
CHAPTER

For nearly half a century, a central aspect of U.S. diplomacy
and national security strategy has been to prevent the spread of nuclear
weapons. Over the last decade, this pursuit has focused primarily on
stopping unsavory regimes such as North Korea, Iran, and Iraq from
acquiring or developing a nuclear capability; and after September 11,
there was new urgency to stop terrorists from getting their hands on such
destructive power. Yet, for all the attention given these usual suspects,
there has been remarkably little consideration of another class of future
potential proliferators: those states that in the past chose to forgo the
nuclear option but, for a variety of reasons, could now revisit that deci-
sion and pursue a nuclear capability.1 Today there is a real risk that the
concerted diplomatic efforts during and since the cold war aimed at
slowing, halting, or reversing nuclear proliferation may be starting to
unravel—this time involving so-called responsible states that decades ago
decided against developing a nuclear capacity.

Countries such as Egypt, Germany, Japan, Saudi Arabia, South Korea,
Syria, Taiwan, and Turkey have all been mainstays in the non-nuclear
club even while some of them quietly flirted with nuclear weapons in the
past. However, usually a combination of security guarantees, domestic
politics, and international pressure was enough to dissuade them from
pursuing the nuclear course—in the simplest terms, the potential costs
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outweighed the perceived benefits. But much has changed that could
upset the delicate balance of incentives and disincentives that were so
laboriously put in place during and after the cold war. There have been
rapid changes in the international system, and there are now major new
sources of global upheaval and uncertainty: the now-distant end of a
bipolar, “stable” global environment in which security guarantees were a
central part of the U.S.-Soviet standoff; emergence of the new nuclear
states of India and Pakistan; the dominant preeminence of American
power and concerns about the future strategic direction of the United
States; weak and potentially failed states and havens of lawlessness and
volatility throughout an arc of instability from South America to Africa,
the Caucasus, and Southeast Asia; and new threats from terrorists with
global reach. 

Each of the states named above has experienced enormous domestic
changes, and for many, the surrounding regional situation or larger inter-
national environment has become less stable and, in some cases, more
ominous. For instance, talk of a nuclear option was virtually unthinkable
in Japan a decade ago, but there has been, more recently, a rising chorus
of commentators both in and out of government that publicly supports
open debate around the highly contentious matter of Japan’s potential
nuclear future. It would be an exaggeration to suggest that a collection of
comments and opinion pieces indicates a nuclear program on the horizon,
but it would also be imprudent to rule out a future with more nuclear
powers without more careful study and examination.

The potential for nuclear proliferation among states that had for-
merly forsworn the option deserves study and attention from U.S. poli-
cymakers; it is timely to consider what collection of incentives—or
erosion of disincentives—might provoke a country now placed squarely
in the non-nuclear camp to reconsider its nuclear options. Identifying
the potential factors that could lead to a new round of proliferation
among these countries should now be seen as a critical new component
of American intelligence collection and analysis, preventative diplomacy,
and U.S. decisionmaking on issues ranging from national strategy to
public diplomacy.2

Five Factors to Consider for Future Nuclear Proliferation

What specific conditions would inspire a country to retreat from a well-
established, non-nuclear national identity in favor of an arsenal that
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includes atomic devices and the means for their delivery? The most likely
case would probably involve several circumstances interacting and rein-
forcing each other in complex ways. Five key international and domestic
factors that could lead to a reversal in a country’s nuclear posture are

