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Same AS It Ever Was | Francis ]. Gavin

Nuclear Alarmism, Proliferation, and the
Cold War

Many scholars and
practitioners share the view that nuclear proliferation and its effect on U.S.
national security interests constitutes the gravest threat facing the United
States, that it is worse than ever before, and that new, more effective policies
are needed to confront the problem. At the same time, the history of nuclear
proliferation—in particular, the history of the Cold War—reveals little about
contemporary nuclear dangers and possible policy solutions. According to this
view, the so-called Long Peace offers few meaningful lessons that can be ap-
plied to the complex and dangerous world we face today.

This view, which I term “nuclear alarmism,” transcends even partisan differ-
ences. During their 2004 presidential debates, for example, candidates John
Kerry and George W. Bush agreed on one point: “nuclear proliferation” was
“the most serious threat” to U.S. security.! Four years later, Republican presi-
dential candidate John McCain declared, “No problem we face poses a greater
threat to us and the world than nuclear proliferation.”? Barack Obama called it
“the most significant foreign policy issue that we confront.”® During a presi-
dential debate before the New Hampshire primary, moderator Charles Gibson
asserted, “The next president of the United States may have to deal with a nu-
clear attack on an American city. . . . The best nuclear experts in the world say
there’s a 30 percent chance in the next 10 years. . . . Graham Allison at Harvard
says it's over 50 percent.”* In a nonscientific poll of leading security experts
conducted by Senator Richard Lugar in 2005, 62 percent of the respondents
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International Security 34:3 | 8

(49 of 79) said that the chance of a nuclear attack somewhere in the world over
the next ten years was between 10 and 50 percent. Only one respondent put
the probability at 0 percent.’> As William Potter and Gaukhar Mukhatzhanova
observe, “Today it is hard to find an analyst or commentator on nuclear prolif-
eration who is not pessimistic about the future.”®

Many experts contend that this terrifying new world bears little resemblance
to that of the past. In the words of David Von Drehle, “During the Cold War,
the world’s security was built on a handful of interlocking truths that were
dreadful to contemplate, but blessedly stable . . . every brick of that deterrent
edifice is now crumbling.”” The success of Cold War deterrence is less relevant
today, however, because “the world is no longer a stand-off of the titans.”® Or
as one expert claims, “These are really twenty-first-century nuclear challenges
that we're attempting to address using twentieth-century post-World War II
international agreements.”® In 2007 four prominent former policymakers, two
Republicans and two Democrats, warned that “unless urgent new actions are
taken, the U.S. soon will be compelled to enter a new nuclear era that will be
more precarious, psychologically disorienting, and economically costly than
Cold War deterrence.”!? David Ignatius observes, “We inhabit a world that
makes the Cold War seem like the good old days.”!!

Should the notion of nuclear alarmism be accepted at face value? In my
view, the answer is no: its claims are overstated and, in some cases, wrong,
emerging from a poor understanding of the history of nuclear proliferation
and nonproliferation.

Nuclear alarmism is based on four myths. The first myth is that today’s nu-
clear threats are new and more dangerous than those of the past. The second
myth is that unlike today, nuclear weapons stabilized international politics
during the Cold War, when in fact the record was mixed. The third myth
conflates the history of the nuclear arms race with the geopolitical and ideo-
logical competition between the Soviet Union and the United States, creating

5. Richard G. Lugar, “The Lugar Survey on Proliferation Threats and Responses” (Washington,
D.C.: Office of Richard Lugar, June 2005), http: //lugar.senate.gov/reports/NPSurvey.pdf.

6. William C. Potter and Gaukhar Mukhatzhanova, “Divining Nuclear Intentions: A Review Es-
say,” International Security, Vol. 33, No. 1 (Summer 2008), p. 159.

7. David Von Drehle, “The Yikes Years: Life as the World’s Lone Superpower Is Beginning to
Make the Cold War Look Easy,” Washington Post Magazine, November 21, 2004.

8. Derek D. Smith, Deterring America: Rogue States and the Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 10.

9. Abraham Denmark, quoted in Matthew B. Stannard, “Tauscher in Hot Seat for Key State Dept.
Post,” San Francisco Chronicle, June 9, 2009.

10. George P. Schultz, William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger, and Sam Nunn, “A World Free of Nu-
clear Weapons,” Wall Street Journal, January 4, 2007.

11. David Ignatius, “New World Disorder,” Washington Post, May 4, 2007.
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Same As It Ever Was | 9

an oversimplified and misguided portrayal of the Cold War. The fourth myth
is that the bipolar military rivalry during the Cold War was the only force driv-
ing nuclear proliferation in the decades following the end of World War II. In
championing this myth, nuclear alarmists ignore or underplay other important
drivers of postwar international relations, such as decolonization, questions
surrounding the political status of postwar Germany, and regional security
issues.

My argument is not based on Kenneth Waltz’s contention that “more may be
better,” nor do I suggest that nuclear proliferation is not an important policy
challenge.!? By overreacting to current dangers while mischaracterizing those
of the past, however, nuclear alarmists drive misguided policies that could
threaten international stability and U.S. interests today and in the future. The
world was far more dangerous in the decades following the end of World
War II than it is today, and the challenges presented by nuclear weapons were
more complex. There are important lessons to be learned from this history.
Current proliferation challenges have deep roots in the past, and for U.S. poli-
cies to be successful, an understanding of this history is vital.

This article is divided into three sections. The first section presents the nu-
clear alarmists’ main argument. The second section debunks the four myths
perpetuated by nuclear alarmists and offers a history of postwar nuclear poli-
tics that is more nuanced than the received wisdom. The conclusion considers
some of the lessons of this new interpretation and suggests changes in how the
scholarly and policymaking communities should think about nuclear nonpro-
liferation policy today and in the future.

