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This dissertation is about nuclear weapons proliferation by states and threat of nuclear terrorism 

arising from non-state actors.  It comprises three distinct papers.  Paper 1 (Chapter 1) discusses 

applicability of international law of non-proliferation of nuclear weapons to non-state actors.  

Specifically, it focusses on the ability of international law to constrain non-state actors’ activities 

that can potentially lead to nuclear terrorism and to punish non-state actors if they commit 

nuclear terrorism.  Paper 2 (Chapter 2) is about causes of nuclear weapons proliferation by states.  

Using the methodology of case studies, it focuses on Iran, North Korea, and South Korea to 

comprehend whether Scott Sagan’s security model, domestic politics model, and normative 

model apply in these states’ attempts to acquire nuclear weapons.  Paper 3 (Chapter 3) studies 

theories that shed light on terrorists’ motivation to acquire nuclear weapons for perpetrating 

nuclear terrorism.  The specific focus in this paper is on three case studies of Aum Shinrikyo, Al 

Qaeda, and ISIS which are examined in light of Dumas’ taxonomy of terrorists groups’ 

characteristics, developed as a means for determining which terrorist groups would be most 

likely to engage in nuclear terrorism.  Together, these three papers view the issue of nuclear 

weapons proliferation from three different angles. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTERNATIONAL LAW OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS NONPROLIFERATION: 

APPLICATION TO NON-STATE ACTORS 

Introduction 

The concern that terrorists may acquire and use nuclear weapons predates the September 11, 

2001, attacks on the United States.1  The disquiet that terrorists’ activities are growing deadlier 

with time and may culminate in a nuclear terroristic blowup deepened with the terrorist violence 

of September 11, 2001.2  The fact that the international legal regime of nuclear nonproliferation, 

founded on the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons,3 is inadequate and provides 

no reliable protection against the risk of nuclear terrorism by non-state actors has hung over 

humanity’s perceptual horizon even longer.4  

The Preamble of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons5 bespeaks fear of 

nuclear wars and prospects of societal benefits of atomic energy as the impetuses for 

establishment of the regime.6  Accordingly, the Treaty constrains non-nuclear states against 

                                                 

1  SARA DALY, JOHN PARACINI & WILLLIAM  ROSENAU, AL QAEDA, AND THE KINSHASA REACTOR: IMPLICATIONS OF 

THREE CASE STUDIES FOR COMBATING NUCLEAR TERRORISM (2005), viii. 
http://www.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a439530.pdf (last visited Mar 18, 2017).  
 
2 CHARLES D FERGUSON ET AL., THE FOUR FACES OF NUCLEAR TERRORISM, 14 (2005). 
 
3 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, opened for signature July 1, 1968, 21 U.S.T. 483, 493, 729 U.N.T.S. 161, 

175 (entered into force Mar. 5, 1970) [hereinafter “NPT” or “Treaty”].  

4 COMBATING WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION: THE FUTURE OF INTERNATIONAL NONPROLIFERATION POLICY, (Nathan Busch & 
Daniel H. Hoyner eds., 2009). 1.   

5  Id. at 3. The NPT establishes a global regime dividing states into two categories: nuclear-weapon states (NWS), which may 
possess nuclear weapons; and nonnuclear-weapon states (NNWS), which undertake not to manufacture or acquire nuclear 
weapons.   

6 Id.  Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, opened for signature July 1, 1968, art. X, para. 1, 21 U.S.T. 483, 493, 
729 U.N.T.S. 161, 175 (entered into force Mar. 5, 1970) ) [hereinafter “NPT” or “Treaty”].   The Preamble to the NPT 
expresses belief that “proliferation of nuclear weapons would seriously enhance the danger of nuclear war” and affirms “the 
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activities that facilitate acquisition and control of nuclear technology but promises them access to 

the technology for peaceful purposes.7  Non-state actors do not figure in the NPT-based 

arrangement.8   

The question, then, arises as to whether, generally speaking, non-state actors figure in 

international law.  A more narrowly-focused question is that whether international law can 

constrain non-state actors’ activities that can potentially lead to nuclear terrorism and whether 

international law is capable of punishing non-state actors if they commit acts of nuclear 

terrorism.  These are central questions with which this paper deals. 

