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NUCLEAR PROLIFERATION MOTIVATIONS

Lessons from Pakistan

Feroz Hassan Khan

The United States failed to prevent Pakistan from building nuclear weapons because U.S. officials

never fully grasped Pakistan’s perception of its security situation relative to India, especially after

the 1971 Bangladesh war. Because Pakistani officials considered nuclear weapons essential to

national survival, none of the measures deployed by the United States to dissuade Pakistan could

have worked. This and other lessons of the Pakistani experience, including exploiting willing

supply networks, providing financial and programmatic autonomy to key officials, and the

consequent dangers of losing control of a dangerous program conducted in strict secrecy, are

analyzed and their implications for future proliferants assessed.

KEYWORDS: Pakistan; Nuclear proliferation; Central Asia; Pakistan Atomic Energy

Commission; Khan Research Laboratory

Pakistan’s experience in initiating, developing, and overseeing its nuclear weapons

program provides important lessons for analysts seeking to understand proliferation by

allies of the United States.1 The Pakistani case study reveals the complexities and dilemmas

of a determined nation confronting an evolving nonproliferation regime.

Pakistan was a late starter in the nuclear race. Humiliated by India in the 1971 war,

Pakistan wanted to acquire a nuclear capability quietly. But India’s 1974 nuclear test

turned a policy option into an imperative.2 Since then, Pakistan has viewed its nuclear

program as sine qua non to its national survival and the nonproliferation regime as a

challenge to its national security. During the following three decades, a complex cat-

and-mouse game was played out between Pakistan and the Western countries, but

ultimately changed geopolitical circumstances favored Pakistan and rendered nonpro-

liferation concerns of secondary importance. At critical stages of its program, Western

and Asian suppliers helped Pakistan overcome nonproliferation hurdles and technical

challenges. Pakistan, in turn, implemented procurement strategies with ‘‘fantastic

cleverness.’’3 Pakistan never joined the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear

Weapons (NPT), and as a result was always a target and never a long-standing member

of the regime.4

This article is organized into four sections, each corresponding to four arguments

central to understanding the nuclear proliferation dynamics of an ally and how the United

States addressed them. The first section analyzes the central argument of this paper, that a

state’s motivation is the pivotal factor in its decision to pursue a nuclear option. This

section explains Pakistan’s case within the framework of its peculiar characteristics.
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Analysts rely on simplistic generalizations in determining the causes of a proliferation

decision but fail to factor in the intensity of the underlying motives, thus leading to

ineffective policy responses.

The second section examines how the United States has understood Pakistan’s

nuclear development program during particular periods of time. This section argues that

an alliance relationship is based on trust, mutual understanding, and shared objectives. In

this case, as Pakistan advanced toward a nuclear weapons capability, the United States

viewed its actions as attempts to match rival India but dismissed the program on the

grounds that it would be beyond the capability of a developing nation.

The third section assesses the effectiveness of U.S. measures to impede Pakistan’s

nuclear program. This section explains how each measure was somewhat effective but

shows how Pakistan was able to avoid or withstand punitive measures and preserve the

U.S.-Pakistan strategic relationship. U.S. policy opposing Pakistan’s nuclear proliferation

was never synchronized with its other security objectives. Not surprisingly, this approach

failed to stop Pakistan from becoming nuclear capable and caused the relationship to

become ‘‘disenchanted.’’5

Last, some lessons and warning indicators for future proliferant states are proffered.

The most important of these is that if a state realizes its powerful ally opposes the

fundamental precept of its national security (in this case Pakistan’s belief that nuclear

deterrence is essential for its national survival) and seeks an alliance on specific issues only,

both the alliance relationship as well as the nonproliferation policy rest on weak grounds.

Although future proliferators in a similar situation may try to replicate the Pakistan

paradigm, it is highly unlikely such efforts would succeed.

The Motivations and History of Pakistan’s Nuclear Program

Proliferation decisions are intrinsically linked to the underlying motive of the state.