Nuclear Alarmism and the Second Nuclear Age

Nuclear alarmists argue that (1) the spread of atomic weapons has become
more likely and more dangerous, and (2) that it is the greatest threat to both
U.S. national and international security. Nuclear proliferation, in what has
been labeled the “second nuclear age,” is more likely for two reasons: the end
of bipolarity and the emergence of so-called tipping points."® During the Cold
War, international politics were dominated by two superpowers of nearly

12. For an optimistic view of the effects of nuclear proliferation on peace and stability, see Kenneth
N. Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be Better, Adelphi Papers, No. 171 (London: In-
ternational Institute for Strategic Studies, 1981).

13. Most analysts agree that “the second nuclear age began in 1991.” Michael Krepon, Better Safe
Than Sorry: The Ironies of Living with the Bomb (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2009),
p- 94. Paul Bracken, however, suggests that it began with India’s 1974 “peaceful” nuclear explo-
sion. Bracken, Fire in the East: The Rise of Asian Military Power and the Second Nuclear Age (New York:
HarperCollins, 1999), p. 109.
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International Security 34:3 | 10

equal military strength, the United States and the Soviet Union. Both con-
structed large alliance systems and offered security guarantees to their client
states, in some cases backed by a promise to use nuclear weapons if attacked.
Given the bipolar structure of the international system and the relatively equal
strength of each side’s alliances, small or medium powers had little incentive
to develop or acquire nuclear forces.

The end of the Cold War and bipolarity following the collapse of the Soviet
Union in 1989 increased states’ incentives to acquire nuclear weapons. As
Ignatius writes, “The moment of maximum danger, [Herman] Kahn warned,
would be in moving from a bipolar to a multipolar world.”** According to
Benjamin Frankel, “Bipolarity inhibits the spread of nuclear weapons while
multipolarity induces their proliferation.” Frankel predicted that in the post-
Cold War era, “nuclear arms proliferation will likely intensify,” and “the own-
ers of these weapons will likely brandish them more openly to advance their
political objectives.” He warned that their “inherent complexity . . . dooms
multipolar systems to instability, making them susceptible to crisis and war.”
Thus, the “end of bipolarity means that superpower guarantees—the most ef-
fective instrument to moderate the effects of systemic characteristics—will be
reduced and weakened.”?

Although the predictions of Kahn, Frankel, and others have yet to material-
ize, many observers believe that it is only a matter of time before the disap-
pearance of bipolarity yields more nuclear states. As Stephen Rosen notes, the
future could see “multipolar nuclear interactions,” a phenomena that “we’re
totally unfamiliar with. We're used to dealing with a bipolar U.S.-Soviet nu-
clear deterrent relationship which was stable over a number of decades.”®
Many experts believe this change will be disastrous. According to a senior U.S.
Defense Department official from the George W. Bush administration, “We
know how nukes worked in a two-player situation (the US and Russia), or
even on the Indian subcontinent. But we don’t know how it works in a multi-
player situation. . . . The risk of catastrophic misuse rises dramatically. I don’t
think the international community has addressed it with sufficient urgency.”?’

The second reason nuclear alarmists believe that proliferation is more likely

14. Ignatius, “New World Disorder.”

15. Benjamin Frankel, “The Brooding Shadow: Systemic Incentives and Nuclear Weapons Prolifer-
ation,” in Zachary S. Davis and Frankel, eds., The Proliferation Puzzle: Why Nuclear Weapons Spread
(London: Frank Cass, 1993), p. 36.

16. Joe Palca with Stephen D. Rosen, “North Korea and Nuclear Proliferation,” Talk of the Nation,
transcript, National Public Radio, October 9, 2006, p. 6.

17. Greg Sheridan, “Nuclear-Armed Iran Changes World,” Australian, July 3, 2008, http://
www.theaustralian.news.com.au/story/0,25197,23959567-7583,00.html.
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Same As It Ever Was | 11

is because the world has reached a “tipping point.” Changes in the interna-
tional environment, starting with the end of the Cold War and accelerating af-
ter the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks have tempted nations that once
foreswore nuclear weapons to reconsider their utility. These alarmists fear that
even democratic states and signatories to the Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT)
might begin to pursue “hedging” strategies that would allow them to develop
a nuclear weapons capability quickly.'®

Many nuclear alarmists assert that a nuclear chain reaction is imminent. For-
mer U.S. State Department Director of Policy Planning Mitchell Reiss claims,
“In ways both fast and slow, we may very soon be approaching a nuclear ‘tip-
ping point, where many countries may decide to acquire nuclear arsenals on
short notice, thereby triggering a proliferation epidemic.”!® A leading group of
nonproliferation experts agrees, arguing, “The world has arrived at a nuclear
tipping point.”?’ According to former Senator and current Chair of the Nuclear
Threat Initiative Sam Nunn, “We are at the tipping point. . . . And we are
headed in the wrong direction.”?! In other words, actual or threatened prolifer-
ation, particularly by one or two states within unstable regions such as East
Asia or the Middle East, might cause governments that previously eschewed
nuclear weapons to reconsider their decision. If North Korea’s nuclear pro-
gram is not eliminated, for example, policymakers in Japan, South Korea, and
Taiwan might feel little choice but to develop a nuclear capability, perhaps fol-
lowed by Australia, Indonesia, and Malaysia. A nuclear Iran might drive
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey into the nuclear club.

Nuclear alarmists also contend that proliferation is a greater threat to U.S.
interests than it was in the past and that it therefore demands a more vigorous
U.S. response. The first nuclear age, according to nuclear alarmists, was a chal-
lenging but ultimately predictable period in history. As dangerous as the
Soviet Union was, its rulers were rational. Its weapons of choice were bombs
delivered by airplanes, submarines, or missiles. Most important, the Soviets

18. Ariel E. Levite, “Never Say Never Again: Nuclear Reversal Revisited,” International Security,
Vol. 27, No. 3 (Winter 2002/03), pp. 69-73.

