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Does strategic culture drive the decision of some states to acquire 

nuclear weapons while making other states shun them? 

History demonstrates that strategic decision-makers in different societies often approach 

similar strategic circumstances and choices very differently [Johnston 1995:55]. 

Thirty years after the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, Fidel Castro and Robert S. McNamara, 

Secretary of Defense to Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, met in 

Havana to review the events of that October.   One exchange, as recalled by McNamara, 

demonstrates how strikingly differently these two major actors approached incomparably 

high-stakes decisions during those 13 days: 

McNamara: “Mr. President, I have three questions to you. Number one: did you know 
the nuclear warheads were there? Number two: if you did, would you 
have recommended to Khrushchev in the face of a U.S. attack that he use 
them? Number three: if he had used them, what would have happened to 
Cuba?" 

Castro: “Number one: I knew they were there.  Number two: I would not have 
recommended to Khrushchev; I did recommend to Khrushchev that they 
be used.  Number three:  What would have happened to Cuba?' It would 
have been totally destroyed.  Mr. McNamara, if you and President 
Kennedy had been in a similar situation, that's what you would have 
done.” 

McNamara:  "Mr. President, I hope to God we would not have done it. Pull the temple 
down on our heads? My God!"1  

                                                        

1 The Fog of War, 2004, film by Errol Morris 
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To McNamara, it was incomprehensible that a strategic decision-maker would persist in a 

course of action so perilous that it risked national survival.  To Castro, it was 

inconceivable that other men of honour would have behaved any differently.   

Again, at the 1967 US-Soviet summit at Glassboro, New Jersey, a similar exchange 

between President Lyndon Johnson and Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin starkly illustrated 

the Cold War adversaries’ fundamentally contradictory conceptions of offence and 

defence in nuclear deterrence.   The US contingent sought to persuade the Soviets that 

the deployment of ostensibly defensive ABMs by either side would destabilise the so-

called ‘balance of terror.’  Mutual assured destruction depended on both nuclear 

superpowers maintaining a second-strike capability (the ability to absorb a nuclear first 

strike and retain sufficient nuclear capability to inflict retaliatory damage on a scale that 

would reliably deter an enemy).  Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara explained that 

the US would be forced to respond to Soviet ABM deployment, not by expanding US 

defensive forces (which are much more expensive and far less effective) but by expanding 

their offensive forces in order to maintain a survivable retaliatory strike capability 

sufficient to penetrate anti-ballistic missile defences and still inflict unacceptable damage.  

Kosygin exploded, pounded the table and declared that, ‘Defence is moral, offence is 

immoral.’  To US minds, any distinction between offensive and defensive missiles in the 

context of the nuclear deterrent balance was entirely fallacious.  Later, Soviet foreign 

policy analyst Henry Trofimenko, looking back on the Glassboro summit, conceded, 

“Probably, we have been educated by McNamara ...  to show that, in the nuclear age, the 
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difference between defence and offence actually ceases to exist and we started to think, 

really, in quite a new way”.2   

These two exchanges in Havana and in Glassboro demonstrate unambiguously that 

statesmen and women may consider it acceptable to pursue high-risk strategies in the 

service of intangible goals such as national honour [Kagan 1995:8] or which are informed 

by divergent national conceptions of the fundamentals of nuclear deterrence; strategies 

which allies or adversaries who foster different beliefs and feelings might consider 

unthinkable.  Decisions which may appear irrational to a ‘secular, Western pragmatist’ 

may be entirely ‘rational but driven by a value structure unfamiliar and even 

unimaginable to the Western observer’ [Payne 2005:139].   

Jack Snyder, the RAND strategist who is credited with having coined the phrase ‘strategic 

culture’ in his 1977 analysis of the Soviet approach to strategic thinking, recognised that 

neither Soviet nor American strategists are ‘culture-free, preconception-free game 

theorists,’ but have instead developed different nuclear doctrines in different 

organizational, historical, political and technological contexts [1977:v].  For Snyder, 

individuals are socialized into distinctive modes of strategic thought which achieve ‘a 

state of semi-permanence that places them on the level of “culture” rather than mere 

“policy,” providing a ‘perceptual lens’ through which decision-makers view the world’ 

[1977:8].  