—a change in the direction of U.S. foreign and security policy,
—a breakdown of the global nuclear nonproliferation regime,
—the erosion of regional or global security,
—domestic imperatives, and
—increasing availability of technology.
Of course, no one single feature of the new strategic landscape may give

one great pause; instead, the various ways multiple factors might accu-
mulate and reinforce one another will account for many of the new dan-
gers. For example, there have always been terrorist groups, but there has
never before been the simultaneous concentration of terrorist groups
with global reach, the diffusion of bomb design information, and the
possibility of unaccounted nuclear material from the former Soviet
Union.3 Another example is the increasing ease with which a country like
Pakistan can miniaturize a nuclear device with assistance from China
and place it on top of a ballistic missile purchased from North Korea. This
type of transnational trade in weapons of mass destruction and related
technologies is a growing development and one that can exponentially
increase the threat of nuclear proliferation.4 These technical and regional
factors coincide with an unstable international period, in which there are
concerns about the direction of U.S. foreign policy and anxieties about the
sustainability of the global nonproliferation regime. (For example, the
apparent international nonchalance in the matter of North Korea’s
brazen flouting of the International Atomic Energy Agency mandate
could be viewed as a symptom of the regime unraveling.)

Direction of U.S. Foreign and Security Policy

Perhaps the most important ingredient in a new international calcula-
tion of the attractiveness—or perceived necessity—of acquiring nuclear
weapons is the question of the future direction of U.S. foreign and secu-
rity policy. For decades U.S. friends and allies—such as Japan, South
Korea, Taiwan, Germany, Egypt, and others—have come to depend on
several aspects of American policy when making calculations about their
own security and the question of forswearing nuclear weapons. These
aspects include the stability of the American nuclear deterrent and U.S.
security guarantees; U.S. rhetorical commitment to, active pursuit of,

20 K U RT  M . C A M P B E L L

02 1330-4 chap2  5/20/04  1:08 PM  Page 20

EB 7Q B N D 8K P , =ES P PB :B K ABN EB N 7Q B N 1EK B BA PBA ?S 5QNP 6 1 I ?B BP 0NKK D
4 P PQP K 8NB 8NK QB P 3?KK 1B PN EPP , B?KK B PN NKMQB P KI ? KPP DE I ABP P K .AK 42-

1NB PBA CNKI KPP DE I K   , ,

1
K

SN
DE

PT
0

NK
K

D
4

PP
QP

K
8

NB
/

ND
EP

NB
BN

RB
A



and participation in global non-proliferation policies and regimes; Amer-
ican restraint in publicly contemplating the use of nuclear weapons, par-
ticularly against a state that does not possess weapons of mass
destruction; and U.S. commitments not to decouple U.S. security from that
of its allies through the development of defensive systems. A number of
recent developments may suggest directional changes in some of these
areas. And indeed, it is precisely the anxieties associated with such new
directions in American security policy that potentially could spur some
serious reconsideration of formerly forsworn nuclear options. 

Many in the international community perceive that the United States
has made a major change in its approach to deterrence, in favor of pre-
emption and preventive war. They see evidence for this in the 2002
Nuclear Posture Review, the 2002 U.S. National Security Strategy, and
U.S. policies toward Iraq.5 Coupled with the U.S. desire (however justified
in some cases) to jettison cold war–era agreements such as the Anti-
Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, this perception leads some to conclude
that U.S. policy has become more unilateralist and focused on U.S.-only
concerns, to the exclusion of its global commitments and responsibili-
ties.6 While the real impact of these relatively recent impressions is yet to
be determined, a sense of U.S. drift away from its allies and an interna-
tionalist foreign policy (real or perceived) may cause some countries—
mostly those who have traditionally relied on U.S. security commitments
to provide an ultimate guarantee against attack—to question the stability
of their own security situation. Current U.S. security commitments in
Europe and Japan are still grounded in the viability and consistency of the
U.S. nuclear umbrella. But questions about American commitment to
security alliances and partners are sharply on the rise, and as a hedge
against increasing U.S. unpredictability, it is possible that countries
would develop nuclear arsenals to fulfill regional and international secu-
rity goals.