19. Mitchell B. Reiss, “The Nuclear Tipping Point: Prospects for a World of Many Nuclear
Weapons States,” in Kurt M. Campbell, Robert J. Einhorn, and Reiss, eds., The Nuclear Tipping
Point: Why States Reconsider Their Nuclear Choices (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press,
2004), p. 4.

20. Gegrge Perkovich, Jessica T. Mathews, Joseph Cirincione, Rose Gottemoeller, and Jon B.
Wolfsthal, “Universal Compliance: A Strategy for Nuclear Security” (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, March 2005), p. 19, http://www.carnegieendowment.org/
files/UC2.FINAL3.pdf.

21. Michael Crowley, “The Stuff Sam Nunn’s Nightmares Are Made Of,” New York Times, Febru-
ary 25, 2007.
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and the Americans were constrained by their mutual vulnerability to devastat-
ing nuclear attacks. Both sides understood that pushing too far risked a cata-
strophic war.

According to nuclear alarmists, the second nuclear age is less predictable,
involves more complex and dangerous rivalries, and includes new and far
more terrifying actors than existed during the Cold War. According to one
commentator, “In the first nuclear age, centered on Europe and the cold war,
we were on familiar ground. The second, though, is happening across a swath
of Asia and is steeped in historic grudges, suppressed national pride and re-
gional ambitions that the West poorly understands, let alone controls.”?? To
many observers, the Cold War—with its stable list of players and its known
conventional and nuclear arsenals—has little relevance to today’s nuclear
world, and offers few, if any, lessons for the future.

During the first nuclear age, concerns about nuclear proliferation were sec-
ondary to other strategic and political issues. Controlling vertical proliferation,
or the strategic arms competition between the Soviet Union and the United
States, was seen as more important. And even though nuclear proliferation
was officially frowned upon by the United States, policymakers did not go to
great lengths to force Cold War allies (including France, Great Britain, Israel,
Pakistan, and South Africa) out of the nuclear business. On balance, the sup-
port these states provided in the geopolitical struggle against the Soviet Union
outweighed U.S. concerns about nuclear proliferation. This approach, accord-
ing to nuclear alarmists, is no longer acceptable.

The Cold War, to these observers, was the “Long Peace,” a phrase coined by
the historian John Lewis Gaddis.?> As Michael Dobbs writes, “While U.S. lead-
ers hated the idea of their communist adversaries possessing the bomb,
Washington at least trusted Moscow and Beijing to act in their own self-
interest and refrain from blowing up the entire planet.”?* Nuclear weapons
stabilized international politics during the Cold War, preventing political dis-
agreements between the United States and the Soviet Union from escalating
into armed conflict; few (if any) political goals were worth the risk of mutual
annihilation. Since the “cold-war world was a bipolar world, stabilized by a

22. Bill Keller, “The Thinkable,” New York Times Magazine, May 4, 2003.

23. John Lewis Gaddis, “The Long Peace: Elements of Stability in the Postwar International Sys-
tem,” in Gaddis, The Long Peace: Inquiries into the History of the Cold War (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1987), pp. 215-246; and John J. Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe
after the Cold War,” International Security, Vol. 15, No. 1 (Summer 1990), pp. 5-56.

24. Michael Dobbs, “The World’s Most Terrifying Danger, Then and Now,” Washington Post, Octo-
ber 17, 2004.
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nuclear balance between two superpowers,” Thomas Friedman opined, it was
far less frightening than today’s nuclear environment.?

Today’s “rogue” states and terrorist organizations, the nuclear alarmists ar-
gue, may not be as deterrable as the Soviets and the Americans were during
the first nuclear age. Their leaders may not be rational; they might value hu-
man life so little that they would be willing to use nuclear weapons despite the
threat of retaliation; or they could find nonconventional and nontraceable
ways of delivering nuclear weapons. Dobbs argues, “Four decades later,
the word is in an infinitely more complicated—and in some ways more
dangerous—place than it was during the Cuban missile crisis. Back then
we knew who the enemy was and where he would be most likely to strike.
These days, we cannot be sure who the enemy is or who possesses the power
to destroy worlds.”%

Nuclear Alarmism: Four Myths

In this section I examine the four myths on which nuclear alarmism is
grounded. In addition, I demonstrate that the alarmists’ mischaracterization of
the nuclear past leads them to advocate policies that potentially threaten not
only international stability but U.S. national interests.

OLD THREATS IN NEW CLOTHING

The three threats alarmists focus on—"rogue” regimes, tipping points, and
most frighteningly, nuclear terrorism—are not new, and are often overstated,
especially compared with the apocalyptic challenges confronting the world
following the atomic bombing of Japan in 1945. In addition, alarmists often
mischaracterize the past, especially the so-called Long Peace, while conflating
nuclear history with Cold War history and Cold War history with post-World
War II history.

ROGUE STATES. Rogue states are seen as those that participate in unsavory
behavior: violating international norms; threatening violence against their
neighbors; supporting terrorist organizations; and committing human rights
violations against their citizens. Before the 2003 invasion, Saddam Hussein’s
Iraq was identified as a rogue state, a definition that still applies to Iran and
North Korea.

25. Thomas L. Friedman, “The Post-Post-Cold War,” New York Times, May 10, 2006, hitp://
select.nytimes.com/2006/05/10/opinion/10friedman.html?_r=1.
26. Dobbs, “The World’'s Most Terrifying Danger.”