                                                        

2 Online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MHL8NTdocBs, at 2 mins, 30 seconds  
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The realisation that goals, priorities, values, risk perception, interpretations of rationality, 

the influence of values, or idiosyncratic conceptions of even the most fundamental 

security principles such as deterrence ‘vary across time, place and culture’ [Payne 

2005:140] provides much of the impetus behind research on the relationship between 

culture and strategy.    

Strategic Culture 

Strategic culture may be seen as a shared but ‘distinctive and lasting set of beliefs’ [Lantis 

& Howlett 2016:87]; a ‘collection of value preferences’ [Johnson et al 2009:8];  an 

‘inherited set of political-military conceptions ‘ [Johnston 1995:44; Gilboy & Heginbotham 

2012:25]; shared assumptions [Johnston 1995:45]; political codes [Johnston 1995:45]; 

and habits or behaviour patterns [Snyder 1977:8] derived from accepted narratives (both 

oral and written) [Johnson et al 2009:9] and rooted in such fundamental influences as 

‘geopolitical setting, history and political culture’ [Lantis & Howlett 2016:87] and ‘shared 

social experience’ [Gilboy & Heginbotham 2012:25]. 

Alastair Iain Johnston found the concept of strategic culture to be ‘remarkably undefined’ 

[Haglund 2004:482] before making his own attempt:   

‘...an integrated system of symbols (i.e. argumentation structures, languages, 
analogies, metaphors, etc.) that acts to establish pervasive and long-lasting 
grand strategic preferences by formulating concepts of the role and efficacy of 
military force in interstate political affairs, and by clothing these conceptions 
with such an aura of factuality that the strategic preferences seem uniquely 
realistic and efficacious.’  [Johnston 1995:36-37] 

In short, strategic culture is a ‘mind set,’ internalized by successive generations, which 

informs decision-makers’ interpretation of international events, limits their attention to 
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less than the full range of possible or appropriate alternatives and shapes their strategic 

preferences [Johnston 1995:45; Gilboy & Heginbotham 2012:25].  For Colin Gray, “culture 

is learned, not genetically inherited. So it can change.”  [Johnson, Kartchner & Larsen 

2009:9]. 

There are many reasons why states may be motivated either to acquire, relinquish or 

reject nuclear weapons and there exists considerable disagreement as to the precise 

determinants of such decisions and the policy options which will most effectively 

disincentivise proliferation [Johnson et al 2009:56; Dong-Joon & Gartzke 2007:167].   

Proliferation only occurs when states have both the opportunity (the means) and the 

willingness (the motive) to acquire nuclear weapons [Dong-Joon & Gartzke 2007:169; 

Debs & Monteiro 2017:4].  Both means and motive are necessary conditions for nuclear 

acquisition; neither is, of itself, a sufficient condition.  While potential proliferators clearly 

must possess the economic and technological capabilities to support nuclear 

development, only about one-fifth of the states with the means to build nuclear weapons 

have been motivated to do so [Hymans 2006:456].  There is no consensus among scholars 

or policymakers as to how such states decide whether or not to acquire nuclear weapons 

and this essay focuses on the motivational aspects of proliferation decisions. 

Proliferation Motives  

Proposed incentives for proliferation include the perceived improvement to national 

security [Deutch 1992:124] through enhanced leverage or deterrence against 

conventional or nuclear threats [Sagan 1996:54; Bernstein 2006:9], diplomatic isolation or 

pariah status [Betts 1993:167; Dong-Joon & Gartzke 2007:170] and the association of a 

nuclear capability with modernity and eligibility to join the ‘community of advanced 
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nations’ [Bernstein 2006:9; Sagan 1996:55].  Disincentives include the protection of 

nuclear security guarantees [Dong-Joon & Gartzke 2007:170], fear of abandonment by an 

ally [Debs & Monteiro 2017:15] or of becoming either a counter-proliferation or a nuclear 

target [Debs & Monteiro 2017:7]. 