Pakistan’s case reveals that states that have experienced catastrophic defeats and face

significant security concerns will gravitate toward nuclear weapons as their ultimate

security guarantee. Insecure states that lack firm security commitments from allies and

that fear for their survival are essentially ‘‘orphans’’ in a nuclear-armed world. Michael

Mandelbaum has placed Pakistan and Israel in such a category.6 Both these allies of the

United States engaged in ‘‘partial proliferation, stopping short of full nuclear status out of

deference to the non-proliferation sensibilities of the United States as well as desire not to

provoke their neighbors.’’7 Pakistan’s case underlines the tensions a state experiences in

choosing between its desire to acquire a nuclear weapons capability and the fear of

reciprocal consequences, including increased vulnerability to preventive attacks, economic

sanctions, and the loss of support of a vital ally. This section describes Pakistan’s shifting

motivation from a quiet quest to acquire a nuclear capability, to an overt and full-fledged

nuclear weapons program.

More than two decades ago, in The Dynamics of Nuclear Proliferation , Stephen Meyer

argued that for a highly motivated state determined to acquire a nuclear capability, lack of

technical capacity is not an obstacle.8 Meyer explained that the ‘‘pivotal point’’ in the

proliferation process is the decision by a state to ‘‘proliferate.’’ He drew a distinction
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between a ‘‘capability decision’’ and a ‘‘proliferation decision,’’ with the former implying a

decision to acquire latent capacities and the latter a decision to proceed with a functional

nuclear weapons program. ‘‘Capability has become decoupled from prior interest in

building nuclear weapons,’’ he argued.9 Recently Ariel Levite reinforced these arguments

with a more nuanced explanation. According to him, several states have adopted a

strategy of acquiring an indigenous technical capacity to keep the nuclear option open for

a ‘‘just in case’’ contingency, what he refers to as ‘‘nuclear hedging.’’10

Pakistan’s history reveals a nation in a constant search for security. Underdeveloped

at birth and barely surviving the first two decades of its existence, Pakistan’s eastern half

was torn away by Indian aggression in 1971. A few years later, in 1974, India demonstrated

its nuclear prowess with an underground test. This test*and what came after*remains a

constant factor in Pakistan’s security thinking and is at the core of its nuclear program.

Pakistan’s motivation for nuclear weapons is simply a response to a perceived nuclear

threat from India.11 Over time, Pakistan’s historical sense of grievances, distrust of allies,

beliefs in unfair treatment, proud self-image, threat perceptions, and images of its

adversary have evolved into a strategic culture.12

From the late 1950s onward, Pakistan sent students abroad for training in nuclear

physics and engineering. The purpose was to establish a scientific base and a technical

threshold for nuclear energy. The persistent and combined efforts of Prime Minister

Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, Dr. Abdus Salam, the eminent theoretical physicist, and Dr. I. H. Usmani,

head of the Pakistan Atomic Energy Commission (PAEC), enabled Pakistan to achieve an

adequate technical base. Many students returned home after their training was complete

and offered their services to their country.

Under President Ayub Khan, the military and civil bureaucracy (especially finance)

believed that preserving the alliance with the United States was critical for balancing a

weaker Pakistan against a stronger India. In addition, the scientific community did not

want to jeopardize its interest of maximizing knowledge and building an indigenous

nuclear energy capacity through the Atoms for Peace initiative. Therefore, the military,

government bureaucracy, and scientific community were in harmony and acted with

prudence in response to India’s pursuit of a nuclear capability. The U.S. approach

reinforced Pakistan’s policy.

The first phase of the Pakistani decision began immediately with the emergence of

new civilian leadership under Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, who gave the ‘‘green light’’ in January

1972, after a meeting of the nuclear technology establishment in Multan.13 The PAEC was

scrambling for resources and harnessing its nascent capacities when, on 18 May 1974,

India detonated its first nuclear device. Bhutto described the significance of India’s test as

‘‘a fateful event’’ in the history of Pakistan. This was the tipping point that transformed the

‘‘capability decision’’ into a ‘‘proliferation decision.’’14 Bhutto presided over a formal

Defense Committee of the Cabinet and made the decision to formally begin a nuclear

weapons program on June 15, 1974.15

The second phase of Pakistan’s covert nuclear program lasted from 1974 until the

May 1998 Indian tests. This phase included building up Pakistan’s stockpile of fissile

material, developing weapon designs, testing in a laboratory setting, and acquiring,

developing, and testing various delivery systems.
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The third phase of the nuclear program began after the 1998 tests. Following the

military coup in October 1999 that removed Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif from power,

President Pervez Musharraf oversaw the transformation of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons

capability into an operational deterrent. This phase involved the evolution of Pakistan’s

strategic doctrine and command and control network, as well as the establishment of tri-

service strategic forces. While this phase was a critical step in the development of

Pakistan’s strategic forces, it is still a ‘‘work in progress.’’

