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Policymakers, journalists, and
researchers often write or
speak as if security concerns

alone determine states’ decisions
whether or not to acquire nuclear
weapons.1 Indeed, this school of
thought has largely dominated po-
litical and academic discourse on the
subject of nuclear weapons since the
dawn of the atomic age. Many re-
cent—and especially post-Cold
War—analysts writing on these sub-
jects, however, have moved away
from this paradigm, focusing atten-
tion instead on such influences as
domestic politics, organizational
pressures, cognitive/psychological
factors, and international norms.2  Of
these influences, perhaps the least
attention has been focused on the
impact of norms, whose weight in
nonproliferation decisions has only
recently begun to be appreciated and
analyzed.

Within this evolving literature,
Scott Sagan’s recent article (“Why
Do States Build Nuclear Weap-
ons?”) represents an important—if
somewhat tentative—attempt at de-
veloping a new understanding of the
impact of international norms on
nuclear proliferation.3   In his analy-
sis, Sagan focuses considerable criti-
cal attention on the realist or
so-called “security” model—the ar-
gument that states build nuclear
weapons in response to foreign
threats, especially nuclear threats.
He makes the case that the model is
inadequate to explain historical state
behavior because otherwise inexpli-
cable results can only be accounted
for by domestic politics and inter-
national norms.

My analysis aims to provide three
refinements to Sagan’s argument
based on a reexamination of the
Swedish case. First, I present a case

in which security concerns—the
acute threat from the Soviet Union
and no alliance with another nuclear
weapon state—should overwhelm
domestic politics and international
norms, yet nuclear weapons still are
not acquired. This case suggests that
security concerns alone are even less
powerful for understanding state
behavior than Sagan concludes. Sec-
ond, I demonstrate that domestic
politics and norms are inextricably
intertwined. Domestic politics re-
flect norms, and norm-building can
be a powerful argument in domestic
politics, even when nuclear weapons
have popular support. This finding
requires an elaboration of Sagan’s
“norms” model, which links nuclear
acquisition (or non-acquisition) to a
state’s perception of its identity or
role in the international system.
Specifically, my argument seeks to
link this point to his “domestic poli-
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tics” model—the view that bureau-
cratic politics and domestic institu-
tions play a major role in nuclear
weapons decisionmaking.  To make
this linkage, I draw on Peter
Katzenstein’s “cultural” approach—
the argument that national security
decisionmaking is influenced by
state perceptions of appropriate be-
havior and self-identity.4  The per-
spective I develop in this study draws
particularly on his notion of consti-
tutive norms, or norms that express
a shared identity among the citizens
of a state or among members of a
particular political leadership. Fi-
nally, I examine a specific case of
proliferation concern, Iran, and sug-
gest that there is reason for greater
optimism than is expressed by Sagan
and generally supposed by observ-
ers relying on the security model.

EXAMINING SAGAN’S
THREE MODELS AND HIS
EXAMPLES

Like many authors, Sagan con-
cedes that the security model seems
to explain adequately most histori-
cal cases in which nuclear weapons
were acquired, although he makes an
important refinement: the model
does not always account for the de-
lays between a security stimulus and
the predicted policy response. He
notes that, while the United States,
the Soviet Union, China, Israel, and
Pakistan acquired nuclear-weapon
capabilities almost immediately
upon gaining the wherewithal and
perceiving a threat,5  India did not
develop a nuclear option until 10
years after it had the capability and
12 years after its war with China.
Furthermore, states that gave up
nuclear capabilities were motivated
by more than the removal of an ur-
gent threat. He concludes that his

domestic politics and norms models
are necessary to redress the inabil-
ity of the security model alone to
explain these phenomena.

Sagan’s domestic politics model
is rather limited, comprising only or-
ganizations with vested interests in
nuclear-weapon capabilities, includ-
ing nuclear establishments, military
bureaucracies, and politicians. He
does not consider anti-nuclear orga-
nizations or actors that can some-
times have equal or greater political
power in states considering whether
to acquire nuclear weapons, as was
the case in Sweden. These organi-
zations may derive their identity and
financing from their anti-nuclear
positions, and therefore should be
considered interest groups compa-
rable to pro-nuclear politicians. The
positions of anti-nuclear actors can
be affected strongly by international
nuclear norms, and they are likely
to use norm-building as an argument
in debate.

