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Management, Abolition, and Nullification:
Nuclear Nonproliferation Strategies in the

21st Century

 ROBERT AYSON1

As the 21st century opens, the international com-
munity must choose how to address the continu-
ing challenges posed by nuclear proliferation.

Roughly speaking, there are three main strategies avail-
able for tackling these challenges. The first of these is the
“management” strategy, which relies upon arms control
as its main instrument, including the international nonpro-
liferation regime built around the 1968 Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT). The second is
the “abolition” strategy, which sees the control of nuclear
proliferation as a step down the road towards complete
nuclear disarmament, an approach that emphasizes the
commitment to that end contained in Article VI of the NPT.
The third is the “nullification” strategy that advocates
military counter-measures, such as missile defense sys-
tems, to cancel out the capabilities and threats that arise
from proliferation.

Until recently, the management strategy appeared to
offer the best basis for achieving an international consen-
sus on dealing with nuclear proliferation problems. How-
ever, this strategy has come under increasing pressures
since the mid-1990s. These pressures include the failure
of the nonproliferation regime to prevent Pakistani and
Indian nuclear tests in 1998, concerns about proliferation-

related threats on the Korean Peninsula and in the Middle
East, and U.S. plans for an ambitious system of national
missile defense (NMD) and theater missile defense
(TMD).2  These developments have provided encourage-
ment to advocates of the other two strategies, abolition
and nullification.  It may be, however, that none of these
three strategies alone can provide the basis for effectively
addressing contemporary nuclear proliferation challenges.
Instead, the international community may need to con-
sider new and innovative ways of mixing these three strat-
egies into new hybrid strategies.

This article examines the prospects of the three tradi-
tional approaches to nonproliferation: management, abo-
lition, and nullification. It analyzes the key successes and
failures of each approach, and assesses their current sup-
port.  The article also considers the prospects for mixed
strategies that combine elements of more than one of these
three approaches. In particular, the potential for coopera-
tion between the respective arguments of missile defense
advocates, who espouse a variant of the nullification strat-
egy, and disarmament activists, who strive for abolition,
will be assessed. Although these approaches at first seem
incompatible, upon closer examination some potential syn-
ergies emerge. Throughout, the article draws comparisons

Robert Ayson teaches international relations at Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand. He has served
as adviser to the New Zealand Parliamentary Select Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defense and Trade. His articles
on strategic theory, New Zealand disarmament policy, and New Zealand regional security policy have appeared in
The Journal of Strategic Studies, International Journal,and Contemporary Southeast Asia.



The Nonproliferation Review/Fall 2001

ROBERT AYSON

2

between the policy stances of New Zealand, a country
that tends to support the eventual abolition of nuclear
weapons through international legal mechanisms, and
those of the United States, where missile defense has
gained political support at the potential expense of multi-
lateral arms control.

NUCLEAR PROLIFERATION TODAY

Nuclear proliferation and the spread of related technolo-
gies and other weapons of mass destruction (WMD), such
as ballistic missiles, feature prominently in many analyses
of the post-Cold War security environment. U.S. assess-
ments of the global strategic situation are particularly con-
cerned with this issue. The 1998 edition of the United
States National Security Strategy, for example, offers the
general assessment that “weapons of mass destruction pose

Table 1: Some Standard Concerns Associated With Nuclear Proliferation

Problem 
 

Potential Examples 

More fingers on the nuclear trigger Any new nuclear weapon state1 
 

Dangerous fingers on the nuclear trigger 
 

North Korea, Iraq, and other “rogue states”2 

Nuclear terrorism Sub-state actors with potential access to nuclear 
weapons/technology3 
 

Leakage of nuclear materials, technology & 
expertise 
 

From former Soviet republics4 

Unreliable or inadequate organizations and 
infrastructures responsible for nuclear weapons 
 

India, Pakistan5 
 
 

Arms races encouraged 
 

Between India and Pakistan;6 throughout the 
Asia-Pacific region7 
 

Regional stability reduced 
 

South Asia, North Asia, and Middle East8 

Intercontinental threat  (e.g., to the United 
States) 
 

North Korea, Iraq, Iran9 

Nonproliferation regime undermined 
 

Any new nuclear weapon state10 
 

 

the greatest potential threat to global stability and secu-
rity.”3  Similarly, a December 2000 Central Intelligence
Agency National Intelligence Council report into long-term
global trends argued: “The probability that a missile armed
with WMD would be used against U.S. forces or inter-
ests is higher today than during most of the Cold War and
continues to grow.”4

Internationally, the concerns expressed about the con-
sequences of nuclear proliferation are many and varied.
These worries range from the general notion that more
fingers on the nuclear trigger raises the mathematical prob-
ability of a war involving nuclear weapons to fears that
the presence of nuclear weapons may undermine secu-
rity in already volatile regions. A range of the main con-
cerns associated with nuclear proliferation is presented in
Table 1.
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Many of these concerns were heightened when India
and Pakistan conducted tit-for-tat nuclear tests in 1998,
thereby bringing their existing nuclear weapons capabili-
ties firmly out of the closet.15  The highly publicized emer-
gence of these two South Asian competitors as undeniable
possessors of nuclear weapons—if not as fully recognized
nuclear weapon states (NWS)—meets the loose defini-
tion of nuclear proliferation that will be used in this ar-
ticle: an increase in the number of international actors who
demonstrably possess nuclear weapons.