When Bhutto contemplated acquiring a nuclear capability, Pakistan had a reasonably

soft technological base but lacked sufficient experience and wherewithal in hard

technology.16 The decision to proceed required urgency and secrecy, two necessities

that would remain constant throughout the program. Urgency was required for three

main reasons: huge procurement requirements, competition with India, and a rivalry

between the two Pakistani nuclear establishments (PAEC and Khan Research Laboratories,

or KRL), propelling them*much like the U.S. scientists and engineers at Los Alamos and

Lawrence Livermore*to outdo each other’s achievements. Consequently, in its initial

phases the Pakistani nuclear development program placed premiums on shortcuts,

favoring speed over precision, accuracy, and quality.

Secrecy was ensured by compartmentalization and information sharing, based

purely on a need-to-know basis. Beginning in the 1970s Pakistan’s infrastructure was best

described as the ‘‘right hand not know[ing] what the left was doing’’ especially within the

scientific, military, and bureaucratic organizations, and this pattern continues today.17 The

emphasis on secrecy affected the nature of nuclear management and methods of

acquisition, and contributed to a remarkable lack of oversight. The nuclear program was

considered a national jewel, and security was geared to protecting it from external spies.

However, these security arrangements were not designed to monitor scientists, who were

seen as national heroes and therefore above concern. Eventually, this unhealthy synergy of

strategic culture, urgency, and secrecy caused the program to slip out of the state’s control

until the transgressions of A.Q. Khan, for whom KRL was named, were brought out into the

open in 2004.

As scientists improved the quality of their work by trial-and-error experiments, other

officials worked to secure vital resources for the program. A joint national effort involved

identifying producers and sellers of dual-use technologies, and bureaucrats created

financial resources and front companies to support this national effort. Further, to

overcome certain technological hurdles, Pakistan developed innovative substitutes and

mastered reverse engineering of equipment that could not be imported. The organizing

principle behind this effort was to procure critical technologies before emerging supplier

control regimes and tightening global nonproliferation norms made this impossible. In the

1990s, Pakistan’s import activities became intertwined with A.Q. Khan’s clandestine

proliferation-supply network.18

No single factor fully explains Pakistani motivations to acquire nuclear weapons. At

least six major drivers have propelled the program forward. First, Pakistan’s defeat and

dismemberment in the 1971 war broke the myth that conventional force balance with

India would suffice for security. Second, Pakistan lost faith in the idea of an alliance

relationship with the United States and China and found the United Nations both
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incapable of conflict resolution and ineffective in preventing India from dismembering

Pakistan. Third, and the most critical, was India’s nuclear explosion in May 1974, which

introduced a proven nuclear element into the South Asian security equation. Fourth, was

the personality, ambition, and leadership of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, who was always

predisposed toward nuclear weapons. As the nuclear program progressed, domestic

politics and civil-military relations became important factors driving their acquisition. Fifth,

nuclear decisions were made in an environment where external relations with the United

States and positive memories of the U.S.-Pakistan strategic relationship were replaced by

narratives of betrayal and a sense of injustice.

Pakistan’s list of grievances increased after European countries yielded under U.S.

pressure and stopped assisting Pakistan. Subsequent U.S. nonproliferation laws were

viewed as unfairly focused on Pakistan. The more India ‘‘got away’’ with in terms of its

nuclear program, the more conspiracy theories and resentment grew in Pakistan that it

was being victimized for its ‘‘Muslimness.’’