This content downloaded from 86.158.69.236 on Tue, 07 Aug 2018 12:34:11 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



International Security 34:3 | 14

Nuclear alarmists assert that the threats posed by rogue states are unprece-
dented. Consider this assessment of the likely consequences of a nuclear Iran:
“Its leaders are theologically motivated and believe Israel should be wiped off
the map. It is the chief global sponsor of terrorism through groups such as
Hezbollah and Hamas. Middle East experts believe a nuclear-armed Iran
would soon be followed by Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, and perhaps oth-
ers as well.”%

In this view, rogue states do not adhere to the logic of nuclear deterrence
that kept the Cold War from becoming “hot.” As the scholar and former U.S.
Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Keith Payne has claimed, “We believed
we had great insight into the thinking of the Soviet leadership, could commu-
nicate well with its officials, and that those leaders ultimately would behave in
well-informed and predictable ways. Consequently, we could be wholly
confident deterrence would ‘work.” But today, there is no basis for comparable
faith with regard to rogue regimes.””® To some nuclear alarmists, this per-
ceived unpredictability justifies the use of preemptive strikes against rogue
states seeking atomic weapons. Ashton Carter and William Perry have written,
“Should the United States allow a country openly hostile to it and armed with
nuclear weapons to perfect an intercontinental ballistic missile capable of de-
livering nuclear weapons to U.S. soil? We think not.”?

Neither rogue regimes nor the fear they inspire, however, is new. Analysts
have been deeply worried about nuclear weapons falling into the hands of
noxious regimes since the start of the atomic age. Fred Iklé expressed this con-
cern in 1965, “People fanatically dedicated to some revolutionary cause may
have no concern for the survival of their country. . . . To carry out such ‘nuclear
anarchism’ or acts of personal revenge, modern delivery systems would not be
needed; it would suffice if the weapons could be sneaked close enough to a
target clandestinely.”>

Throughout the post-World War II period, analysts worried that prolifera-
tion among small or unstable countries could increase the “likelihood of nu-
clear war.”®! Such “deterministic” assessments rested on the assumption that

27. Sheridan, “Nuclear-Armed Iran Changes World.”

28. Keith B. Payne, “Nuclear Deterrence for a New Century,” Journal of International Security Af-
fairs, No. 10 (Spring 2006), p. 53.

29. Ashton B. Carter and William J. Perry, “If Necessary, Strike and Destroy: North Korea Cannot
Be Allowed to Test This Missile,” Washington Post, June 22, 2006.

30. Fred C. Ikl¢, “Possible Consequences of a Further Spread of Nuclear Weapons,” January 2,
1965, Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library, National Security File (NSF), Committee File,
Committee on Nuclear Proliferation, Box 7.

31. Moeed Yusuf, “Predicting Proliferation: The History of the Future of Nuclear Weapons,”
Brookings Institution Foreign Policy Paper Series, No. 11 (Washington D.C.: Brookings, January
2009), p. 25.
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these countries “would act less maturely with nuclear weapons under their
belt, thus inevitably leading to regional, and in turn global, instability.”? Yet
no nuclear crisis involving a small country has remotely approached the dan-
ger and risk levels seen during confrontations between the superpowers dur-
ing the Cold War.

More important, contemporary analysts often forget that two of the United
States’ communist adversaries whose “rogue” status, by current definitions,
was unparalleled in the atomic age, pursued nuclear weapons: the Soviet
Union and the People’s Republic of China (PRC). The United States dreaded
the Soviet Union’s acquisition of the bomb. Joseph Stalin’s Russia was both a
murderous and secretive regime; it violated international norms and pursued
aggressive foreign policies even before it tested an atomic bomb. The Soviet
Union’s behavior after its August 1949 atomic test seemed to realize the worst
fears of President Harry Truman’s administration when Moscow’s client,
North Korea, attacked South Korea without any apparent concern over the
U.S. response. During the winter of 1950-51, the United States was convinced
that nuclear weapons had so emboldened the Soviet Union that a third
world war might be unavoidable.®® In 1953, however, fighting on the Korean
Peninsula ended and tensions with the Soviets eased. Although the Soviet
Union’s nuclearization would remain a serious threat, in time, the United
States developed policies to cope with this challenge.

In 1964, when the PRC tested its first nuclear device, China was perhaps the
most “rogue” state in modern history. Mao Zedong’s domestic policies caused
the death of tens of millions of China’s citizens. Moreover, he had pursued an
aggressive foreign policy before the atomic test. Examples include attacking
India, fighting the United States directly in Korea and by proxy in Vietnam
(where it armed a nonstate actor, the Vietcong), and threatening war over Tai-
wan. Mao made a series of highly irresponsible statements about the PRC sur-
viving and even thriving in a nuclear war. No country in the post-World
War II period—not Iraq, Iran, or even North Korea—has given U.S. policymak-
ers more reason to fear its nuclearization than China.*

Within five years of the PRC’s nuclear test, however, the United States and
China initiated a covert dialogue. In less than a decade, they began an anti-
Soviet alliance that put great pressure on Russia and helped to bring the Cold

32. Ibid., p. 47.

33. See MI;rc Trachtenberg, “A ‘Wasting Asset’: American Strategy and the Shifting Nuclear Bal-
ance, 1949-1954,” in Trachtenberg, History and Strategy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1991), pp. 100-152.

34. Francis J. Gavin, “Blasts from the Past: Proliferation Lessons from the 1960s,” International Se-
curity, Vol. 29, No. 3 (Winter 2004/05), pp. 100-135.
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War to an end. Nuclear weapons did not make China more hostile. If anything,
its foreign policies became less aggressive and more mature over time. Today
China has one of the most restrained and most responsible nuclear force
postures and deployment policies of any nuclear power; it maintains a mini-
mal deterrent under tight command and control while eschewing a first-use
doctrine.?

That Iran—surrounded by rivals with nuclear ambitions and singled out by
the United States, the largest military power in the world—has an interest in
nuclear weapons is not surprising. Even assessments that view Iranian behav-
ior as a challenge to U.S. interests in the Middle East do not consider the re-
gime as threatening as the PRC was during the 1960s. As Shahram Chubin
writes, “It is not overtly confrontational or given to wild swings in behavior or
to delusional goals; it has not denounced arms control treaties to which it for-
mally adheres; and there is evidence of pluralism and some debate within the
country.”3® Nuclear weapons could make Iran more aggressive. Or, as with
China, they could provide international legitimacy and security, making Iran
less aggressive than it has been. As one recent analysis put it, “If anything,
Iran might find that possession of a nuclear weapon actually diminishes its op-
tions in the Middle East and forces it to act with greater restraint.”*” A deeper
understanding of nuclear history and the underlying geopolitical circum-
stances Iran faces makes the prospect that it would take actions (such as sup-
plying Hamas or Hezbollah with nuclear weapons) that could invite its own
destruction highly unlikely.®

35. See Jeffrey Lewis, The Minimum Means of Reprisal: China’s Search for Security in the Nuclear Age
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2007), especially pp. 1-25.

