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All nuclear weapons programs that concern us today
date back to the time of the East-West conflict. The same
applies to  chemical and biological weapons programs;
no new candidates have appeared since the mid-1980s,
that is, since Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev first en-

tered the scene. However,
developments in technology
have made the production of
these weapons easier. Con-
cerning ballistic missiles, a
few countries have increased
the range of their missiles
and developed a greater po-
tential for accuracy using the
universally availability Glo-
bal Positioning System.
This development is signifi-
cant. However, the same
countries have possessed
ballistic missiles since be-

fore 1985, most of them of the old Soviet Scud-B ver-
sion, or have had domestic ballistic missile programs
for decades.

On the other hand, there is good news that would not
have been possible without the East-West rapprochement:
South Africa has scrapped its small nuclear arsenal, has
opened the country for full International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) inspections, and will be a party to the
African Nuclear-Weapons-Free Zone (as soon as the
Pelindaba Treaty enters into force). Brazil and Argen-
tina have subjected their fissile material to IAEA safe-
guards and have entered broad agreements for
confidence-building and cooperation. Argentina and
Chile have become parties to the Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT). Cuba has signed the Treaty of Tlatelolco
(although it has not yet waived Article 28 to allow it to
enter into force for itself). The risk that the decay of the
Soviet Union would result in several new nuclear weapon
states has been prevented, as Belarus, Kazakstan, and
Ukraine wisely agreed to denuclearize. Iraq’s clandes-
tine programs for all sorts of WMD was forcefully ter-
minated by the Gulf war—a campaign that would not

Since the end of the Cold War, many clichés have
developed about the proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction (WMD): that the problem has

become worse as a consequence of the loss of super-
power control over former proxy states and the weaken-
ing of alliance-related nuclear
“umbrellas”; that technology
diffusion is leading, and will
lead, more and more countries
to consider the acquisition of
WMD; and that proliferation is
thus effectively inevitable and
will reverse world and regional
power balances decisively. All
of these views can be found in
political statements, scholarly
analyses, and journalistic ac-
counts. As this essay will ar-
gue, however, none of these
clichés are sufficiently sup-
ported by available evidence.  Proliferation of WMD is
an extremely serious threat; but not just since 1989 or
1991. Rather, the problem has been with us for 30 or 40
years. It is not a mass phenomenon of “the South,” but is
confined to a small, identifiable number of states and
should be treated accordingly.

While this essay may strike some nonproliferation
analysts as heretical, its goal is to inject some reason
into the post-Cold War nonproliferation debate by refut-
ing a number of overblown nonproliferation clichés.  In
doing so, it hopes to restore the proliferation threat to its
proper dimensions and to refocus our attention on what
threats truly are important and how—without the me-
dia-based hype—specialists in the field can best go about
trying to solve (or alleviate) them.

THE PROLIFERATION PROBLEM AFTER THE
COLD WAR: PLUS ÇA CHANGE

It has become commonplace to say that after the end
of the East-West conflict, the proliferation danger has
grown considerably: as the ability of the (former) super-
powers to control their clients in the developing world
has diminished, the desire of countries in these new
“power vacuums” to develop WMD for their own secu-
rity or for expansionary designs has grown.1  In fact, what
has actually grown is the attention devoted to prolifera-
tion. Concerning the problem itself, not much has
changed.



63

Harald Müller

The Nonproliferation Review/Winter 1997

have been possible in the age of U.S.-Soviet rivalry. The
Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) will enter into
force in April 1997, and verification will start soon there-
after. The Biological Weapons Convention (BWC) will
be amended with a transparency/verification protocol in
the next few years and thus receive “teeth” for the first
time, though it is still uncertain how well these teeth
will bite.  There is thus no reason to be alarmist. Yet, by
the same token, it would be unwise to be complacent.

First, the proliferation problem is not yet under suffi-
cient control. A few regions are severely threatened by
it, notably South Asia and the Middle East, with some
danger in East Asia as well. A very small group of states
with proven disregard for international law and consid-
erable political ambitions appears poised to bolster these
ambitions with WMD. Active and creative diplomacy is
needed to shape the security environment of other coun-
tries to obviate any motivation to consider WMD as guar-
antors of their national survival.