These perceptions have been reinforced by important academic publications and

nonproliferation debates in the United States about South Asia. A ‘‘norm of norm-

defiance’’ resonates inside Pakistan, providing significant and ongoing support for the

bomb lobby.19 Last, concerns of strategic imbalance with India and survivability of nuclear

assets have remained dominant themes in Pakistani strategic discourse, hardening the

country’s resolve and influencing its force planning. Threat perceptions in Pakistan are

especially affected by the strengthening U.S.-India strategic partnership. The U.S.-India

nuclear cooperation agreement has forced rethinking in Pakistan over the critical question

of what constitutes an adequate ‘‘minimum deterrence posture’’ in South Asia.20

How Well the United States Understood Pakistani Motivations and Resolve

Throughout the 1960s Pakistan was the ‘‘most allied ally’’ of the United States, pursuing

civilian nuclear power though the Atoms for Peace program. President Ayub Khan was

skeptical of nuclear weapons acquisitions and had faith in the U.S. security guarantees,

overruling the urgings of Bhutto’s nuclear lobby.21 Four factors were instrumental in

Khan’s decision not to develop nuclear weapons. First, Pakistan’s conventional military

depended on Western alliances and supplies. Second, its economic development was

progressing well and on the verge of take-off. Third, Khan was dismissive of India’s

potential for achieving a nuclear capability. He surmised that both India and Pakistan were

developing countries whose scientific and industrial capacities were inadequate to the

task. Finally, Pakistan believed that the nuclear game was best left to more powerful states

and dangerous for weak and dependent nations. Khan thought that if a nuclear weapon

became necessary for his country, he would simply buy it off the shelf or get one from

China.22

Following India’s ‘‘peaceful’’ nuclear test in 1974, the U.S. government correctly

predicted Pakistan’s reaction.23 The United States however, miscalculated the degree of

the Pakistani response. It also failed to detect Pakistan’s decision to switch from plutonium

to highly enriched uranium (HEU) as a preferred source of bomb fuel, an assessment based

in part on U.S. doubts about the viability of Pakistan’s gas centrifuges. The biggest failure
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of the West was in failing to understand the country’s changed position and motivations in

the 1970s under Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto. The United States probably overlooked the fact that

Bhutto had consistently pushed Ayub Khan to acquire advanced nuclear technology.24 Yet

the appointment of Munir Ahmad Khan as Chairman of the PAEC during the 1972 meeting

in Multan was an open signal of Bhutto’s intentions.25

Notwithstanding its earlier misperceptions of the effort, the United States correctly

assessed how long it would take for Pakistan to cross the nuclear threshold.26 For a

developing country, attaining a nuclear fuel cycle within a decade with so many hurdles in

place was a considerable accomplishment. Once it had produced significant quantities of

HEU, Pakistan started laboratory-scale testing of weapon designs and began preparations

for full-scale tests, if required. Pakistan was also quick to grasp how the Soviet Union’s

invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 altered the geopolitical landscape. Though the

United States never let Pakistan off the nonproliferation hook, it was quickly evident that

the exigencies of the Cold War had provided a window of opportunity that could be

maximized by Pakistan.

The United States agreed not to force Pakistan to terminate its nuclear program so

long as Pakistan exercised restraint. Specifically, Islamabad agreed to refrain from

exploding a nuclear device, and because of this, the two states resolved that the nuclear

issue would not be the ‘‘centerpiece of U.S.-Pakistan relations.’’27 Pakistan negotiated

these terms, which implied that it would ‘‘not embarrass’’ the United States.28 The

embarrassment, however, came not from the Pakistani government, but from an official

who would later become a household name of international notoriety*Abdul Qadeer

Khan, the head of KRL.29 A. Q. Khan’s public boasting about Pakistan’s nuclear progress

triggered a debate in the U.S. Congress, forcing the Reagan administration to reconcile its

public and private positions by seeking formal restraint commitments from Pakistan.

Congress also passed a nonproliferation law targeted at Pakistan, commonly known as the

Pressler amendment (after chief sponsor Senator Larry Pressler, Republican of South

Dakota), and a verbal nuclear restraint commitment from President Muhammad Ziaul-

Haq.30

The year 1990 was a watershed year in U.S.-Pakistan relations, especially with regard

to the nuclear issue. In the summer, India and Pakistan were again in conflict over

Kashmir.31 Further, there was realization in Pakistan that with the rapid unraveling of Cold

War tensions and the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan in early 1989, the

country was losing its strategic significance to the United States, which would

consequently no longer look the other way at Pakistan’s nuclear efforts. This year also

marked a tremendous amount of misreading by both sides. In 1990, President George H.W.