Scott Sagan organises such incentives and disincentives into three broad types of 

explanation for proliferation decisions, which he loosely calls ‘models’:  realist-security 

considerations, domestic political factors and international norms [Sagan 1996:55].   A 

more comprehensive framework is provided by Jacques Hymans, who distinguishes 

between realist (security) and idealist (cultural) perspectives, and then subdivides the 

latter into the international level (norms), the domestic level (politics) and the individual 

level (psychology of national leaders) [Hymans 2006:458].  These realist-security and 

strategic-cultural models have different, even contrasting, implications for non-

proliferation policy [Sagan 1996:55].   

The policy prescriptions which follow naturally from the logic of the realist-security model 

are broadly limited to credible defence commitments from nuclear patrons (which 

necessarily entail ‘first-use’ and ‘first-strike’ policies)3, ‘negative security assurances’ from 

potential rival states, and supply-side controls on nuclear technological know-how and 

                                                        

3 In his 2017 book, The Doomsday Machine: Confessions of a Nuclear War Planner, p.12, Daniel Ellsberg, 

former RAND analyst and ‘Pentagon Papers’ whistle-blower, explains the difference between nuclear ‘first-

use’ and ‘first-strike’ policies.  A first strike is an all-out nuclear attack by one nuclear superpower to limit 

the retaliatory capability of the other.  First use refers to any initiation of a nuclear attack by any nuclear 

power against either a nuclear-armed or a non-nuclear opponent, such as US first use against Japan in 1945. 



 7 

fissile materials to slow the rate of proliferation.  Conversely, the policy implications of 

strategic culturalism include the reinforcement of international normative constraints on 

the demand side of proliferation such as diplomatic pressure, international sanctions and 

moral condemnation [Sagan 1996:84; Dong-Joon & Gartzke 2007:168], which would also 

entail nuclear patrons such as the US abandoning their first-use/first-strike policies and 

making observable progress towards their Article VI (NPT) commitments to global nuclear 

disarmament [Epstein 1977:25-26].   

The realist-security model arguably represents the most widely accepted, intuitive and 

parsimonious explanation for nuclear weapons proliferation – namely, that proliferation 

decisions are based on the level of security threat, relative power vis-à-vis adversaries, 

and the level and reliability of allied security commitments [Debs & Monteiro 2017:7].  

Nevertheless, despite claims that security considerations represent ‘the only necessary 

and sufficient cause of nuclear proliferation’ [Bradley Thayer, cited in Debs & Monteiro 

2017:13], the security dimension alone is unable to explain all cases of nuclear 

acquisition, relinquishment or restraint [Sagan 1996:57; Hymans 2006:456] and outliers 

can not simply be dismissed as “puzzles” [Debs & Monteiro 2017:3].    

While insecurity is undoubtedly a significant stimulus to proliferation [Dong-Joon & 

Gartzke 2007:176], among the realist-security explanations for proliferation, research 

shows that only conventional military threats are a strong determinant of proliferation; 

nuclear neighbours actually decrease the likelihood of further proliferation in the 

neighbourhood, perhaps because of fear of preventive war [Dong-Joon & Gartzke 

2007:184].  Diplomatic isolation or ‘pariah’ status appears to have no discernible effect on 

states’ decisions about nuclear weapons possession [Dong-Joon & Gartzke 2007:176]. 
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The ‘basic empirical problem’ for realism is its ‘consistent over-prediction of overall 

proliferation’ [Hymans 2006:458].  Several decades of pessimistic realist-security 

expectations that each case of proliferation would pressure similarly situated states to 

follow, prompting an inevitable ‘domino effect’ [Epstein 1977:26], is simply not supported 

by historical events.  While this strategic chain reaction may have been the central 

impetus for the United States, Britain, the USSR and Japan to initiate weapons 

programmes, predictions that Indonesia and Bangladesh would follow Pakistan [Epstein 

1977:19], or that Egypt, Turkey and Saudi Arabia would follow Israel, or that Taiwan 

would follow China and South Korea would follow North Korea [Epstein 1977:19; Debs & 

Monteiro 2017:3] have not proven accurate to date.  The logic of collective security also 

suggests that states are more likely not to proliferate together’ [Dong-Joon & Gartzke 

2007:14], or to abandon nuclear research programmes together, as the example of Brazil 

and Argentina demonstrates. 

