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The past decade has not been kind to
the nuclear nonproliferation regime.1
Indeed, since the Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (npt)
was extended inde½nitely in 1995, it has
been subjected to a series of body blows,
which have led many nonproliferation
experts, policy-makers, and media pun-
dits to prophesize an impending cascade
or chain of nuclear weapons spread, as
well as the possible demise of the npt as
we currently know it. Implicit in many
of these forecasts are assumptions about
proliferation dynamics that are poorly
informed by empirical research on past
nuclear renunciation decisions. This es-
say draws upon this literature to assess
the role the npt has played in promot-
ing prior nuclear restraint. It also exam-
ines how evolving international develop-
ments may alter the future effectiveness
of the npt as a proliferation constraint.

A review of recent commentary about
nuclear proliferation imparts little rea-
son for optimism that the npt will with-
stand a large and growing set of chal-
lenges that emanate both from outside
and within the Treaty. A short list of ex-
ternal challenges includes:

•  The rise of non-state actors as nucle-
ar suppliers, middlemen, and end-
users, and the tendency on the part 
of many states to assume that the 
threat of nuclear terrorism is some-
one else’s problem;

•  The inadequacy of ½ssile material 
protection, control, and accounting 
in many states, and corresponding 
de½ciencies in nonproliferation ex-
port controls;

•  A nuclear arms race in South Asia 
and the general disinclination by 
and/or inability of the internation-
al community to do anything to 
redress the situation;

•  Defection from the npt by North 
Korea;

•  Iranian nuclear brinkmanship;

•  Perceived rewards to states not 
party to the npt and to nuclear 
weapons possessors;

•  Continued reliance on nuclear 
weapons by all nuclear weapons 
possessors;

•  Subordination of global nonprolifera-
tion objectives to other domestic and 
regional economic and political con-
siderations by states party to the npt; 
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•  An uncritical embrace of nuclear pow-
er by most states without adequate at-
tention to the full range of economic, 
safety, terrorism, and opportunity 
costs; and 

•  Complacency and ignorance about 
issues of disarmament and nonprolif-
eration on the part of otherwise well-
educated citizens and their elected 
of½cials.

Internal challenges stemming from 
the nature of the npt itself tend to be
less well known, and include such dan-
gers as:

•  Inadequate adherence to and imple-
mentation of npt provisions by states 
party to the Treaty, compounded by 
the absence of an effective enforce-
ment mechanism;

•  Treaty inattentiveness to non-state 
actors;

•  The conflict between the inalienable 
right to peaceful nuclear use and the 
prudent exercise of that right;

•  Failure by most nuclear-weapons states 
(nws) to address the demand of many 
non-nuclear-weapons states (nnws) 
for negative security assurances;

•  The near impossibility of amending 
the Treaty to correct flaws or to take 
account of new conditions;

•  The weakness of the strengthened re-
view process, including the dif½culty 
of policy innovation due to reliance 
on decision-making by consensus; 

•  Lack of Treaty universality;

•  Disavowal of and/or disregard for key 
elements of the 1995 npt Review and Ex-
tension Conference package of three de-
cisions and one resolution and the Final
Document of the 2000 npt Review Con-
ference by both nws and nnws; and

•  Reevaluation by a number of npt

states-parties of the value of the npt

for their security, raising the prospect 
of additional npt defections.

These challenges to the nonprolifera-
tion regime are real and merit serious
attention and corrective action. To enu-
merate them without also taking note 
of countervailing positive nonprolifera-
tion developments, however, is to con-
vey a sense of doom that is misplaced. 

First, it is important to recognize that
the pace of proliferation has been rela-
tively slow since the United States ½rst
tested a nuclear explosive in 1945. The
number of nuclear weapons possessors
today also is far less than anticipated 
by many prognoses made in the 1950s
through the 1970s.2 The 1957 U.S. Na-
tional Intelligence Estimate, for exam-
ple, identi½ed a list of 10 leading nucle-
ar weapons candidates, including Can-
ada, Japan, and Sweden, the latter of
which was predicted as “likely to pro-
duce its ½rst weapons in about 1961,”
while Japan was estimated to “proba-
bly seek to develop weapons produc-
tion programs with the next decade.”3

It also is the case that proliferation 
is neither inevitable nor irreversible.
Many countries with the technical ca-
pability to acquire nuclear weapons 
and that previously were regarded by
intelligence analysts and scholars as
prime candidates for proliferation 
chose to forgo that option, and four
countries that either indigenously de-
veloped nuclear weapons (South Af-
rica) or inherited them (Belarus, Ka-
zakhstan, and Ukraine) subsequently
eliminated their nuclear arsenals and
joined the npt as non-nuclear-weap-
ons states. Moreover, most countries
that embarked on peaceful nuclear 
energy programs also, at one time or
another, seriously contemplated mil-
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itary programs, and a number actively
engaged in nuclear weapons research
and/or development.4 The overwhelm-
ing majority of these states, however,
chose to abandon these military pur-
suits well before they yielded a nuclear
weapon.

