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VIEWPOINT:
NONPROLIFERATION

PROSPECTS AFTER THE
SOUTH ASIAN

NUCLEAR TESTS
by Wade Huntley1

The May 1998 nuclear tests by both India and
Pakistan, accompanied by the expressed
intentions of both countries to become full-

fledged nuclear weapon states, present the prospect
of a new nuclear arms race in South Asia. Perhaps
even more ominous is the
potential for these events
to promote degradation of
security relations and
proliferation of weapons
of mass destruction
beyond the region. This
viewpoint addresses the
broader prospects for the
future of nuclear non-
proliferation arising from
the new circumstances in
South Asia.

The essay first high-
lights the important links
between the South Asian nuclear tests and prolifera-
tion problems in Asia more generally. The reasons
for India’s and Pakistan’s decisions to test nuclear
weapons are numerous. This viewpoint focuses on the
links between the tests and circumstances elsewhere
in the region to draw attention to the expanding num-
ber of reinforcing relationships among proliferation
aspirants. In particular, an exploration of these links
reveals that the South Asian nuclear tests were more
a symptom than a cause of the now visibly weaken-
ing nonproliferation regime. These links also show
that the task of curbing the spread of weapons of mass
destruction has become more complicated, demand-
ing new strategies on the parts of those governments
and organizations working to achieve nonprolifera-
tion goals.

The essay then presents a set of scenarios describ-
ing a range of possible security futures in Asia in the
wake of the nuclear tests and the tests’ regional im-
plications. This discussion aims less to assess the rela-
tive likelihood of the different scenarios than to
highlight the dilemmas common to all of them. In
particular, this survey of divergent future prospects
points to the conclusion that the principles, norms,
agreements, and rules that make up the global non-
proliferation regime are today in deep trouble. The
analysis focuses on certain imperatives that emerge
despite the highly uncertain immediate future.

The essay concludes by arguing that these impera-
tives can only be met by concurrent efforts among a
variety of parties. Although the highest responsibili-
ties remain those of the governments in the region,
attention and action from parties outside the region

are also needed—most
particularly from the
United States, but also
from other governments
and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs).
Moreover, given the con-
nections among the ele-
ments that affect nuclear
proliferation prospects in
Asia, the current dilem-
mas can be resolved only
through strategies of
comprehensive engage-
ment on the parts of both

governments and NGOs. Although the South Asian
nuclear tests seem to have derailed the cause of
nuclear nonproliferation, concerted action informed
by appreciation of the new circumstances offers rea-
sonable hope of placing nonproliferation efforts on a
course consistent with the prerequisites of global
peace and security in the twenty-first century.

PROLIFERATION LINKAGES IN SOUTH
ASIA AND BEYOND

Although India’s five nuclear tests on May 3 and 5
were widely criticized, they met with rather tepid reac-
tions from the world’s leading powers2 that were cer-
tainly insufficient to stave off Pakistan’s subsequent
“retaliatory” nuclear tests. With both countries acceler-
ating development of sophisticated medium-range bal-
listic missiles and with nuclear “weaponization” perhaps
already underway, the tests and policy declarations of
both countries have raised the specter of a spiraling
nuclear arms race in South Asia.

Two sets of issues raise questions as to whether a
nuclear standoff between India and Pakistan would be
as stable or enduring as that between the United States
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and the Soviet Union proved to be:
• First, these countries’ history of war and crisis,
coupled with their contemporary grievances, suggest
a relatively greater prospect for future conflicts in
which deliberate nuclear attack might be contem-
plated. Neither country is a “status quo” state for which
deterring attack is a sufficient end. The ardent cul-
tural and religious dimensions of this relationship are
a particular source of uncertainty. Though both coun-
tries share important bonds and in past wars have
shown some propensity to restrain the use of force,
there remain clear prospects that crises could release
deep animosities that overwhelm the kind of sober
rationality assumed by theories of mutual deterrence.
• Second, the countries’ territorial proximity is a cru-
cial new variable. The United States and the Soviet
Union, at a similarly early stage in their nuclear ri-
valry, could deliver nuclear weapons only by aircraft
and therefore had hours of warning time of an attack.
By the time deployment of ballistic missiles reduced
this margin to ranges of 10 to 30 minutes, the Cold
War rivals had acquired many years of experience with
their nuclear relationship that thereby helped main-
tain stability. In contrast, India and Pakistan could
traverse from latent nuclear ability to overt nuclear
rivalry by deploying nuclear-armed ballistic missiles
with flight times as short as three minutes. This pos-
sibility dramatically limits reaction times in crisis
decisionmaking and hence prospectively increases the
danger of inadvertent nuclear war.3

However, a more worrisome—and far less studied—
implication of the prospect of a nuclear arms race be-
tween India and Pakistan is its potential to cause spiraling
repercussions outside South Asia. Many countries in
Asia and elsewhere in the world will be watching the
progress of events with keen interest, and this progres-
sion is likely to have effects in other regions that will be
difficult to anticipate.