Second, the supply policies of a few countries are of
doubtful utility for the cause of nonproliferation. While
the worst problems in Western countries have been tack-
led as a consequence of the Iraqi revelations, some former
communist countries, notably among the successor states
of the former Soviet Union, have not yet installed ex-
port control systems that meet the enhanced reliability
standards in the West, not to mention Western standards
for physical security of fissile materials, crucial chemi-
cals, and biological substances.2  New suppliers are en-
tering the market who are not accustomed to a culture of
export controls, even though international obligations,
such as the CWC, are beginning to force them into their
consideration. Finally, China’s policies in this field re-
main a mystery, as political commitments and actual
behavior have shown serious divergences, and the pos-
sibility that the central government is not capable of
controlling the activities of commercial entities is real.3

Third, the state monopoly of force is no longer guar-
anteed everywhere. The decay of states that possess
WMD or have the capability to quickly produce them
raises the specter of subnational units trying to employ
these capabilities for their own purposes, possibly across
borders. The apparent willingness of a rogue religious
sect in Japan to kill indiscriminately for its goals is an
indication of what could be possible.

Concern is thus in order. But we should note that
among these three factors, only the second is somehow

related to the end of the Cold War.  It would be wrong to
say that the decay of the Soviet Union and present insta-
bility in Russia were caused by the demise of the con-
flict. Rather, both are the consequences of a secular
change inside the old Soviet empire.

STATE PROLIFERATION: BALANCE AND
PROSPECTS

Proliferation of WMD beyond the Permanent Five (P-
5) on the U.N. Security Council is by and large concen-
trated in three regions: the Middle East with North Africa
and the Persian Gulf; South Asia; and East Asia.4

These three regions are characterized by protracted
interstate conflict and repeated wars. They vary accord-
ing to the complexity of their conflicts. The Middle East
contains a panoply of interstate, internal, and
transnational conflicts, such as overlapping ethnic and
religious communities. As a consequence, we observe
multilateral or multiple, interdependent rivalries provid-
ing the context for arms races. The Arab-Israeli conflict
has affected the conflict structure significantly, with its
most important arms race dyads of Israel-Syria and Is-
rael-Iraq. In addition, the Israel-Libya dyad and, more
recently and possibly most importantly, Israel-Iran, de-
serve much attention, particularly since Iran might be
trying to replace Iraq as the proto-nuclear counterweight
to Israel. A second fault line is found in the Persian Gulf,
where the Iraqi-Iranian competition for regional domi-
nation has also stimulated interest in strong (so far con-
ventional) armament among the smaller Gulf states (the
Saudi Arabian acquisition of Chinese CSS-2 intermedi-
ate-range missiles is noteworthy here). Inter-Arab com-
petition (Syria-Iraq; Egypt-Libya) adds to the region’s
complexity. Fundamentalist Sudan remains a source of
instability at Egypt’s southern flank. Fundamentalist
movements across the Islamic world, most disturbing in
Algeria, are a factor in the background that affects pro-
liferation threat analysis. Such movements, taking over
power in a middle-sized or large state, may enter office
with quite different calculations concerning the utility
and the employment of WMD than moderate secular
forces.

The conflict in South Asia is “doubly” bilateral: the
Indian-Pakistani rivalry drives Pakistan’s nuclear weapon
program, while India’s proximity to China is its main
motivation for developing a nuclear capability. These
complex rivalries present stumbling blocks for regional
nonproliferation efforts. China is a legitimate nuclear
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weapon state, according to the NPT. India rejects regional
solutions that do not include China and refuses to un-
dertake any global commitments that would discrimi-
nate against India (in comparison to China’s rights).
Pakistan has declared its readiness to accept either solu-
tion, but only together with India. The lingering low-
intensity war in Kashmir contains the permanent danger
that a hot war may break out that could well escalate
into a nuclear exchange. Indian and Pakistani experts
declare these fears exaggerated and hope for the estab-
lishment of stable deterrence.  But this hope may prove
elusive, given the particular circumstances prevalent in
that region.

In East Asia, the main problem lies in the idiosyncra-
sies of the North Korean regime.5  Pyongyang is charac-
terized by a combination of Stalinist paranoia and the
death throes of communism: a dangerous mixture. North
Korea’s relation to international law is estranged, to put
it mildly. Because of its chronic opacity, the intentions,
objectives, and capabilities of the country and its lead-
ership are hard to decipher. Assessments of its nuclear
potential range between two ready-made weapons and
the lack of electronic expertise and precision instruments
to permit the production of nuclear weapons in the fore-
seeable future. There are no doubts about North Korea’s
massive chemical armament and a missile arsenal with
ever-increasing range. A strong suspicion exists that
North Korea is also working on biological arms. What-
ever motivations lie behind all these efforts, it is likely
that a change in North Korea’s governmental system
would help decisively in overcoming the East Asian pro-
liferation problem. The approach attempted in the U.S.-
North Korean Agreed Framework and presently further
elaborated under the auspices of the Korean Energy De-
velopment Organization (KEDO) is a risky experiment,
but for the time being it is the only game in town.