36. Shahram Chubin, Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for Inter-
national Peace, 2006), p. 44.

37. Frank Procida, “Overblown: Why an Iranian Nuclear Bomb Is Not the End of the World,” For-
eign Affairs Snapshots, June 9, 2009, http:// www.foreignaffairs.com/articles /65127 / frank-procida/
overblown.

38. Iran’s desire for a nuclear deterrent likely increased after the surprise and devastation of the
1980-88 Iran-Iraq War, which included an Iraqi chemical weapons attack. The overwhelming vic-
tory of U.S. forces against Iraq in the 1991 Persian Gulf War has no doubt fueled this desire. Iran, a
Persian and Shiite state, is viewed with suspicion and even hostility by many of its Arab Sunni
neighbors. And like France and India, for example, Iran takes great pride in its independence and
in demonstrating its scientific prowess. Iran’s interest in a nuclear deterrent was obviously height-
ened after 2002 by the increased presence of the United States in the region, as a result of the wars
in Afghanistan and Iraq. There is a broad consensus among Iranian political elites that the United
States is a revolutionary state implacably hostile to its regime. Even though Iran and the United
States are foes, they share important overlapping interests, including a desire to see a stable Af-
ghanistan rid of the Taliban and a stable, unified, democratic Iraq (ruled by the Shiite majority).
There is some evidence that Iran’s abhorrent rhetoric toward Israel and its support for Palestinian
extremists is partly driven by domestic politics and a desire to gain influence in the region by
outflanking its Arab Sunni rivals. Few in Iran see the Palestinian question as a core Iranian na-
tional interest. Finally, Iran has likely learned a valuable lesson in observing two decades of failed
international efforts to keep North Korea nonnuclear while it considers its own strategy vis-a-vis

This content downloaded from 86.158.69.236 on Tue, 07 Aug 2018 12:34:11 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Same As It Ever Was | 17

Nuclear weapons are often most desirable to countries that are located in
unstable regions or that acquired statehood in ways that make them feel par-
ticularly vulnerable to claims against their legitimacy, whether or not they are
considered “rogue.” Before acquiring nuclear weapons, many nuclear powers
faced strong challenges to their security and legitimacy. These include India
and Pakistan, born of a violent civil war and bitter partition; the PRC, unrecog-
nized by the United States until 1979; Israel; apartheid-era South Africa; and of
course, an artificially divided Korea.

U.S. regional security dynamics and the historical origins of the state in
question may be more important than regime type in determining whether a
state will want nuclear weapons and how it might behave once it acquires
them. For example, the nuclearization by Germany, Japan, or especially
Taiwan—all open, tolerant, market-oriented liberal democracies—might desta-
bilize regional and world politics and undermine U.S. interests, more than
Iran’s or North Korea’s nuclear weapons programs.

TIPPING POINTS. One of the greatest fears of nuclear alarmists is that if a key
state acquires nuclear weapons, others will follow. This idea of a nuclear tip-
ping point, chain reaction, or “domino” effect, however, is by no means new.
Consider this headline—“Many Nations Ready to Break into Nuclear Club”—
from a front-page article in the Washington Post from June 1981.% Articles
with similar titles can be found from almost every year since at least the early
1960s.

Fears of a tipping point were especially acute in the aftermath of China’s
1964 detonation of an atomic bomb: it was predicted that India, Indonesia, and
Japan might follow, with consequences worldwide, as “Israel, Sweden,
Germany, and other potential nuclear countries far from China and India
would be affected by proliferation in Asia.”*’ A U.S. government document
identified “at least eleven nations (India, Japan, Israel, Sweden, West Germany,
Italy, Canada, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Rumania, and Yugoslavia)” with
the capacity to go nuclear, a number that would soon “grow substantially” to
include “South Africa, the United Arab Republic, Spain, Brazil and Mexico.”*!
A top-secret, blue-ribbon committee established to craft the U.S. response con-
tended that “the [1964] Chinese nuclear explosion has increased the urgency

both the United States and the international community. See Chubin, Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions; and
Procida, “Overblown.” None of these facts should prevent the creation of a realistic strategy of
how to deal with Iran, but few have been incorporated into the failed alarmist perspective.

39. Ronald Koven, “Many Nations Ready to Break into Nuclear Club,” Washington Post, June 15,
1981.

40. Henry Rowen, “India’s Nuclear Problem,” memorandum, December 24, 1964, Declassified
Documents Reference System (DDRS), Doc. No. CK3100154493, p. 6.

41. R. Murray, “Problems of Nuclear Proliferation outside Europe,” December 7, 1964, DDRS,
Doc. No. CK3100281620, p. 1.
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and complexity of this problem by creating strong pressures to develop inde-
pendent nuclear forces, which, in turn, could strongly influence the plans of
other potential nuclear powers.”42

These predictions were largely wrong. In 1985 the National Intelligence
Council noted that for “almost thirty years the Intelligence Community has
been writing about which nations might next get the bomb.” All of these esti-
mates based their largely pessimistic and ultimately incorrect estimates on fac-
tors such as the increased “access to fissile materials,” improved technical
capabilities in countries, the likelihood of “chain reactions,” or a “scramble”
to proliferation when “even one additional state demonstrates a nuclear capa-
bility.” The 1985 report goes on, “The most striking characteristic of the
present-day nuclear proliferation scene is that, despite the alarms rung by past
Estimates, no additional overt proliferation of nuclear weapons has actually
occurred since China tested its bomb in 1964.” Although “some proliferation
of nuclear explosive capabilities and other major proliferation-related develop-
ments have taken place in the past two decades,” they did not have “the
damaging, systemwide impacts that the Intelligence community generally an-
ticipated they would.”#