U.S.-German relations, for example, suffered major—and potentially
permanent—rifts over the recent war in Iraq, and there is a widespread
perception in Germany that the United States has made major changes to
its approach to foreign and security policy.7 It is not inconceivable that an
eventual distance between the two countries—no longer standing side-by-
side in a life-or-death struggle against the Soviets—would have emerged
in any case. But there is little doubt that recent events have created a
great deal of bad feeling on both sides. Perhaps exacerbating a perception
that the United States is drifting away from Germany is the removal of a
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substantial number of American troops from German soil. However sen-
sible militarily, the timing could contribute to the impression that the
United States is “leaving” Germany in a much larger and more purpose-
ful sense.8 In the near term, Germany is looking toward Europe for its
security future to a much greater degree than in the past. Today, Ger-
many’s non-nuclear status is virtually ingrained in its political and foreign
policy cultures, and most current commentators think it extremely
unlikely that a serious movement could emerge in Germany to reconsider
proudly held non-nuclear credentials. Yet it is reasonable to ask how sus-
tainable is a situation in which Germany relies on a French or British
nuclear deterrent as its ultimate security guarantee. 

Relations between South Korea and the United States are also
strained. Disagreements over how to handle North Korea, accidents
involving U.S. troops and Korean civilians, anti-American demonstra-
tions, and differences over the timing of moving U.S. forces away from the
Demilitarized Zone have introduced a substantial irritant into the
U.S.–South Korean alliance.9 On the one hand, there is appreciation for
the role that the United States has played in defending South Korea and
the need for U.S. forces to continue deterring the North. On the other
hand, there is a desire for greater autonomy and independence, as well as
an abiding suspicion (fifty years of evidence notwithstanding) of eventual
abandonment by the United States.10 It is certainly conceivable that
Korea could begin to feel so uncertain or resentful of the United States that
it would seek a way to guarantee its security without the U.S. umbrella. 

It is worth pointing out that perceived U.S. unilateralism could cut
both ways. If U.S. actions are seen as necessary to cope with perceived
international security threats, such efforts could allay concerns of friends
and allies and demonstrate that the U.S. is willing to tackle tough security
problems. Strong action against North Korea, for example, will reassure
Asian friends, most notably Japan and South Korea. Still, predictability
over time is key—you never know when the unilateralism will break for
you or against you. So the United States must be careful to balance a
tough stance with international norms; even subtle changes in nuclear
doctrine and deployments can have dramatic unintended consequences
among U.S. allies and friends. 

U.S. rhetorical and policy commitment to the global nonproliferation
regime also has a significant impact on international confidence in the
regime and its ability to carry out its charter. Previous American adminis-
trations, both Republican and Democratic, have made the Nuclear Non-
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Proliferation Treaty (NPT) a centerpiece of U.S. strategy to prevent the
spread of nuclear weapons. More recently, however, there has been a per-
ception that the Unites States is retreating from its historic emphasis on this
international regime.11

Another key issue is the potential development by the United States of
new nuclear weapons and renewed underground nuclear testing. The
NPT provides that non-nuclear weapons states will not seek to develop
nuclear weapons—but at the same time it also obligates the nuclear
weapons states to work toward eventual disarmament. However imprac-
tical this may seem at the moment, this obligation is taken seriously by
many of the states party to that treaty. Further development of nuclear
weapons by the United States could be interpreted as a retreat from the
path of disarmament and the obligations enshrined in the treaty (thereby
potentially weakening interest and confidence in the global nonprolifera-
tion regime more generally).12 In addition, countries that view the United
States as a real or potential threat may treat greater U.S. nuclear capabil-
ity as a spur to further develop their own deterrent.

Certainly, the United States is not the only factor in the calculations
countries make about their own security, but it is a major one. The poli-
cies and actions of the most powerful and influential country in the
world affect every nation and have an impact on everything from global
and regional security to economic stability, international norms and
practices, and the sustainability of whatever global consensus exists.
Much like the brilliant (or simply martinet) professor whose students
write down his every sneeze or cough lest they miss something that will
be on the final exam, U.S. actions are closely observed, noted, and inter-
preted by states around the world. American policy can, sometimes
inadvertently, increase or decrease confidence substantially—a key com-
ponent in any country’s evaluation of whether—or when—a nuclear
capability is required.