Bush was unable to certify to Congress, as required by the Pressler amendment, that

Pakistan did not have a nuclear weapons. This triggered automatic sanctions, leading to an

immediate halt in U.S.-Pakistan military relations and a cutoff of supplies and equipment,

including the delivery of a small number of F-16 fighter aircraft already purchased by

Pakistan. Nuclear proliferation became the ‘‘centerpiece of U.S.-Pakistan relations.’’32

Since 2000, the focus of Pakistan’s nuclear program has primarily shifted from active

imports to the creation of an operationally robust nuclear force structure and command-

and-control network and establishment of nuclear security and safety procedures.
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Periodic shifts in the regional and global security situation have forced the adoption of a

slower and more pragmatic approach, but there is no diminishment in Pakistan’s resolve

to compete with India and to find appropriate responses to India’s nuclear posture and

force modernizations. The operational deterrent phase of the Pakistani nuclear program

proceeds with caution. It follows a systematic plan, with relatively greater transparency

than anytime before. This is a result of the national embarrassment caused by the

A.Q. Khan affair and the gradual evolution of the National Command Authority, which now

provides coherence, control, and professional direction to the nuclear program.

Three major deductions can be drawn from above. First, the changing international

environment enabled the United States to toughen its stand on nuclear issues, but it also

pushed Pakistan to take a stronger position against nonproliferation efforts. Second,

public opposition to the Pakistani nuclear program in the United States followed by U.S.

abandonment and subsequent sanctions has generated permanent feelings of distrust in

Pakistan. Fearful of India’s intentions and finding no support, Islamabad relies on nuclear

deterrence and at times has resorted to selective nuclear signaling during crises.33 Though

Pakistan and India have never brandished their nuclear weapons, the nuclear factor has led

to active U.S. involvement in all India-Pakistan crises. Lastly, the United States has focused

on reading Pakistani reactions and subsequently impeded and dissuaded various actions,

but it has failed to understand Pakistani motives to compete with and outmaneuver India.

The U.S. expectation that Pakistan will simply acquiesce to a rising India has not resulted in

convincing Pakistan to cast aside its nuclear ambitions and in some ways has reinforced

Pakistani fears of being abandoned and left to fend for itself.

How Effective Were U.S. Policy Measures?

U.S. nonproliferation policy has focused on expected Pakistani reactions to India and

developed measures to impede, slow, or reverse its nuclear program. But because this

approach misunderstood Pakistan’s motivations and psychology, most of the measures

were ineffective. U.S. measures complicated Pakistan’s plans by increasing impediments

and raising the overall costs of its efforts. These factors pushed Pakistan into directions

that could have been avoided, leading to unintended consequences and unanticipated

problems.34 The United States had hoped to pressure an ally to roll back its nuclear

program. In fact, the pressure only increased Pakistan’s resolve, driving the country to

expand its research into unexplored markets and place additional layers of secrecy over

and within the nuclear establishment, compromising transparency and oversight.

Eventually, Pakistan lost control of its import infrastructure, which metastasized into an

international proliferation network.

The first step the United States took was to pressure Western allies to back away

from all forms of nuclear cooperation and renege on any contractual obligations even if

they were under safeguards. The United States successfully dissuaded France, Germany,

and Canada from providing nuclear materials, but that had three immediate and

unintended consequences. The immediate halt of critical supplies from the West

complicated Pakistani management of nuclear installations, until Pakistan adapted and

developed the indigenous substitutes.35 Next, this created an attitude of defiance toward
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the West, sometimes referred to as a norm of norm-defiance. Rather than give up, Western

denial efforts forced Pakistani scientists to learn, experiment, and eventually indigenously

produce most critical nuclear technologies within a decade.