India and Pakistan are not the only Asian states that
pose challenges to the nonproliferation regime. North
Korea’s test launch of a three-stage missile over Japan in
August 1998 added to existing concerns (especially in Ja-
pan and the United States) about the status of Pyongyang’s
nuclear program. 16   Moreover, while a long-standing
member of the nuclear weapons club, China is putting
quite some energy into modernizing its own capabilities.17

These Chinese activities are not unique, however, as there
are also ongoing modernization-related activities in Rus-
sia and the United States, including subcritical testing and
experimentation.18

Beijing’s modernization program received particular
attention courtesy of the allegations of Chinese nuclear
espionage raised by the Cox Committee report issued by
the U.S. Congress in 1999.19  The Chinese program could
be further fueled by American plans to deploy TMD in
Asia.20  China would react especially forcefully to a sys-
tem that offers some measure of protection to Taiwan.
Beijing may also be provoked by the Bush administration’s
sweeping approach to missile defense, which might pose
some risk to the rather modest nuclear capabilities of
China.21  On the whole, the Asia-Pacific region reflects a
number of contemporary proliferation concerns.22  This
point has been reflected as far south as Canberra where
the 1997 strategic review issued by the Australian Depart-
ment of Defense notes “the potential threat to Australia
from ballistic and cruise missiles.”23

The Middle East is another area where proliferation risks
generate continuing concern. The international commu-
nity worked hard after the Gulf War to prevent Iraqi en-
try into the unofficial nuclear club,24  but the 1998 collapse
of the United Nations Special Commission  (UNSCOM)
monitoring regime has severely hampered initiatives to
thwart Saddam Hussein’s bid for WMD.25  Moreover, at
no time has the international community had a pretext to
apply similarly intrusive measures to neighboring Iran,
whose nuclear ambitions also trouble some observers.26

Coupled with widely acknowledged Israeli nuclear weap-
ons capabilities, the closely watched nuclear ambitions
of Baghdad and Teheran will continue to place this part
of the world firmly on the nuclear proliferation map,27

especially to the extent that WMD capabilities in any one
of these countries serves as an incentive to their acquisi-
tion and retention among the others.28

More generally, nuclear issues remain a significant el-
ement in the somewhat precarious post-Cold War posi-
tion of Russia. Added to ongoing worries about the safety
and security of Russia’s huge but aging nuclear weapons
infrastructure have been signs of willingness by its lead-
ers to play the nuclear card as one of the remaining sources
of Russian leverage in international politics.29  For ex-
ample, in 1999 Viktor Chernomyrdin, the Russian en-
voy on the Kosovo issue, suggested in a Washington Post
article that Russian unease with the strategy of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in the Balkans might
dash hopes for further progress in the Strategic Arms Re-
duction Treaty (START) process.30  While still in power,
former Russian President Boris Yeltsin showed that he
was not averse to waving the rhetorical nuclear stick in
response to Western criticism over Russian actions in
Chechnya. Moreover, Russia’s new national security doc-
trine, announced in January 2000 by Yeltsin’s successor,
Vladimir Putin, allows greater scope for the use of nuclear
weapons than earlier pronouncements from Moscow.31

Despite these trends, not all is bleak for those hoping
that nuclear weapons will increasingly be pushed to the
sidelines of international relations.32  By both announc-
ing and renouncing its nuclear weapons capabilities in
1993, South Africa engaged in what might be called
“deproliferation.” Also during the 1990s, a number of
other states, including Brazil and Argentina, have backed
away from the nuclear threshold and embraced nonpro-
liferation norms that they previous rejected. Ukraine,
Belarus and Kazakhstan faced a different challenge, in-
heriting nuclear weapons left on their soil after the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. All three decided to renounce
nuclear weapons and transfer them to Russia.33  Among
the NWS, the United States, Russia, Great Britain, and
France have also deactivated and dismantled substantial
numbers of nuclear weapons since the end of the Cold
War. China is alone among the five official NWS not to
have reduced its arsenal.  Regardless of these reductions,
however, the five original members of the nuclear weap-
ons club have demonstrated little interest in rushing head-
long into a program of complete nuclear disarmament.34
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Of course, this last point concerns existing nuclear ar-
senals more than contemporary outbreaks of proliferation.
It may seem odd that an article ostensibly devoted to the
development of nuclear weapons by additional countries
should take such an interest in countries that crossed the
nuclear threshold decades ago. Yet in terms of the overall
nuclear weapons agenda, any attempt to quarantine off
further nuclear proliferation from these older issues has
become increasingly problematic.

The situation may have seemed simpler in earlier times.
One the one hand, in the first half of the Cold War, such
was the concern about the stability of the East-West
nuclear balance that entire treatises on nuclear strategy
could be found which barely mentioned the “n+1” prob-
lem.35  On the other hand, while proliferation-related con-
cerns grew sufficiently in the 1960s to produce the NPT
as the basis of the global nonproliferation regime, the NPT
itself was based on a clear demarcation between the privi-
leged five, who were permitted to engage in nuclear strat-
egy, and the rest who were in danger of engaging in nuclear
proliferation.

The early twenty-first century situation appears to lack
such clarity.36  For instance, since the end of the Cold War,
the aging Russian nuclear arsenal has been viewed as a
proliferation risk as much as it has been regarded as a key
element in the future development of nuclear deterrence.
37   The reverse may also apply to other countries. As time
goes on, increasing attention will be focused on Indian
nuclear strategy, not just on the precedent Indian nuclear
testing has helped set for new rounds of nuclear prolif-
eration.38  Traditional lines of analysis also appear to be
blurred when considering responses to recent prolifera-
tion by regional powers. U.S. missile defense plans, for
instance, threaten to upset old arms control relationships
with Russia and China.

THE MANAGEMENT STRATEGY

This muddying of the waters has caused difficulties not
just for the NPT, but also for the broader management
strategy of which it is a major instrument. This strategy
tends to assume the presence of nuclear weapons as a
long-term feature of the international environment. This
approach has its roots in the theory and practice of nuclear
arms control during the Cold War, which sought to man-
age and stabilize the arms race rather than attempting to
abolish it completely.39  In this view, the task confronting
the international community is not so much to put the

nuclear weapons genie back in its bottle, but to remove
those aspects of the nuclear age that make catastrophic
conflict especially likely.