Furthermore, realist rationalisations for the rate of proliferation being much slower than 

most experts predicted [Debs & Monteiro 2017:3] – the success of nuclear defence pacts 

and the supply-side controls of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) regime – are 

inadequate explanations.  International non-proliferation structures are ‘weak and 

erratically enforced’ [Hymans 2006:458] and research shows that the umbrella protection 

of a nuclear patron only marginally deters client states from acquiring nuclear weapons 

[Dong-Joon & Gartzke 2007:176]. 

Causal Complexity 

National security considerations provide an incomplete explanation of proliferation and 

‘realist intuitions have proven a very poor guide to the historical realities of nuclear 
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proliferation’ [Hymans 2006:455].  Nuclear weapons are clearly more than just weapons, 

since they have ’no military use whatsoever‘ beyond deterrence and cannot be used 

beneficially in a nation’s defence.4  The historical record shows that nuclear weapons are 

relevant to international status and diplomacy, national identity and domestic politics 

[Sagan 1996:55] and efforts to predict and dissuade proliferation are undermined by 

failure to attempt to understand these strategic-cultural motivations. 

A former Under Secretary for Defense to George W. Bush, Douglas Feith, spoke of ‘the 

unpredictability of potential opponents who are motivated by goals and values we often 

do not share nor well understand and who move in directions we may not anticipate’ 

[Payne 2005:140].  A second, Stephen Cambone, emphasized that ‘deterring future 

adversaries will require a detailed understanding of their goals, motivations, history, 

networks, relationships and all the dimensions of human political behaviour, on a scale 

broader and deeper than today’s’ [Payne 2005:140]. 

Although proponents of strategic culturalism may accept that the majority of proliferation 

decisions to date (the US, USSR, China, Israel and Pakistan) and of potential proliferants 

(including Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey) may be ‘best explained by the security model’ 

[Sagan 1996:85], this does not amount to accepting that even these cases are completely 

explained by it.  it is implausible that complex, consequential and expensive proliferation 

(or restraint) decisions could be based on the single dimension of security, as some 

suggest [Debs & Monteiro 2017:4].  There exist numerous incentives to acquire, 

                                                        

4 Robert S. McNamara, 1986, ‘War and Peace in the Nuclear Age,’ Episode 6, ‘The Education of Robert 

McNamara,’ video online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TtIyk6x60O0  
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relinquish or repudiate nuclear weapons and causal mechanisms will almost certainly 

include structural, domestic political and cultural considerations. 

It will be instructive to examine a small number of nuclear cases to determine the 

explanatory power of security in states’ decisions to acquire, relinquish or reject nuclear 

weapons and the extent to which other non-security considerations were relevant.  With 

the aim of providing as detailed an analysis of the case studies as the constraints of this 

essay permit, one exemplar of each type of decision is examined.  Israel is selected, since 

it represents one of the most intriguing examples of proliferation [Kartchner 2009:64].  

South Africa selects itself as the only example of nuclear proliferation followed by 

relinquishment.  Ukraine is included as one of the most interesting case of 

denuclearization since it was effectively ’born nuclear’ after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union [Sagan 1996:61], and had therefore faced none of the usual economic or 

technological barriers to nuclear weapons possession and was widely expected to retain 

its sizeable arsenal. 

Case Studies  

Israel 

Realist-security rationales for Israel’s decision to initiate efforts to acquire a nuclear 

weapons capability ‘in the immediate aftermath of the 1967 war’ [Kartchner 2009:61] 

(when Israel’s conventional might happened to be at its peak [Adamsky 2012: ]), included 

concern to acquire a deterrent against massive conventional attack [Epstein 1977:18] and 

to ensure that they had a nuclear capability before any adversary [Epstein 1977:18]. 
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First, the claim that Israel only decided to initiate a nuclear weapons development after 

the 1967 war is patently inaccurate.  In 1948, the year the State of Israel was founded, it 

commenced geological explorations for natural uranium deposits in the Negev desert, 

established an Atomic Energy Commission under the control of the Ministry of Defence 

and made contacts with the French community of nuclear scientists [Cohen 2010:90-91].  