The second tactic the United States adopted was to dissuade Pakistan from

competing with India. Successive U.S. administrations tried to persuade Pakistani

leadership not to follow India’s path and take the high moral ground. This endeavor

consistently failed. Washington did not comprehend the impact of the 1974 test on

Pakistan’s strategic culture or Bhutto’s resolve to compete with India. The United States

tried again in the early 1990s to subdue Pakistan’s desire for ballistic missiles, but to no

avail.

The most significant attempt to dissuade Pakistan was made in May 1998 after the

Indian nuclear tests. President Bill Clinton and Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott

unsuccessfully tried to persuade Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif not to respond to India’s

nuclear tests.36 More recently, the United States has attempted to convince Pakistan that

responding to the U.S.-India nuclear partnership is inherently futile.37 Repeated U.S. efforts

to carve out exceptions for India while criticizing Pakistan have added layers to well-worn

conspiracy theories, increased suspicions, and accelerated the country’s quest to match

India. In short, U.S. policies have not only repeatedly failed but have demonstrated the

inability of the United States to comprehend the security dynamics and the strategic

culture of South Asia.

The third tactic was to offer ‘‘carrots’’ of sorts, in the form of state-of-the-art

technology and conventional arms aid to Pakistan in the hope of constraining nuclear

ambitions. The United States recognized that in its quest to stay apace of India, Pakistan’s

conventional forces required modernization. High-quality Western supplies and equip-

ment had helped Pakistan create a balance for a brief period in the 1960s, but the United

States used this as lever to extract nuclear forbearance rather than to help out of genuine

concern.38 Henry Kissinger, after failing to convince Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto to forego nuclear

weapons, offered 110 A-7 combat aircraft as a dissuading tactic in the mid-1970s. Strobe

Talbott repeated this exercise with Nawaz Sharif in 1998. Both failed. Today, the United

States dangles the delivery of F-16s to Pakistan as a quid pro quo for muting its voice

against the U.S.-India nuclear deal.39 The effectiveness of this measure is modest at best.

As a former chairman of PAEC told the author recently, ‘‘Nuclear proliferation cannot be

stopped technically; it can only be done politically.’’40

The fourth tactic was to dissuade Pakistan with ‘‘sticks.’’ The U.S. government used

‘‘open public leaks to embarrass and galvanize opposition against Pakistan.’’41 Veiled

threats of strictures and sanctions always existed in some form. The popular myth in

Pakistan is that Kissinger threatened Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto with an ultimatum.42 Pakistan has

always been vulnerable to sanctions and strictures, and its military effectiveness was

severely affected following the application of the Symington amendments (1977) and the

Pressler amendment (1990). More importantly, Pakistan’s prostrate economy was badly

affected, leaving the country more vulnerable to sanctions and blackmail. After the 1998

tests, U.S. interlocutors tried to extract unilateral commitments from Pakistan, but it would

not agree until India reciprocated. In the end, sanctions were insufficient to derail Pakistan
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from its nuclear objectives; they simply added more bitterness and were consequently

counterproductive.

The contradictory nature of the U.S. carrot-and-stick approach undermined

American efforts to convince Pakistan to give up nuclear weapons in exchange for

high-tech conventional force rewards. If the United States had genuinely sought to redress

security concerns of its weaker allies, it would have moved to address the root cause of

proliferation by working to remove the underlying motivation.

The fifth instrument utilized by the United States was to exploit cracks in Pakistan’s

weak governance structures and the perennial civil-military divide for nonproliferation

ends. This was done to gauge the degree of civilian control and extract commitments to

constrain nuclear activities. In June 1989, during Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto’s first

official visit to the United States, the U.S. government arranged an exclusive briefing on

Pakistan’s nuclear program, which then was still a secret. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)

Director William Webster briefed Bhutto, providing details that the U.S. government

believed were being withheld from Bhutto by the Pakistani military. Ariel Levite reports

that ‘‘the U.S. government may have extracted a follow-up agenda for action’’ and that

Bhutto ‘‘conceded her willingness to work on any assessment by the CIA of the Pakistani

program.’’43

Similar attempts were made with Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif during negotiations

following the 1998 tests. As Strobe Talbott stated, Sharif indicated a willingness to

cooperate, while at the same time an inability to do so because of pressure from Pakistan’s

military leadership.44 These U.S. efforts backfired, exacerbating suspicions inside Pakistan

between the office of the president, the prime minister, and the military, and drove the

nuclear program into even deeper secrecy and compartmentalization.