This search for an armed but stable world is implicit in
the Cold War era analyses of scholars like Thomas
Schelling and Morton Halperin, who regarded arms con-
trol as “all forms of military cooperation between poten-
tial enemies in the interest of reducing the likelihood of
war, its scope and violence if it occurs, and the political
and economic costs of being prepared for it.”40   Indeed,
the idea of managing the arms race is quite compatible
with some countries retaining nuclear weapons in the
name of nuclear deterrence; a relationship that itself seeks
to reduce the likelihood of war occurring in the first place.
The classical nonproliferation agenda was not antagonis-
tic to this assumption, but built on a mutual interest be-
tween Cold War adversaries, the United States, Britain
and France on the one hand, and the Soviet Union and
China on the other, in avoiding the further expansion of
the club of which they were the founding members.

The management strategy has bequeathed a partially
successful legacy to the post-Cold War world. While the
risk of nuclear warfare cannot be mathematically removed
as long as at least some nuclear weapons exist, the situa-
tion could well have been worse than it is today. First,
arms control agreements between the superpowers—such
as the Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT) agree-
ments—did manage to address some of the most worry-
ing portions of the arsenals of both sides. Second, while it
may not be easy to demonstrate the extent to which the
nonproliferation regime has been directly responsible for
preventing the further spread of nuclear weapons, it is even
harder to find support for the proposition that the world
would have been better without it. With the help of other
arms control mechanisms such as the safeguards of the
International Atomic Energy Agency, Nuclear-Weapon-
Free Zones, the Missile Technology Control Regime, and
bilateral preventive measures such as the Agreed Frame-
work devised by Washington to forestall a North Korean
nuclear weapons program, the NPT has been a positive
influence. Indeed, as is often pointed out, the rather modest
number of countries who possess nuclear weapons today
is a far cry from what some of the pessimistic forecasts
of earlier decades would have suggested.41

Some of the wider political relationships that shaped
the Cold War period were also a boost to the manage-
ment strategy.  Soviet control of Eastern Europe and U.S.
security guarantees to Western European and East Asian
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allies restricted the rationale for independent nuclear ar-
senals (with the obvious exceptions of Britain and
France).42  Moreover, the end of the Cold War has not
generated significant reverse incentives for proliferation.
The network of U.S. alliance relationships remains intact,
and as former Eastern bloc countries aspire to European
Union and NATO membership and recognition as mature
liberal democracies, the appeal of acquiring nuclear weap-
ons appears to be rather limited.43  According to analyst
Bruno Tertrais, the 1996 NATO declaration that the alli-
ance has no intention to base nuclear weapons in the ter-
ritories of new member countries means that the Czech
Republic, Poland and Hungary “have effectively been
denuclearized in advance.”44

Yet serious doubts now afflict the management ap-
proach. On the one hand, there is less than universal con-
fidence in the proposition that the stable nuclear deterrence
sought during the Cold War can or ought to be achieved
in relations with new proliferators such as North Korea.45

On the other hand, the situation facing the arms control
side of the management equation as the 21st century be-
gins is perhaps even less promising. This outcome is some-
what puzzling, considering the optimism of the early 1990s.
At that time, the START process appeared to have a very
good chance of pushing U.S. and Russian postures in the
direction of minimum deterrence. There also seemed to
be big gains available multilaterally, with the UN no longer
paralyzed by the East-West divide. Indeed, in 1995 the
NPT was extended indefinitely, and in 1996 the drafting
of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) was com-
pleted.

But events since then have indicated the fragility of the
situation. While neither India nor Pakistan are parties to
the NPT, their 1998 tests have posed a serious external
challenge to the nonproliferation regime.46   Internal chal-
lenges to the regime—posed by the nuclear weapons pro-
grams of NPT members Iran, Iraq, and North Korea—also
persist. Moreover, the 1999 refusal of the U.S. Senate to
ratify the CTBT is but one indication of the obstacles that
hinder further movement on multilateral nuclear arms
control. 47

THE STRATEGY OF ABOLITION

Historians writing about this period in time to come may
conclude that the arms control community over-reached
in the 1990s. But they might also note signs of an increasing
shift in emphasis from arms control to disarmament, from
the idea of removing the world of the most dangerous

aspects of the nuclear age to the idea of ending the age of
nuclear weapons altogether. This approach suggests not a
strategy of managing competition in nuclear armaments,
but of abolishing nuclear weapons once and for all. 48

It must be admitted that such an approach is far from
novel. The 1946 Baruch Plan sought to end the nuclear
arms race by signing nuclear weapons over to an interna-
tional authority.49  In the ensuing decades, energetic cam-
paigns (led by groups such as the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament) raised concerns about the superpower
nuclear confrontation and issued prominent calls for the
abolition of nuclear weapons. But the international land-
scape of the post-Cold War period appears to have pro-
vided a rather large window of opportunity for the
abolitionist cause, with more scope for envisaging inter-
national cooperation that might remove—rather than just
manage—the nuclear legacies of the earlier age and fore-
stall the creation of new nuclear rivalries.

Supporters of the abolitionist strategy, such as the New
Zealand government, view their cause as an obligation
rather than an option for the international community. To
support their case, they point to the NPT itself, which
includes a commitment on the part of the nuclear “haves”
to eventually join everyone else as nuclear “have nots.”
Article VI of the NPT commits each party—both NWS
and non-nuclear weapon states—to “pursue negotiations
in good faith on effective measures relating to cessation
of the nuclear arms race at an early date and to nuclear
disarmament, and on a treaty on general and complete
disarmament under strict and effective international con-
trol.”50   It was this very obligation that the International
Court of Justice underscored (unanimously) in its 1996
ruling that using or threatening to use nuclear weapons
was a violation of international law.51  For the proponents
of nuclear weapons abolition, the idea of keeping a lid on
the arms race through nonproliferation norms is not so
much an end in itself, but rather a starting point towards
the more ambitious goal of complete nuclear disarmament.