In 1954, Israel signed a formal agreement with France to cooperate in nuclear research 

[Evron 1994:2].  Israeli Defense Minister Shimon Peres used the occasion of the 1956 

Sèvres conference to obtain French agreement to build a nuclear reactor in Israel, as well 

as a chemical reprocessing facility for the production of weapons-grade plutonium, under 

the cloak of secrecy [Evron 1994:3].5   The technical contracts of these so-called ‘Paris 

Agreements’ were finalised in October 1957 [Hersh 1991:42; Cohen 1998:55; Evron 

1994:2], a decade before Israel’s Six-Day War.     

As part of the US covert aerial reconnaissance programme, U-2 spy-planes had been 

routinely overflying Israel since 1956 [Brugioni 2010:271; Bissell 1996:120].  On 27 March 

1958, the CIA’s Photo Intelligence Division (which also identified missile construction sites 

in Cuba in 1962), provided President Eisenhower with aerial photographs revealing the 

covert construction of a nuclear reactor and chemical reprocessing plant at Dimona in the 

southern Negev, a replica of France’s nuclear reactor at Marcoule, near Avignon [Hersh 

1991:43,56; Brugioni 2010:273; Andrew 1998:327].  Only in December 1960, when France 

began pressuring Israel to announce its nuclear development project, did US intelligence 

                                                        

5 The US also supplied Israel with a small research reactor at Nahal Soreq, near Tel Aviv, as part of President 

Eisenhower’s ‘atoms for peace’ programme. 



 12 

agencies leak details of the Israeli nuclear programme to the press in order to avoid 

international suspicions of the US government’s complicity in the project [Cockburn 

1991:89].   

In relation to the question of nuclear weapons as a deterrent to conventional attack, 

since its foundation, Israel has been the largest cumulative recipient of US economic and 

(predominantly) military aid [Sharp 2018], aimed maintaining Israel’s ‘qualitative military 

edge’ in the region;  that is to say, its conventional military superiority over any coalition 

of Arab states, which obviated the need for a nuclear deterrent in a non-nuclear region.  

Nevertheless, irrespective of Israel’s overwhelming regional conventional superiority, 

David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first Prime Minister, considered a nuclear weapons capability 

essential to state survival.  This exaggeration of security concerns was arguably a function 

of historical memory: the trauma of the Holocaust fostered a ‘siege mentality’ [Adamsky 

2012 (online)], and Ben-Gurion’s own deeply pessimistic assessment of Israeli’s 

vulnerabilities meant ‘Israel’s nuclear project was conceived for psychological comfort’ 

[Alteras 1993:114; Adamsky: 2012 (online)].   The Eisenhower administration regarded 

Israel’s security concerns as ‘exaggerated and even misplaced’ [Alteras 1993:114] and, 

despite Israel’s repeated requests for formal US security guarantees, no fewer than four 

requests in 1955 alone [Alteras 1993:127], the US provided only informal, theoretical 

assurances [Alteras 1993:114].   

In the event, neither Israel’s overwhelming conventional superiority, nor its nuclear 

capability deterred the Egyptians and Syrians from invading Israel in 1973, nor Iraq from 

launching scud missiles against Israel in 1991 [Adamsky 2012 (online)]. 
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When both Syria and Iraq initiated their own nuclear development programmes, Israeli 

aerial counterproliferation strikes destroyed Iraq’s Osiraq nuclear facilities near Baghdad 

in 1981 and Syria’s Al Kibar reactor in 2007 in order to maintain Israel’s regional nuclear 

monopoly [Adamsky 2012 (online)].  Israel’s long-standing conventional military 

superiority in its neighbourhood would arguably have enabled it to mount preventive 

attacks on any earlier Arab attempts to nuclearize, so there was no pressure to race to 

acquire a nuclear deterrent before there was even any evidence of Arab intentions to do 

so.   