In Sagan’s application of the do-
mestic politics model to the Indian
case, anti-nuclear sentiment in the
Indian elite is responsible in part for
the delay in the development of the
nuclear option, along with argu-
ments about cost. This anti-nuclear
sentiment was inadequate to prevent
development of the nuclear option
or the 1974 nuclear test, which
Sagan says should be accounted for
by pro-bomb populism and the clout
of the nuclear establishment.6  In
other words, the Indian case suggests
that anti-nuclear actors can delay but
not stop bomb programs. In contrast,
anti-nuclear actors succeeded in
stopping Sweden’s nuclear weapon
program completely, despite the in-
fluence of the nuclear establishment
and the popularity of the nuclear
option among the electorate.

Sagan also applies his domestic
politics model to cases in which
states reconsidered their interest in
or possession of nuclear weapons.
He concludes that the South African
case can probably be explained bet-
ter by fear of the African National
Congress assuming control of the
weapons than the reduced threat to
the state from abroad, whereas the
Argentine and Brazilian cases can be
explained primarily by democratiza-
tion.7  While the emphasis on the
domestic politics model in his expla-
nations is credible, the reduction in
or absence of a threat is important
to all three cases. In the Swedish
case, there was no change in the
dominant elite perception of an acute
threat during the reversal of position
on the desirability of nuclear weap-
ons.

Sagan’s norms model is also lim-
ited in practice, although in principle
it contains both “international regu-
latory norms” and “constitutive
norms within states,” as defined by
Katzenstein.8  Sagan suggests that
states sometimes pursue nuclear
weapons primarily for their prestige
value or grandeur, as he concludes
was the case with France.9  An im-
portant part of Sagan’s argument is
that France faced a threat no greater
than that faced by other North At-
lantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
allies or the neutral or non-aligned
states between the blocs, yet only
France of the continental states fol-
lowed the nuclear course to its con-
clusion. Sagan does not, however,
distinguish between NATO mem-
bers, which enjoyed a nuclear guar-
antee despite misgivings, and the
neutral or non-aligned countries,
which did not.10 Of these, Sweden
and Finland had lost their last wars
with Russia and the Soviet Union,
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respectively, with major loss of life
and territory. Sagan’s model helps
explain why France alone saw
nuclear weapons as the best answer
to its security problem—because of
an elite consensus that France was
the sort of country that should have
nuclear weapons. However, it does
not explain why Sweden, with a
greater security problem, drew the
opposite conclusion at the same
time, when international norms were
the same. Clearly, international
norms are perceived differently by
different actors. Further, the expec-
tation that norms can be changed is
a useful weapon in domestic debates.
This was the case in Sweden, as will
be shown below.

Katzenstein makes stronger
claims for norms than Sagan does,
but his choice of postwar Japan as
his primary case does not allow him
to draw the stronger, more general
conclusions that can be supported by
the Swedish case. Katzenstein’s Ja-
pan is nonviolent and uncomfortable
with the military, while Sweden—
despite its consensual and orderly
society—is only non-aligned in
peace in order to remain neutral in
war. Although Sweden has not
fought a war in this century, its level
of military preparation is compa-
rable to that of major NATO mem-
bers and relies on conscription.11

The idea of acquiring nuclear weap-
ons was popular in Sweden in the
1950s, where Japanese public opin-
ion has always been deeply opposed
to acquiring nuclear weapons.
Japan’s freedom of action has been
strictly limited by its close relation-
ship with United States, with which
Sweden has had a looser, more am-
bivalent relationship, especially dur-
ing the late 1950s and 1960s, the
period of greatest interest here. Japa-

nese elites see their country as ex-
ceptional to such an extent that in-
ternational norms are of unusually
low consequence, but Sweden—in
seeking to strike a “third way” be-
tween East and West—has been
more conscious of international
norms and its role in promoting
them.

THE SECURITY MODEL AND
THE SWEDISH CASE

A problem for the dominant se-
curity model is that it cannot ad-
equately account for the Swedish
government’s change of position
between 1955, when it appeared
likely to acquire nuclear weapons,
and 1960, by which time it had de-
cided not to. Furthermore, an expla-
nation based on the security model
is fundamentally incompatible with
what is publicly known about the
Swedish case.12 The security model
nevertheless informs public debate
about nuclear decisionmaking in
other cases13 and has led to popular
inferences about Sweden’s current
nuclear intentions. It is therefore im-
portant to subject the security model
to the Swedish test and attempt to
account for any inconsistencies that
result.