Abolitionists hold varying views about the timetable for
achieving their not inconsiderable objective.52  Some have
sought especially quick action. For example, at the 1995
NPT Review Conference, a series of disarmament groups
met under the Abolition 2000 banner and called for nego-
tiations on an international convention for the elimination
of nuclear weapons to be concluded by the turn of the
21st century.53  Other abolitionists favor a more gradual
process of establishing a nuclear weapons-free world.54

In 1996, the Canberra Commission, a group of eminent
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authorities brought together by the Australian Labor Gov-
ernment then in office, delivered a clear call for the even-
tual elimination of nuclear weapons.55

While the election of a right-of-center administration
under John Howard’s leadership subsequently reduced
Australian support for abolition, a small group of other
countries, known as the New Agenda Coalition, has been
strongly pushing the nuclear disarmament agenda at the
United Nations.56  New Zealand is among the leading
members of this group and has continued to draw on the
strong anti-nuclear reputation it established in the mid-
1980s, when David Lange’s Labor government prohib-
ited port access to nuclear armed and powered vessels,
thus triggering a crisis in security relations with Washing-
ton. New Zealand also played a leading role in the nego-
tiation of the 1985 Treaty of Raratonga, which established
the South Pacific Nuclear-Free Zone. New Zealand con-
tinued to campaign for nuclear disarmament under right-
of-center governments during the 1990s, but efforts
intensified with the November 1999 election of a left-of-
center coalition government headed by Labor Party leader
Helen Clark.

The new Clark government has committed itself to play-
ing a prominent role in trying to kick-start the international
disarmament process. For example, New Zealand played
a significant role at the 2000 NPT Review Conference,
helping secure an “unequivocal commitment” on the part
of the NWS to meet their disarmament obligations under
the Treaty.57  This policy was also reflected in March 2001,
when Wellington hosted a United Nations Regional Dis-
armament Conference in Asia and the Pacific which re-
viewed global disarmament efforts, discussed the notion
of a southern hemisphere free of nuclear weapons, and
provided an opportunity for a range of Pacific Island coun-
tries to enhance their involvement in global disarmament
treaties.58

But at the global level, much of the disarmament ma-
chinery is still in a rather poor state of repair. In particu-
lar, the Geneva-based Conference on Disarmament
(CD)—the primary forum for multilateral disarmament ne-
gotiations—has been stalled for several years largely be-
cause of a disagreement between China and the United
States. China demands that equal weight be given to ne-
gotiations on both a fissile material treaty and talks on
preventing an arms race in outer space, while the United
States wants the fissile material treaty to be the immedi-
ate priority, and argues that there is no arms race in outer
space and no need for talks on that topic.  As a result, the

CD has been unable to agree on a program of work that
would allow it to begin the next round of disarmament
discussions.59  In overall terms, as the 21st century opens,
there are few signs of clear progress toward the elimina-
tion of nuclear weapons.

THE STRATEGY OF NULLIFICATION AND ITS
CONSEQUENCES

This situation troubles abolitionists, whose strategy de-
pends heavily on progress in disarmament via international
legal instruments, such as the proposed Nuclear Weap-
ons Convention, which would sit alongside the Chemical
Weapons Convention and the Biological Weapons Con-
vention (BWC). 60   But just as some groups and states
rely almost solely on legal means and moral suasion to
deal with nuclear proliferation problems—as the approach
of New Zealand would suggest—others rely heavily on
military countermeasures in an attempt to remove or can-
cel out threats generated by proliferation. 61  For the pur-
poses of this article, two dominant forms of this approach
will be considered: preventive strikes, designed to remove
an emerging or developed nuclear weapon (or other WMD)
capability, and defenses erected to cancel out the threat
such systems may pose. Both aim to nullify a nuclear
weapons threat or potential threat through military means:
hence they are part of what might be called the strategy
of “nullification.”

In terms of preventive actions, the 1981 Israeli attack
on the Osirak complex in Iraq is a significant but rather
unique example of a military attack designed to eliminate
an emerging nuclear weapons threat.62  A more recent in-
stance involving the same target country but in the midst
of a broader armed conflict came during the 1990-1991
Gulf War, when conventional attacks on incipient Iraqi
WMD capabilities were conducted as part of the overall
military campaign.63   Of course, a nuclear strike might
also be considered as the most extreme case of this type
of nullification. The obstacles to this sort of action go way
beyond concerns that with conventional strikes, the suc-
cessful removal of the WMD capabilities in question is
far from guaranteed. Even if successful in that limited
sense, a nuclear strike would break the post-1945 nuclear
use taboo against the use of nuclear weapons.64  That ta-
boo is arguably an even more important international re-
gime than nonproliferation itself.65  Such an attack might
violate international law, cause huge losses for the target
country, as well as grave damage to the international repu-
tation of the country launching the strike. The latter would
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also need to bear in mind the prospect of retaliation against
its own armed forces, its allies, and potentially its own
homeland, which might take some unconventional yet quite
catastrophic forms. In light of all of these potential costs,
the Israeli action against Iraq some 20 years ago seems
likely to prove exceptional.

In this context, it is not surprising that proposals for the
construction of defenses against perceived nuclear weap-
ons threats tend to dominate the nullification agenda, whose
primary advocate is the United States. Such plans aim to
provide non-nuclear protection against nuclear weapons
launched by other states, and used in isolation would not
violate the taboo against use of nuclear weapons.66  In and
of themselves, such systems do not directly violate the
global nonproliferation regime either.  At least in these
terms, the advantages of missile defense systems over
preventive or preemptive strikes are quite clear.

Although missile defenses have quite a long history, by
far the most memorable example is the Strategic Defense
Initiative (SDI) launched by the Reagan administration in
the early 1980s. This program sought a comprehensive
defensive shield to protect the United States against So-
viet ballistic missiles and the nuclear warheads they car-
ried. For proponents of the management strategy (let alone
the supporters of abolition), this ambitious project was a
dangerous illusion. First, it threatened to undermine mu-
tual vulnerability to nuclear retaliation, and thus increase
incentives for striking first (reducing crisis stability). Sec-
ond, it threatened to reignite the arms race, since ballistic
missile defenses would encourage responses designed to
overcome them (reducing arms race stability). On both
counts, SDI was at loggerheads with the thinking enshrined
in the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, which had by
then already become a cornerstone of superpower arms
control.