Although the npt can be faulted for
not having universal membership, it
remains the most widely subscribed-to
international accord in existence, with
only four outliers: India, Israel, Pakistan,
and the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea. To be sure, two of these states
are very populous; but they also repre-
sent a distinct minority of the interna-
tional community. Signi½cantly, parties
to the npt agreed voluntarily in 1995 to
extend the Treaty inde½nitely–a clear
indication at the time of the value states
attached to the Treaty.

One could place a number of other
developments in the positive column of
a nonproliferation ledger. They include:
the steady growth of nuclear-weapon-
free zones (nwfzs), which now cover
the entire Southern Hemisphere; deep
reductions over the past 10 years in the
size of the nuclear arsenals of the two
largest nws; adoption by many npt

members of strengthened Internation-
al Atomic Energy Agency (iaea) safe-
guards in the form of the Model Addi-
tional Protocol; adoption of United
Nations Security Council Resolution
1540, which mandates all states to put 
in place and enforce effective physical
protection and export control measures
related to weapons of mass destruction
proliferation and terrorism; and new
momentum on nuclear disarmament 
as a consequence of the “Road to Zero”
Initiative by George Shultz, William
Perry, Henry Kissinger, and Sam Nunn.

These positive nonproliferation devel-
opments should not obscure the press-
ing proliferation challenges the world

faces today. They are a useful corrective,
however, to the notion that the nonpro-
liferation regime is on its last legs and
that all that is required to topple it com-
pletely is a further npt defection (read,
Iran), which in fact would be only the
second in the Treaty’s history. They also
direct attention to a signi½cant aspect 
of the proliferation puzzle: what best
accounts for the slow pace of nuclear
weapons spread?

Much of the thinking about nucle-
ar proliferation has been informed by
the assumption that states seek nucle-
ar weapons because their security in 
an anarchic world demands it. In its
unadulterated form, this “realist” per-
spective discounts the impact of inter-
national institutions, norms, regime
type, domestic politics, and personal-
ities on nuclear decision-making; all 
that really matters is the balancing
dynamic in which one state’s pursuit 
of nuclear weapons begets another’s. 
And yet this simple and elegant thesis 
is hard-pressed to account for the small
number of nuclear weapons possessors,
the slow pace of proliferation, and the
abandonment of nuclear weapons activ-
ities by most states that initially chose 
to embark on them. 

The Role of Alliances. In an effort to rec-
oncile the discrepancy between realist
assumptions and actual state behavior, 
it has been suggested that weak states
may choose to rely temporarily on secu-
rity guarantees from nws in lieu of an
indigenous nuclear weapons deterrent.
This thesis is often cited to explain nu-
clear weapons abstinence on the part 
of many nato members, as well as Ja-
pan, South Korea, and Taiwan. Secre-
tary of State Clinton also has hinted 
that the United States might rely on 
this approach to dampen nuclear pro-
liferation in the Middle East should 

William C.
Potter
on the 
global
nuclear
future



Iran move closer to a nuclear weap-
ons capability.5 Several recent studies,
however, have cast doubt on the effect
security guarantees have on nuclear re-
straint, even with respect to Japan, a
nnws usually cited as the model case.
Etel Solingen, for example, argues per-
suasively that American guarantees do
not adequately explain Japanese nucle-
ar restraint. As she points out, during 
the post–World War II period there has
been little correlation between the per-
ceived reliability of the U.S. guarantee
and the strength of Japanese interest 
in nuclear weapons. In addition, there 
were fears that the alliance might en-
tangle Japan in U.S.-led initiatives that
were not in its interest.6 More general-
ly, Solingen ½nds that “U.S. and Soviet
commitments to client states (North
Korea, Iraq, Israel, and Pakistan) did 
not lead these states to renounce nu-
clear weapons. Nor did the absence 
of security guarantees play any role in
decisions by Egypt (1971), Libya (2003),
South Africa, Argentina, or Brazil to
reverse nuclear ambitions.”7