There are two ways in which the
security model might attempt to ac-
count for the Swedish decision. The
first way would note Swedish inter-
est in nuclear weapons, arising as
early as the end of World War II, and
follow its rise through the early
1950s until an internal debate cre-
ated a crisis in 1957. After this cri-
sis, the government concluded that
Sweden enjoyed a tacit nuclear guar-
antee from NATO and did not re-
quire an independent nuclear
deterrent.14  Such an explanation
does not explain how Sweden—a

non-aligned country that lost its last
war with Russia and has a close re-
lationship with Finland, a part of
Swedish territory conquered by Rus-
sia in the 19th century which had
fought and lost a war with the So-
viet Union as recently as 1945—
could be adequately reassured by
such a tacit guarantee, when full
NATO allies often were not reas-
sured even by a formal guarantee.15

Another possible explanation
would attempt to dismiss the case
with the claim that Sweden was not
actually threatened by Soviet nuclear
weapons and therefore had the
luxury of deciding for other reasons
whether or not to acquire nuclear
weapons.16 In this model, security
considerations impel some states to
acquire nuclear weapons, but are ir-
relevant to the Swedish case. In fact,
Sweden continued to feel threatened
by the Soviet Union until the end of
the Cold War, during which time it
invested heavily, at a rate seen in few
other countries, not only in conven-
tional defense but also civil defense
against nuclear and chemical attack.
This explanation, therefore, must
either be dismissed for not acknowl-
edging the Swedish perception of a
threat or be modified to account for
the distinction between threat per-
ception and actual threats. Such a
modification is antithetical to
realism’s basic assumption that ac-
tual threats are perceived as such.

The security model cannot ac-
count for the Swedish decision not
to acquire nuclear weapons because
it neglects the means by which Swe-
den came to that decision. While
debate can exist within states in the
security model, the stimulus of a
clear threat should ultimately pro-
voke a response, whether acquisition
of nuclear weapons or solicitation of
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a nuclear guarantee. The response
might be filtered through a debate
about nuclear norms, party politics,
other bureaucratic and social priori-
ties, and the like, but these epiphe-
nomena should finally give way
before the enormity of security con-
siderations.

In Sweden, this was not the case.
In 1955, the majority of the Swed-
ish population, the ruling Social
Democrats, and the armed services
all favored acquiring nuclear weap-
ons. Five years later, all but the mili-
tary had changed their positions.
Those who reversed themselves
cited not the lack of a plausible
threat, but the fundamental immo-
rality of nuclear weapons, the impor-
tance of keeping an uncompromising
anti-nuclear faction in the Social
Democrats, the emergent norm
against West European states acquir-
ing nuclear weapons, and constraints
imposed by technology and the bud-
get. In any case, after 1956, Swed-
ish nuclear installations were under
bilateral safeguards, following a co-
operation agreement with the United
States, which was promoting a norm
against nuclear proliferation. U.S.
efforts to prevent proliferation also
induced Sweden to shift from indig-
enous heavy water reactors to im-
ported light water reactors in its
civilian program, thereby limiting its
ability to reverse the decision. Only
by 1965 had the military reassessed
the need for nuclear weapons in the
most plausible scenarios and aban-
doned the nuclear option. The
weapon-oriented portion of the
nuclear infrastructure was already
moribund. It is fair to say that Swe-
den has not considered becoming a
nuclear weapon state since and does
not have any special wherewithal to
do so now. But before elaborating

the role of norms in the Swedish re-
versal, a brief overview of Swedish
nuclear and security policy from
1945 to 1965 is in order.

The Perceived Threat to Sweden

The Swedish military, having
been interested in nuclear weapons
from the first news of Hiroshima,
was obliged to adjust Swedish de-
fense policy to the dawning of the
nuclear age. The first Soviet nuclear
test in 1949 coincided with
Sweden’s increasing concern about
its ability to defend its airspace and
its decision to remain non-aligned.
In the early 1950s, it was not clear
which states would have nuclear
weapons or how many they would
have. It was a politically and tech-
nologically volatile period in which
international norms were being es-
tablished but remained uncertain.

Many Swedes feared a Soviet in-
vasion, either over land in the north
or by sea in the south. Opinion polls
suggested that the Swedish public’s
support for even a purely defensive
war effort would be unenthusiastic
if the enemy were armed with
nuclear weapons. However, if Swe-
den itself had nuclear weapons, pub-
lic morale would be improved.17 The
army conducted exercises in nuclear
conditions, as they understood them,
and believed the problem of defense
was manageable. Swedish nuclear
weapons could break up an amphibi-
ous invasion and force the enemy to
disperse for easier engagement with
conventional forces.18 Sweden was
only interested in tactical nuclear
weapons that would be used on
Swedish territory or nearby seas.19

For reasons not directly related to se-
curity, Sweden never considered
strategic nuclear weapons that could
reach the Soviet Union.20  They

would have been too expensive and
undercut Sweden’s policy of non-
alignment. This policy was rooted in
a constitutive norm reinvigorated
and deepened by World War II:
Sweden’s identity as a nation non-
aligned in peace and neutral in war.