The potential importance of such links between cir-
cumstances in South Asia and elsewhere is evinced in
part by the role such links played in leading up to the
South Asian nuclear tests themselves. Thus far, most
attention has focused on those factors indigenous to the
region, including the India-Pakistan relationship, Indian
and Pakistani domestic politics, and Indian and Paki-
stani perceptions of external actors (such as China, the
United States, and the nonproliferation regime). Less
attention has focused on the links between proliferation

developments in South Asia and the roles played by ac-
tors and concurrent developments elsewhere in Asia and
the world, particularly in contributing to India’s and
Pakistan’s nuclear and missile development programs.

For example, assertions that China provided Pakistan
with assistance in its nuclear weapon and ballistic mis-
sile development are well known. Pakistan reportedly
has obtained from China crucial technology to support
its nuclear program as well as complete M-11 nuclear-
capable missiles. More recently, China is believed to
have supplied plans and equipment to enable Pakistan
to construct a factory for indigenous production of the
missile. With a range of only about 280 kilometers, how-
ever, these missiles do not enable Pakistan to strike ma-
jor Indian cities.4

India, for its part, has used Canadian-made nuclear
reactors to produce plutonium for its weapons program
and acquired technological information for its missile
development program from both Russia and the United
States. India’s recently tested Agni missile, with an esti-
mated range of at least 2,000 kilometers, was developed
in part using technology originally purchased directly
from the United States.5

The North Korea Link

Few have noted the ways in which North Korea’s role
in facilitating the missile proliferation in South Asia
helped set the scene for the current crisis. India’s nuclear
tests came just five weeks after Pakistan successfully
test-fired its new Ghauri missile. This nuclear-capable
missile, with an estimated range of up to 1,500 kilome-
ters and an estimated payload capacity of up to 700
kilograms, provides Pakistan with a potential nuclear
threat against most major Indian cities. It is now known
that the Ghauri was developed from North Korean
Nodong missiles, sold in complete form to Pakistan in
1997 (even though they have yet to be provided to North
Korea’s own military).6

This missile sale advanced a North Korea-Pakistan
relationship dating back to the 1970s and firmly estab-
lished in the 1980s, when the two countries cooperated
in providing military assistance to Iran during its eight-
year war with Iraq. Growing cooperation between the
two countries eventually involved North Korean acqui-
sition of nuclear technology from Pakistan as well as an
exchange of ballistic missile technology. Pakistani offi-
cials reportedly visited North Korea to observe Nodong
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missile development in 1992 and 1993, and the Ghauri
program reportedly dates to the December 1993 visit to
China and North Korea by Benazir Bhutto, then
Pakistan’s prime minister.7 China is believed to have fa-
cilitated and assisted North Korean missile technology
transfers to Pakistan, satisfying its desire to see Paki-
stan receive such technology while avoiding the kind of
direct transfer that would threaten its relationship with
the United States and other Asian countries.8  The sub-
sequent North Korea-Pakistan cooperation in develop-
ment of the Ghauri missile is also believed to have
directly benefited North Korea’s own cash-strapped
missile programs. Such benefits included data provided
in the April 6, 1998, test-firing of the Ghauri, which flew
further than any previously tested North Korean
missile.9 U.S. and South Korean officials speculate that
this assistance may have contributed directly to prepa-
rations for North Korea’s August 31, 1998, first test-
firing of a Taepo-dong missile, which flew over 1,300
kilometers and demonstrated the country’s achievement
of multiple-stage rocket technology.10

Through its direct contribution to accelerating the mis-
sile technology race in South Asia, North Korea’s ac-
tions helped create the context within which India made
its decision to conduct nuclear tests. Admittedly, the
Ghauri test was at most a precipitating factor in the de-
cision by India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) to
conduct the nuclear tests—a move that had been con-
templated by other Indian governments for many years.
However, India’s deep-seated anxiety about its strate-
gic position vis-à-vis China has long been a central ra-
tionale for India’s nuclear program. Moreover, India has
interpreted Chinese assistance to Pakistan as a crucial
indication of China’s strategic concerns. In this envi-
ronment, the role played by North Korea’s long history
of assistance to Pakistan’s missile development should
not be discounted.

North Korean missile assistance to Pakistan, combined
with its own missile development activities, also repre-
sents an important failure of the broader diplomatic ef-
fort by the United States to integrate North Korea into
the world community and restrain its “rogue” behavior.
Despite the significant effort that the United States has
invested in seeking to gain agreement from North Ko-
rea to curb its missile technology proliferation, meet-
ings between the two countries on this issue have been
characterized mostly by lack of progress and frequent
breakdowns. Meanwhile, North Korea managed to con-

duct its sale of missiles to Pakistan without obstruction.11

In the wake of the nuclear tests, North Korea, ignoring
heightened attention to this relationship, reportedly de-
livered to Pakistan several shipments of weapons mate-
rials that included warhead canisters for the Ghauri
missile. These shipments reportedly took place amid in-
dications that Pakistan is proceeding with production of
the missile and development of nuclear warheads that
can be carried by it.12

The Proliferation Network

Chinese and North Korean missile assistance to Paki-
stan epitomizes the emergence of a set of mutually rein-
forcing linkages among proliferation prospects—a
proliferation network. This network introduces a new
and troubling dimension to the problem of achieving
arms control and preventing proliferation in the region
and worldwide. This network is still in a nascent stage,
consisting of only a confluence of relationships rather
than a mechanism of direct coordination. Nevertheless,
even at this level, the emerging network of links posi-
tively reinforces incentives for proliferation across dis-
parate situations. Thus, more than ever, decisions and
events in a given situation and region are likely to have
unexpected and unintended implications in other places
at later times.