The evidence presented by Solingen is
not conclusive and is at odds with both
conventional wisdom and several pos-
sible counterexamples. It is intriguing,
however, that the few relevant quantita-
tive publications on (non)proliferation
correlates yield ½ndings generally con-
sistent with Solingen’s thesis despite
using different data sets and analytical
techniques.8

The Power of Institutions. An alterna-
tive explanation of nuclear weapons
restraint emphasizes the power of eco-
nomics and institutions and is more
optimistic about the prospects for ac-
complishing long-term cooperation
among states. According to this view, 
the vast majority of states made a ra-
tional choice when they joined the 
npt, surrendering their sovereign 

right to build nuclear weapons in ex-
change for the promise of material ben-
e½ts, including the eventual disarma-
ment by the nws and the foreswearing
of nuclear weapons by other nnws. 

Although most analysts agree that 
the npt has reinforced nonprolifera-
tion tendencies, they are divided on the
proposition that the Treaty has caused
states that otherwise would have ac-
quired nuclear weapons to abandon
their pursuit. Jacques Hymans, for ex-
ample, suggests that if the regime were
to have played such a signi½cant role,
one might have expected far more pro-
liferation prior to the emergence of the
npt as a widely subscribed-to treaty.9
Similarly, Solingen ½nds that for the
nine states she examines most choices 
to remain non-nuclear were made prior
to, rather than as a consequence of, the
decision to ratify the npt. This was the
case, she argues, for Japan, South Korea,
and Taiwan. In addition, she points out
that the npt did not prevent Iran, Iraq,
Libya, and North Korea from pursuing
nuclear weapons subsequent to their
adherence to the npt.10

The critiques by Hymans and Solin-
gen are useful in calling attention to the
surprisingly scant body of empirical re-
search on the relationship between in-
ternational institutions and nuclear re-
straint. Both also raise legitimate ques-
tions about the relative explanatory
power of npt membership as opposed
to other potential sources of nuclear
restraint. One problem with their cri-
tiques, however, is the small number 
of cases upon which their arguments 
rest and their suitability for testing the
proposition that the npt had a margin-
al restraining effect. Although the evi-
dence they extract from 13 states is sug-
gestive, their argument would be more
compelling if it were based on a broader
set of countries in the post-npt period.
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A review of the small body of quanti-
tative research on the subject offers ad-
ditional reason for caution in assessing
the impact of the npt on national nu-
clear weapons decisions. Dong-Joon Jo
and Erik Gartzke, for example, ½nd that
npt membership has a marginal impact
on nuclear weapons choice. npt parties,
they argue, are only slightly less prone to
pursue nuclear weapons programs; but
the inhibiting effect of the Treaty, they
conclude, is offset by the technological
diffusion it encourages.11 In his analysis,
Philipp Bleek discovers that while sign-
ing the npt has no effect on whether 
or not states will initiate weapons pro-
grams, npt parties that have initiated
programs “are less likely to see them
through to completion and acquire
nuclear weapons.”12

The Influence of Non-Material Incen-
tives. Yet another way to view nuclear
choice is to look beyond security con-
siderations and to recognize that even
“power politics” can be tempered by
human practice. According to this per-
spective, under appropriate conditions
the international social environment
may foster the development of norms,
institutions, and behavior conducive 
to states’ renunciation of nuclear weap-
ons.13 From this vantage point, the npt

represents the embodiment of the inter-
national nonproliferation norm and has
important symbolic value in addition to
its promise of material bene½ts.14

Maria Rost Rublee’s analyses of Jap-
anese and Egyptian nuclear decision-
making are very much in this tradition
and suggest that the creation of the 
npt not only had the effect of altering
elite perceptions about the value of nu-
clear weapons, but also spawned com-
mitments that “grew legs” in the form 
of supportive bureaucracies, budgets,
and organizational power.15 Although
plausible, this interpretation is chal-

lenged by Etel Solingen, who examines 
a number of the same (and other) cases.
According to Solingen’s research, the
operation of pragmatic considerations 
of a political-economic nature typically
takes precedence over normative ones.
Most of the 13 case studies prepared for
the Center for Nonproliferation Studies
(cns) project on Forecasting Nuclear
Proliferation in the 21st Century similar-
ly provide little evidence that normative
factors by themselves account for much
variation in national decisions to acquire
or forgo nuclear weapons. 