Following the genocides in Rwanda and Bosnia in the late 1990s and the generally-perceived 

failure of the United Nations to meet the post-Cold War challenges of containing intensified 

inter-state hostilities, scholars both questioned the value of the UN-founded international legal 

system in creating abiding rules and norms and realized the ever-greater need for international 

                                                 

principle that the benefits of peaceful applications of nuclear technology . . . should be available for peaceful purposes to all 
Parties to the Treaty.” 

7 Id. at 3.  Article I forbids nuclear weapon states to transfer nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices to non-nuclear 
states or provide help in manufacturing of such weapons or devices.  Article II of the NPT binds non-nuclear states against 
seeking or manufacturing nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices.  Article III of the NPT requires non-nuclear 
weapons states to submit to the verification procedures and safeguards standards of the International Atomic Energy Agency 
so that, in Parties’ state-controlled facilities, nuclear energy is not diverted from peaceful uses to manufacture of nuclear 
weapons or other nuclear explosive devices.  Article IV establishes an inalienable right of all Parties to make peaceful use of 
nuclear energy.  Under Article VI, the NPT binds “Each of the Parties to the Treaty” to begin good faith negotiations to end 
nuclear arms race and effectuate nuclear disarmament.  It is unclear why this article is directed toward all parties when, clearly, 
only a few states possessed nuclear weapons at that time, the nuclear weapons states. In contrast, Article 1, for instance, is 
specifically directed toward nuclear weapons states, and the two subsequent articles are specifically directed toward non-
nuclear weapons states.  In any case, the fact that nuclear weapons states have largely ignored Article VI has considerably 
weakened the perception of fairness of the bargain that the NPT sought to strike between nuclear weapons states, on the one 
hand, and non-nuclear weapons states, on the other.  

8 It will be short-sighted to state, however, that the NPT does not at all limit non-state actors’ opportunities to acquire, build, or 
transport nuclear weapons or materials.  It does so, indirectly, by delimiting states’ nuclear activities and by seeking to make 
diversion of state-controlled nuclear materials detectable and punishable.  It does so also by seeking to crystallize the world 
consensus that nuclear weapons must not be allowed to proliferate. The NPT, however, does not directly reach non-state 
actors. 
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laws.9  Following the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, scholars expressed 

dismay that the terrorists could not be prosecuted under international law and exhorted in favor 

of deliberation on holding individual terrorists culpable under international law.10  

International law has been continually evolving to respond to new, emerging realities.11  

Over time, international legal regime’s primary principles of equality, justice, and freedom from 

fear—laid out in the Charter of the United Nations12—have come to be encoded in various 

multilateral treaties concluded under the auspices of the United Nations.  Of particular interest to 

this paper are the treaties that enshrine humanitarian laws, such as the Geneva Treaties and their 

Additional Protocols.  Those laws, applicable to states and non-state actors, in international and 

non-international armed conflicts, are legal representation of norms that the UN principles 

helped emerge.13  This paper postulates that international law is capable of advancing the same 

values in the area of proliferation and use of nuclear weapons and explosive devices by non-state 

                                                 

9 INTERNATIONAL LAW: CLASSIC AND CONTEMPORARY READINGS, (Charlotte Ku & Paul F. Diehl eds., 2 ed. 2003), 1.See also 
Hongju Harold Koh, Why do nations obey international law?, FACULTY SCHOLARSHIP SERIES PAPER 2599–2659, 2599-2659 
(1997), http://digitalcommons.law.yale.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2897&context=fss_papers (last visited Mar 24, 2017).  
Koh points out that the end of the Cold War brought to the fore the “compliance question,” the question that why do nations as 
self-interested sovereigns obey international law, and that the search for an answer to this question revealed that nations do so 
because “international law does matter.” See also ABRAM CHAYES & ANTONIA HANDLER CHAYES. THE NEW 
SOVEREIGNTY COMPLIANCE WITH INTERNATIONAL REGULATORY AGREEMENTs 3 (1995) at 25.  Chayes and 
Chayes argue that treaty regimes unfold a dynamic of compliance through “an iterative process of discourse among the parties, 
the treaty organization, and the wider public.” 

10 Antonio Cassese, Terrorism is also Disrupting some Crucial Legal Categories of International Law, 12 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF 

INTERNATIONAL LAW 993–1001, (2001), 393. 

11 Id.  [[INTERNATIONAL LAW: CLASSIC AND CONTEMPORARY READINGS, (Charlotte Ku & Paul F. Diehl eds., 2 ed. 2003), 2)  Ku 
and Diehl wrote: “The structure and process of international law prevent the pursuit of multiple national or private interests 
from dissolving into anarchy. . . .  [I]nternational law advances particular values—the regulation of the use of force, the 
protection of individual rights, and the management of the commons are prominent examples of such values.  . . . international 
law promotes the creation of a normative consensus on international behavior.” 