In his analysis of more than sixty years of failed efforts to accurately predict
nuclear proliferation, analyst Moeed Yusuf concludes that “the pace of prolif-
eration has been much slower than anticipated by most.” The majority of
countries suspected of trying to obtain a nuclear weapons capability “never
even came close to crossing the threshold. In fact, most did not even initiate a
weapons program.” If all the countries that were considered prime suspects
over the past sixty years had developed nuclear weapons, “the world would
have at least 19 nuclear powers today.”** As Potter and Mukhatzhanova argue,
government and academic experts frequently “exaggerated the scope and pace
of nuclear weapons proliferation.”4

Nor is there compelling evidence that a nuclear proliferation chain reaction
will ever occur. Rather, the pool of potential proliferators has been shrinking.
Proliferation pressures were far greater during the Cold War. In the 1960s, at
least twenty-one countries either had or were considering nuclear weapons re-

42. Prevention of the Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, Digital National Security Archives, No. NP01103,
National Security Action Memorandum, January 21, 1965, Collection: Nuclear Non-Proliferation,
p- 1

43. See National Intelligence Council, “The Dynamics of Nuclear Proliferation: Balance of Incen-
tives and Constraints,” September 1985, http://www.foia.cia.gov/docs/DOC_0000453458/
0000453458_0001.gif.

44. Yusuf, “Predicting Proliferation,” p. 61.

45. Potter and Mukhatzhanova, “Divining Nuclear Intentions,” p. 166. See also p. 159 n. 42, where
they catalogue works that discuss tipping points and chain reactions.
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search programs. Today only nine countries are known to have nuclear weap-
ons. Belarus, Brazil, Kazakhstan, Libya, South Africa, Sweden, and Ukraine
have dismantled their weapons programs. Even rogue states that are/were a
great concern to U.S. policymakers—Iran, Iraq, Libya, and North Korea—
began their nuclear weapons programs before the Cold War had ended.* As
far as is known, no nation has started a new nuclear weapons program since
the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991.# Ironically, by focusing on the threat of
rogue states, policymakers may have underestimated the potentially far more
destabilizing effect of proliferation in “respectable” states such as Germany,
Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan.

NUCLEAR TERRORISM. The possibility of a terrorist nuclear attack on the
United States is widely believed to be a grave, even apocalyptic, threat and a
likely possibility, a belief supported by numerous statements by public
officials. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, “the inevitability of the spread
of nuclear terrorism” and of a “successful terrorist attack” have been taken for
granted.*8

Coherent policies to reduce the risk of a nonstate actor using nuclear weap-
ons clearly need to be developed. In particular, the rise of the Abdul Qadeer
Khan nuclear technology network should give pause.*” But again, the news is
not as grim as nuclear alarmists would suggest. Much has already been done
to secure the supply of nuclear materials, and relatively simple steps can pro-
duce further improvements. Moreover, there are reasons to doubt both the ca-
pabilities and even the interest many terrorist groups have in detonating a
nuclear device on U.S. soil. As Adam Garfinkle writes, “The threat of nuclear
terrorism is very remote.”>

Experts disagree on whether nonstate actors have the scientific, engineering,
financial, natural resource, security, and logistical capacities to build a nuclear

46. Figures taken from Perkovich et al., “Universal Compliance,” pp. 19-20.

47. There is uncertainty about the nature and timeline of nuclear research in Syria. See “Nuclear
Weapons Programs,” GlobalSecurity.org, http://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/world/syria/
nuke.htm.

48. Yusuf, “Predicting Proliferation,” p. 49. Much of the nuclear terrorism literature is alarmist. A
good if unduly pessimistic assessment, which evaluates past actions and recommends further
measures, is Matthew Bunn, Securing the Bomb, 2008 (Cambridge, Mass., and Washington, D.C.:
Project on Managing the Atom, Harvard University, and Nuclear Threat Initiative, September
2008), http: // www.nti.org/securingthebomb.

49. Although the Khan case is disturbing, the network did not aid nonstate actors and was ulti-
mately discovered and shut down. Michael Levi notes that Khan's trade did not involve nuclear
weapons or explosive materials, the most sensitive part of the Pakistani nuclear program. See Levi,
On Nuclear Terrorism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2007), p. 24.

50. Adam Garfinkle, “Does Nuclear Deterrence Apply in the Age of Terrorism?” Footnotes, Vol. 14,
No. 10 (May 2009), http:// www.fpri.org/footnotes/1410.200905.garfinkle.nucleardeterrenceterrorism
.html.
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bomb from scratch. According to terrorism expert Robin Frost, the danger of a
“nuclear black market” and loose nukes from Russia may be overstated. Even
if a terrorist group did acquire a nuclear weapon, delivering and detonating it
against a U.S. target would present tremendous technical and logistical
difficulties.”® Finally, the feared nexus between terrorists and rogue regimes
may be exaggerated. As nuclear proliferation expert Joseph Cirincione argues,
states such as Iran and North Korea are “not the most likely sources for terror-
ists since their stockpiles, if any, are small and exceedingly precious, and hence
well-guarded.”>?> Chubin states that there “is no reason to believe that Iran to-
day, any more than Sadaam Hussein earlier, would transfer WMD [weapons of
mass destruction] technology to terrorist groups like al-Qaida or Hezbollah.”>?