The link between the circumstances of South Asia and
the Korean Peninsula exemplifies this point. Concurrent
to, but overshadowed by, the South Asian nuclear tests,
North Korea threatened to effectively “suspend” its 1994
“Agreed Framework” accord with the United States un-
der which it forsook its own incipient nuclear weapons
program.13The U.S. government immediately questioned
North Korea’s intention and/or capacity to follow
through on the specific threats to “reopen” the reactors
addressed under the Agreed Framework.14However,
more recent events have suggested that concern over the
North Korean nuclear program is still warranted.15The
threats have (or at least should have) served to highlight
a growing North Korean dissatisfaction with the rate of
progress in achieving the ends of the Agreed Framework
and in improving its relations with the United States.16

This discontent has likely contributed to the failure of
U.S. diplomacy to achieve North Korean missile prolif-
eration restraint. This proliferation, in turn, then became
a contributing factor in South Asian instability and ulti-
mately the nuclear tests.

Now, the South Asian nuclear tests may not only spark
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a nuclear arms race in that region, but may also increase
insecurity throughout Asia. In a potential “feedback,”
events in South Asia indirectly encouraged, if not pro-
vided direct incentives for, North Korea’s most recent
actions—especially the August 31 missile test.17 More
broadly, the changed circumstances in South Asia have
raised questions concerning the sustainability of the
Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons
(NPT) and may serve to obstruct ratification of the Com-
prehensive Test Ban Treaty in the U.S. Congress and
START II in the Russian Duma.18 These cascading con-
sequences threaten to erode the institutions, norms, and
political cooperation supporting nuclear arms control,
disarmament, and nonproliferation worldwide.

FOUR FUTURE SCENARIOS

The nuclear testing in South Asia has clearly altered
the global terms of nuclear nonproliferation and shifted
reference points in international politics more generally.
However, the nature of these changes, and the new
courses of action they may produce, are less evident.
We cannot know how the achievement of full-fledged
nuclear status by India and Pakistan will affect the fu-
ture planning of North Korea, Iran, Iraq, and many other
states with latent nuclear ambitions.19Nor can we now
know how the reactions of these and other states through-
out the world will reshape near- and long-term prospects
for arms control and nonproliferation.

In the context of this highly uncertain future, focus-
ing on the core features of recent events can offer guide-
lines for expectations. In particular, it is possible to
identify current “critical uncertainties”—that is, elements
of the present situation that are simultaneously most
important and most uncertain—that can help to delimit
the range of future developments. Two such critical un-
certainties are the prospect of an escalating South Asian
arms race and the long-term reaction to South Asian de-
velopments by China.20

First, whether or not the South Asian nuclear tests will
lead to a nuclear weapons and missile technology arms
race on the subcontinent is unclear. To date, both India
and Pakistan have made conflicting and ambiguous state-
ments regarding their intentions to develop nuclear war-
heads light and durable enough to be delivered by
ballistic missiles, as well as to continue past efforts to
improve missile technologies.21Despite some assurances
by both governments, past patterns of reciprocal action
by both India and Pakistan, particularly in the area of

missile development, evince a familiar “action-reaction”
dynamic that may prove quite difficult for
decisionmakers in these countries to escape.22The im-
plications such an arms race might have for the pros-
pects and impact of violent conflict in South Asia
demonstrate the importance of the stakes riding on this
unpredictable variable.

Second, whether or not the long-term reaction to South
Asian events by neighboring countries, particularly
China, will be characterized by collaborative or
realpolitik styles of diplomacy is similarly uncertain. The
BJP leadership’s decision to conduct nuclear tests dis-
rupted an incipient India-China détente that had been
slowly developing in preceding years.23Following
India’s tests, Pakistan reportedly approached China (as
well as Western states) seeking security guarantees to
meet this new security challenge. In the end, China de-
termined it would neither extend Pakistan a nuclear de-
terrent (which would have been its first such promise
ever to another country) nor provide any other direct
security guarantee.24Nevertheless, the nuclear testing
crisis has reduced pressure on China to curtail military
aid to Pakistan, and it is likely to provoke greater Chi-
nese involvement in South Asian affairs more gener-
ally. Moreover, the incentives for such involvement are
bolstered by Chinese perceptions that the United States
has not acted sufficiently to dissuade Indian nuclear am-
bitions, perhaps passively supporting them as a means
to “contain” China.25Although the nuclear tests may not
have greatly altered Chinese perceptions of Indian and
Pakistani nuclear capabilities, the prospect of their
nuclear “weaponization” adds a new dimension to Chi-
nese threat perceptions.26Hence, the relatively moder-
ate reaction of China in the immediate aftermath of the
tests does not likely represent an enduring policy direc-
tion, and may in fact cloak a strategic uncertainty in
Beijing in the face of new and unexpected circumstances.