When Air Force Chief Bengt
Nordenskiöld first proposed in 1952
that Sweden move beyond the de-
fensive research on nuclear weapons
and their effects that had begun in
the late 1940s, the Social Democrats
did not react favorably.21  In 1954,
when the Supreme Commander rec-
ommended that Sweden consider
acquiring nuclear weapons by 1965,
the Social Democrats remained
skeptical, although newspapers re-
flecting the party’s interests were
somewhat positive.22 The popular
Prime Minister Tage Erlander was
inclined toward the nuclear option
but uncomfortable with the idea of
Sweden’s becoming the fourth
nuclear weapon state.23

In 1955, the opposition Conserva-
tive Party called for procurement of
nuclear weapons, raising the public
salience of the issue.24  The Social
Democrats were ambivalent, and
their split became public knowl-
edge.25  In 1956, an anti-nuclear fac-
tion of the party made clear that they
would not support the acquisition of
nuclear weapons under any circum-
stances.26  Their opposition came at
precisely the moment that the party
was losing support in the electorate.
As the party’s crisis deepened in
1957, the majority of Social Demo-
crats and the electorate apparently
favored going nuclear. The issue had
come to a head.

In order to resolve the conflict,
Erlander convened a party Atomic
Weapons Committee (AWC) in No-
vember 1958. The AWC comprised
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advocates from both sides, with mili-
tary experts and well-prepared op-
ponents of nuclear weapons. The
pro-nuclear side had greater confi-
dence, but the anti-nuclear side made
clear that they would not bend.27

Erlander claimed to be sympathetic
with the pro-nuclear side, but did not
want to risk dividing the party over
the issue, a reflection of Sweden’s
regulatory norm of government by
consensus rather than majority.28 To
make matters more difficult for the
pro-nuclear side, a poor showing in
national elections the same year
forced the Social Democrats into
coalition with the adamantly anti-
nuclear Communists.

Nevertheless, public support for
nuclear weapons continued to in-
crease. A series of polls by  the Com-
mittee for Psychological Defense
Preparedness (in Swedish, BPF)
asked exactly the same question in
1957, 1958, and 1959: “The media
have discussed the question of
whether Sweden ought to equip it-
self with atomic weapons. Do you
believe that we ought to do that or
not?” Pro-nuclear sentiment in-
creased each year from 40 percent
to 57 percent between 1957 and
1959, whereas anti-nuclear feeling
declined from 28 percent to 16 per-
cent.29

At the beginning of 1959, the
AWC’s confidential debate was par-
alleled by the parliament’s public
discussions of a number of bills to
fund weapons research, all of which
were rejected. When the AWC fi-
nally released its report in Novem-
ber 1959, it articulated a policy
under which nuclear weapons would
not be acquired, but defensive re-
search would continue. The supreme
commander continued to request
funds for weapons research, but was

rebuffed. In any case, Sweden was
dependent on the United States for
technology and fissile material,
which was delivered under safe-
guards. The armed services, the air
force in particular, acknowledged
that Sweden could not afford nuclear
weapons, in addition to an ambitious
program to develop indigenous con-
ventional weapons.30 In 1965, the
supreme commander finally con-
ceded that Sweden had essentially
given up the option of developing
nuclear weapons.31 Sweden’s secu-
rity environment had not changed
meaningfully, but the nation’s posi-
tion on acquiring nuclear weapons
had turned about completely.

A Secret Swedish Nuclear
Option?

Although Sweden turned deci-
sively away from nuclear weapons
in 1959 and reiterated its decision
by signing the Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons
(NPT) in 1968, suspicions remain
about its intentions. The Defense
Research Establishment’s (FOA)
continued military research and the
presence of Sweden’s civilian
nuclear infrastructure suggest an
abiding interest in nuclear weapons
to some realist scholars and observ-
ers who tacitly accept the realist ex-
planation of Sweden’s behavior.
But a brief history of Sweden’s
nuclear infrastructure discredits this
line of inference.

The Swedish nuclear authority
Atomenergi was created in 1947. It
was originally intended to produce
both electricity and fissile material
for weapons from Swedish ura-
nium.32  In 1952, FOA began its re-
search on nuclear weapon.33 In 1954,
Sweden’s first research reactor, R1,
went critical with Norwegian heavy

water. In 1956 a second reactor, R2,
was bought from the United States
under bilateral safeguards. A third
reactor, R3 (better known as Ågesta,
after its location in Stockholm’s
southern suburbs), was being de-
signed as a dual-use facility that
would produce electricity and could
be used for a small amount of weap-
ons material in a crisis. A fourth re-
actor, R4 Marviken, was to be used
to produce large quantities for an ar-
senal of 100 weapons.