Breakdown of the Global Nonproliferation Regime

Since the dropping of the atomic bomb on Nagasaki in August 1945,
the world has not witnessed a nuclear device used in anger, and—contrary
to expectations—for much of the cold war, nuclear proliferation was
actually slowing down, with China becoming the last member of the so-
called nuclear club in 1964. Events of the last decade, however, have seen
a dramatic weakening of this trend. Although unacknowledged by the
nonproliferation treaty, three new nuclear powers have emerged, and a
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number of “rogue” states are widely known to be pursuing nuclear pro-
grams and to be close to fielding a weapon—if they have not already suc-
ceeded in doing so. 

India and Pakistan—each of which had active nuclear programs for
decades—openly became nuclear weapons countries when both deto-
nated nuclear devices in May 1998. They have been further developing
their nuclear arsenals since then. It is an open secret that Israel possesses
a nuclear deterrent. North Korea has been openly flouting the global
nonproliferation regime for nearly a decade and is estimated to already
possess at least a few nuclear devices. Iran is widely believed to be con-
tinuing a decades-long effort to develop nuclear weapons, and it may be
only months away from a functional device.13 Other states are further
behind in the pursuit but no less ardent. 

To be sure, the nonproliferation regime has been battered by the real-
ity of newly emergent nuclear weapons states, but what is also critically
important is the lack of real consequences for those countries that have
defied the international community. The three known but unacknowl-
edged nuclear powers have suffered little to no long-term diplomatic or
economic penalties for their defiance, and Iran and North Korea con-
tinue their programs apace. Some critics see the current high standing in
Washington of Israel, India, and Pakistan as actually encouraging other
potential nuclear states on the brink to take that next fateful step.14

Eroding Regional or Global Security

Existing or historic tensions between neighboring nations could lead
one or more states to reconsider the value of developing a nuclear capa-
bility. As general insecurities transform into systemic rivalries, a state
could consider nuclear capabilities as a way of getting the strategic upper
hand or balancing a larger, nuclear neighbor. For example, as India
strengthened its nuclear program, and it became clear that nuclear
weapons were within its grasp, Pakistan found it increasingly necessary to
develop nuclear capabilities of its own. Japan, troubled by China’s eco-
nomic growth and military expansion as well as by reemergence of historic
tensions in the region, has reacted with renewed debate on the nuclear
issue, at least by some. China’s unambiguous nuclear status, combined
with Japan’s traditional non-nuclear posture, underscores a high level of
anxiety in Tokyo. In addition, tension between China and Taiwan is
mounting, threatening to lead to an arms race with greater potential for
conflagration over time. 
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A similar dynamic between certain eastern or central European states
and Russia is also easily conceivable, should President Putin’s ambitious
opening to the West fail or conservative elements in Moscow reemerge and
rekindle long-running tensions on the continent. According to this sce-
nario, a bullying Russia might intimidate either an aspiring or a newly
minted member of NATO, spurring the country in question to seek a
nuclear card in the regional competition as the ultimate deterrent to
Russia’s misbehavior. 

A nation’s desire to achieve a balance of military power with it neigh-
bors is another possible incentive for it to adopt a pro-nuclear stance. In
South Korea, for instance, there has been considerable concern for a long
time that an increasing conventional military capability in the North
could present an overwhelming and destabilizing challenge to the govern-
ment in the South. This concern was similar to the belief at the height of
the cold war that the conventional might of Warsaw Pact member coun-
tries threatened the stability and security of Western Europe. Concerns
over an enduring and widening gap in conventional forces on the Korean
peninsula have eased somewhat with the chronic problems plaguing the
North, but imbalances in conventional forces have catalyzed nuclear
innovations elsewhere. For example, the imbalance in battlefield forces in
Europe directly led to the development of tactical nuclear weapons for the
European theater. In this context, the nuclear capability of NATO forces
was seen as the great equalizer that would enable Western Europe to face
off against the far superior conventional might of the Soviet Union and the
Warsaw Pact (at least in theory and on paper). 