The intersection of these two critical uncertainties in-
dicates four possible scenarios for future developments,
as Figure 1 depicts. Brief descriptions of each of these
scenarios follow. Although the speculations and expec-
tations outlined in these four scenarios could easily be
expanded and enhanced, the descriptions below provide
the scenarios’ essential features of divergence. More im-
portantly, the scenarios also reveal certain common fea-
tures that persist regardless of the disposition of the
critical uncertainties. These convergent features are im-
portant because they offer vital clues to developing poli-
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cies to effectively meet the challenge of sustaining arms
control and nonproliferation momentum.

Scenario I: Asian Cold War

Perhaps the most dangerous scenario is that in which
a South Asian arms race does emerge and China responds
with a realpolitik style of diplomacy. In this scenario, in
reaction to Pakistan’s nuclear testing and in order to
maintain its missile superiority over Pakistan, India
would complete development of its Agni missiles and
proceed with its Sagarika program to develop
submarine-launched, nuclear-armed ballistic missiles,
bringing most important Chinese cities and industrial
areas within reach. China would perceive this accelera-
tion of the South Asian arms race to pose a direct threat
to its security, eliciting several reactions. First, China
would enhance efforts to bolster Pakistan as a form of
“balancing,” either directly or through tacit approval of
North Korean direct assistance. Second, China would
place increased emphasis on maintaining progress in its
own nuclear arms deployments and weapons programs.
Third, China would become increasingly reluctant to par-
ticipate in regional arms control initiatives or enter into
strategic arms negotiations, developments that neither
Russia nor the United States would welcome.

Meanwhile, China’s support of Pakistan would
aggravate the Indian-Pakistani political conflict. India
would become increasingly frustrated as its ambitions
for regional hegemony continued to be thwarted and its
nuclear bid increasingly appeared to have backfired.
Emerging criticism of the BJP for following this failed
course might develop, creating serious political insta-
bility within India. At the same time, the pressures caused
by the arms race could precipitate Pakistani economic
and political collapse. These developments would rein-
force the priority given to domestic politics across the

South Asian political spectrum and might thereby fur-
ther inflame tensions and uncertainties.

Concurrently, in retaliation for growing Pakistani-Chi-
nese links, India would aggressively pursue the rekin-
dling of its Cold War links with Russia, links that have
already begun to reemerge in the wake of the recent
nuclear testing.27Gradually, China and Russia would be-
come patrons of Pakistan and India, respectively, ag-
gravating and hardening Sino-Russian relations and
thereby extending the scope of the “cold” conflict to the
entirety of Asia. This rivalry would further dampen in-
cipient Chinese interest in arms control and extend
China’s reluctance to strategic levels, while also rein-
forcing the recalcitrance that Russia has already dis-
played toward the START process. The prospect of a
major Asian war, with nuclear dimensions, might ride
on the hair trigger of a South Asian crisis, such as over
the Kashmir.

The United States would become marginalized and
diplomatically ineffective in an increasingly dangerous
region. This would likely result in a militarization of its
own position in the region, including heightened pres-
ence of troops and conventional force assets, support of
the U.S.-Japan alliance through deployment of theater
missile defense in Japan, and commitment to national
missile defense in North America.28

Scenario II: South Asian Tinderbox

Only slightly less dangerous would be the scenario in
which a South Asian arms race emerges but China pro-
ceeds with an engagement style of diplomacy. In this
scenario as well, India and Pakistan would proceed into
nuclear weaponization and arming of missiles. India
would still experience increasing frustration as its am-
bitions for regional hegemony are thwarted, with simi-
lar implications to those traced above. Meanwhile, the

I: A sian C old  W ar
III: C o ld

D ip lom acy

II: Sou th A sian
Tinderbox

IV: Tenuous
R eg im es

Figure 1: Possible South Asia Scenarios

South Asian
Arms Race

China “realpolitik”

No Arms Race

China “cooperative”
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danger of nuclear war in South Asia would be a constant
menace dominating the world’s attention.

At the same time, however, China would perceive its
interests to lie in minimizing its own involvement in such
increasingly dangerous circumstances. China would
work to strengthen nuclear nonproliferation, rather than
siding with Pakistan outright, for fear that the momen-
tum generated by India and Pakistan could eventually
lead to Iran, North Korea, and even Japan obtaining
nuclear weapons.29Also, China would recognize the ben-
efits to its position that are already evidenced by the
world’s regard of India as the “instigator” of the current
crisis, which has resulted in tacit acceptance of limited
Chinese support of Pakistan. This would further encour-
age China to increase its support for the nonprolifera-
tion and test ban regimes, calculating that their strength
would help to ostracize India, thereby offering China an
effective means to garner world support for its interest
in containing Indian nuclear ambitions.