A minor, but still notable proliferation danger in the
region is that of Chinese policy. Whether China asserts
its national interests and territorial claims, bolstered by
increasing military power, or instead adopts the role of a
responsible and self-constrained political hegemon, will-
ing to entertain genuine arms control and to accommo-
date its neighbors’ security interests, remains to be seen.
The answer to the question will be one of the key vari-
ables in East Asian, Southeast Asian, and South Asian
security and will influence proliferation motivations
across the continent. However, it would be much too
simple to draw a linear causal link between Chinese be-

havior and regional proliferation activities.

The Association of South East Asian Nations
(ASEAN), an economically and politically very dynamic
grouping, approaches the Chinese question with its own
four-part strategy. First, they plan a strong conventional
defense, particularly in the area of advanced air and na-
val forces, with a view to developing impressive response
options to possible Chinese power-projection attempts
far from its shores. Second, ASEAN is trying to entice
China into cautious regional confidence-building and
arms control measures under the auspices of the ASEAN
Regional Forum (ARF), with the backing, inter alia, of
the United States. Thirdly, ASEAN has concluded a
nuclear-weapons-free zone treaty, with a view to
delegitimize the nuclear threat against them and to pre-
vent Chinese nuclear deployments in the South China
Sea. They show no sign of an interest in WMD as a
counter to Chinese nuclear power. The chemical weap-
ons that may exist—in Myanmar and, possibly, in Viet-
nam—were procured in the context of other conflicts.
Fourth, the presence of the United States is seen as the
ultimate instrument of containment, although the coun-
tries differ on how close or how far over the horizon this
U.S. presence should be.

Very similar observations apply to Japan, where sup-
port for a nuclear weapon capability has been fairly stable
at about a quarter of Liberal Democratic Party adher-
ents, with the vast majority remaining in opposition to
such a move. Japan also is trying to engage China in a
bilateral confidence-building and transparency dialogue.
It is quite enthusiastic about the idea of an Asian equiva-
lent to EURATOM, which would include China.  Japan’s
Self-Defense Forces are making great efforts to main-
tain and enhance defensive sea control—air- and navy-
based—around the islands, and recent protests by
Okinawans notwithstanding, Japan has reaffirmed its
keen interest in keeping intact, and indeed deepening,
the security relationship with the United States.

By the logic of power balancing, the U.S.-Japanese
relationship is likely to be reinforced if the Chinese threat
should grow, and, conversely, to be loosened when the
need for a deterrent against China is less evident. The
United States has always had the ambition to be a Asian
power; its historical isolationism applied to Europe, but
not to East Asia and China. If China’s policies become
more assertive, Japan and the United States would feel
compelled to move closer together. Quite likely, another
nuclear weapon state, Russia, would see an interest to
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join the two others in an effort to contain and balance
China. Japanese motivations for a national nuclear ca-
pability would thereby be reduced further.

The conclusion here is: the proliferation problem is
not global and generic, but regional and specific. Unless
and until many variables within the regional security
complex6  converge and other, constraining variables si-
multaneously weaken, further WMD proliferation will
not occur. Thus, the identification of single indicators
may lead to grossly overstated threat analysis and, in
turn, to flawed policies.7

PROLIFERATION IS NOT A NATURAL
CONSEQUENCE OF “SHRINKING
UMBRELLAS”

This discussion has already indicated that power vacu-
ums and changes in alliance coherence do not inevitably
lead to a drive towards the bomb.8   That is all the more
true for Europe. Despite the mushrooming of predictions
that a united Germany would seek nuclear weapon sta-
tus, all is calm at the German front, and the same applies
to its non-nuclear weapon states neighbors and partners.
Interestingly enough, considerations of various European
national “bombs” were most lively when the “umbrella”
was the thickest: in the late 1950s and early 1960s, when
thousands and thousands of tactical nuclear weapons
were put into Europe to “couple” the United States with
Europe, and U.S. nuclear superiority over the Soviet
Union was larger than at any later date.

The Europeans have willingly accepted the relega-
tion of NATO’s nuclear assets to the role of “last re-
sort,” and watched over the reduction of the previously
complex arsenal to a few hundred weapons of only one
single type. The German and Western European reac-
tion to the French offer of “concerted deterrence” has
ranged between hostility and friendly reservation.9  The
statement of the German Minister of Defense that this
was an interesting topic for future discussions, but that
NATO’s posture served German security perfectly in the
light of the existing and foreseeable risks was telling.