The most optimistic variants of the SDI approach rep-
resented a very advanced case of the nullification strat-
egy matching ambitious means to ambitious ends. The
picture today is different. Both the envisioned technology
and the objectives for which it is being sought are more
selective. The missile defense coverage planned for East
Asia and for the continental United States is not designed
to deal with a massive failure in superpower nuclear de-
terrence. Current U.S. missile defense concepts are mainly
a response to modern WMD threats posed by “rogue
states” or the inadvertent launch of a small number of
missiles by Russia.67

Moreover, at least until the end of the Clinton adminis-
tration, the U.S. commitment to missile defense and the
nullification strategy was open to question. The Clinton
administration was concerned that the proliferation of both
nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles was posing an in-
creasing threat to the security of American forces abroad
and to the continental United States. It signed TMD pro-
tocols with Japan.68  It also showed signs of an increasing
willingness to study deployment options for a limited mis-
sile defense system for the continental United States,69

even though this was an especially distant and technically
challenging prospect.70  But much of the motivation was
a political desire to outflank and undercut Republican mis-
sile defense advocates on Capitol Hill. 71  Moreover, in his
last months in office, President Clinton announced a post-
ponement of a widely anticipated decision about whether
the United States would proceed with missile defense. On
the whole, there were few signs during the Clinton ad-
ministration of a wholehearted commitment to the nullifi-
cation strategy. Even so, the active consideration of even
limited missile defenses sufficed to generate a protracted
diplomatic exchange with Russia and China, which all but
overshadowed negotiations at the 2000 NPT Review Con-
ference. While some reports had suggested that Russia
was willing to contemplate amendments to the Anti-Bal-
listic Missile (ABM) Treaty, Moscow’s main signal indi-
cated that missile defense would undermine this
cornerstone of its commitment to nuclear arms control
and thus imperil the START process and other instru-
ments.72   For its part, China indicated that it too regarded
any NMD system as a potential threat to its own nuclear
deterrence posture.73

International concerns that missile defense could thus
imperil hopes for the international arms control agenda
have only been heightened since George W. Bush became
U.S. President. The new Bush administration has pro-
posed a more ambitious scheme than its predecessor, the
implementation of which is even more reliant on unproven
technology. President Bush’s high profile address on mis-
sile defense at the National Defense University in early
May 2001 has underscored this commitment as the touch-
stone of the new administration’s foreign policy. While
President Bush spoke of the need for Russia and America
to develop a new strategic framework, he made clear that
this framework would “replace” and “leave behind the
constraints of the ABM Treaty.”74  Subsequent congres-
sional testimony by Deputy Defense Secretary Paul
Wolfowitz indicated that the administration expects its
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missile defense research to violate the ABM Treaty in the
near future, and that while the administration hopes to
reach an agreement with Russia, it will not allow treaty
commitments to circumscribe its missile defense plans.75

Other comments from the Bush administration have raised
the prospect of U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty
“at a time,” in President Bush’s own words, which will
be “convenient to America.”76

The new administration has succeeded in generating
opposition to its missile defense plans from just about
every quarter except for domestic supporters of the
planned system and a handful of overseas allies. Of course,
it was only to be expected that the reaction from Moscow
and Beijing would be less than welcoming.77   It is also
unsurprising that many strong supporters of global disar-
mament are worried about Washington’s new missile de-
fense proposals. The New Zealand government, for
example, indicated its concern that the Bush plan “risks
halting and reversing multilateral progress towards the
elimination of nuclear weapons” and makes a new arms
race more likely as “other weapons states will see missile
defense [sic] as grounds for developing new generation
weapons systems in response to it.”78  But the new mis-
sile defense proposals have also been unwelcome news
for many proponents of the management strategy. For
example, many European governments, often strong sup-
porters of U.S. policies on security matters, are among
the doubters in this category.79   French President Jacques
Chirac reportedly told President Bush that U.S. missile
defense plans would provide “a fantastic incentive to pro-
liferate.”80

PROSPECTS FOR ACCOMMODATION

At least in terms of a comparison between the U.S. and
New Zealand positions, it might be argued that the search
for international consensus on responding to nuclear pro-
liferation is becoming increasingly challenging. On one
hand, Helen Clark’s Labor-Alliance coalition government
(in power since November 1999) has done much to pub-
licize the cause of nuclear abolition. On the other, how-
ever, President Bush has arrived at the White House with
a commitment to placing a much stronger emphasis than
his predecessor on missile defense. It would be absurd to
suggest that along with the United States, New Zealand is
responsible for shaping the international strategy on pro-
liferation issues. But just as the U.S. position on these
issues is crucial to their future development, New Zealand
is one of the strongest small voices calling for international

action. Such a two-way comparison also begs the ques-
tion of to whether a new middle ground on nonprolifera-
tion needs to be, and can be, fashioned.