Currently, the increasingly militarized relationship between China and
Taiwan across the Taiwan Strait has sparked similar concerns. China’s
seemingly inexorable buildup of a conventional arsenal of fighter planes,
medium-range ballistic missiles, naval assets, and expeditionary forces
suggests a worrisome trend. Many fear that, at some point in the future,
absent external assistance, Taiwan could become vulnerable to a conven-
tional onslaught by the mainland.15 For this reason, Taiwan has consid-
ered a nuclear alternative at points in the past, but it was dissuaded
through quiet pressure from Washington. An increasing conventional
military imbalance coupled with any sense of alienation or lack of sup-
port from Washington could cause Taiwan’s leaders to reevaluate their
non-nuclear stance.

Regional nuclear proliferation would also create a major incentive for
neighboring states to acquire a similar capability. One of the primary
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reasons for seeking to block various states—such as Iran, Iraq, and
North Korea—from achieving nuclear status has long been the concern
about how such a capacity would affect neighboring states. A rogue
state’s successful acquisition of a nuclear weapon could trigger a range of
potentially destabilizing regional responses, including the further prolif-
eration of nuclear weapons beyond the rogue.16 This central concern has
been one of the driving forces behind U.S. diplomacy in the recent past,
including the protracted negotiation of the Agreed Framework nuclear
deal with North Korea in 1994. This issue is also arguably one of the ani-
mating features behind the “axis of evil” phrase in President Bush’s
2002 State of the Union address and the harder U.S. line toward Iraq,
Iran, and North Korea—all states that are seeking to develop or acquire
nuclear weapons. 

Policymakers realize that the regional impact of particular states
acquiring nuclear weapons could be great, particularly in Asia and the
Middle East, where nuclear and non-nuclear states barely maintain an
uneasy coexistence. Further proliferation by rogues in these regions
could have far-reaching consequences in terms of nuclear proliferation
and heightened regional rivalries. For example, the development of a
nuclear capability by North Korea might quickly lead to nuclear prolif-
eration in Japan and South Korea, heighten tensions with an already
nuclear-armed China, and destroy the tenuous balance of power in the
region. The domino effect could reach farther, upsetting regional rela-
tions with the United States, Russia, and South Asia. 

Finally, international stability is also an important factor, and global
terrorism is one development that could contribute to a growing sense of
unease. Much has been written about the national and global implications
of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks against New York and
Washington. While there is certainly heightened vigilance regarding new
domestic threats inside the industrialized democracies and elsewhere, less
attention has been focused on how an increase in domestic terrorism
could lead to larger systemic insecurity. The logical response to greater
homeland security challenges is to tighten borders, heighten intelligence
and situational awareness, and increase cooperation with the U.S. and
other leading states—not to seek to build nuclear weapons. Yet one can-
not fully dismiss some potentially “illogical” responses to more wide-
spread and frequent domestic attacks on a global scale. In such an
environment, states might reconsider their nuclear position, viewing a
nuclear capability as a psychological assurance domestically as well as a
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viable deterrent against external threats, particularly when nonstate
actors have been supported by rogue regimes. The potential interaction
between groups such as al Qaeda and rogue regimes with nuclear ambi-
tions has not been lost on many American allies and friends abroad, and
a nuclear capability could potentially be seen in this context as a deterrent
to being targeted by the collusion of terrorists and rogues. While a man-
ifest increase in homeland security threats globally is probably not
enough on its own to trigger a nuclear recalculation, heightened anxiety
over domestic vulnerability to external threats coupled with other trou-
bling trends, either at home or abroad, could lead to a broader reassess-
ment of nuclear options.