South Africa 

South Africa’s nuclear development is said to have been prompted by security threats 

which emerged in the mid-1970s and to have been reversed when the security landscape 

changed in the late 1980s [Sagan 1996:60].  South Africa developed and stockpiled six 

atomic weapons in the 1970s and 1980s and announced their termination in 1990 [Long 

& Grillot 2000:32].  

Nuclearisation 

The Pretorian nuclear programme was one of many such national efforts anticipated by 

realist-security proponents, specifically in view of its value as a deterrent against the 

threat of ‘massive conventional attack’ emanating from ‘black Africa’ [Epstein 1977;20].  

The specific security concerns cited by President F W De Klerk as motivation for his 

Pretoria’s decision to pursue nuclear weapons included ‘the Soviet expansionist threat to 

southern Africa’ and the build-up of Cuban forces in Angola [Sagan 1996:60].  Although 

South Africa’s nuclearisation program did coincide with security threats, these were not 
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of the type commonly considered sufficient to trigger proliferation decisions [Liberman 

2001:46].  South Africa faced no nuclear threat; the possibility of Soviet aggression was 

remote and South Africa did not, in any event, have delivery systems to use nuclear 

weapons outside its region [Long & Grillot 2000:28].  It already possessed overwhelming 

conventional military superiority in southern Africa [Liberman 2001:46 Betts 1977:158] 

and black African countries never seriously threatened military attack [Long & Grillot 

2000:28].      

Pretoria’s nuclear development programme was initiated in 1971, before the security 

threats of the mid-1970s emerged and when the security environment was still relatively 

benign [Liberman 2001:49].  However, the programme was only militarized around 1977 

[Liberman 2001:49; Long & Grillot 2000:29] or 1978 [Sagan 1996:70].  Unlike the Israeli 

military-directed nuclear research programme, South Africa’s nuclear programme was 

conceived for peaceful commercial purposes, initiated without any detailed strategic or 

operational input from the military, designed only to enhance the state’s international 

scientific standing and to be used in the South African mining industry [Sagan 1996:70; 

Liberman 2001:49].   Scott Sagan portrays Pretoria’s later decision to transfer its nuclear 

research programme to the control of the military, in order to pursue a weapons 

capability, as a ‘post hoc development’ [1996:70].  In view of the worsening of South 

Africa’s threat environment, the timing of its decision to weaponise, rather than its 

decision to initiate, its nuclear research programme, is prima facie consistent with 

security explanations.  However, South Africa’s weapons-grade plutonium enrichment 

plant was planned as early as 1969 or 1970, and its ostensibly peaceful research 

programme was classified secret almost from inception [Liberman 2001:50-51], which 
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undermines realist explanations for the timing of South Africa’s decision to acquire a 

nuclear weapons capability.   

South Africa’s international isolation, its exclusion from Western security alliances [Long 

& Grillot:30] and its subjection to international sanctions, are cited as further 

proliferation triggers [Betts 1993:167].  Although South African was ostracized and 

subjected to sanctions because of objections to its policy of apartheid, international 

pariah status is not universally accepted as a statistically significant determinant of 

proliferation decisions [ Dong-Joon & Gartzke 2007:176], although in the cases of both 

Israel and South Africa, international isolation does have to have contributed, in turn, to 

both exaggerated perceptions of security threats and their resort to nuclear weapons to 

extract security concessions from the West [Long & Grillot 2000:31].   

Denuclearisation 

In the realist-security view, South Africa destroyed its small nuclear arsenal in 1991 

because the negotiated cease-fires with Angola and Namibia and the withdrawal of 

Cuban troops from the region in 1988, followed by the end of the Cold War in 1989, 

rendered its nuclear weapons superfluous [Sagan 1996:60; Long & Grillot 2000:31].   