The sixth tool, closely related to the fifth, was to use intelligence disclosure as a

dissuasive tool. This strategy had previously proved successful with Taiwan and South

Korea. The United States used spying and intelligence-gathering prowess to indicate the

level of its intelligence penetration into the Pakistani nuclear establishment. Instead of

dissuading, however, this strategy also backfired when applied to Pakistan. When

President Zia-ul-Haq was shown satellite photos of Kahuta Centrifuge Plant in the mid-

1980s, he dismissed the facility as a ‘‘goat shed.’’ The chairman of PAEC, Munir Ahmad

Khan, remarked that ‘‘show and tell exercises had no effect on the nuclear program, except

to alert Pakistani officials about what the Americans knew,’’ and thus how to take steps to

keep them from knowing even more.45 During a meeting in Washington, DC about the

Kargil Crisis on July 4, 1999, President Clinton confronted Prime Minister Sharif about

whether he knew that the Pakistani military was ‘‘preparing nuclear tipped missiles for

possible use.’’46 Sharif was nonplussed, which confirmed U.S. suspicions of a lack of civilian

control but reinforced Pakistan’s belief that these were harassing tactics to ‘‘scare the hell

out of Sharif.’’47 Upon his return, the Prime Minister neither confronted nor enquired about

any military preparations made in his absence. Despite being in obvious distress during

the meeting with Clinton, Sharif understood the U.S. confrontation to be a negotiating

tactic. He did not make any changes to the nuclear command-and-control arrangements

he had previously approved in April 1999.48
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Finally, though the United States has never threatened Pakistan directly, it has

initiated selective media leaks and indirectly suggested physical interdiction and/or

preventive strikes by encouraging or supporting regional adversaries.49 Pakistan’s

concerns about a preventive strike against its nuclear installations in the late 1970s

influenced the decision on the location of the Kahuta facility. In the 1980s, fear of

preventive attacks on Pakistani installations gained credence, especially following Israel’s

successful surprise attack on a reactor at Osiraq, Iraq, in June 1981.50 Since the September

11, 2001 terror attacks, and in light of the growing U.S.-India strategic partnership, Pakistan

now fears that the United States might tolerate, if not partner with, New Delhi in potential

future aggression. Several authors have alluded to such possibilities.51 Such threats have

only galvanized Pakistan into ensuring greater survivability of its nuclear production

facilities, operational forces, and command structure.

On balance, U.S. policy tools and methods did complicate and delay Pakistan’s

nuclear program. U.S. policy measures and Nuclear Suppliers Group restrictions raised the

opportunity costs for Pakistan, something that other contemporary proliferators (India,

Israel, South Africa, Brazil, and Argentina) did not have to contend with. It is also for this

reason that Pakistan’s acquisition of a nuclear capability can be considered unique. Absent

such international impediments and constraints, Pakistan’s nuclear program might have

been considerably simpler than what exists today. Though the United States is not directly

responsible for this outcome, the character and composition of the program is in part the

result of U.S. actions to try and terminate and, later, restrain it. Pakistan is solely

responsible for other factors such as domestic political considerations, intra-laboratory

rivalry, and the overall management of its nuclear program. And as previous noted,

secrecy, compartmentalization, and a lack of accountability were equally responsible for

the loss of government control over the program and the subsequent consequences.

Lessons Learned and Warning Indicators

Because Pakistan’s case is unique, it creates possibilities for future state-based nuclear

aspirants to emulate. However, it is highly unlikely that another state would succeed using

the same methods, not least because the global nonproliferation regime has evolved

significantly.

Future proliferants trying to emulate the Pakistani example must have at least five

interdependent qualities if they want to acquire a nuclear capability. First, a state must be

highly motivated to acquire nuclear weapons, have clear national security justifications,

and have the national will to withstand intense international pressures. Second, it must

have some basic technical capability that can be harnessed or diverted to an indigenous

nuclear effort within about five to ten years. Third, it should be both diplomatically and

technically clever to facilitate skillful navigation through the nonproliferation regime.