In 1957, FOA suggested using
Ågesta to produce a small number
of weapons quickly, by 1960 if nec-
essary, as an interim capability pend-
ing Marviken’s scheduled start-up in
1968. This proposal gives an idea of
how urgent Sweden’s security con-
cerns seemed at the time. Ågesta was
not started up until 1963, however,
and was put under bilateral safe-
guards according to an April 1958
agreement with the United States
because it was to use U.S.-supplied
fuel.34  Also in 1958, the Defense
Ministry directed FOA to shift its
emphasis in favor of defensive re-
search. Although defensive research
was a major endeavor and its extent
was sometimes questioned, it was
strictly limited and never exceeded
those limits.35

The safeguarded R2 reactor fi-
nally went critical in 1960, and, in
1961, Sweden had the hypothetical
capability to violate its agreement
with the United States, remove the
fissile material, and fashion it into a
crude nuclear device. Swedish ura-
nium did not become available until
1965.36 In 1963, FOA decided not
to conduct criticality experiments,
and by July 1972, it stopped doing
research with the plutonium it had
acquired to study equations of
state.37 Marviken’s reactor design
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was found to be poor and work was
abandoned in 1970. By then, Swe-
den had abandoned heavy water
plants using indigenous uranium in
favor of U.S.-designed light water
plants using imported uranium on
cost grounds.38 The year 1974 also
marked the final disassembly of all
plutonium facilities and a reorgani-
zation of FOA that dispersed its
nuclear expertise.39 By 1997, FOA
had 30 people doing defensive re-
search; few have any experience
with the physics of weapons.40

This short history demonstrates
that a variety of technological and
economic factors had acted to con-
strain Sweden’s ability to go nuclear
before that option became feasible.
Because Atomenergi was charged
with producing affordable electric-
ity, it was willing to accept U.S. safe-
guards in exchange for better
technology, even if that ruled out
acquiring nuclear weapons quickly.
For that matter, the U.S.
government’s decision that nuclear
nonproliferation was more important
than a Swedish nuclear arsenal’s ad-
ditional contribution to nuclear de-
terrence demonstrates the power of
the emergent international norm
against nuclear proliferation. Al-
though Sweden’s bid for an indig-
enous capability to produce nuclear
weapons was foreclosed politically
before the infrastructure could be
built, problems with the designs of
Ågesta and Marviken suggest that
technological and cost constraints
would eventually have overwhelmed
the project.41

Despite this well publicized his-
tory, the myth of a secret Swedish
nuclear option persists, in part be-
cause it seems to be required by the
realist explanation of state behavior.
Most famously, in 1985, the Swed-

ish popular science magazine Ny
Teknik published an article that
claimed Sweden had designed a
workable bomb and continued to do
experiments related to weapon de-
sign through 1972 after signing the
NPT.42 The article was apparently
meant to smear Olof Palme, who had
initially supported acquiring nuclear
weapons and was portrayed as a key
figure in what the author seems to
have hoped would be a major elec-
tion-year scandal. In fact, the bomb
had been designed during the period
when it was legal to do so, and the
experiments would not have violated
the NPT in any case.43 Also in 1985,
CBS News reported that Sweden had
10 nuclear weapons.44

Nearly 10 years later, in Novem-
ber 1994, The Washington Post re-
ported that the very existence of
Ågesta, shut down but not decom-
missioned, amounted to a breach of
the spirit of the NPT and a sign that
Sweden was secretly maintaining the
option to make nuclear weapons on
short notice.45 The Post’s story was
based on speculation by unnamed
U.S. officials and was regarded by
surprisingly many observers as ac-
curate, in part because Sweden could
only be expected to hedge in the re-
alist paradigm.46 In fact, Ågesta is
being maintained to prevent its be-
coming an environmental risk, pend-
ing a decision on Sweden’s strategy
for high-level waste disposal, and
could not be used to produce weap-
ons quickly.47 If it were to be used
for making plutonium, it would re-
quire new fuel and heavy water,
which is not available in Sweden.
Given problems with the design, it
would be easier to start from scratch.

NORMS AND DOMESTIC
POLITICS

During Sweden’s 10-year debate
over acquiring nuclear weapons, a
variety of actors took part for dis-
parate reasons. The motivations and
influence of these actors are obvi-
ously highly contingent, but they
nevertheless offer an important test
of the realist model of nuclear pro-
liferation. More importantly, they
suggest that domestic politics and
international norms are inextricably
intertwined and together are even
more powerful than suggested by
Sagan.