The ability of “nuclear umbrellas” to grant extended
security is not absolute. It depends on the threat it is
supposed to counter. For America’s European allies, the
threat is gone. Some years ago, 20 to 30 crack Soviet
tank and motorized rifle divisions, backed up by a pow-
erful second echelon, a chemical arsenal, and forward-
deployed nuclear weapons threatened a large-scale attack

from positions only a few hundred kilometers away from
the English Channel, supported by the forces of the
Warsaw Pact countries. Today, Russia is deprived of al-
lies and faces hostile attitudes from countries that once
were Soviet republics, and it possesses just some 5,000
of the Soviet Union’s 60,000-odd tanks west of the Urals.
Overall, its armed forces are in dismal shape, with sup-
plies, logistics, maintenance, leadership, morale at a very
low level, and these troops have had to move a thousand
kilometers east of their previous deployment sites. Com-
bat-ready elite units are confined to a few parachute and
Interior Ministry divisions, whose task it is to watch over
domestic security. The Western alliance is in better shape
than the vast majority of observers would have predicted
in 1990 and possesses a superiority on the continent that
considerably surpasses that of the Soviet bloc in the past.
This is not at all a threatening situation that cries out for
a nuclear counter. It should surprise no one, therefore,
that U.S. allies in Europe are not contemplating prolif-
erating themselves.  Instead, they are focusing more on
combatting proliferation elsewhere. For U.S. allies,
WMD capabilities are not a subject for serious discus-
sion under foreseeable circumstances. A most improb-
able combination of events would be required to change
this situation: the reemergence of not only an aggres-
sive, but also a powerful Russia, a small probability in-
deed given the state of the Russian economy; and the
dissolution of NATO, the Western European Union
(WEU), and the European Union (EU), of  which we
have not the faintest indication. Moreover, these sce-
narios are mutually exclusive: if Russia were to become
a threat, NATO, the WEU, and the EU would receive a
powerful impulse to become more cohesive. If the trans-
atlantic tie were to weaken, the Europeans would have
an additional motivation to move closer together. The
only NATO country whose security is facing increased,
rather than diminished, threats since 1990 is Turkey, sit-
ting amidst the conflict regions of the Balkans, the
Caucasus, and the Middle East, and facing both a con-
siderable amassing of Russian conventional forces and
the full spectrum of Middle East WMD proliferation. It
is clear that Turkey needs a strong and unwavering NATO
commitment to its security in order to avoid the possi-
bility of future considerations about enhanced national
arms capabilities. Again, the issue is not generic, but
confined to a very circumscribed and specific regional
threat situation for a state that is, at the same time, in a
difficult domestic crisis.
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TECHNOLOGY DIFFUSION DOES NOT
AUTOMATICALLY LEAD TO HORIZONTAL
PROLIFERATION

The “technology imperative” is as time-honored a
pattern of thinking as it is flawed.  This argument pre-
dicts that the more countries that acquire dual-use, WMD
technology, the more will indeed see fit to make these
weapons for themselves.10

What are the facts? Today, 40 to 50 countries may
possess the capacity to start nuclear weapons programs
that could achieve their objectives within five to 10 years
or even less.  It is worth remembering that the list of
countries whose ratification is needed for the Compre-
hensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) to enter into force is
44; these countries have power reactors or research re-
actors. Taiwan, not recognized as a nation-state but highly
capable in nuclear technology, must be added. Half that
number has possessed this possibility for several decades.
Yet, these countries have renounced nuclear weapons,
and this renunciation has become deeper rooted every
decade. No nuclear weapons programs can be seen (with
the few exceptions that have been discussed in the first
section of this essay). The underlying philosophy of the
Carter administration, that plutonium (Pu) recycling will
“tempt” countries to go nuclear is now 20 years old. None
of the four non-nuclear weapon states that have Pu recy-
cling programs has done so (despite the possible risks of
such programs).

For chemical and biological weapons capabilities, the
number of countries with basic capabilities is even larger.
Many countries have laboratories in universities, hospi-
tals, or agrochemical, pharmaceutical, or other chemi-
cal complexes that could make them. Still, the number
of chemical and biological weapons proliferators is small
relative to the number of states with the technical capa-
bility to proliferate in this area.

The conclusion is obvious: there is no linear, causal
relationship between holding technology and abusing it
for weapons purposes. For this reason, the term “virtual
arsenals” is another device that inserts imprecision and
confusion into the proliferation debate.11 If, for example,
the United States were to abolish its nuclear weapons,
but keep an infrastructure in readiness to reconstitute
them, if needed, one could deem that posture a “virtual
arsenal.” The nuclear energy program of Finland, in con-
trast, is no “virtual arsenal,” but just this: a nuclear en-
ergy program. The political will, the political culture,
the societal support, and the intellectual, technical, and

physical infrastructure for making nuclear weapons are
lacking completely. To compare this peaceful state of
affairs to a highly threatening situation where these miss-
ing links are present is grossly misleading.