Domestic Imperatives

States in decline often suffer from a kind of societal insecurity over
future economic and security shortfalls. Such anxiety could well provoke
national consideration of nuclear options to forestall the heightened vul-
nerability that naturally accompanies decline. Just as failing or slipping
states have sometimes sought to wage preventive war against rising and
competitive states in the international system, declining states may well
consider the nuclear option as a relatively cost-effective and technically
achievable equalizer that could prevent the nation from sinking into
oblivion or being tested by rising regional rivals. This complex societal
dynamic of “regime pessimism” is currently in play among virtually all the
states in the Middle East and, some might even argue, in Japan as well.
Countries that once aspired to international greatness or at least to a
level of prominence, but now fear irrelevance or worse, might regard
nuclear weapons as a way to provide not only a psychological hedge but
potentially a strategic one.

Countries that have previously chosen to renounce nuclear weapons
have generally also implemented greater transparency throughout
national security and scientific agencies as part of a nationwide move
toward greater democratization. It is less clear, however, what kinds of
domestic political developments might provoke the pursuit of nuclear
weapons. India’s populist political movements no doubt played a role in
that government’s decision to test a nuclear weapon in 1998, and the
influence of Pakistan’s military was similarly decisive in its internal delib-
erations about nuclear development over the course of the last decade. The
important factor here is that not only regional and international devel-
opments drive potential proliferation; domestic political upheaval and
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bureaucratic politics can also have an overriding and potentially decisive
influence on the fateful decision to move down the nuclear path. Secretive
atomic power agencies or ministries, the national security apparatus, and
military organizations are all key domestic variables in the complex deci-
sionmaking surrounding nuclear choices.

The question of a country’s previous experience with nuclear energy,
politics, or weapons is an element that should not be overlooked when
considering the potential for a nuclear breakout. For instance, the atomic
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the close of World War II still
casts an enormous shadow over contemporary Japan when it comes to
consideration of nuclear matters. The international circumstances would
have to be extraordinarily worrisome to override the strong domestic
opposition that would no doubt follow any Japanese decision to consider
formal nuclear status. The depth of preconceived public attitudes sur-
rounding nuclear capabilities is important in gauging how political
choices are framed inside a country. These domestic circumstances are in
some cases much more important than the strategic situation or regional
challenges facing a particular country.

Increasing Availability of Technology

Another reason countries may revisit a decision not to pursue nuclear
weapons is simply that the capability is now easier to acquire—and per-
haps easier to acquire surreptitiously. Bomb design information has long
been widely available, but the most difficult part of developing nuclear
weapons—acquiring fissile materials—may have become easier. The
main potential source for these materials is the former Soviet Union,
where despite nearly a decade of heroic effort on the part of the United
States, Russia, and others, large quantities of bomb-grade material are dis-
persed throughout a large area and are difficult to account for. The
recent revelations concerning A. Q. Khan’s surreptitious nuclear activities
are also particularly worrisome in this regard. Although the potential
availability of fissile material is unlikely to be the sole driver of a country’s
decision to go nuclear, a lowered bar for acquiring nuclear weapons,
together with other rationales, may make proliferation more likely.17

Conclusion

None of these conditions necessarily indicates an impending breakout by
any current non-nuclear country. Indeed, what is perhaps most notable
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about the international environment in this respect is how few countries
have openly reconsidered earlier decisions to forgo nuclear development.
Nevertheless, it is important to appreciate the particular influences that
affect a given nation’s calculations regarding its nuclear status. While the
inhibitions that have stopped the nuclear club from growing have been
preserved thus far, no one can be certain how long the systemic disincen-
tives, the still powerful taboo associated in many quarters with things
nuclear, the strong internal restraints, or simply the old patterns of think-
ing involving nuclear weapons will hold sway. 

Misgivings and concerns about the long-term direction of U.S. policy
on global strategy and nuclear policy are, and will continue to be, the sin-
gle most decisive factor guiding the direction of would-be proliferators—
both rogue and responsible. Washington has the power to shape the
future of nuclear nonproliferation; whether this is a blessing or a burden
is yet to be determined.
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