Jacques Hymans’s research on the
demand side for the bomb also is rele-
vant to an assessment of the power of
non-material incentives. His approach 
is unusual, as it stresses neither the
dampening effect that broad trends in
international norms have on prolifera-
tion tendencies nor the corresponding
constraints that may follow from soci-
etal pressures. Rather, his focus is on
“deviant” oppositional nationalist lead-
ers whose combination of fear and pride
propels them down the nuclear weap-
ons path. According to Hymans, the ap-
parent success of the npt in containing
proliferation results primarily from the
fact “that few state leaders have desired
the things it prohibits.”16

Approaches that emphasize norma-
tive influences on nuclear decision-mak-
ing often are criticized for their lack of
clarity in explaining how, when, and
why norms influenced nuclear weap-
ons decisions. One of the few studies 
to tackle this issue directly is by Harald
Müller and Andreas Schmidt. Their re-
search points to a decline after 1960 in
the number of states with nuclear weap-
ons activities relative to the total num-
ber of states in the international system,
a trend the authors attribute in part to a
shift in the global norm regarding nucle-
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ar nonproliferation. The authors attach
particular importance to the unanimous
adoption, in 1961, of a resolution intro-
duced by Ireland to the United Nations
General Assembly. The resolution called
upon all members to conclude an inter-
national agreement prohibiting states
not possessing nuclear weapons from
acquiring them and states with nuclear
weapons from assisting other members
in their manufacture or acquisition by
other means.17 According to Müller 
and Schmidt:

For states that gained their indepen-
dence late (after the Irish Resolution),
being non-nuclear was seen as an appro-
priate status, the attribute of a “good cit-
izen” of the world community of states.
For the “old states,” the new norm com-
peted with the old understanding that a
state was entitled to acquire armament
according to the standard of the time. 
This is an indication . . . that the debate 
and codi½cation of a new, though yet 
weak international norm had an impact
upon the way the new states viewed prop-
er behavior and shaped their own under-
standing of security. For the old states, 
the impact was weaker, but the series of
terminations of nuclear weapons activi-
ties started during that period. In 1968, 
a much stronger norm was created: the
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty.18

An alternative interpretation of “when
and why” that de-emphasizes the role of
norms is provided by Christopher Way
and Karthika Sasikumar in what is argu-
ably the most carefully crafted aggregate
data analysis of when and why states
join the npt.19 Assuming that states rely
on cost-bene½t analysis when choosing
whether or not to accede to the npt, the
authors employ event-history models
and a variety of economic, security, and
political indicators for the 1968 to 2000
time period to assess the power of alter-

native explanatory variables. They con-
clude, among other things, that those
states that enjoy benign security envi-
ronments or for whom developing nu-
clear weapons would be technological-
ly or economically dif½cult sign on rel-
atively quickly, while those paying high-
er opportunity costs in giving up the
nuclear option are more likely to be 
npt laggards.20

The Force of Domestic Politics. A growing
body of research suggests that one can-
not properly understand nuclear weap-
ons restraint without reference to the
domestic context in which nuclear de-
cisions are made. Indeed, the interplay
of bureaucratic politics, organizational
processes, and individual personalities
may be more consequential in shaping
proliferation outcomes in a number of
states than the threats emanating from
the international security environment.
As Scott Sagan points out, from this van-
tage point “[t]he npt regime is not just 
a device to increase states’ con½dence
about the limits of their potential adver-
saries’ nuclear programs; it is a tool that
can help to empower domestic actors
who are opposed to nuclear weapons
developments.”21

The most persuasive evidence about
the force of sub-national dynamics in ex-
plaining nuclear outcomes is marshaled
by Etel Solingen, who emphasizes the
importance of the domestic ruling coali-
tion’s orientation to the global political
economy. Nuclear weapons programs,
she argues, are less likely to emerge in
countries when the domestic political
landscape is sympathetic to economic
openness, trade liberalization, foreign
investment, and international economic
integration. This thesis largely is borne
out in her comparative analysis of nine
states from East Asia and the Middle
East, which also ½nds that npt consid-
erations were not central to the nuclear
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renunciation decisions of these coun-
tries. 