On the other hand, we have evidence of how prolif-
eration occurs: not by governments waking up in the
morning with the thought that they have good dual-use
technology, so why not make a bomb? Rather, states
determined to acquire WMD seek coherently and sys-
tematically to procure the equipment needed for that
purpose. The Indian and the North Korean nuclear pro-
grams were consciously dual-use from the beginning with
a view to put these technologies to military use. Israel
received the needed facilities from France for the single
purpose of building nuclear weapons. Pakistan and Iraq
started out with complex procurement operations for
weapons purposes. Iraq and Libya did the same for
chemical weapons. The push was political, and the tech-
nology followed, not the other way around.

Does all this mean we should be complacent about
technology diffusion? Not at all. But the direction of
concern must be different: it is not the growing number
of “virtual arsenals” that is of concern. The availability
of computers that help with nuclear weapon design and
the foreseeable coming of age of laser enrichment tech-
nologies that will reduce dramatically the number of
stages needed to reach weapons-grade enrichment and
reduce the signatures that reveal the existence of enrich-
ment activities, both have a negative effect. Similarly,
the rapid advances of biotechnology, which will make
the development of biological weapons a small-site,
quick, and, possibly, militarily usable endeavor,12 also
create new problems. These advances reduce the time
needed by any of this handful of identifiable govern-
ments that would like to have these weapons to go from
decision to completion of a program and make detection
of this process more difficult. Thus, the problem is not
quantitative, but one of decreasing difficulties for deter-
mined proliferators, and increasing difficulties for mount-
ing a successful nonproliferation policy.

PROLIFERATION IS NEITHER INEVITABLE
NOR IRREVERSIBLE

Behind proliferation processes, three motivations can
be discerned13:

• The prevailing motivation is security. India versus
China, Pakistan versus India, Israel versus the Arab
World, Syria versus Israel and Iraq, Iran versus Iraq
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and vice versa have been seeking a guarantee for na-
tional survival in a weapon of last resort.
• Status and prestige may play a role in enhancing
existing motives, but are, at most, secondary in driv-
ing governments towards WMD.
• The most dangerous case is that of an ambitious,
revisionist state that wishes to bolster its expansionist
plans with a WMD capability. If such policies are pur-
sued by an erratic, overambitious, paranoid, totalitar-
ian, and highly personalized leadership, the situation is
very dangerous. But these cases are very rare in world
politics.

The lust for proliferation is thus not a natural corol-
lary of national development in an anarchic international
system. The vast majority of states do not have WMD
programs, and many have even developed a genuine ab-
horrence for them. It is a myth that the nonproliferation
regimes are primarily contingent on denial, export con-
trol, and superpower threats and pressures.14 On the con-
trary, these regimes are upheld by the voluntary
renunciation of these weapons by almost all states, a re-
nunciation frequently fully supported and carefully
watched by public opinion. Just as domestic law could
not be upheld without the consent of the vast majority of
citizens, so international nonproliferation regimes could
not survive without the express willingness of unarmed
states to abide by their rules.15

Proliferation thus emerges from very specific circum-
stances: where protracted conflict continues to make war
a very real prospect, and/or where totalitarian dictators
pursue eccentric and expansionist objectives, prolifera-
tion dangers loom large. Both conditions are related:
“crazy” or “rogue” states exist mainly in regions of ac-
tive conflict.16 If and when these conflicts abate or are
resolved, when revisionist states become supportive of
the existing system, when territorial ambitions turn into
a quest for welfare and more symbolic rewards, then
proliferation will fade. Thus, the “gaining of time,” the
main purpose of nonproliferation policies can, with some
luck, effectively forestall proliferation in such cases.

That proliferation is not a “natural process” is also
proven by the reversals in the nuclear field noted earlier,
Argentina, Brazil, South Africa, Belarus, Kazakstan, and
Ukraine. Beyond that, many of the states with nuclear
energy have at one time considered going nuclear, but
have decided against this step. The number of these ad-
ditional “reversals” is, at a minimum, 15, and probably
higher.17

PROLIFERATION AFFECTS POLITICAL
BALANCES, AT MOST, MARGINALLY

The impact of nuclear weapons on power balances in
the past was astonishingly small. To the nuclear weapon
states, their arsenals have not afforded great additional
power. All present P-5 had their permanent seats before
acquiring nuclear weapons. Bipolarity during the Cold
War rested largely on conventional sources of power—
geography, population, technological prowess, economic
strength, organization, conventional armed forces, and
power projection. Nuclear weapons neutralized each
other, nothing more. The superpower Soviet Union did
not survive a change in the correlation of these forces to
a new hierarchy: technology, economic strength, and
conventional armed forces, even though the two sides’
nuclear arsenals were no less powerful. And nuclear arms
have not helped Britain or France enhance their status,
prestige, or real influence; their special position depends
very much on their past roles as world powers and their
particular place in the integration of Europe.