In this scenario, the political dynamics in South Asia
would be strong enough to overcome efforts from out-
side the region to dampen volatility on the subcontinent.
Chinese support for existing nonproliferation regimes
would be at best ineffective in curbing rising tensions,
and at worst a contributory factor insofar as India per-
ceives those regimes to be discriminatory against its in-
terests. In turn, despite consensus outside the region on
the need to sustain the nonproliferation and test ban re-
gimes, the rising nuclear danger in South Asia would
raise incentives and political support in the United States
for theater missile defense, as well as for strategies of
militarized counterproliferation.

Scenario III: Cold Diplomacy

A scenario in which a South Asian arms race does
not emerge but China nevertheless shifts to a more
realpolitik style of diplomacy may seem the most
unlikely, but nevertheless offers some instructive in-
sights. In this scenario, neither India nor Pakistan
pursues nuclear weaponization and arming of mis-
siles, and their relations stabilize in mutual recogni-
tion of their respective statuses as latent nuclear
powers. Nevertheless, China perceives India’s nuclear
status and extant missile technologies to offer suffi-
cient direct threat to its own security that it reacts by
committing itself, tacitly if not explicitly, to a strat-
egy of nuclear deterrence built on superior capabili-
ties. China would then sustain its own weapons

programs and reverse its emerging interest in regional
arms control initiatives. Relying on its own deterrent,
China would also be able to carefully gauge its sup-
port of Pakistan in an attempt to sustain a South Asian
“balance” while not excessively provoking India. De-
clining Chinese interest in nonproliferation standards
considered onerous by India would contribute to the
success of this approach.

For its part, India would be driven to respond by
pursuing links with Russia—not as aggressively as it
would if engaging in an accelerating arms race, but
certainly in diplomatic terms—perhaps to the extent
of seeking some degree of countervailing nuclear
guarantees. In this scenario, in contrast to the pre-
ceding one, the political dynamics in South Asia
would be overcome by the influences from outside
the region. Hence, China and Russia would still be-
come patrons of Pakistan and India, respectively; al-
though this process would take place more gradually,
it would embed itself more strongly. Indeed, repli-
cating the Cold War dynamic, the imposition of the
growing China-Russia rivalry on South Asia would
become one source of moderation in India-Pakistan
tensions.

Scenario IV: Tenuous Regimes

Perhaps the most appealing scenario is that in which
a South Asian arms race does not emerge and China fol-
lows an engagement style of diplomacy. In this scenario,
a relative stabilization of South Asian relations would
allow cooler heads to prevail. India, perhaps with a new
ruling regime replacing the BJP, would find itself suffi-
ciently satisfied with its de facto nuclear status that it
would feel a stronger need to repair diplomatic relations
around the world than to push forward on its missile
development programs. At the same time, China would
find itself able to forsake precipitous responses to India’s
actions and commit itself more deeply to multilateral
processes of arms control. Both India and China would
increasingly come to be satisfied with their respective
regional influence and to regard each other as “status
quo” states.

Continuing Chinese commitment to the nonprolifera-
tion and test ban regimes, combined with interest in join-
ing other venues for arms control negotiations, would
provide a sense for many that these regimes and pro-
cesses were “surviving” the South Asian challenges.
However, this confidence would prove illusory, for two
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reasons:
• First, relative stability of India-Pakistan relations
would fuel a counter-reaction to those who warned
ominously of arms races, who would be labeled
“alarmists.” Greater support would accrue to argu-
ments that the two countries’ new nuclear status has
not increased dangers in the region, and has in fact
increased both India’s and Pakistan’s security by es-
tablishing mutual nuclear deterrence. Most impor-
tantly, the increasing credence given to such
arguments would increase perceptions by other aspir-
ing nuclear powers that a nuclear capability has mili-
tary and political efficacy.
•  Second, relative stability of India-Pakistan relations
would increase pressure to recognize de jure what
would be obvious de facto: India and Pakistan are
nuclear powers. Denying India and Pakistan the same
status as the other five “declared” nuclear powers, for
the purposes of upholding the basis of the NPT, would
rest on an increasingly fraying texture of argument.
At the same time, the logic that accepting India and
Pakistan into the treaty as full-fledged nuclear pow-
ers would simply reward their proliferation and un-
dermine the treaty would still hold. The
nonproliferation regime would be caught in the grip
of this dilemma, which could be dealt with only by
finessing both concerns, likely alleviating neither.

The combination of the apparent security benefits of
nuclear deterrence and the long-run inability of the P-5
nuclear states to deny the nuclear status of India and
Pakistan would undermine nonproliferation efforts in
this otherwise apparently favorable scenario. While the
nonproliferation regime would endure in name, it would
become an increasingly ineffective tool with which to
meet the growing prospects of proliferation of nuclear
weapons (and other weapons of mass destruction). With
the benefits of participation in this regime apparently
declining, and simultaneously the material benefits and
prestige of attaining an independent nuclear capability
apparently rising, other states would have greater incen-
tives to force their way into the nuclear “club”—North
Korea and Iran being merely the next in line.