For the time being, the nullification strategy seems to
have a certain amount of momentum in its favor. The Bush
administration’s missile defense plans (along with its skep-
ticism towards formal arms control agreements such as
the CTBT and efforts to strengthen the BWC) is certainly
grabbing the headlines, although much of this attention is
generated by the strong international reaction that this
approach is triggering.  In the wake of the terrorist at-
tacks on the United States of September 11, 2001, mis-
sile defense opponents in the U.S. Congress appear to have
retreated, giving the initiative to supporters of the nullifi-
cation approach.81  Unlike both management and aboli-
tion, nullification does not need to rely on the endorsement
of the international community and the grindingly slow
pace of multilateral negotiations. In this way it rather suits
a solitary superpower such as the United States, confi-
dent in its own ability to fix problems at its own pace rather
than relying on international approval for negotiated mea-
sures that may not always be enforceable.82   Sanctions
against identified prolif- erators can be turned on and off,
positive incentives can be recalibrated or removed, and
missile defense systems can conceivably be put in place
even if they do not enjoy wide international approval. 83

Yet the current climate that seems to favor nullifica-
tion—at least in the United States—may not last. It is
conceivable that as the international community comes to
terms with twenty-first century proliferation challenges, a
new middle ground could emerge with the management
strategy once again playing a very significant role. This
would not be unlike the transition that occurred in the early
years of the Cold War. On the one hand there is a similar-
ity between today’s abolition strategies and the Baruch
Plan.84  On the other hand there is a similarity between
today’s nullification strategies and the early Cold War plans
for preventive strikes to forestall or eliminate the devel-
opment of nuclear weapons capabilities by the Soviet
Union.85

Neither of these earlier approaches to the world’s first
nuclear age was able to stand the test of time. By the late
1950s, Western strategic thinking was dominated by the
quest to stabilize mutual deterrence rather than by attempts
to somehow eliminate the nuclear problem.86  In other
words, Western governments came to accept pragmatic
managerial approaches rather than more radical solutions.
It is quite conceivable that a similar pattern of gradual al-
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beit reluctant accommodation will occur today.87  If such
accommodation occurs it will likely apply on a case-by-
case basis.88  India, for example, is likely to be accepted
by the international community as a legitimate possessor
of nuclear weapons.89  By contrast, Iraq and North Ko-
rea, even though the “rogue state” label that the latter two
have attracted is not without its problems—especially in
relation to assumptions about their supposed irrational-
ity—are not likely to enjoy such acceptance.90  But even
carefully selected accommodation would upset the prin-
ciples of the NPT by expanding the membership of the
official nuclear club, setting a precedent that could un-
ravel the nonproliferation regime even further. It would
therefore need to be accompanied by a reformulation of
the international arms control agenda where the members
of this expanded grouping would need to commit them-
selves to new and binding responsibilities.

One possibility is for the NPT non-members—India,
Pakistan and Israel—to stay outside that particular treaty,
but be bound into the broader reaches of the overall non-
proliferation regime, or at least to help cap capabilities at
current levels, by signing up to the CTBT and the Fissile
Material Cut-off Treaty.91  Such a result might be a better
prospect than the current situation, but it might also per-
petuate a complicating third category of states with the
nuclear “haves” and the “have nots” being joined by the
“not meant to haves.” On the whole, it may be all too
easy to undermine the existing principles of the old re-
gime and extremely hard to generate new ones. The old
system may be imperfect and far from leak proof, but it
is better than the prospect of no system at all.

MIXED STRATEGIES

There is no point in denying that there are real strains
being placed on the management strategy by nuclear pro-
liferation itself, and also by the supporters of abolition and
nullification. But it would be wrong for this article to sug-
gest that these three strategies for dealing with prolifera-
tion are mutually exclusive or that their respective
supporters are necessarily purists or extremists. Govern-
ment policies and academic writings on the proliferation
problem often reflect some sort of mix of two and some-
times three of these strategies.92  This situation mirrors
the concept of mixed strategies in game theory, where in
certain situations it is preferable to have a choice between
alternative strategies, but different in that it does not uti-
lize mixed strategies to enhance unpredictability in com-
petitive relationships.93  Accordingly, proposals for the very

gradual abolition of nuclear weapons on the one hand and
for very minimal theatre defense systems on the other hand
seem to reflect this non-purist approach. Either of these
more moderate elements of abolition and nullification
might conceivably be married to a strong commitment to
the management strategy.94

The most significant point would be the weighting given
to these three strategies in any particular mix and the chang-
ing effects the strategies have on each other when differ-
ing weightings are adopted.95  It might be argued that the
most productive mix would place the main emphasis is
on management. The dominance of this middle-ground
strategy would seem to allow limited support for moves
to disarm, when this is possible, and limited support for
nullification strategies, when these are necessary.96  But
the bedrock of this particular mixed approach would rest
on stabilizing arms control measures. This mix would create
a positive sum game between the three strategies: they
could be mutually supportive instead of operating at the
expense of each other.97

The same logic does not seem to hold for mixed strat-
egies dominated by either abolition or nullification. In these
cases a zero-sum situation may be more likely where po-
sitions become polarized rather than coordinated, and
where any middle ground is increasingly undermined.  For
example, proponents of speedy abolition may overlook
the political and security rationales that make nuclear
weapons attractive bargaining tools for otherwise isolated
and poor states (as well as for the NWS themselves). 98

Some abolitionists thus adopt a position around which a
truly international consensus may be very difficult to es-
tablish (assuming of course that such consensus matters).
Likewise, the idea of nullification through unilateral mili-
tary measures, if pushed too hard, places enormous pres-
sure on an already strained arms control agenda, and may
rule out even token progress towards elimination.

But such qualifications presume that it is the manage-
ment strategy that can best achieve international consen-
sus and action in dealing with proliferation. There is
another mixed approach which takes a quite different track
and emphasizes the common ground between the strate-
gies of abolition and nullification: to at least some degree,
both of these aim to eliminate (and not just cope with)
the dangers associated with nuclear weapons. One would
do so globally through complete disarmament, the other
on a case-by-case basis through military countermeasures.
Rather than two ends of a spectrum (with the manage-
ment strategy occupying the mid-point), parts of the abo-



The Nonproliferation Review/Fall 2001

ROBERT AYSON

10

lition and nullification strategies might be compared (if
rather unkindly) to the political extremes of communism
and fascism that, according to the old categorization of
them as different forms of totalitarianism, are closer to
each other than they are to liberal democracy.99