At the highest political level, the
decision not to acquire nuclear
weapons was made by Prime Minis-
ter Erlander and the Social Demo-
crats’ AWC. Fortunately, Erlander’s
memoirs and the AWC’s delibera-
tions are a matter of public record.48

Erlander said that he was convinced
it would not be appropriate to pro-
duce nuclear weapons for two rea-
sons: he did not want to divide the
party or destabilize the policy of
non-alignment, issues of domestic
politics directly related to Swedish
regulatory and constitutive norms.
He also believed that Sweden would
never use nuclear weapons first—a
belief also rooted in norms—and,
therefore, should campaign instead
for complete nuclear disarmament.
This goal would be undermined if
Sweden had nuclear weapons.49 Fur-
thermore, he did not want to rein-
force the norm of industrialized
states acquiring nuclear weapons at
a time when Germany might be mak-
ing that decision, which in fact it
was.50 Finally, Erlander shared the
Defense Ministry’s concern with the
high cost for a nation of eight mil-
lion, even a prosperous one.51

Military arguments rooted in se-
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curity concerns were also consid-
ered, but ultimately put aside be-
cause of concerns related to norms.
As early as 1947, the Supreme Com-
mander was first attracted by nuclear
weapons as a way of offsetting
Sweden’s numerical inferiority and
geographical disadvantages. FOA
concurred, based on an assessment
that nuclear weapons would be few
and strategic, so that the logic of
deterrence, as it was then under-
stood, would apply.52 In 1954, with
NATO’s shift to the “New Look”
defense based on a larger number of
nuclear weapons, including tactical
nuclear weapons, FOA followed
fashion. The Swedish army prepared
to fight on a nuclear battlefield and
sought its own nuclear weapons for
tactical roles. Like NATO, Sweden
was shocked by the 1955 Carte
Blanche exercise, a war simulation
involving 335 nuclear weapons and
1.7 million fatalities (even without
accounting for radioactive fallout).
Civil defense preparations and the
planning assumption, rooted in con-
stitutive norms, that Sweden would
use its weapons on or near its own
territory, reinforced this impression
for Swedes. Nevertheless, in 1957,
the supreme commander thought it
self-evident that Sweden would ac-
quire nuclear weapons by the late
1960s and did not submit a non-
nuclear option among his four long-
term defense plans.53

It was not until 1960 that FOA
concluded that a war involving
nuclear weapons would likely kill
two to three million Swedes, more
than a quarter of the population.54

Nevertheless, FOA continued some
work relevant to weapon design un-
der the rubric of defensive research
until 1962. By that time, it was clear
that Sweden would not ever acquire

nuclear weapons and, indeed, could
not afford to fund both the Viggen
fighter aircraft and nuclear weapons.
With the culture of operations re-
search taking hold after Stig Norén’s
appointment as air force chief in
1960, the Viggen was seen as more
important than the bomb.55

Once the air force’s support was
lost—since the Defense Ministry
and the parliament were unwilling
to countenance the supreme
commander’s interest in nuclear
weapons—defense planners re-
evaluated the scenarios that might
draw Sweden into war with the So-
viet Union. They concluded that a
war was unlikely unless NATO and
the Warsaw Pact were already fight-
ing, in which case Sweden’s nuclear
forces would have little additional
deterrent value. Sweden’s official
renunciation of nuclear weapons in
1968 repeated this position.56 While
this face-saving argument has been
accepted by some realist scholars as
consonant with their conclusion that
the Swedes thought they had an im-
plicit nuclear guarantee from the
West, it does not in fact account for
Sweden’s having decided against the
nuclear option before the military
made this finding. Furthermore, it
does not explain why the military
abandoned other roles it had identi-
fied for nuclear weapons, including
intra-war deterrence and the tactical
advantage of forcing an invading
force to disperse.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
NONPROLIFERATION
POLICY

While nuclear proliferation is a
highly contingent phenomenon and
this article examines only one case,
that case casts serious doubt on the
realist model of proliferation behav-

ior. It suggests inferences that are
relevant to other cases and are more
optimistic than those based solely on
the understanding of norms devel-
oped by Sagan and Katzenstein.

Most importantly, norms are more
powerful than Sagan suggests. He
concludes that they must be consid-
ered along with security concerns
but that “the majority of the most
pressing proliferation cases today
appear to be best explained by the
basic security model.”57 In contrast,
the Swedish case demonstrates that
changing norms can lead to major
reversals on the nuclear issue even
if there are no significant changes
in a difficult security situation and
even if pro-nuclear actors can appeal
to populism.