Scenario Commonalities

Common to each of these four scenarios is the con-
clusion that the global nonproliferation regime is today
in deep trouble. This conclusion clearly emerges from
the scenarios in which the South Asian nuclear tests

presage a dangerous and destabilizing arms race in South
Asia and/or turn China away from its more recent move-
ment toward greater integration into international re-
gimes and multilateral forums. However, this conclusion
also derives from the “optimistic” scenario in which the
absence of more dire consequences ironically works spe-
cifically to invalidate current arguments against the as-
cension of India and Pakistan to nuclear weapon status.
More generally, that same lack of consequences would
undermine the importance of the principles, norms,
agreements, and rules that make up the nuclear nonpro-
liferation regime.

Indeed, the omnipresence of this conclusion across
the scenarios helps highlight an important additional ob-
servation: the global nonproliferation regime was in
trouble before the South Asian nuclear tests. The tests
themselves were merely a symptom of this condition,
not its cause; progress on nuclear arms control was al-
ready slowing and proliferation prospects were already
increasing. A sense of a diminished gravity to the
“nuclear threat”—perhaps the result of the lingering
euphoria given by the end of the Cold War era’s pros-
pect of massive nuclear war—helped conceal the erod-
ing foundation of the global nonproliferation regime. At
the same time, the emergence of a nascent proliferation
network has helped hasten this erosion. Thus, the weak-
ening of the nonproliferation regime would have become
apparent in due time, even without this year’s events in
South Asia. Ironically, as William Arkin has pointed out,
we ought to be somewhat thankful to India and Pakistan
for reawakening interest in and concern about these prob-
lems as early as they have.30

The question then becomes: what is to be done?  This
question highlights a second conclusion common across
the four scenarios above: none of the options open to the
principal state actors in the Asian region offers strong
hope that their actions alone can provide for the long-
term future of the nonproliferation regime. Clearly, ac-
tions by parties outside the region—both governments
and NGOs—are needed. Moreover, such actions must
be grounded in a strategic concept reflecting both the
changes and consistencies manifested by the contempo-
rary proliferation problem.

TOWARD A NEW NONPROLIFERATION
STRATEGY

The current erosion of the nonproliferation regime
—a regime designed during the Cold War to meet the
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circumstances of the Cold War—should not be too sur-
prising. The challenge now facing organizations and gov-
ernments working toward nonproliferation and arms
control objectives is to recast those objectives to fit the
post-Cold War era. The new characteristics of this era
include a disaggregation of the Cold War’s bipolar or-
ganization of world politics, the resulting greater com-
plexity and ambiguity of international relationships, and
hence the increasing relevance of less obvious links
among disparate regions and circumstances. This essay’s
diagnosis of a “proliferation network” seeks not to iden-
tify a cause, but rather a condition: proliferation prob-
lems can no longer (if they ever could) be treated in
isolation from one another. The problem of prolifera-
tion is better understood and treated in an integrated and
holistic manner.

Accordingly, governments and NGOs seeking to pro-
mote arms control and nonproliferation need to begin
with a strategy that recognizes the importance of links
among discrete proliferation problems. This strategy
would entail seeking to identify those links when fash-
ioning solutions, and therefore would require active and
multifaceted interaction, incorporating positive as well
as negative inducements. Adopting such a strategy,
which might best be called comprehensive engagement,
would be a first step toward generating a nonprolifera-
tion regime strong enough—and inclusive enough—to
overcome current incentives for proliferation.

For governments in general, and for the United States
in particular, a strategy of comprehensive engagement
would go beyond the tactics of selective engagement
manifested in recent years, by fully embracing each of
five elements:

• First, comprehensive engagement must continue to
involve bilateral engagement on a country-by-coun-
try basis. This is the current U.S. policy premise to-
ward North Korea, and no other policy premise holds
more promise despite the ruling regime’s inscrutabil-
ity and recalcitrance. Shutting off current contacts
would only encourage this “isolated” regime to bol-
ster its existing contacts with other proliferation as-
pirants, such as Iran and Pakistan. Indeed, simply the
prospect that existing punitive policies will be ended
offers incentives for regimes such as that in North
Korea to respond positively to direct engagement (one
source of the recent decline in U.S.-DPRK relations
is in fact a growing conviction among North Korean
leaders that there exists no realistic prospect of end-