However, the timing of Pretoria’s decision to dismantle its stockpile, taken months before 

the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 unexpectedly marked the beginning of the 

end of the Cold War and the Soviet threat, suggests that the rationale was not entirely 

based on changing security conditions.  South Africa’s denuclearisation decision may also 

be related to strategic cultural reasons of both international and domestic political 

dimensions.  
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Etel Solingen hypothesised that liberalising states are more sensitive to international non-

proliferation norms than are nationalist-statist regimes who may be predisposed to 

‘defiance and self-sufficiency’ [Liberman 2001:50].  Liberalising states are also thought to 

regard nuclear restraint as a route to international approval, aid and trade [Liberman 

2001:48].  The presidency of F W de Klerk, who made the decision to dismantle South 

Africa’s nuclear program, is said to have represented a ‘liberalizing departure ... from 

nationalist-statist ideology’ [Liberman 2001:48], which would tend to support Solingen’s 

proposition.   

Unusually, Pretoria did not just dismantle its six bombs, it also destroyed all its ‘plans, 

history of decisions and approval and design documents’ [Sagan 1996:70-71], which 

suggests that domestic political concerns were also relevant.  Specifically, de Klerk 

expressed apprehension that the advent of political liberalization and the inevitable 

transfer to black majority rule could mean control of nuclear weapons would be inherited 

by the ANC – which he claimed would constitute a proliferation threat [Dong-Joon & 

Gartzke 2007:171] – or commandeered by white extremists in the event of domestic 

unrest [Sagan 1996:70-71].   

In summary, while security concerns, however exaggerated by a sense of international 

isolation, may have figured in the decision of South Africa, like Israel, to develop nuclear 

weapons, they do not provide a sufficient strategic rationale.  Strategic cultural factors – 

including growing sensitivity to international norms, political liberalization and domestic 

political concerns – were likely dynamics in Pretoria’s nuclear reversal.    
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Ukraine 

Among the most interesting non-nuclear powers are three successor states of the former 

Soviet Union: Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan, which inherited nuclear weapons when 

they emerged as independent nations in 1991.  All three relinquished their nuclear 

arsenals to Russia and acceded to the NPT as non-nuclear weapons states, although 

Ukraine was more reluctant to do so than Belarus [Kartchner 2009:59]. 

Prominent realist scholars like ‘offensive realist’ John Mearsheimer considered it unlikely 

that Ukraine would agree to transfer its nuclear weapons, particularly the 1,600 strategic 

weapons stationed on its soil, to Russia, the state it most feared [Mearsheimer 1993:51-

52].  Russian expansionist behaviour in the region, the history of enmity between Ukraine 

and Russia and particular tensions over the Crimea, Russia’s demonstrated reluctance to 

recognise Ukraine’s independence, and Ukraine’s inability to defend itself in any future 

conventional war with Russia, meant that only nuclear weapons could balance against the 

potential Russian threat to Ukrainian independence [Sagan 1996:80; Long & Grillot 

2000:33].   

Although Ukraine’s denuclearization was not anticipated by realists, realist-security 

perspectives offer two post hoc explanations for it: first, stable relations with post-Soviet 

Moscow meant that they did not perceive Russia as a security threat [cf. Mearsheimer 

1993:54-56] and, second, the US provided security guarantees [Long & Grillot 2000:33], 

which realists themselves did not foresee [Mearsheimer 1993:50-51,56].  In any event, 

none of these former Soviet states had been a nuclear power in its own right, none had 

any operational control over weapons systems stationed within their borders – ‘the 
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button was always in Moscow’ [Debs & Monteiro 2016:34; Mearsheimer 1993:52].6  In 

addition, had Ukraine tried to seize the 4,000 weapons systems it hosted, which 

represented about 15 per cent of the former Soviet nuclear arsenal [Long & Grillot 

2000:24], there could have been a ‘bloody confrontation with the Russian military’ [Debs 

& Monteiro 2016:34].6   

Ukraine’s denuclearisation is not entirely consistent with realist-security explanations, nor 

do domestic political factors adequately explain the Ukrainian disarmament decision.  

Following the Fukushima nuclear accident in March 2011, for example, opinion polls 

showed that public support for nuclear energy dropped by 40 points in Japan and 20 

points in the United States [Ramana 2011].  Paradoxically, Ukrainian public opinion rose 

by around 30 points in the early 1990s, despite the Chernobyl nuclear accident of April 

1986 [Sagan 1996:80], but public opinion was rarely, if ever, considered by Ukrainian 

decision-makers in this period [Long & Grillot 2000:34].  Domestic political pressures 

played little part in the Ukrainian decision. 