The same applies for the proliferants. Israel’s posi-
tion is mainly dependent on its impressive and repeat-
edly proven conventional superiority over its Arab
neighbors, as well as its much greater administrative and
organizational proficiency and societal cohesiveness.
India’s weight in world politics diminished rather than
grew after 1974, when it tested a nuclear device. Its re-
cent resurgence has rested on domestic economic reforms
and its regional power projection capability, not on its
nuclear capabilities. Its desperate attempts to keep the
nuclear option open, as demonstrated during the CTBT
negotiations, are now pushing India into increasing iso-
lation from the non-aligned movement and thus threaten
to divorce it from its main means of gaining greater in-
ternational influence.  Its recent failure to gain majority
non-aligned support for its candidacy for a temporary
seat on the U.N. Security Council is telling proof of its
waning influence. Pakistan has gained nothing at all by
its nuclear activities, but rather has been marginalized
through the end of the Soviet presence in Afghanistan.
Elsewhere, the powerlessness of nuclear weapons for
those trying to acquire influence or to protect core val-
ues has been demonstrated by the South African experi-
ence.

Conversely, the two countries that have gained the
most in terms of international status and influence over
the last decades, Japan and Germany, stand out because
they renounced WMD. Germany has realized its once
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utopian national ideal of reunification not despite, but
precisely because of, its non-nuclear status. It is unlikely
that even its Western allies would have condoned the
growth in national capabilities implied by unification if
Germany had been seen as nurturing military weapons
ambitions.18 Japan and Germany are today the leading
candidates for permanent seats on the U.N. Security
Council, should U.N. reforms take place.

What affects the world power balance is the capacity
to project power rapidly and effectively, using advanced
state-of-the-art technology. For the foreseeable future,
the United States will be the unmatched master in that
game and will persevere, though possibly at rising costs
and losses, in prevailing over challengers at both the re-
gional and global level.

The effect of WMD on regional balances is more com-
plex. The development of stable deterrence dyads is pos-
sible; however, this possibility hinges on specific
circumstances, not on a universal law of deterrence. That
Israel, a nuclear-armed state, has been attacked twice
(in 1973 by a conventional pincer assault, and in 1991
by repeated missile strikes) certainly does not correspond
to European notions of successful deterrence. Nor do
border skirmishes, like the Chinese-Russian hostilities
at the end of the 1960s or the Pakistani-Indian ones at
the beginning of the 1990s, correspond to our expecta-
tions for risk-avoidance emerging from a mutual nuclear
deterrence posture. It is far more likely that the stability
of the East-West military situation derived from a vari-
ety of factors, not just from the nuclear stalemate, and
that these factors might or might not prevail in other re-
gions.

Other evidence strengthens the argument that WMD
exert a marginal influence on regional power balances:
states that engage in WMD programs are the same states
that also invest heavily in conventional armaments. If
the expectation were there that WMD afforded a deci-
sive military or political advantage, this bifurcated ar-
mament investment strategy would be nonsensical.

So far, the regional level has been discussed in terms
of WMD arms races. WMD monopolies would be a dif-
ferent story. The potential for political blackmail because
of  such a monopoly would be considerable, if the ob-
jectives were offensive and expansionist, not purely de-
fensive. However, the inevitable consequence would be
strong efforts by neighbors to match the potential or to
ally with external powers to have it neutralized. In other

words, the specter of monopoly leads to countermoves
that neutralize the potential and lead right back to an
“arms race” situation, where the effect of WMD is
marginalized. Effects on world politics could emerge
from possible rival superpowers allying with antagonis-
tic regional forces, as during the East-West conflict. As
long as the hegemonic status of the United States re-
mains unchallenged, though, such effects are not to be
expected.

Thus, the consequences of proliferation on world poli-
tics might be far less than we would expect at first
glance.19Admittedly, WMD in regions of conflict would
be an additional reason to exercise great prudence be-
fore decisions about out-of-area interventions are taken.
However, great power behavior in the last decade does
not betray a particular lust for intervention in the ab-
sence of proliferation. Conversely, if vital interests are at
stake, the potential or actual presence of WMD might
not be enough to prevent intervention. That Iraq had chemi-
cal weapons, might possess biological arms, and cannot
be completely ruled out as having a nuclear device was
known in January 1991. The counterattack for the lib-
eration of Kuwait was undertaken nonetheless, and, af-
ter thorough consideration, the allies decided to utilize
conventional means only.