12 United Nations, Charter of the United Nations, 24 October 1945, 1 UNTS XVI, available at: 
http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3930.html [accessed 24 March 2017]  

13 In this context, I adopt Ku and Diehl’s understanding of international law’s normative elements as having a “legally binding 
character.”   
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actors. Those values can spur further evolution of international law, expanding it to bring nuclear 

terrorism within the jurisdiction of international law, either under the international humanitarian 

laws or international laws of nuclear non-proliferation.   While gradual widening of the scope of 

international law is patently discernable, this paper proposes the direction of that change.  The 

proposed modification of international law is to comport with a “normative consensus” emerging 

with regard to possession and use of nuclear weapons.14 

This paper is divided into three broad sections:  

Section I: International laws of nuclear nonproliferation 

(a) Perceived effectiveness of the international legal regime for nuclear non-proliferation; 

(b)  International legal regime of nuclear non-proliferation; 

(c) International attempts to prevent nuclear terrorism through other legal measures 

(i) Multilateral efforts 

(ii) UN Security Council Resolutions 

(iii) Legality of Resolutions 1373 and 1540 

Section II:  International law’s reach to nuclear terrorists: 

(a) Individual responsibility in international law 

(b) Prosecution of individuals under international human rights law and under 

international humanitarian law 

                                                 

14 KU& DIEHL, supra note 11, at 2.   
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(c) Individual responsibility under international law in international and non-international 

armed conflict  

(d) Punishment of non-state actors under international law 

(e) International law’s reach over possible nuclear terrorist 

(f) Jus Cogens, or peremptory norm of international law, against nuclear proliferation by 

non-state actors and nuclear terrorism 

Section III: Conclusion 
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Discussion 

I. International laws of nuclear nonproliferation: 

Perceived effectiveness of the international legal regime for nuclear non-proliferation:  

The UN Charter does not mention “proliferation” as the issue did not exist at the time the 

document was written; it, however, mentions “disarmament,” in articles 11(1)15, 2616, and 4717.  

In article 11(1), disarmament and regulation of armament appear as principles, among others, 

that signatory nations are required to follow and cooperate upon for maintenance of international 

peace and security.  Article 26 holds the Security Council responsible, with assistance from the 

Military Staff Committee, for planning a system of regulating disarmament.  Article 47 enjoins 

the Military Staff Committee to advise and assist the Security on matters related to regulation 

and possible disarmament.   

                                                 

15 U.N. Charter art. 11(1) states: “The General Assembly may consider the general principles of co-operation in the maintenance 
of international peace and security, including the principles governing disarmament and the regulation of armaments, and may 
make recommendations with regard to such principles to the Members or to the Security Council or to both.” 

16 U.N. Charter art. 26: “In order to promote the establishment and maintenance of international peace and security with the least 
diversion for armaments of the world's human and economic resources, the Security Council shall be responsible for 
formulating, with the assistance of the Military Staff Committee referred to in Article 47, plans to be submitted to the 
Members of the United Nations for the establishment of a system for the regulation of armaments.” 

17 U.N. Charter art. 47(1) states: “There shall be established a Military Staff Committee to advise and assist the Security Council 
on all questions relating to the Security Council's military requirements for the maintenance of international peace and 
security, the employment and command of forces placed at its disposal, the regulation of armaments, and possible 
disarmament. 
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While under the Covenants of the League of Nations, disarmament had meant absence of 

arms,18 under the UN Charter,19 it came to mean arms control under international law as, by then, 

experience had taught that maintenance of a certain level of arsenal was necessary.20   

Soon after the writing of the UN Charter, the issue of nuclear weapons proliferation 

surfaced, but the Charter made no distinction between conventional and non-conventional 

weapons.  Non-proliferation issues, therefore, fell under the general category of issues regarding 

arms control. 21   

The main weakness of international laws, including provisions of the Charter of the United 

Nations, and the one which renders these laws ineffectual against non-state actors, has been their 

state-centric character.22  The NPT, in particular, with its focus on states, does not represent the 

dominant legal and political approach when significance of non-state actors striving for 

dominance with nuclear weapons has increased.23  U.S. President Barak Obama conveyed this 

sense to the world in his 2009 speech in Prague, Czech Republic, in which he all but conceded to 

the failure of the global non-proliferation regime in the new context, noting that “[t]errorists are 

determined to buy, build or steal [nuclear weapons]. Our efforts to contain these dangers are 

                                                 

18 Andrew Webster, The Transnational Dream: Politicians, Diplomats and Soldiers in the League of Nations Pursuit of 
International Disarmament, 1920–1938, 14 CONTEMPORARY EUROPEAN HISTORY 493, 493 (2005). 