The implications for Sagan’s
policy prescriptions are significant.
While he recommends strengthening
the positions of anti-nuclear actors
in states of concern and continued,
perhaps improved compliance with
Article VI of the NPT,58 his case
studies do not encourage confidence
that the result of these steps would
be a success, defined as an abiding
reversal of pro-nuclear sentiment.
The Swedish case makes clear that
success is possible, perhaps even in
the most pressing cases. Without this
encouraging result, there would be
little reason to follow Sagan’s rec-
ommendations.

Nonproliferation efforts are often
said to be “only” exercises in delay,
after which proliferation is still in-
evitable, barring a change in the se-
curity situation.59 Sagan’s analysis
of the Indian case would appear to
support this hypothesis most di-
rectly, and his other cases do not re-
fute it. The Swedish case suggests
that delay can lead to a policy rever-
sal, even in the absence of a change
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in the security situation. In 1948,
FOA estimated that Sweden could
have had the bomb by 1956. If a
crash program had been launched,
Sweden might have deployed weap-
ons before elite opinion changed, a
development that would have, in
turn, strongly affected international
norms.

The norms that most strongly af-
fected Sweden’s decision were: 1)
the domestic regulatory norm of
decisionmaking by consensus
(which effectively gave uncompro-
mising anti-nuclear actors a veto
over the decision); 2) a number of
specifically Swedish constitutive
norms that limited the way in which
nuclear weapons could be used, miti-
gating their military value; 3) inter-
national norms regarding standards
of state behavior that Sweden hoped
to influence; and 4) the influence of
one such norm—in favor of nuclear
nonproliferation—on technology
transfer from the United States to
Sweden. Although Iran is often de-
picted as an unrepentant “rogue
state” that flouts international stan-
dards of behavior, there is reason to
believe that Iran’s nuclear
decisionmaking can also be affected
by some of these norms, in part be-
cause they affect suppliers of nuclear
technology and in part because they
have a domestic aspect.

Iran

First, constitutive norms, stem-
ming from the Iranian leadership’s
shared understanding of the state’s
identity, have the greatest potential
for affecting Iranian behavior. Ira-
nian officials regularly denounce
nuclear proliferation and disavow
any intention to deploy nuclear
weapons, in part for moral reasons
related to the legitimacy of the Is-

lamic republic: the Koran’s prohibi-
tion on the use of indiscriminate
weapons. In addition to the Islamic
component of its identity, Iran’s lead-
ership continues to emphasize its
special role as a champion of the
world’s oppressed that is “neither
East nor West,” a self-conception
that also leads it to reject the super-
powers’ nuclear weapons and cam-
paign for complete nuclear
disarmament.

Presidents and spiritual leaders
both have appealed to these consti-
tutive norms. Then-President
Hojjatolislam Ali Akbar Hashemi-
Rafsanjani stated: “Nuclear weapons
are against the culture, ideology and
the political view of this honorable
system.”60 Rahbar (Spiritual Leader)
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei stated: “We
do not seek to obtain and use banned
weapons, because we respect our
principles and our faith.”61 Anti-
nuclear statements by Iranian lead-
ers are now so common that
reversing course by publicly acquir-
ing nuclear weapons, much less us-
ing them, would at the very least
require substantial reinterpretation
of constitutive norms and might not
be possible unless there were a cri-
sis as severe as the Iraqi invasion.

If domestic constitutive norms
suggest that Iran might convincingly
reject nuclear weapons, a second
consideration, regulatory norms re-
lating to how such a decision might
be made, are less clear. The gradual
liberalization of society—beginning
with the death of Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini and the end of the war
with Iraq in 1988, and continuing
with the election of President
Rafsanjani and more recently Presi-
dent Mohammad Khatami—could
ultimately lead to a state that is both
more democratic and committed to

decisionmaking by consensus. In
turn, this shift could strengthen the
hand of those opposed to nuclear
weapons.62  On the other hand, it
could become more democratic, but
also fractious and majoritarian, per-
haps failing in the process to con-
trol parts of the military (or at least
the paramilitary Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps), industry, and the
technology base.

The effect of norms on the chang-
ing Iranian polity should be grist for
exciting research. But the majority
of researchers approaching the issue
from the perspective of nonprolifera-
tion or security studies apparently
assumes that Iran is on an irrevo-
cable course towards nuclear weap-
ons. Meanwhile, scholars studying
Iran from a more cultural perspec-
tive tend to neglect the nuclear is-
sue or simply assume that the
accusations made against the Islamic
Republic are untrue.63

As was the case in Sweden, Ira-
nian officials who oppose nuclear
weapons can couch their case in se-
curity terms if necessary. Some have
already said they share the percep-
tion of anti-nuclear Swedes that hav-
ing nuclear weapons would provoke
rather than deter attack, a possibil-
ity that realists generally discount.64

