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An examination of the reasons states reversed nuclear weapons policies in the past can
help to shape nonproliferation policies for the future. A review of the cases reveals that
nuclear reversals have been the result of security guarantees and improvements in
regional and global security. They are also influenced by nonproliferation gestures from
neighboring states or potential adversaries,’ domestic political dynamics toward global
integration, and the offer of inducements from external actors, principally the United
States.?

A number of major studies have reviewed these dynamics. One of the most robustis the
2014 quantitative analysis in the Journal of Conflict Resolution by Philipp Bleek and Eric
Lorber.® Their findings show that security guarantees are effective at persuading states that
have not yet launched a nuclear weapons program to refrain from doing so. For states that
have already started to develop a nuclear program, however, the extension of security
guarantees has less impact in deterring them from acquiring weapons capability. Security
guarantees are an “arrow in the quiver,” Bleek and Lorber write, but they are “not a
nonproliferation panacea.” They need to be supplemented with other policy tools.

Other scholars concur. In the summary to the important edited volume Security
Assurances and Nuclear Nonproliferation, James Wirtz writes, “Assurance strategies have
been most effective when they are part of a larger package involving positive incentives or
broader efforts at reassurance, or when they supplement other developments such as
good political relations among allies or a country’s embrace of norms against nuclear
weapons.”® In their examination of proliferation decisions in 37 states, Harald Miller and
Andreas Schmidt confirm that security issues are significant considerations in determining
nuclear decision-making, but they trace the successes of nonproliferation policy to a
broader set of inducement strategies employed by the United States and other leading
states.® The history of nonproliferation teaches that nations can be persuaded to give up
nuclear weapons programs if political leaders acquire the belief that nuclear weapons are
notin their national interest and will be counterproductive to their purposes. Positive
incentives are more likely to be effective in that process than military pressure and
comprehensive sanctions regimes.



Coercive disarmament worked only once, in the exceptional and extremely costly case of
Irag in the 1990s and early 2000s, the result of war, massive bombing of the country’s
infrastructure and years of draconian comprehensive UN sanctions, initially introduced to
reverse Iraqg’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. The work of weapons inspectors with the
International Atomic Energy Agency and the UN Special Commission was also significant
for the achievement of disarmament goals in Iraq.® In other cases where coercive
approaches and threats of force were employed, nonproliferation goals were not fully
achieved. Sanctions have been imposed in a few cases to counter proliferation, but they
have never been successful on their own. Rather, it is often the offer to ease or lift
sanctions that has been a significant factor in motivating states to move toward the
nonnuclear path.

Only when states realize they have more to gain from a nonnuclear future than they might
lose in developing such weapons will they choose to abandon their pursuit. These are
calculations that states must make for themselves. They cannot be imposed externally.
The domestic political calculus of expected costs and benefits — often measured in terms
of regime survival — is decisive in nonproliferation decision-making processes. It is likely to
be influenced more by rewards and inducements than by threats and penalties alone. The
sanctions literature generally concludes that threats of sanctions are more effective in
inducing political change than the actual imposition of sanctions,’ but there is also
evidence that the offer to ease sanctions can induce policy change in some instances.®

Beyond coercing a change in behavior, sanctions also have an important signaling function
in upholding nonproliferation norms. The signaling is both to proliferating states and to
other states that might be contemplating nuclear weapons programs as they observe the
consequences of sanctions on norm violators.® Sanctions can also raise the costs of
proliferation, block imports of weapons-related goods and technology, and generally
constrain the process of acquiring nuclear weapons capability.

Their greatest significance, though, often comes in combination with incentives to
facilitate a negotiated settlement, with the offer to ease sanctions serving as a potent
inducement and form of bargaining leverage. The evidence suggests that the combination
of incentives and sanctions is more effective than the use of either sanctions or incentives
alone.’® The art of diplomacy lies in creatively blending pressures and inducements, sticks
and carrots, to exert persuasive influence and provide benefits for states that choose to
abandon the nuclear option.

The bargaining approach should be supplemented by efforts to reduce the perceived need
for weapons. As Leon Sigal writes, “the interdiction of supply has to be supplemented by
efforts to reduce demand.”" This means addressing the security concerns that often drive



the proliferation impulse. Security assurances play an essential role in this process
through alliance guarantees and offers of protection in the event of aggression. Itis also
important to recognize the negative consequences of threats and overly militarized
approaches. Trying to further isolate or coerce an insecure regime could backfire. In these
settings economic and diplomatic engagement and the willingness to offer security
assurances are more likely to be successful.

In his explanation for the success of the nonproliferation regime, Jeffrey Kaplow focuses on
the power of reciprocity and the willingness of states to forego the nuclear weapons option
if other states are doing the same. His analysis tracks the influence of overall regime
compliance on the policy making of individual states. He finds that the willingness of
states to participate in the nonproliferation regime is related to the restrictions it places on
the nuclear ambitions of other states. Governments make decisions to join and comply
with the nonproliferation regime on the basis of the regime’s track record of success, and
on patterns of punishment or acceptance for violations of the regime. The monitoring and
verification dimensions of the nonproliferation regime have strengthened over the years,
giving states access to greater information about the behavior of others, and greater
assurance that their commitment to participate is being reciprocated.' The threat of
sanctions and isolation from the global economy for noncompliance adds encouragement
for states to cooperate.
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