In this light, Ronald Reagan’s famous (or infamous)
offer to end the nuclear menace by sharing SDI technol-
ogy with the Soviet Union may have had more in com-
mon with the disarmament aims of the peace movement
than some cynics would like to believe.100  Reagan’s 1983
call for nuclear weapons to be made “impotent and obso-
lete” would seem to make a fairly good bumper sticker
for abolitionists. 101  On less ambitious, but rather similar
lines President George W. Bush now proposes that a strong
missile defense system should be coupled with deep cuts
in the U.S. nuclear arsenal. Since assuming office, Bush
has delivered on his main promise to give missile defense
greater priority. His administration has also, however,
taken some steps to reduce the U.S. nuclear arsenal, pro-
posing in its FY2002 defense budget, for example, that
the 50 MX intercontinental ballistic missiles in the U.S.
strategic force be retired.102

Hence, even if they oppose missile defense itself, dis-
armament advocates would welcome any signs that the
world’s leading power may be considering further slim-
ming a stockpile that has already come down since the
end of the Cold War. The way in which such cuts might
be achieved, however, may not match the standard inter-
national legal instruments favored by many abolitionists.
The Bush Administration has indicated a general aversion
to formal arms control agreements, be they multilateral
or bilateral. Indeed, there may even be the possibility of
unilateral action by the United States reducing its nuclear
arsenal quite independently of Russian levels and inten-
tions. Despite their unilateral character, however, should
such moves help trigger a new round of reductions by
some of the other NWS; the abolitionist cause may have
been helped in a potentially significant fashion.

There may be even more promise for a nullification-
abolition mixed strategy in the Bush administration’s
doubts over how much security the balance of terror—
often termed mutual assured destruction—provides. The
key question here, however, is whether advocates of missile
defense want to replace mutual deterrence with a very
new philosophy (one that includes elements of abolition)
or whether the demand is simply for a supplementation
of the Cold War strategy of nuclear deterrence. Statements
from key figures in the new Administration indicate that

the latter may win out. For example, in his confirmation
hearings, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld explained
that the role of missile defense was to “strengthen deter-
rence and provide an important complement purely to
retaliatory capabilities.”103

Moreover, even if certain political figures were con-
vinced that the balance of terror needed to be replaced
rather than “complemented,” there would be more than a
few officials ready to point out the pitfalls. President Bush
himself has argued that, at least for now, nuclear weap-
ons continue to be vital to U.S. national security. Indeed
skeptics might wonder if the Bush admini- stration’s ques-
tioning of the orthodox deterrence strategy is primarily
aimed at undercutting Russian arguments that the ABM
Treaty is somehow sacrosanct (based as it is on preserv-
ing the very same balance of terror). The Bush adminis-
tration arguments about deterrence might seek mainly to
pave the way for a new bargain on missile defense, the
ultimate objective. Philip Gordon has noted, for example,
that there seems to be at least some enthusiasm in Mos-
cow for the idea of “trading off deeper cuts in nuclear
missiles for the deployment of defensive systems.”104  Yet
even if current U.S. willingness to discount the value of
mutual assured destruction is a tactic in a bigger game,
there is still reason to consider the possibility of a pairing
between nullification and abolition. To adapt a Wilsonian
formula from the Great War, a combination of the two
strategies may produce a conceivable situation where mis-
sile defense makes the world safe for disarmament.

Such a formula could conceivably have both short term
and long-term applications. In the short term, NWS who
are insured against the threat of small-scale, rogue or in-
advertent nuclear attacks might be able to concentrate on
dealing with the Cold War legacy of large nuclear arse-
nals designed to deter a massive nuclear exchange. And if
threshold states could get access to this sort of small-scale
protection, their justifications for going nuclear in the first
place might also be addressed (in the sense that they might
have less to fear from the nuclear programs of neighbor-
ing countries). The long-term applications might cover the
critical final phases of abolition when each nuclear weapon
state retains only a very few warheads. In such a situa-
tion, (however unlikely it may be that the world would
get there in the first place) missile defense could provide
the assurance some NWS need against their concerns that
the others may be cheating on their end of the disarma-
ment bargain.
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These propositions are of course hypothetical. More-
over, for missile defense to help make the world safe for
nuclear disarmament, it would probably need to be avail-
able on a global basis, not just to specially selected allies
of the United States. How Washington might share this
technology in an age of unilateral foreign policy is diffi-
cult to envisage. On one hand, it would be reluctant to
sign the technology over to an international authority for
global benefit (a kind of Baruch Plan for missile defense).
On the other, for traditional competitors (especially Rus-
sia and China) to accept direct missile defense assistance
from Washington might smack of the American hegemony
that Beijing, in particular, is so keen to avoid.

Even so, a fusing of nullification and missile defense at
the expense of the middle ground management strategy is
at least a conceivable option for mixed strategies. Here
the abolitionists would be distancing themselves formal
arms control as a means to their end, on the basis that it
often justifies the status quo of nuclear deterrence. For
example, it is perhaps ironic that in its quest for interna-
tional progress towards complete nuclear disarmament at
the 2000 NPT Review Conference, New Zealand accepted
the argument that any future steps should promote “in-
ternational stability.”105  Some states will undoubtedly in-
terpret this language to mean the stability of nuclear
deterrence.106  Following the conference, New Zealand Dis-
armament Minister Matt Robson acknowledged: “There
was a need for the non-nuclear weapon states like us, and
the nuclear weapon states to adjust their demands so that
a package of realizable steps could be agreed.”107   But
perhaps multilateral nuclear arms control involves too
many such compromises for it to be a serious tool for real
disarmament.

Indeed one danger in a knee jerk rejection of missile
defense by the disarmament community is that it paints
abolitionists into the corner occupied by China and Rus-
sia, who oppose missile defense because they wish to pre-
serve the utility of nuclear deterrence within their own
national security strategies. Russia and China have a rather
different approach from the Bush administration, which
evidently believes that missile defense can be used to
supplement traditional nuclear deterrence, reduce the in-
centive for proliferation, and trigger further nuclear force
reductions.108  But while President Bush’s call for “new
concepts of deterrence that rely on both offensive and
defensive forces” certainly suggests Washington’s willing-
ness to integrate its own missile defense program within a
revised deterrence framework, it is unlikely that the same

American system will be compatible with the deterrence
posture of these other two states.  109  Once again, missile
defense would seem to have a much greater chance of
producing positive results, including in its role of prompt-
ing further cuts in nuclear forces, if available as a global,
cooperative system.