Even if a terrorist group were to acquire a nuclear device, expert Michael
Levi demonstrates that effective planning can prevent catastrophe: for nu-
clear terrorists, what “can go wrong might go wrong, and when it comes to
nuclear terrorism, a broader, integrated defense, just like controls at the source
of weapons and materials, can multiply, intensify, and compound the possibili-
ties of terrorist failure, possibly driving terrorist groups to reject nuclear terror-
ism altogether.” Warning of the danger of a terrorist acquiring a nuclear
weapon, most analyses are based on the inaccurate image of an “infallible ten-
foot-tall enemy.” This type of alarmism, writes Levi, impedes the development
of thoughtful strategies that could deter, prevent, or mitigate a terrorist attack:
“Worst-case estimates have their place, but the possible failure-averse, conser-
vative, resource-limited five-foot-tall nuclear terrorist, who is subject not only
to the laws of physics but also to Murphy’s law of nuclear terrorism, needs to
become just as central to our evaluations of strategies.”>*

A recent study contends that al-Qaida’s interest in acquiring and using nu-
clear weapons may be overstated. Anne Stenersen, a terrorism expert, claims
that “looking at statements and activities at various levels within the al-Qaida

51. Robin M. Frost, Nuclear Terrorism after 9/11, Adelphi Papers, No. 378 (London: International In-
stitute for Strategic Studies, December 2005); and Garfinkle, “Does Nuclear Deterrence Apply in
the Age of Terrorism?” See also William Langewiesche, “How to Get a Nuclear Bomb,” Atlantic
Monthly, December 2006, pp. 80-98, http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/200612/langewiesche-
nukes. Langewiesche writes, “In the end, if you wanted a bomb and calculated the odds, you
would have to admit that they were stacked against you, simply because of how the world
works. . . . [For example,] the existence of suitcase bombs has never been proved, and there has
never been a single verified case, anywhere, of the theft of any sort of nuclear weapon.” Like Levi,
Langewiesche shows the difficulty that terrorists have at each stage in acquiring the needed nu-
;lear materials, then assembling, transporting, delivering, and detonating a bomb in the United
tates.
52. Joseph Cirincione, Bomb Scare: The History and Future of Nuclear Weapons (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2007), p. 91.
53. Chubin, Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions, p. 52.
54. Levi, On Nuclear Terrorism, p. 141. The earlier quotes were taken from pages 144 and 151-152.
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network, it becomes clear that the network’s interest in using unconventional
means is in fact much lower than commonly thought.”> She further states that
“CBRN [chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear] weapons do not play a
central part in al-Qaida’s strategy.”* In the 1990s, members of al-Qaida de-
bated whether to obtain a nuclear device. Those in favor sought the weapons
primarily to deter a U.S. attack on al-Qaida’s bases in Afghanistan. This assess-
ment reveals an organization at odds with that laid out by nuclear alarmists of
terrorists obsessed with using nuclear weapons against the United States re-
gardless of the consequences. Stenersen asserts, “Although there have been
various reports stating that al-Qaida attempted to buy nuclear material in the
nineties, and possibly recruited skilled scientists, it appears that al-Qaida cen-
tral have not dedicated a lot of time or effort to developing a high-end CBRN
capability. . . . Al-Qaida central never had a coherent strategy to obtain
CBRN: instead, its members were divided on the issue, and there was an
awareness that militarily effective weapons were extremely difficult to ob-
tain.”%’ Most terrorist groups “assess nuclear terrorism through the lens of
their political goals and may judge that it does not advance their interests.”>
As Frost has written, “The risk of nuclear terrorism, especially true nuclear ter-
rorism employing bombs powered by nuclear fission, is overstated, and that
popular wisdom on the topic is significantly flawed.”>

U.S. officials have worried about nuclear terrorism, the unconventional de-
livery of nuclear weapons, and the problem of “no return address” since the
dawn of the atomic age. As early as 1946, Edward Condon, a prominent
U.S. nuclear scientist warned, “In any room where a file case can be stored,
in any district of a great city, near any key building or installation, a de-
termined effort can secrete a bomb capable of killing a hundred thousand peo-
ple and laying waste to every ordinary structure within a mile.”® The Central
Intelligence Agency began warning about the danger of a nuclear weapon be-

55. Anne Stenersen, Al-Quaida’s Quest for Weapons of Mass Destruction: The History behind the Hype
(Saarbriicken, Germany: VDM Verlag Dr. Miiller Aktiengesellschaft, 2008), p. 89.

56. Ibid., p. 84.

57. Ibid., g 69. Al-Qaida may also have had less money than is commonly thought, both before
and after the September 11 terrorist attacks. See John Roth, Douglas Greenburg, and Serena Wille,
for the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, Monograph on Terrorist
Financing: Staff Report to the Commission, http://govinfo.library.unt.edu/911/staff statements/
911_TerrFin_Monograph.pdf; and Lawrence Wright, The Looming Tower: Al-Qaeda and the Road to
9/11 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), pp. 194-197.

58. Levi, On Nuclear Terrorism, p. 11.

59. Frost, “Nuclear Terrorism after 9/11,” p. 7.

60. Edward U. Condon, “The New Technique of Private War,” in Dexter Masters and Katharine
Way, eds., One World or None: A Report to the Public on the Full Meaning of the Atomic Bomb (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1946), quoted in Dan Stober, “No Experience Necessary,” Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists, Vol. 59, No. 2 (March/April 2003), pp. 56-63, at p. 63.
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ing smuggled into the United States only months after the Soviets detonated a
nuclear device.®!

An October 1962 U.S. government study suggested that the future would
hold complex and unforeseen nuclear threats, including those from rogue
states and nonstate actors: “Nuclear weapons will become increasingly eco-
nomical” and may become available by “theft, commercial purchase, or diplo-
matic trading.” New nuclear powers would not need sophisticated strategic
forces or ballistic missiles: “A fishing boat or a cheap airplane might have been
an adequate means of delivery for, say, the Algerian Nationalists against Mar-
seilles, or Castro’s Cuba against Baltimore or Miami.”®* An aide to U.S. Na-
tional Security Adviser Henry Kissinger wrote, “Nuclear raw materials . . . if
captured by terrorists, can be made into crude atomic bombs or exploded to
cause contamination. (This is a real threat, not science fiction.)”®® In 1970 the
National Security Council warned of “terrorist actions against nuclear installa-
tions, or involving nuclear material,” emphasizing the psychological effects of
the “panic” that would follow such an attack, and arguing that “we are not in a
very strong position” to deal with these situations.% At the time, worries over
nuclear terrorism, dirty bombs, and covert weapons did not receive more
prominence because the potential of a nuclear war with the Soviets or the PRC
was considered far greater and more likely to be devastating.