19 United Nations, Charter of the United Nations, 24 October 1945, 1 UNTS XVI, [“UN Charter”], available at: 
http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3930.html [accessed 25 March 2017] 

20 Daniel H. Joyner, Non-proliferation Law and the United Nations System: Resolution 1540 and the Limits of the 
Power of the Security Council, 20 LEIDEN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL LAW 489–518, 489-518 (2007), 491. 
 
21 Id. 

22  DAVID J. BEDERMAN, THE SPIRIT OF INTERNATIONAL LAW (2002). 125.  

23 David P. Fidler, International Law and Weapons of Mass Destruction: End of the Arms Control Approach, 
14 DUKE JOURNAL OF COMPARATIVE AND INTERNATIONAL LAW 39–88, 39-88 (2004). 43.  
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centered on a global non-proliferation regime, but as more people and nations break the rules, we 

could reach the point where the center cannot hold.”24 

In our times, there exist ongoing concerns regarding nuclear terrorism.25  With little 

confidence that the international legal regime of nuclear nonproliferation, based on the NPT and 

its complementary verification regime under the IAEA, can reach non-state actors, many 

scholars of nuclear terrorism express dismay: they are certain that terrorists will seek and use 

nuclear weapons to terrorize without impediment from international law.  Albright and 

Hinderstein, for instance, argue that the inability of the NPT-based legal regime to detect private 

individuals’ and groups’ clandestine nuclear activities--such as those of the A.Q. Khan network, 

which violated nonproliferation objectives by large scale black market trading of nuclear 

                                                 

24 Obama, Barak. "REMARKS BY PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA."  April, 5, 2009. Presentation. [or, Barak 
Obama, REMARKS BY PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMAREMARKS BY PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA (2009), 
http://www.ploughshares.org/sites/default/files/newss/Palm%20Sunday%20Speech.pdf?_ga=1.204130008.910972552.149042
3177 (last visited Mar 25, 2017).]  President Obama said: “Today, the Cold War has disappeared but thousands of those 
weapons have not. In a strange turn of history, the threat of global nuclear war has gone down, but the risk of a nuclear attack 
has gone up. More nations have acquired these weapons. Testing has continued. Black market trade in nuclear secrets and 
nuclear materials abound. The technology to build a bomb has spread. Terrorists are determined to buy, build or steal one. Our 
efforts to contain these dangers are centered on a global non-proliferation regime, but as more people and nations break the 
rules, we could reach the point where the center cannot hold.”  These words indicate that the existing global non-proliferation 
system is inadequate to meet the threat of nuclear terrorism.  

25 The Nuclear Threat Initiative and Project on Managing the Atom, NUCLEAR TERRORISM FAQ.NEWS (2007), 
http://www.belfercenter.org/publication/nuclear-terrorism-faq (last visited Mar 25, 2017). The Harvard Kennedy School’s 
Belfer Center finds it plausible that terrorists can acquire nuclear weapons and commit nuclear terrorism: “Unfortunately, 
terrorist use of a nuclear bomb is a very real danger. . .  Published estimates of the chance that terrorists will detonate a nuclear 
bomb in a U.S. city over the next ten years range from 1 percent to 50 percent. In a 2005 poll of international security experts 
taken by Senator Richard Lugar (R-Ind.), the median estimate of the chance of a nuclear attack in the next ten years was 29 
percent — and a strong majority believed that it was more likely that terrorists would launch a nuclear attack than that a state 
would. Given the horrifying consequences of such an attack, even a 1 percent chance would be enough to call for rapid action 
to reduce the risk.”  Also see William C. Potter, The NPT and the Sources of Nuclear Restraint, 2 AMERICAN ACADEMY OF 