Fourth, the state must be prepared to bend certain rules and to grant its nuclear

establishment complete autonomy, as well as freedom from normal accountability and

oversight. Finally, the state must have an active and critical alliance with the United States

as well as strategic partnerships with other major world powers.
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Five major conclusions can be derived from the case of Pakistan. First, a motivated

state will develop nuclear weapons if it believes in their feasibility and utility. Ariel Levite

points out that the ‘‘case of Pakistan amply demonstrates that external inducements by

themselves cannot prevent a determined regime from acquiring a nuclear weapons

capability, even at significant costs and risk to itself and to its people.’’52 Pakistan’s

procurement methods did succeed in redressing the state’s insecurity. However, the

unintended proliferation consequences resulted not because it deliberately sought to arm

other states with nuclear weapons, but because its procurement methods involved

unaccountable organizations and individuals within them who got rich on the side, and

even became local celebrities and national heroes in the process.53

The second conclusion is that as long as there are willing suppliers and networks,

supply needs will be filled if indigenous capabilities cannot meet them. Pakistan

succeeded early on because it could tap into the right sources and calibrate its demands

to minimize exposure for the supplier. Most supplier states had export control laws, and

business was conducted under legally covered transactions. Businessmen in Europe, for

example, required plausible reasons to justify a transaction. Pakistan’s approach required a

greater degree of imagination, determination, and hard work to learn about items not on

export trigger lists and to identify permissible substitutes.

The third conclusion from Pakistan’s study is that programmatic success requires

secrecy and compartmentalization. Pakistan gave complete financial and administrative

autonomy to A.Q. Khan because he had a falling out with the head of PAEC, Munir Ahmad

Khan, and had threatened to leave the program. A. Q. Khan’s premature departure would

have spelled an end to efforts to develop an indigenous centrifuge capacity based on the

confidential and proprietary designs and technology he copied while employed with a

subsidiary of the European Uranium Enrichment Centrifuge Corporation (URENCO) in the

early-to-mid-1970s.

Compartmentalization helped keep secrecy and special procedures intact and

placed all financial decisions in the hands of the highest authority in the country. Since

procurement of nuclear materials and components was on a massive scale, there was

always a worry of exposure and compromise. Therefore, the state’s emphasis was to

prevent disclosure of the program rather than worry about the possibility of corruption.

Bhutto accepted A.Q. Khan’s condition of autonomy and established a coordinating

committee on behalf of the prime minister. This committee was not intended to have

oversight of his activities, however, but to ensure that the overall effort had everything it

needed to achieve its objectives.

The fourth conclusion from the Pakistani case is that national lawbreakers are likely

to enjoy domestic and international support. A.Q. Khan’s domestic popularity in Pakistan

exemplifies the importance of culture among non-Western nuclear weapon states.

Pakistan’s nuclear achievement is seen by many of its citizens as a symbol of defiance

against Western attempts to block a Muslim nation’s quest for its security. Although vilified

abroad, A.Q. Khan is a hero and a patriot at home. His admirers refer to him with the title of

‘‘Mohsin-e-Pakistan’’ (Pakistan owes gratitude).54 In such a culture of defiance, scientific

achievement for a poor developing country is greater than any other accomplishment. The

public in Pakistan does not recognize the damage caused by A.Q. Khan’s proliferation
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actions or the jeopardy in which he has placed his own country. Instead, people in

Pakistan see Western and Indian media sources as demonizing him and the country. The

more this occurs, the more it emboldens the public’s spirit of defiance and resolve.

The final conclusion demonstrated by Pakistan is that the presumed strategic utility

of nuclear weapons in the abstract may be difficult to locate once the weapons actually

exist. Since the inception of Pakistan’s nuclear program, such weapons have offered the

possibility of*and have been seen as*the ultimate equalizer against conventional force

imbalances. But new nuclear powers cannot necessarily adapt the lessons of the

superpowers in the Cold War to fit their circumstances. They must learn slowly how to

formulate nuclear doctrines, how to establish an effective and secure command-and-

control system, and how to integrate all these with conventional forces in peace, crises,

and war.
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