Even some of the current fears surrounding a nuclear explosion with no re-
turn address are similar to those from the Cold War. During the 1960s, for ex-
ample, U.S. policymakers worried that France might use its nuclear weapons
against the Soviet Union—which might not be able to determine the origins of
the attack—as a trigger to force the United States to launch a retaliatory strate-
gic nuclear weapons attack in support of its ally.*> Dwight Eisenhower’s ad-
ministration even exploited elements of this logic to its advantage, as its
“massive retaliation” strategy would have held the Soviet Union responsible

61. Central Intelligence Agency, “Capabilities of the USSR to Employ Unconventional Attack
Involving the Smuggling of Atomic Weapons into the United States,” January 19, 1950, DDRS,
Doc. No. CK3100165674, p. 1.

62. “A Report on Strategic Developments over the Next Decade for the Interagency Panel,” Octo-
ber 1962, John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, NSF, Box 376, pp. 51-53.

63. Richard T. Kennedy, “Status of USG Actions against Terrorism,” memo for Henry Kissinger,
November 25, 1972, DDRS, Doc. No. CK3100525361, p. 1.

64. Will Kriegsman to Peter Flanigan, “Saboteur or Terrorist Actions against Nuclear Installa-
tions,” October 23, 1970, National Security Council Institutional Files, National Security Decision
Memorandum, Box H-180, Nixon Presidential Materials, U.S. National Archives, College Park,
Maryland.

65. For a sense of the angered U.S. response to this scenario—including an extraordinary threat by
U.S. Secretary of State Dean Rusk against France—see Marc Trachtenberg, A Constructed Peace: The
Making of the European Settlement, 1945-1963 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999),
p- 338 n. 193.
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for any nuclear attack emerging from the communist world, including China.
This may have forced the Soviets to rein in their more aggressive neighbors,
fostering a split with China.’ Today a similar strategy could be effective
against Iran, that is, warn the Iranians that if they develop nuclear weapons,
their relationship with terrorist organizations would mean that Iran would be
held responsible for any suspicious atomic detonation against the United
States or its allies anytime or anywhere.

NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND THE LONG PEACE

The so-called Long Peace was not as peaceful or stable as nuclear alarmists
claim. During the Cold War, the United States, the Soviet Union, and their al-
lies spent trillions of dollars, fought proxy wars and overthrew governments,
and dramatically transformed their domestic institutions for five decades in
what many considered a life-and-death struggle. The competition was not pre-
dictable or free of crisis. To give just a few examples: between 1950 and 1953, a
civil war in an area of questionable geopolitical significance to the United
Sates, the Korean Peninsula, threatened to escalate into a global conflagration
in large measure because of the acquisition of nuclear weapons by the Soviet
Union. In the 1950s the Soviets issued nuclear threats against the British and
the French during the Suez crisis, and the United States threatened the PRC
over disputes in the Taiwan Strait. Between 1958 and 1962, the United States
and the Soviet Union engaged in a standoff over the isolated city of Berlin, cul-
minating in the Cuban missile crisis.

Even after the emergence of mutual vulnerability during the 1960s, there
were periods of marked instability, uncertainty, and danger. Wars in Vietnam
and Afghanistan killed hundreds of thousands and threatened to escalate into
broader conflicts. In 1963 the United States approached the Soviet Union about
a preemptive nuclear attack on the PRC; in 1969 the Soviets approached the
Americans with the same proposal. Richard Nixon’s administration issued nu-
clear threats on several occasions. At different times, each superpower re-
ceived false information—as late as 1979 for the United States and 1983 for the
Soviet Union—that its adversary was planning a nuclear attack.

To be sure, the rivalry between the Soviet Union and the United States did
not lead to world war. If, however, one defines stability as the absence of crisis,
uncertainty, and risk-taking behavior that could lead to war, then this rivalry
looks different indeed.®” Upon close historical inspection, nuclear weapons of-

66. See Trachtenberg, History and Strategy, p. 274.
67. As Dale C. Copeland argues, “To make a theory of major war relevant to the nuclear era, as
well as to the pre-nuclear era, we must explain why states would move from peaceful engagement
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ten caused and exacerbated dangerous Cold War crises between the super-
powers, for two basic reasons: nuclear weapons affected statecraft in ways that
often undermined international stability, and the particular strategies em-
ployed by the United States were often the cause of crises that would never
have occurred in the prenuclear world.%

Nuclear weapons destabilized international politics in several ways during
the Cold War that are often overlooked by contemporary alarmists. They
nullified the influence of other, more traditional forms of power, such as con-
ventional forces and economic strength, allowing the Soviet Union to mini-
mize the United States’ enormous economic, technological, and even “soft
power” advantages.®’ Nuclear weapons also changed military calculations in
potentially dangerous ways. It has long been understood that in a nuclear en-
vironment, the side that strikes first gains an overwhelming military advan-
tage. This meant that strategies of preemption, and even preventive war, were
enormously appealing. It was for this reason that both the United States and
the Soviet Union considered attacking China’s nuclear weapons program be-
fore China could deploy a strategic nuclear force.”” Throughout the 1950s,
NATO explicitly grounded its strategy on the advantages of preemption.”!
A military strategy based on a rapid, forceful preemptive strike affords dip-
lomats little time or leeway to end a crisis. Even after the establishment of
parity, analysts in both the United States and the So<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>