Opposition to nuclear proliferation, thus, should be
much less rooted in concern about a radical shift in the
global balance of power and much more rooted in the
enhanced probability that nuclear weapons might be used
as more states acquire them.20

It should be noted that subnational proliferation could
insert a new, sobering element into world politics. Na-
tional governments could be confronted with threat and
blackmail from sources that would be difficult to locate,
as they would not necessarily be territorially confined,
and thus could not be handled with the accustomed re-
sponses of non- and counterproliferation. This possibil-
ity, however, moves the issue to a much more fundamental
problem: the likelihood of the survival of the nation-state
as the unchallenged, or at least clearly dominant, actor in
the realm of security and power politics (as opposed to
the economic field, where actors of considerable weight
are already compromising state power). As this essay
focuses on issues of statecraft, this question will not be
tackled here. However, it must be recognized as one of
increasing importance.21
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PROLIFERATION IS NOT A NORTH-SOUTH
CONFLICT

Another red herring deserving prompt dismissal is that
the proliferation problem is part of the North-South con-
flict. This postulate has been expressed in reckless sug-
gestions to turn the Coordinating Committee for Export
Controls (COCOM) from the East-West to a North-South
direction.22 Again, this cliché bears little relation to re-
ality and is pernicious politically. The nonproliferation
regimes, as stated above, rest on the voluntary renuncia-
tion of WMD by the overwhelming majority of the world
community. Developing countries are an important part
of these regimes. Of course, for many of them renuncia-
tion means little, as their poverty and limited techno-
logical development obviate any plans even to develop
biological or chemical weapons, the easiest parts of the
WMD triad to obtain. However, for an increasing num-
ber of slightly more developed countries, WMD are be-
coming a real option, as they may have a rudimentary or
even well-developed chemical, pharmaceutical, and, in
a few cases, nuclear industries, or, at least, research es-
tablishments. Their faithfulness in holding to regime
norms and rules is thus essential, and will be even more
crucial in the future. Fortunately, many of them have no
intention whatsoever to breach these rules. To the con-
trary, they understand well that nonproliferation serves
global stability, as well as their own national security
interests, and some have become guardians and promot-
ers of these regimes. The role of, among others, South
Africa, Sri Lanka, and a group of francophone African
states, led by Benin, to secure the indefinite extension
of the NPT is a case in point.23

The cooperation of the developing countries was also
necessary for the decisions to strengthen the IAEA safe-
guards system, the conclusion of the CWC, and the
amendment of the BWC to add a transparency and veri-
fication protocol. The suggestion of turning COCOM
from an East-West to a North-South direction is particu-
larly inappropriate in light of the urgent need to include
industrializing countries from the South in the export
control regimes. South Africa, South Korea, and Brazil
(and Argentina, which has left the non-aligned group)
are already members of the Nuclear Suppliers Group
(NSG); South Africa and Argentina have also joined the
Missile Technology Control Regime; the stipulations of
the CWC make it mandatory for quite a number of de-
veloping countries to establish their own export control
systems; the same applies for a smaller number obliged

to observe Article III, 2 of the NPT (on nuclear exports).

Given these important facts, where did the myth that
proliferation is a North-South problem come from? One
source is the fact that the politics of nonproliferation
frequently pit countries from the North against coun-
tries from the South. Nuclear weapon states must con-
front the demands of the non-aligned movement, which
is usually inclined to be less compromising regarding
the anxiety of the nuclear weapon states in defending
their privileges than their allies or partners.24 However,
as divisions within NATO countries and within the EU
on Article VI during the NPT Review and Extension
Conference and worldwide protests against France’s last
nuclear test series prove, this is not really a North-South
issue.

A second source of this myth is the deep distrust that
developing countries harbor about export control sys-
tems which, until recently, have been exclusively “North-
ern” clubs. Western negligence, complacency, and
arrogance, more than anything else, are responsible for
this situation. Rather than creating transparency and con-
ducting extensive consultations about objectives and
practices of export control with the faithful “Southern”
members of the nonproliferation regimes, export con-
trol systems were set up unilaterally, frequently without
any publicity, and certainly without serious attempts at
explanation. As a consequence, mischievous parties in
non-aligned circles have succeeded in rallying quite con-
siderable support behind their requests for the complete
abolition of export controls. This division is thus politi-
cally serious, but it is the result of inept policies rather
than necessity. It is encouraging that—in the aftermath
of the NPT extension—the NSG is now taking steps to
enhance transparency and to start a dialogue with devel-
oping countries.25

A third source is the insatiable desire of developing
countries for assistance and cheap technology transfer.
Much of this is preposterous, unrealistic, and still wed-
ded to models of state interventionism whose time has
passed. Still, the stubborn refusal of the West to make
available the modest sums that would help the West at
least to show that its cares—notably in the context of
the IAEA technical assistance fund—contrasts strikingly
with the West’s inexorable willingness to throw good
money after bad in defense projects.  In this context, the
resentment of the developing countries becomes under-
standable.26
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A fourth factor is the concern of many developing
countries about intrusive verification measures, which
they regard as attempts to encroach on their national
sovereignty. Given that the nuclear weapon states have
put off such measures for a long time, this concern should
be understandable, even though it is a rather serious ob-
stacle to install reliable verification systems.  However,
the argument may well serve as a pretense for govern-
ments seeking to flout their obligations and prevent close
scrutiny of their activities.