In unipolar security systems like the
Persian Gulf, one of the main secu-
rity interests of states like Iran op-
posed to regional hegemons like the
United States is to avoid provoking
attack. Nuclear capabilities may not
reliably deter the dominant power,
but could be a potential cause of war.
Statements of Iranian leaders suggest
that some of them now accept this
view.65

The Swedish case also shows how
civilian nuclear power can be a com-
petitor to a weapon option, even
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within the same organization, if tech-
nology transfer is informed by inter-
national nonproliferation norms.
Although access to non-weapon uses
of nuclear technology is guaranteed
to non-nuclear weapon states party
to the NPT, it is often assumed that
civilian power projects mainly func-
tion in states of concern as a means
of acquiring expertise and technol-
ogy for secret weapon programs.
The Swedish case suggests that the
creation of an organization with the
primary mission of providing elec-
tricity can lead to decisions that ul-
timately undermine the weapon
option, especially with respect to
technologies selected and safe-
guards.

This third consideration may ap-
ply to Iran too. Iran has chosen light
water reactors for power generation
and agreed to accept the  Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency’s
(IAEA’s) “93+2” (Part I) safeguards
in addition to its NPT-mandated in-
spections.66  Iran has also invited
IAEA personnel to visit suspect sites
not covered by its safeguards agree-
ment, an invitation that was accepted
in 1992, 1993, and 1997. That invi-
tation remains open and is a signifi-
cant complication for a covert
weapon program.

This approach to nuclear transpar-
ency stems in part from Iran’s ea-
gerness for civilian nuclear
technology. Iran’s suppliers are also
bound by norms codified in the NPT
to avoid transferring any technology
that could help Iran produce nuclear
weapons. Since Russian sales to Iran
will go forward despite U.S. oppo-
sition, the importance of exploiting
the opportunity offered by these
sales to affect domestic politics
should not be ignored. It may even
be the case that the cause of nonpro-

liferation would have been better
served if supplier states with better
nonproliferation records had been
permitted to sell civilian nuclear
technology to Iran.

CONCLUSION

If my elaboration of Sagan’s
norms model is grounds for greater
hope that nuclear nonproliferation
efforts can succeed, it also suggests
greater responsibilities on the part of
some actors. Most obviously, while
Sagan suggests a variety of norms
that the nuclear weapon states might
be willing to strengthen—not pro-
liferating, not testing, not threaten-
ing non-nuclear weapon states, and
not using nuclear weapons first, for
example—he does not make clear
that the norm that matters most in
cases where proliferation is pre-
vented is the one against having
nuclear weapons at all. While do-
mestic politics may involve actors
opposing the acquisition of nuclear
weapons on the grounds of promot-
ing the norm against possession, the
one way that nuclear weapon states
can reinforce this norm is obvious.
Although it is unlikely that states
will defect from the nonproliferation
regime simply to punish the nuclear
weapon states, several states—in-
cluding Sweden—gave up nuclear
weapons with the understanding that
they would be eliminated globally.
In Sweden, that decision has become
deeply ingrained as a constitutive
norm, but in other cases the decision
may be less clear cut.67

At the domestic level, there exist
additional opportunities to prevent
proliferation in appropriate cases. A
variety of norms can reinforce the
determination of anti-nuclear actors
and give them more power, even
when leaders and publics support

acquiring nuclear weapons. In cases
like Sweden and Japan, where norms
require consensus, anti-nuclear ac-
tors still must make their case, for
which they need access to informa-
tion and expertise. In cases where
norms are in flux, anti-nuclear ac-
tors also require the promotion of
regulatory norms that will empower
them through consensual
decisionmaking. This consideration
should inform not only nuclear and
trade policies, but also the encour-
agement and assessment of democ-
ratization in states of concern. A
more open debate is important for
reinforcing anti-nuclear actors, but
consensual decisionmaking norms—
even under one-party dynasties, as
in Sweden under the Social Demo-
crats and Japan under the Liberal
Democrats—may also make a deci-
sion against nuclear weapons more
likely. The Russian model of democ-
ratization, with many undisciplined
parties, is less attractive for this rea-
son.

In a number of nuclear and thresh-
old states, anti-nuclear actors do not
have the political power to reverse
proliferation. In fact, the very lack
of regard for consensual
decisionmaking in these countries is
preventing the negotiation and sig-
nature of arms control agreements
(in India and Pakistan) and the en-
actment of arms control agreements
that have been signed (in the nuclear
weapon states).68 In these cases, it
appears that domestic constitutive
norms—their identities as nuclear
weapon states—may now matter
more than the promotion of interna-
tional norms through disarmament,
even as security concerns are re-
laxed.
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