ing current U.S. economic sanctions). However, even
in such bilateral contexts, there is room for more inte-
grated approaches treating bilateral relationships in
their entireties and focusing on the linkages between
different issues within those relationships.
• Second, comprehensive engagement means sustain-
ing requisite levels of attention and commitment to
engagement over time. Too often, the United States
focuses on a proliferation problem only at moments
of crisis. The specific efforts to engage North Korea
in 1993-94 and India today—while laudable under
the circumstances—demonstrate this tendency. More-
over, in allowing itself to garner a reputation for
addressing problems only when they become crises,
the United States risks encouraging governments (or
even non-governmental actors) to create crises by tak-
ing provocative action in order to be regarded “seri-
ously” by U.S. policymakers. Such thinking may have
been an underlying factor in India’s decision to go
forward with nuclear testing, and is likely a key source
of the current crisis in U.S.-DPRK relations. The
United States cannot hope to sustain a consistent and
successful nonproliferation policy if each abated cri-
sis is followed by waning attentions and flagging ef-
forts, which only sow the seeds for a new crisis.
• Third, comprehensive engagement requires a con-
ception of involvement with a region as a dynamic
system, not simply with each of the countries within
it. In particular, the United States has too often ne-
glected the long-term systemic implications of seem-
ingly prudent short-term tactics, thereby directly
contributing to the type of regional proliferation it
ostensibly opposes. For example, the Chinese M-11
sale to Pakistan followed shortly the U.S. sale of F-16
fighters to Taiwan, which China saw as a direct viola-
tion of the U.S. pledge to limit its transfers of military
weaponry to Taiwan.31To the extent that the F-16 sale
to Taiwan undermined U.S. credibility in persuading
China to limit its own arms transfers in the region, the
sale may have indirectly contributed to South Asian
missile proliferation. At a broader level, this U.S. ten-
dency to ignore the longer-term regional consequences
of shorter-term, bilaterally-focused decisions has con-
tributed to creating the peculiar situation in which, as
noted earlier, both India and China perceive the United
States to be tacitly and/or surreptitiously tilting in sup-
port toward the other.32The United States will be un-
able to achieve nonproliferation generally until it can
more effectively introduce anticipation of such long-
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term systemic consequences into its short-term
decisionmaking.
• Fourth, comprehensive engagement must mean that
the United States, and other nuclear weapon states
seeking nonproliferation, recognize more clearly how
their own lack of progress toward nuclear arms con-
trol increases pressures for nuclear arms acquisition.
Despite their commitment to the goal of vertical dis-
armament in the NPT, nuclear arms control negotia-
tions between the United States and the Soviet Union
often achieved only a brief respite in the two super-
powers’ nuclear arms race. Occasionally, as in the
SALT I Treaty’s incentives to develop MIRV missile
technologies, they even redirected that race in new
and more dangerous directions. After important early
progress, the slowing pace of the START process falls
short of the arms control promises offered by the
United States in negotiations for the indefinite exten-
sion of the NPT in 1995. The growing disregard of
this promise by nuclear weapon states now threatens
to undermine preparations for the next review of the
NPT in 2000.33At the same time, U.S. programs for
sub-critical nuclear testing and continuing weapons
“stewardship” effectively obviate much of the spirit,
if not the letter, of the 1996 Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty. Thus, India does have a point, if not a justifi-
cation, in emphasizing years of unfulfilled promises
for progress toward disarmament by nuclear-armed
states as motivations for its own nuclear program.
Indeed, this relation between “vertical” and “horizon-
tal” proliferation is one of the key linkages of the pro-
liferation “network.” The United States and other
nuclear-armed states cannot expect their condemna-
tion of India’s actions to be credible in the absence of
recognition of this linkage.
• Finally, comprehensive engagement means devel-
oping an appreciation for the political context of pro-
liferation. During the Cold War, there developed a
popular tendency to regard nuclear weapons issues as
largely independent of politics. Ironically, nuclear
strategists and nuclear abolitionists shared this per-
ception: the former in holding that nuclear weapons
impose a logic of their own, bestowing a certain uni-
versality to theories of deterrence and war-fighting;
the latter in holding that the sheer horror of nuclear
war renders use of nuclear weapons “unthinkable.”
The end of the Cold War itself repudiates this notion.
Despite force levels and launching capabilities that
are as lethal as ever, the perceived threat of deliberate

nuclear war between the United States and Russia has
been dramatically reduced. The source of this reduced
threat of war is the improvement in political relations
between these countries, which has decreased the ani-
mosities and uncertainties that have always lurked
behind the abstract veneer of strategic theory. Im-
proved political relations, not improved strategy,
moved the superpowers toward greater actual peace.
The lesson for Asia is clear: only sufficiently thor-
ough and enduring improvements in the political cli-
mate can reduce intrinsic temptations to proliferate,
thus offering hope of achieving nonproliferation goals
in the long term. Neither the spread of nuclear weap-
ons, nor the prevention of that spread through
punitive sanctions or coercive counterproliferation,
is likely to help produce that peace.

A strategy of comprehensive engagement would also
have significant implications for the specific activities
of NGOs and social movements. Insofar as most such
organizations already evince orientations of engage-
ment—in large measure by definition—such a strategy
will come more naturally for them than for governments.
At the same time, many such organizations also have
organizational and practical constraints that obstruct
their capacity to fully consider the myriad second- and
third-order implications of their activities. Nevertheless,
committed activists who are inattentive to the increas-
ingly integrated nature of international proliferation (and
international interactions more generally) will often find
their ends frustrated by unintended consequences. In-
corporation of an awareness of these conditions into stra-
tegic thinking should include at least these elements:

• First, as NGOs and social movements continue
to pressure governments to take action on specific
issues, it becomes incumbent upon them to think
through the networking implications of the actions
they promote. Careful consideration of implications
may in some instances undermine the rationale for
the proposed actions, but in other cases this think-
ing is certain to underscore the rationale. In this
manner, committing to a strategy of promoting
comprehensive engagement by governments may
help NGOs and social movements to focus on fewer
prescriptions with more powerful supporting argu-
ments.
• Second, the conditions that suggest the efficacy
of a strategy of comprehensive engagement also
provide unique opportunities to NGOs and social
movements. The very same networks of interac-
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tions that complicate the proliferation problem and
frustrate governmental authority also create new
loci of authority and new entree to critical prob-
lem junctures. NGOs and social movements are
ideally positioned to take advantage of these, be-
cause they are more flexible than modern state gov-
ernments. In short, world complexity creates new
targets of opportunity for effective action that non-
governmental groups may be best suited to pursue.
• Finally, the complex relations that fuel the pro-
liferation network are themselves a new resource
for NGOs and social movements. These groups
can—and likely should—focus increasing attention
and resources on developing “countervailing net-
works” that would utilize the same global interde-
pendence that facilitates the proliferation network,
but for different ends. Such an approach would seek
to exploit the positively reinforcing elements of in-
terdependence, and could potentially be more ef-
fective than strategies of solitary direct action.

CONCLUSION

The proliferation problem in Asia today has many
sources, of which the shortcomings of U.S. nonprolif-
eration policy constitute only one. However, the United
States, now the world’s sole superpower and likely to
remain so for some time to come, has an assurance of its
own basic security needs and hence a latitude of behav-
ior far exceeding that of any other nation. The long
shadow that its own nuclear weapons attitudes and poli-
cies cast over those of all other governments provides
the United States with a unique capacity to “lead by ex-
ample” on nuclear weapons issues. This offers the United
States an unprecedented opportunity to articulate and
pursue a long-term vision for national and global secu-
rity in which the role of threats to use nuclear weapons
is dramatically reduced or even eliminated.

Whether or not the United States is able to take the
lead in building regional and global security regimes that
rely less on threats to use nuclear weapons, this never-
theless must remain the essential goal of nonprolifera-
tion advocates. During the Cold War’s long nuclear
stalemate, the argument arose that mutual nuclear de-
terrence was in fact a force for peace, strongly discour-
aging actual war between the superpowers.34Such
perceptions endure; indeed, one of the most intractable
features of the proliferation problem is that not all agree
even that proliferation is a problem. Clearly this was not

the view of the great majority of Indian and Pakistani
citizens who favored their countries’ acquisition of de-
ployed nuclear capabilities—even as many of them also
anticipated the eventual use of these weapons.35

This notion is an illusion: the psychological vulner-
ability and political tension engendered by mutual as-
sured destruction provided genuine security to no state.
While the threat of nuclear destruction may have helped
to stave off overt military conflict among nuclear-armed
states, nuclear deterrence did nothing to promote (and
may in fact have impeded) the resolution of the political
conflicts fueling the rivalries of these states. The term
“Cold War” properly evokes a sense of the condition of
fear-ridden “warlessness”—Hobbes’ “state of war”—
prevalent throughout the Cold War period (and perhaps
becoming forgotten as this period slips into history). The
improved conditions of major power relations in the
wake of the Cold War, however limited they remain,
reveal starkly the paucity of the “security” provided to
the superpowers by their nuclear weapons during the
Cold War itself. Progress toward genuine nuclear disar-
mament, in all its facets, depends upon debunking the
illusion of “nuclear peace” wherever it emerges, and
building security regimes that would aim ultimately at
replacing persistent dependence on nuclear deterrence.

The predominant justifications for India’s and
Pakistan’s nuclear tests, drawing as they do on Cold War-
era conceptions of the political utility of nuclear weap-
ons and other technologies of mass destruction, represent
a dramatic turn away from this realization. In pursuing
their nuclear options, India and Pakistan certainly per-
ceive themselves as pursuing legitimate security inter-
ests and in fact behaving no differently than did the
United States and the Soviet Union throughout the Cold
War. Indeed, many of the United States’ own nuclear
policies and practices also still derive from such calcu-
lations. But emulation is not validation. In a nuclear-
armed South Asia, India will depend for its security—as
it never has before—on the prudence, competence, and
authority of decisionmakers in Islamabad (just as the
United States, as much today as during the Cold War,
relies upon command and control coherence in Russia).
For its part, in addition to a similar security dependence
upon New Delhi, Pakistan will labor under crushing eco-
nomic and political burdens to maintain not only its
nuclear “deterrent” but also its very integrity as a state.
Meanwhile, for the citizens of Bangladesh, Sri Lanka,
and other neighboring states, the world today is an irre-
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vocably more dangerous place.

In such a world there is little hope of progress toward
conflict resolution and durable peace, and every pros-
pect for the continued fear-driven construction of apoca-
lyptic weapons accompanied by faith in abstract
theories—against the lessons of history—that the weap-
ons will never be used. Nuclear nonproliferation, arms
control, and disarmament thus remain urgent goals for
governments and non-governmental organizations alike.
Progress toward these goals is necessary not merely to
reduce the nuclear danger, but also because reducing the
presence of nuclear weapons in global life is a means to
the more fundamental end of moving the world from
insecure warlessness to a more genuine peace. In a re-
ciprocal fashion, only by making progress toward this
political end will dramatic reductions in nuclear arms
levels, and decreased dependence upon nuclear deter-
rence as a method of security, become possible.
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