Taken together, these four aspects do not justify all
the talk about a “North-South conflict” in nonprolifera-
tion matters. They call instead for coherent, active, and
sympathetic diplomacy. This diplomacy should aim at
isolating those who strive to break the rules, while court-
ing the vast majority of faithful parties to the global non-
proliferation regimes. The present course of Western
diplomacy risks having precisely the opposite effect:
dividing the faithful regime members between North and
South and driving the well-minded non-aligned coun-
tries into a completely false and deleterious solidarity
with a handful of wrongdoers.

CONCLUSION

It is thus unlikely that the proliferation of WMD will
exert a strong influence on world politics in terms of
shattering power balances or defining new regions of
overriding strategic importance. WMD  terrorism is a
different story, but is unlikely to affect interstate rela-
tions. Fortunately, proliferation is a slow and reversible
process confined to a small number of states. It is also
likely to be a finite process, with a shrinking number of
aspirants interested in WMD. We can also expect that
for additional countries that enter our list of suspects,
some presently on this list will return to the crowd of
states that supports international nonproliferation efforts.

The most important barrier today in nonproliferation
policy is the lack of consolidation among the nonprolif-
eration regimes. This conclusion follows logically from
the fact that the voluntary and binding renunciation of
WMD by the great majority of states is the decisive rea-
son why proliferation has been such a slow and rela-
tively exceptional process. This renunciation is built on
a prudent assessment of national security interest, on the
growing power of an emerging international norm against
the use and possession of such weapons, and—increas-
ingly—on domestic norms working in the same direc-

tion. Nonproliferation regimes help in all these aspects.
They strengthen the nonproliferation side in the national
interest calculus, as they diminish the risk that renuncia-
tion may lead to WMD proliferation by one’s neighbor.
In this sense, the confidence-building effect of the re-
gimes’ verification systems must not be underrated. This
effect of the regimes would be significantly enhanced
by additional steps to provide positive security assur-
ances. The regimes also help to isolate the handful of
wrongdoers and create a legitimate and widely shared
claim for taking action against their ambitions and ac-
tivities. They also serve as essential points of reference
for the domestic discourse on nuclear weapons issues.

Political efforts to address the proliferation problem
are far more important and significant than military ones.
Protection against proliferation risks and capabilities to
counter them are, of course, not negligible. As long as
troops might be asked to operate in an environment where
WMD might be deployed, they are entitled to have the
best protection possible. This qualification is also the
precondition to grant badly needed security assurances
to WMD-threatened countries, a very important step to-
ward further reducing motivations for acquiring WMD.27

A last question remains: why are the red herrings dis-
cussed in this essay so much in vogue among political,
journalistic, and even scholarly treatments of the prolif-
eration problem? In my view, the culprit is the theory of
realism in both its more scholarly and its naive populist
versions: that the tectonic movements in the international
power balance are inducing former “client” states to seek
security in national nuclear armaments; that these states
would automatically pursue unilateral, military measures
over collective security; and that only hegemonic power
can create and maintain international nonproliferation
regimes. These assumptions pervade current writing on
proliferation and nonproliferation. Similarly, the uncon-
scious belief of many authors that one dichotomy (East-
West) must be followed by another one
(North-South)—bolstered by a nuclear confrontation—
appears to be deducted from a cruder, narrower,
Manichean version of the theory of the eternal power
struggle among states.

The problem with many of these assumptions is that
they are simply not being borne out by the evidence we
have today. In its ambition to construct a parsimonious
theory of international relations, the realist model omits
relevant variables that shape behavior, events, processes,
and structures in the reality of world politics. Its model
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is thus not congruent with the reality it pretends to de-
scribe and explain. While realism describes important
variables of international relations at the systemic level,28

it fails to account sufficiently for the countervailing ef-
fects of international norms and the institutional struc-
tures in which they are embedded.29 It also glosses over
the internal structures, including normative ones, of na-
tion-states.30 Both factors play a major role in nuclear
proliferation and nonproliferation. To neglect them leads
to a highly selective perception, false theory, and wrong
and occasionally dangerous policy prescriptions.

Old clichés die hard, but they must be exposed for
what they are (false generalizations) if we hope to pro-
vide accurate analyses of current proliferation problems
and create better policies for future nonproliferation ef-
forts.
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