Findings from my own research on
nuclear decision-making in Belarus,
Kazakhstan, and Ukraine following 
the collapse of the Soviet Union offer
quali½ed support for Solingen’s thesis,
and also suggest that the npt was only 
a secondary factor influencing nuclear
reversal decisions.22 Solingen’s model
½ts best with Ukraine, where the main
threats to the country’s territorial integ-
rity were seen by the key political play-
ers as domestic rather than external.
These acute dangers were in the form 
of economic collapse and Crimea’s at-
tempt to assert its independence from
Ukraine–threats unlikely to be mitigat-
ed by nuclear weapons. Moreover, there
was recognition in Kyiv, reinforced by
U.S. policy, of the connection between
Ukraine’s nuclear policies and its access
to foreign capital and technology. In Ka-
zakhstan, the linkage was less direct and
the perceived threats also were much
less urgent. As a consequence, Kazakh-
stani policy-makers were in no hurry 
to denuclearize and were aware that the
weapons on their territory might have
practical value as bargaining chips re-
lated to a variety of economic, environ-
mental, and security needs. The leader-
ship, however, was very pragmatic and
was receptive to the U.S. argument that
the future of the country’s peaceful nu-
clear energy program was dependent
upon its non-nuclear-weapons status.
Solingen’s thesis works least well in 
the case of Belarus, whose president,
Stanislav Shushkevich, saw little value 
in a Belarusian nuclear force even if it
could be afforded. His attitude appears
to have had little to do with internation-
al economic considerations, but instead
reflected his professional training as a
nuclear physicist and view of nuclear
weapons as immoral and unnecessary. 

As the preceding discussion indi-
cates, the scholarly literature on nucle-
ar weapons decision-making, including 
the small body of relevant quantitative
studies, is divided on the importance
one should attribute to the npt in ex-
plaining past nuclear weapons renun-
ciation decisions. Although a number 
of country analyses touch on the role
played by the npt in individual cases,
surprisingly few studies focus speci½-
cally on the topic. Instead, npt advo-
cates and critics alike typically assert
their preferred views about the merits 
of the Treaty and its (in)dispensable
contribution in retarding the spread 
of nuclear weapons.

The period during which the npt

received the most sustained attention
was the ½ve-year run-up to the 1995 npt

Review and Extension Conference. At
that time it was by no means assured
that the Treaty would be extended in-
de½nitely, and a number of analyses
were undertaken to assess how the de-
mise of the npt might affect the inter-
national nonproliferation scene. Par-
ticularly noteworthy was a collection 
of essays on Beyond 1995: The Future of 
the npt Regime.23 In one of the book’s
most cogent contributions, Lawrence
Scheinman sums up the prevailing view
of scholarly thinking at the time, which
does not differ markedly from the pres-
ent: the npt alone cannot and does not pre-
vent proliferation. As he notes, “Studies of
national decisions on acquiring nuclear
weapons or acceding to the npt . . . show
that in virtually every case the decision
made can be explained by reference to
something other than the npt–either
to domestic considerations, the impact
of acquiring nuclear weapons on bilat-
eral relations, assessment of technolog-
ical limitations, political costs, or secu-
rity consequences.”24 To paraphrase
Scheinman’s conclusions: Does this
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mean that the npt doesn’t matter? 
No. Would its demise negatively im-
pact efforts to contain proliferation?
Yes. Would the nonproliferation norm,
international safeguards, and general
nonproliferation restraint continue in
the absence of the npt? Perhaps. In
short, according to Scheinman, “the
npt is a necessary but not suf½cient
condition for nonproliferation”; it 
may not prevent proliferation, but it
signi½cantly impacts the nuclear deci-
sion-making environments in many
countries.25

Scheinman’s essay also highlights the
various nonproliferation roles played 
by the npt and the logic of assessing 
the value of the Treaty in terms of the
importance one attaches to these differ-
ent functions. For example, it is useful 
to distinguish among the npt’s roles 
as a legal barrier, a normative standard,
and a con½dence-building measure. The
latter function, which may be less obvi-
ous than the others, includes important
international safeguards commitments
that states party to the npt are obliged
to undertake. These commitments are
legally binding and entail veri½cation
procedures designed to reassure other
states about the peaceful uses of a coun-
try’s nuclear activities. Although inter-
national safeguards and the con½dence
they instill are not dependent on the
npt, it is extremely doubtful if a glob-
al system of stringent safeguards ap-
proaching those currently in existence
would have developed in the absence 
of the npt.26