Strategic cultural insights provide some explanations.  While Ukraine’s national role 

conception was one of a great power, which could justify nuclear status [Kartchner 

2009:59], its self-conception was also that of a European state and Ukraine was eager to 

                                                        

6 Debs & Monteiro citing Robert Norris of the Federation of Atomic Scientists, letter to the Wall Street 

Journal, 21 March, 2014 online at https://www.wsj.com/articles/its-not-just-ukraine-its-what-russia-may-

try-next-letters-to-the-editor-1395441816  
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assert its position as a European nation and realise its place in the community of Western 

European states [Long & Grillot 2000:35].  Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk declared 

that ‘Ukraine’s international standing and membership in the community of European 

nations depends on its denuclearization...’ [Long & Grillot 2000:35].   The leadership in 

Kiev also sought to distance itself from Moscow by virtue of its NPT membership and its 

non-nuclear status outside a military bloc, in order to bolster Ukrainian claims to national 

sovereignty and independence from Russia [Sagan 1996:81].   

International non-proliferation norms were also important in the overwhelming decision 

of the Ukrainian Rada in November 1994 to join the NPT [Sagan 1996:80-82; Long & 

Grillot 2000:35].   Kiev also recognised that its international prestige would be damaged 

by the emerging international normative conception that new nuclear states were ‘rogue 

states’ [Sagan 1996:81].  As Scott Sagan said, before NPT norms emerged, a nuclear 

weapons capability ‘would have placed Ukraine in the category of France and China,’ but 

by the 1990s, it would have ranked them among pariahs like Iraq and North Korea [Sagan 

1996:82]. 

Conclusion 

The best theories are arguably those that explain the largest number of cases [1996:85], 

and insecurity, or perceptions of insecurity, are clearly relevant to a number of nuclear 

proliferation decisions.  However, there is as much to learn from closely analysing the 

rationales for relinquishment and non-proliferation.  As the case studies of Israel, South 

Africa and Ukraine show, the realist-security perspective does not completely explain 

either the nuclearization or reversal decisions of these states; there are, in reality, 
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multiple causal mechanisms.  As Scott Sagan suggested, ‘different historical cases are best 

explained by different causal models’ [1996:85]. 

For realist-security proponents to admit that considerations about nuclear weapons 

‘permeate diplomatic exchanges on a wide range of topics, from military deployments 

and alliance management, to technological cooperation, trade and economic integration, 

and even international finance’ [Debs & Monteiro 2017:1], it seems incoherent then to 

dismiss strategic-cultural explanations which take these and other considerations into 

account. 

Contrary to some realist-strategic criticisms of strategic-cultural perspectives, the latter 

do not claim that “existing security-based arguments are unable to account for variation 

... in states’ nuclear behaviour’ [Debs & Monteiro 2017:16], but that they do not fully 

account for it.  It seems perfectly coherent to argue that security considerations are the 

foremost driver in proliferation decisions, while also recognising that the historical 

evidence demonstrates they are not the only considerations.  Ideas, beliefs and their 

impacts on the formation of strategic preferences, are not generally proposed as 

alternatives to realist-security explanations, but as a complement to them. 

Finally, if it is valid to claim that ‘security is intuitively the foremost reason why a state 

would seek nuclear weapons,’ [Debs & Monteiro 2017:3] and that a state’s security 

environment is ‘intuitively the most important determinant of nuclear acquisition’ [Debs 

& Monteiro 2017:20], then it is equally valid to claim that insecurity is intuitively not 

always the whole story.   



 21 

The historical evidence of proliferation, renunciation and restraint strongly suggests that 

multicausality ‘lies at the heart of the proliferation problem’ [Sagan 1995:85].  Improved 

understanding of the confluence of security concerns, domestic pressures and the 

strategic culture of potential proliferators may not ensure their nuclear restraint, but it 

may reduce the prospects for non-proliferation policy errors and unwelcome surprises. 

[4,979 words, including footnotes]
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