of countries. But they also look at conditions and developments
unique to the specific countries. They focus on changes that have
occurred since the original renunciations, both domestically and in the
international environment, and consider whether such changes will lead
decisionmakers to see the value of forswearing nuclear weapons in a new
light. Among the questions they address in their analysis are

—What is the country’s current technological and economic capacity to
produce nuclear weapons indigenously? Is it easier now than previously
for the country to acquire the needed materials and technology (and even
nuclear weapons) from foreign suppliers?

—How has the country’s international security environment changed?
How does it assess the military capabilities and intentions of its neighbors?
Does it look to the future with confidence or anxiety, and is an independ-
ent nuclear capability seen as relevant to its uncertainties and insecurities?

—Does the country believe it can count on the United States (or some
other country or alliance relationship) to help ensure its security? Are
bilateral relations with the United States changing, and how does that
affect the country’s calculations of its security requirements? What does
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it think about the more assertive U.S. national security strategy that is
emerging, and what are the perceived implications of that strategy for its
security?

—How do domestic political developments and trends affect the
country’s national security policies and choices? Who are the key deci-
sionmakers and which are the key institutions, and what is their attitude
toward acquiring nuclear weapons? Do old taboos and domestic support
for country-specific, WMD-related legal restrictions persist?

—How does the acquisition of nuclear weapons by other countries
(and the international response to such acquisition) affect the country’s
attitude toward having its own nuclear capability?

—How would a decision to reconsider the nuclear option be made:
through a public debate or by the government in private? 

—If the country decided to pursue a nuclear capability, would it pro-
ceed openly or covertly? Is it able to make substantial headway toward
such a capability without detection by the United States, the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency, or others? Would it decide to move as rap-
idly as possible to a weaponized capability, or would it adopt a hedging
strategy that kept its options open and shortened the lead time to a full
capability?

—Are there signs that the country has already decided to rethink
its nuclear abstinence or at least indications that some in the country
favor that?

In seeking answers to these questions, the authors of the case studies
face daunting methodological challenges. The most obvious one is finding
information about a country’s deliberations on the nuclear weapons
issue. The subject of nuclear weapons is inherently sensitive, not just the
technical aspects of building them but also the policy discussions sur-
rounding them. When it comes to the matter of nuclear weapons, all gov-
ernments—even democracies accustomed to sharing vast amounts of
information with their publics—adopt highly restrictive procedures to
prevent all but a small and tightly controlled circle of officials from
attending meetings and having access to records.2

Related to the challenge of secrecy is the difficulty of obtaining infor-
mation that reliably reflects a government’s actual thinking and inten-
tions. A government that is seriously thinking about pursuing a nuclear
weapons capability will be extremely reluctant to share that information
with anyone; it will almost always want to adhere to the public line that
its policy has not changed and that it has no intention of acquiring nuclear
weapons. Somewhat more candor might be expected from governments
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in talking about the factors that could, in the future, motivate them to
rethink their non-nuclear status. But even in discussing such factors, gov-
ernments may sometimes be inclined to use the opportunity to serve par-
ticular policy goals rather than to illuminate what may actually be
driving them. For example, in the interest of discouraging a conventional
arms buildup by a neighbor or of encouraging deeper nuclear reductions
by the United States and Russia, a government may declare that it might
be compelled to pursue its own nuclear capability if its neighbor does not
stop acquiring arms or if the two leading nuclear powers do not accept fur-
ther cuts in their nuclear arsenals. Of course, such factors may well have
some bearing on the government’s thinking about a nuclear weapons
capability; but the purpose of making such statements is often less to
reveal that thinking than to influence the policies of other governments.

While secrecy and misleading explanations may make it hard to find
adequate, reliable information about a government’s policy toward
reconsidering its nuclear abstention, a more complicated challenge arises
when a government does not have a policy toward nuclear reconsidera-
tion, secret or otherwise. In an area as sensitive and controversial as
nuclear weapons, it is not surprising that governments will be hesitant to
focus on their nuclear options, at least in a formal manner. Individual
leaders or groups within a government may have given some thought to
the problem but not seen any need to confide in others. Until a jarring
development occurs that forces senior officials to react, attitudes toward
revisiting the nuclear option may remain inchoate.

The authors of the succeeding chapters have done their best to address
these challenges. They have exhaustively reviewed the available litera-
ture, sought the release from governments of previously unavailable
information, and where feasible and promising, conducted extensive
interviews. In pursuing interviews, the authors have cast their nets widely
by talking not only to incumbent government officials but also to former
officials, opposition leaders, scholars, journalists, and other knowledge-
able sources. Where the promise of anonymity would facilitate franker dis-
cussions, the authors agreed to rules of nonattribution.  

On the basis of their analysis, the authors attempt to draw a number
of conclusions. First, they seek to identify the factors likely to be most
influential in motivating the country they have studied to revisit its earlier
decision to forgo nuclear weapons. An important consideration, in this
regard, is whether the most influential factors are peculiar to that country
(for example, the ascendancy of a particular domestic political group or the
shedding of a national taboo) or potentially important in a significant
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number of countries (such as the acquisition of nuclear weapons by
rogue states or the erosion of nonproliferation norms). If the former, the
decision by a state to reconsider its nuclear renunciation is more likely to
be an isolated phenomenon without wider implications for proliferation
worldwide. If the latter, it is more likely to be an indication of what
might become a broader and more dangerous trend, with countries
marching toward the tipping point together.

Second, the authors assess the likelihood that the countries they have
examined will decide to pursue a nuclear weapons capability, either as
soon as possible or through a hedging strategy. Obviously, those assess-
ments are highly speculative, not just because of the methodological dif-
ficulties noted above, but also because those decisions would depend on
future conditions and events we cannot predict. But with all the obvious
caveats, those assessments—by focusing on a critical category of states
that has not received sufficient attention and that constitutes one of the
last lines of defense of the international nonproliferation regime—can
give us a much better appreciation of the dimensions of today’s global pro-
liferation challenge.

Third, drawing on their analysis of the factors most likely to kindle
interest in acquiring nuclear weapons in the states they examined, the
authors outline policies that the United States and other members of the
international community could pursue to reduce the likelihood that
those states will reverse their earlier decisions and seek nuclear weapons.
With most policy analysis in the WMD field concentrating in recent years
on stopping and containing the nuclear and other WMD ambitions of
countries like Iran, Iraq, Libya, and North Korea, this focus on trying to
prevent the nuclear abstainers from approaching the proliferation tip-
ping point can fill a critical policy void.

Notes
1. Taiwan, as the “Republic of China,” signed the NPT on July 1, 1968, and

deposited an instrument of ratification on January 27, 1970. Since then, the
United States and most other NPT parties have recognized the People’s Republic
of China as the sole legal government of China. Nonetheless, the authorities on
Taiwan state that they will continue to abide by the provisions of the treaty, and
the United States and other NPT parties regard them as bound by its obligations.

2. For a discussion of the difficulties of obtaining reliable information on nuclear
decisionmaking, see Ariel E. Levite, “Never Say Never Again; Nuclear Reversal
Revisited,” International Security, vol. 27, no. 3 (Winter 2002–03), pp. 61–66.
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