Many nonproliferation analysts 
maintain that the npt, as a multilater-
al treaty, has some constraining effect 
on states party to the Treaty. As Schein-
man argues, “Formalized commitments
containing reciprocal obligations estab-
lish thresholds that are more dif½cult 
to cross.”27 This assessment is logical 

in terms of the psychological, bureau-
cratic, and domestic political obstacles
that treaties impose notwithstanding
their withdrawal clauses. And indeed,
most research on international treaties
suggests that states generally comply
with the accords they conclude. Less
clear-cut, however, is the extent to
which states comply because of any 
legal commitment to do so or because 
of the conditions that prompted them 
to sign the treaty in the ½rst place.28

Based on the aggregate data analysis 
of Way and Sasikumar and a number 
of country-speci½c case studies, espe-
cially those by Rublee, the npt would
appear both to constrain and screen.

One of the most unusual aspects of 
the 1995 npt Review and Extension
Conference was the near unanimity
among more than a hundred national
statements during the ½rst week of gen-
eral debate about the bene½ts of the 
npt for the speci½c states in question.
These statements were by no means 
uniform and made reference to a varie-
ty of arguments ranging from reduced
regional arms racing, increased con½-
dence in the peaceful intentions of po-
tential adversaries, progress in promot-
ing disarmament among the nws, ex-
pansion of nwfzs, harnessing of the
atom for peaceful use, and the prom-
ise of greater peace and stability in the
international system. Although these
statements emphasized different points
and perspectives, what was striking to
this observer was the general consisten-
cy of the message that the npt was, net,
a signi½cant plus and should be extend-
ed (either inde½nitely or for a long dura-
tion), as well as the apparent heartfelt
manner in which many of the state-
ments were delivered.29

Today the rhetoric about the value of
the Treaty as reflected in national state-
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ments in the npt review process re-
mains much the same. Nevertheless, 
one has the impression that many of 
the speakers are simply going through
the motions, reiterating past declara-
tions about the importance of the Trea-
ty, but without much passion or convic-
tion. This lackadaisical approach to the
business of the npt, aptly described by
former un Secretary General Ko½ An-
nan as “sleep walking,” was most ap-
parent at the 2005 npt Review Confer-
ence, which ½nished early without any
substantive result. It was almost as if 
the heads of delegations (mostly Con-
ference on Disarmament ambassadors)
were anxious to catch an early flight
back to Geneva or otherwise beat the
traf½c home. 

One probably should not attach 
much importance to this very unscien-
ti½c and impressionistic observation of
diplomatic sentiment regarding the state
of the nonproliferation regime. Even a
cursory comparison of today’s nonpro-
liferation scene with that of 1995, how-
ever, suggests the need to view nonpro-
liferation in dynamic terms and to ex-
amine, if only briefly, how the regime
may have changed in recent years and
how evolving international develop-
ments may alter the future effective-
ness of the npt as a means of nuclear
restraint. Although one can identify
many changes, three of the most im-
portant pertain to the growth of non-
state actors as proliferation threats, 
the diminished bene½ts of nnws sta-
tus under the npt in the aftermath of
the U.S.-India nuclear deal, and the in-
creased centrality of Article IV (peace-
ful use) provisions in many states’ as-
sessments of the bene½ts and limita-
tions of the npt.

Non-State Actors. At the time the npt

was negotiated, little attention was given
to the proliferation risks posed by non-

state actors, either as suppliers of sensi-
tive nuclear material, technology, and
know-how or as end-users (that is, par-
ties who sought to acquire and use nu-
clear weapons). As a consequence, the
npt did not seek to address the poten-
tial risks of nuclear terrorism posed by
non-state actors, and steps to remedy
this oversight recently have been intro-
duced in a variety of multilateral, bilat-
eral, and unilateral initiatives, only some
of which represent legally binding mech-
anisms.30 Although it remains to be seen
how effective these new initiatives will
be in forestalling efforts by non-state ac-
tors to act as nuclear suppliers, middle-
men, and end-users, it is apparent that
the provisions of the npt per se are not
well suited to address either the supply
or demand side of the nuclear terrorism
equation. As such, one should not expect
the npt to serve as a major source of nu-
clear weapons restraint for non-state ac-
tors, even as such entities emerge as a
growing proliferation risk.31