Any marriage between abolition and nullification would
also involve dependable commitments on the part of the
supporters of missile defense. Few of the strongest advo-
cates of nullification need to be convinced of the limita-
tions of the management strategy: the Bush admini-
stration’s skeptical approach to multilateral diplomacy (in-
cluding arms control treaties) seems to give weight to this
argument. But could the abolitionists trust the missile de-
fenders to achieve nuclear reductions below minimal de-
terrence levels? Would the balance shift increasingly from
combining missile defense with deep cuts to missile de-
fense existing simply as a supplement to a robust nuclear
deterrence posture?

Indeed, in January 2001, a U.S. study group, some of
whose members have subsequently joined the Bush ad-
ministration, argued that while substantial nuclear weap-
ons reductions cannot be ruled out, “nuclear deterrence
may become even more important in the future than it
has been in the past.”110  Likewise, the Bush administra-
tion may desire the flexibility to raise, as well as lower,
U.S. nuclear weapons capabilities should the environment
dictate it. This position is incompatible with abolition.
Another potential incompatibility is suggested by reports
that the Bush administration may not object to a Chinese
missile build-up as a way of addressing Beijing’s concerns
about missile defense.111

There is also the intriguing question of what specific
measures such an alliance would rely on, especially if both
the disarmers and missile defenders (for somewhat dif-
ferent reasons) had concluded that the formal, treaty-based
measures of multilateral arms control needed to be re-
placed by more effective approaches. Michael Krepon has
noted that in the range of cooperative threat reduction
measures adopted by Russia and the United States since
the end of the Cold War, less formal measures have tended
to be more productive than formal treaties.112  Other au-
thorities have suggested that there is a range of additional
reciprocal measures that are not treaty-based waiting in
the wings.113  There are also prominent calls in the United
States for “a restructured approach to arms control,” which
“need not foreclose the prospect of parallel nuclear re-
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ductions, if judged appropriate following a serious U.S.
strategic review.”114

Yet there are serious question marks over the idea of
concerted unilateral disarmament measures among the
NWS. As a point of principle, would the enthusiasm for
bypassing formal arms control arrangements be seen out-
side the United States with anything more than a mixture
of cynicism and despair? Would abolition really become
possible as the cumulative effect of a whole series of bi-
lateral deals between the NWS, perhaps with missile de-
fense systems as part of the transition arrangement? Or
would the best that could be hoped for under these ar-
rangements be reductions to minimal deterrence levels: a
sort of NWS modus vivendi that produces results some-
where in between the achievements of the START pro-
cess and the much more radical ambitions of a global
nuclear weapons convention? Moreover, would the intro-
duction of missile defense really render obsolete the very
long-standing arguments about the instability that might
come with total disarmament?115  And would missile de-
fense be available to anyone other than the most wealthy
NWS? The answers to these questions may be as elusive
as an operational missile defense system itself.

THE OUTLOOK

The challenges associated with nuclear proliferation look
set to persist well into the 21st century. Nuclear weapons
are clearly still appealing to some states for a range of
reasons, including the search for both prestige and secu-
rity. They also seem to be ideal candidates for producing
the dangerous cycles of interacting expectations and be-
havior that may feature even in a post-Cold War interna-
tional environment.116  In the case of the United States,
where so much of the concern about nuclear proliferation
is centered, these issues remain pertinent because of their
obvious intercontinental potential. They thereby pose at
least a conceivable threat to affluent states, even in peri-
ods when the risk of entanglement in major interstate con-
flict is low.117  This point helps explain the popularity of
missile defense systems even among U.S. political lead-
ers who are skeptical about aspects of wider international
engagement.  Moreover, as one of the essential prerequi-
sites for great power status during the last fifty years,
nuclear weapons—and responses to them such as missile

defense systems—will remain integral to the overall rela-
tionships between the world’s leading states.

Nuclear proliferation is also an easy focus of attention
for other reasons. One of these is the relative ease with
which nuclear weapons and missiles can be counted and
their future growth extrapolated in the linear fashion that
produces exciting treatment in threat assessments. This
apparently quantifiable threat can be contrasted with the
difficulty of measuring and assessing the messy civil and
interethnic conflicts that are such a part of contemporary
international affairs. Institutional factors also play a role
in the prominence of nuclear proliferation, thanks largely
to the Cold War, which prompted the training of a large
body of analysts trained and ready to analyze the next
instance of proliferation, wherever or however it may oc-
cur.

In short, nuclear weapons issues retain an urgency that
makes them stand out alongside other features of the in-
ternational security environment. But the prominence of
the nuclear proliferation issue does not mean that it will
be easy for the supporters of multilateral arms control to
keep their own business at the top of the international af-
fairs agenda. The difficulties in pursuing the management
strategy in an era when some states have bucked the non-
proliferation regime, and when Washington is beefing up
its missile defense plans, will remain difficult to resolve.
Certainly a stalled management strategy coupled by a sense
of an implacable contest between the advocates of aboli-
tion and nullification will not make a happy mix.

But the idea that the disarmers and the missile defend-
ers might be able to work together on some of their com-
mon goals deserves further study. To examine this question
seriously might require a shift away from current thinking
about the effects—both positive and negative—that U.S.
missile defense plans will have for the abolitionist agenda
toward emphasizing the potential convergence between
an internationally shared missile defense system and hopes
for global nuclear disarmament.  Such cooperation might
well favor the less worn paths of concerted unilateral re-
ductions in nuclear arsenals over the traditional machin-
ery of multilateral negotiation.  This trend, in turn, would
pose even more questions for the future of the middle
ground, management approach.
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