The U.S-India Nuclear Deal. One of the
major bene½ts of npt membership for
nnws is the promise of access to equip-
ment, materials, and scienti½c informa-
tion for the peaceful use of nuclear en-
ergy. In return, nnws pledge to place 
all of their nuclear facilities under iaea

safeguards and to refrain from pursu-
ing nuclear weapons activities. It is this
core bargain that has been used to good
effect by advocates of nuclear restraint
–typically “outward looking elites,” to 
use Solingen’s terminology–in a num-
ber of countries. Although the long-term
effects of the U.S.-India nuclear deal and
the associated exemption granted to In-
dia by the Nuclear Suppliers Group in
2008 remain to be seen, almost certainly
they will include an erosion of the per-
ceived value of nnws membership in
the npt. Indeed, representatives from 
a number of relatively recent adherents
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to the npt have expressed the view pri-
vately that had their governments antici-
pated that a non-npt state and nuclear
weapons possessor would be so reward-
ed, they would have hesitated to join the
Treaty.32 The readiness on the part of
npt states-parties to willfully ignore po-
litically binding pledges made at the 1995
npt Review and Extension Conference
to refrain from nuclear trade with states
lacking comprehensive safeguards also
can only undermine the nonprolifera-
tion norm and provide ammunition for
institutional advocates of revisiting the
value of the npt for their country’s eco-
nomic, political, and security interests.33

Article IV. The most contentious arti-
cle of the npt during most of its exis-
tence has been Article VI, which com-
mits parties to the Treaty to pursue dis-
armament negotiations in good faith. 
At most npt Review Conferences, for
example, the greatest division among
states and the most dif½cult issue on
which to forge consensus has involved
progress–or the lack thereof–on nu-
clear disarmament. It is unlikely that 
the gulf separating nws and nnws

over implementation of Article VIwill
disappear soon, although the readiness
of the new U.S. administration to em-
brace the vision of nuclear disarma-
ment can only be helpful in this regard.
There are indications, however, that 
it may prove even more dif½cult in the
future to build consensus on issues re-
lated to peaceful use than on disarma-
ment, as many current nuclear export-
ing states insist upon more stringent
safeguards on nuclear use (for example,
adoption of the Additional Protocol 
to the iaea as a condition of export) 
and limitations on the further spread 
of sensitive nuclear fuel-cycle activities.
These proposed measures, designed to
address misuse of peaceful-use provi-
sions for military purposes, are regard-

ed by a number of key nnws, and espe-
cially Non-Aligned Movement (nam)
members such as Egypt and South Af-
rica, as a restriction on their “inalien-
able right” to peaceful nuclear use as
expressed in Article IV. Although it 
is possible that meaningful progress 
on the disarmament front may yield
more flexibility by nam on peaceful-
use measures related to export controls
and safeguards, this development is by
no means certain, and it is probably as
likely that a number of states will con-
tinue to decry these nonproliferation
efforts as an erosion of their npt rights
and as evidence of further backtracking
on the npt grand bargain. Should this
development occur, it will contribute 
to the weakening of the perceived value
of the npt for many nnws and the pos-
sible decision by some states under cer-
tain circumstances to reconsider their
adherence to the Treaty, even if they
have no nuclear weapons ambitions. 

The tension between satisfying the
demands of nnws for peaceful nuclear
use and the insistence by nws, among
others, on more prudent nonprolifera-
tion and counterterrorism behavior is
apt to grow if the projected “nuclear ren-
aissance” materializes. Under such cir-
cumstances, many more states with un-
derdeveloped nuclear regulatory bodies
and stunted nuclear security and safety
cultures will gain access to nuclear ma-
terial, technology, and technical know-
how, with dual applications for military
and peaceful purposes. This develop-
ment has the potential both to under-
mine the npt and also to make it and 
its associated iaea nonproliferation
safeguards regime more important. 

The aforementioned trends may well
hinder the future effectiveness of the
npt. Nevertheless, does it follow that
the conventional wisdom is correct and
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that we are on the cusp of a “tipping
point” after which we should antici-
pate a new wave or chain of prolifera-
tion decisions? 

One of the dif½culties in making ac-
curate prognoses about the future of
nonproliferation is the underdeveloped
state of research on foreign policy fore-
casting in general and nuclear decision-
making in particular. Also contributing
to the problem is the paucity of relevant
theory with predictive value. In an effort
to remedy this proliferation-knowledge
de½cit and to better gauge the prospects
for nuclear weapons spread during the
next decade, cns undertook a study 
of the proliferation propensity of 13
countries from different regions of 
the world.34 The project also sought 
to assess the impact of various trigger
events, including defections from the
npt, on national nuclear decisions. 

The project’s most signi½cant and
unanticipated ½nding with respect 
to proliferation propensity, and one 
that was evident across all of the case
studies, is the relatively low expecta-
tion of proliferation during the next 
10 years. This prognosis holds regard-
less of the theoretical approach and 
level of analyses favored by the analyst,
and appears to be largely insensitive 
to the geographic location of the coun-
tries, their level of economic develop-
ment, government type, and perceived
external security environment. While
surprising in terms of prevailing con-
ventional wisdom about a pending 
proliferation pandemic, the results, 
in fact, are consistent with the histori-
cally slow pace of proliferation and the
failure of most prior forecasts of prolif-
eration doom to materialize. They also
are compatible with the theories of nu-
clear choice espoused by Hymans and
Solingen that point to the exception-
al circumstances that must pertain in 

order for states to abandon nuclear re-
straint.

In addition, the project found that
there is little evidence of the operation
of “reactive proliferation,” in which one
state’s efforts to acquire nuclear weap-
ons will prompt a reciprocal response 
by others. Case study authors, for exam-
ple, were disinclined to regard weaponi-
zation by any single country itself as suf-
½cient to reverse long-standing nonpro-
liferation restraint on the part of most
other countries, including Egypt, Japan,
Saudi Arabia, Serbia, South Africa, South
Korea, Syria, Turkey, Ukraine, and Ven-
ezuela.35 Signi½cantly, this ½nding ap-
plies even when the “trigger” is Iranian
defection from the npt. 

Moreover, to the extent that one coun-
try’s proliferation decision has a near-
term diffusion effect, it appears to be
very context-dependent and requires a
number of other circumstances to oc-
cur. Among the effects dampening the
potential operation of a proliferation
chain is the fact that nuclear decisions
take place in a domestic political envi-
ronment sensitive to considerations 
of a political-economic nature, as well 
as competing organizational interests
and personalities.

Although one may interpret the gen-
eral ½nding–that an Iranian defection
from the npt would have a limited im-
pact on individual country futures–as
an indication of the strength and vital-
ity of the Treaty, an alternative interpre-
tation is that the Treaty is less central to
the nuclear orientation of some states
than is often assumed to be the case.
This perspective appears to be borne 
out in the case studies of Australia, Iran,
Syria, Venezuela, and Yugoslavia (post-
1974). Nevertheless, a number of the
project’s other case studies, including
those of Japan, South Africa, South
Korea, Turkey, and Ukraine, highlight
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the signi½cant–if indirect–positive
effect the npt has on nuclear weapons
restraint by reinforcing the position of
institutional advocates for nuclear absti-
nence in domestic political debates. The
Treaty also continues to have a symbol-
ic normative value in many of the coun-
tries surveyed, and elites in states such
as Australia, Japan, South Africa, South
Korea, and Ukraine regard adherence 
to the npt as an integral part of their
credentials as members of the interna-
tional community in good standing. 

The ½ndings from the forecasting 
project indicate that it is premature 
to anticipate a world of many nucle-
ar weapons possessors, at least in the
near term. It is also not constructive 
to dismiss the utility of the npt even 
if it is dif½cult to demonstrate conclu-
sively the existence of a cause and ef-
fect relationship between the Treaty 
and nuclear weapons restraint. In this
regard, it was refreshing to hear Presi-
dent Obama declare in Prague in April
2009 that the spread of nuclear weap-
ons is not inevitable and that states can
and must undertake concrete steps to

strengthen the npt, whose basic bargain
remains sound.36 This view is an impor-
tant counterpoint to the fatalism inher-
ent in a number of nuclear proliferation
chain scenarios popular today, but also
cautions against complacency. 

A recent book by two former govern-
ment of½cials with access to many nu-
clear secrets likens the current nonpro-
liferation scene to a speeding express
train driven by indifferent engineers and
½lled with ½ssile material, nuclear tech-
nology, and sleeping passengers.37 The
imagery is powerful and the metaphor
may yet prove apt. On the other hand,
the proliferation train has been slow 
to pick up steam, has made fewer stops
than anticipated, and usually has ar-
rived much later than expected. More
likely than not, the npt has helped to
slow the engine of proliferation. Addi-
tional action will be needed, however, 
to wake up some of the passengers, in-
spire and inform the engineers of U.S.
nonproliferation policy, and delay fur-
ther the departure of the nuclear
express.
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