ARTS AND SCIENCES 68–81, 68-81 (2010), http://www.amacad.org/content/publications/pubContent.aspx?d=950 (last visited 
Jun 27, 2017), arguing that the Treaty’s inattentiveness to non-state actors that have risen either as suppliers or potential end-
users of nuclear technology, materials, and weapons is one critical challenge that the NPT faces and which may cause the 
NPT-based regime’s demise.  
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technologies and material around the world--attest to inadequacy of the system.26  These scholars 

argue that international legal tools are fraught with gaps that make nuclear security precarious, 

with the possibility that terrorists may gain ability to acquire and use nuclear weapons.27  With 

heightening perception of the possibility of nuclear terrorism, skeptics now doubt whether the 

international legal system of nuclear nonproliferation can survive the prevailing conditions of the 

twenty-first century.28     When scholars, such as Allison, list ways of preventing possible nuclear 

terrorism attempts, they do not take into account the NPT-based international legal regime.29  

The NPT-based system was not designed to deal with subnational terrorism, and it does not.  The 

international legal system of nuclear nonproliferation is facing a new reality for which it was not 

devised. 

 

                                                 

26 David Albright & Corey Hinderstein, Unraveling the AQ Khan and future proliferation networks, 
28 WASHINGTON QUARTERLY 109–128, 109-128 (2005). 
 

27 Id., at 109.  

28 MITCHELL B. REISS, COMBATING WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION: THE FUTURE OF INTERNATIONAL 

NONPROLIFERATION POLICY (Nathan Busch & Daniel H. Joyner eds., 2009), at ix-xv. Reiss notes the following 
current conditions that substantiate the doubt regarding efficacy of the NPT in the 21st century: “ongoing political 
and technical hurdles to corralling and safeguarding the nuclear materials and weapons of the former Soviet Union; 
concerns over the safety and security of Pakistan's nuclear arsenal; anxieties over the spread of increasingly 
sophisticated, dual-use biotechnology capabilities; spread of medium- and long-range missiles around the world; 
fears over the possible acquisition of nuclear weapons or radioactive materials by terrorist groups; and variegated 
challenges to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspections 
system, and regional security by the nuclear ambitions of North Korea and Iran.” 
 
29 Graham Allison, How to Stop Nuclear Terror, 83 FOREIGN AFFAIRS 64–74, (2004).  Allison concurs with 
President Bush’s characterization of nuclear terror as the “defining threat that the United States now faces.”  The 
scholar proposes a national security strategy “based on the "Three No's": no loose nukes, no nascent nukes, and no 
new nuclear states.”  See also COMBATING WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION: THE FUTURE OF INTERNATIONAL 

NONPROLIFERATION POLICY, (Nathan Busch & Daniel H. Joyner eds., 2009). 1.  Busch and Joyner point out that “to 
combat this threat [of nuclear weapons proliferation by both states and non-state actors], states have constructed 
policies, and both political and legal normative frameworks, at the national and international levels aimed at 
regulating the production and stockpiling of WMD-sensitive materials within states, as well as their spread through 
the increasingly globalized channels of international trade to other states and to non-state actors.” 
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International legal regime of nuclear non-proliferation: 

Soon after the first use of nuclear weapons by the United States against Japan, international 

community formed international law rules to prevent nuclear weapons proliferation among 

states.  The foundational structure for the international legal regime of nuclear non-proliferation 

comprises the Treaty for Non-proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (“NPT”) and its supporting 

organizational arrangement of International Atomic Energy Agency (“IAEA”) for monitoring 

compliance of NPT member states with NPT’s provisions.   

The NPT applies directly only to states. It extracts two basic promises from member states: 

(1) that nuclear weapons states will not help non-nuclear weapon states acquire nuclear weapons 

(Article I)30 and (2) that non-nuclear weapon states will not acquire nuclear weapons and will 

accept the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards to ensure that their nuclear 

activities are undertaken only for peaceful purposes (Article II).31  The NPT, however, 

acknowledges nations’ right to use nuclear technology for peaceful purposes and promises that 

countries possessing nuclear technology will share the technology with others for peaceful uses 

                                                 

30 NPT, supra note 11, art. I: “Each nuclear-weapon State Party to the Treaty undertakes not to transfer to any recipient 
whatsoever nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices or control over such weapons or explosive devices directly, or 
indirectly; and not in any way to assist, encourage, or induce any non-nuclear-weapon State to manufacture or otherwise 
acquire nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices, or control over such weapons or explosive devices.” 

31 Id., art. II: “Each non-nuclear-weapon State Party to the Treaty undertakes not to receive the transfer from any transferor 
whatsoever of nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices or of control over such weapons or explosive devices 
directly, or indirectly; not to manufacture or otherwise acquire nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices; and not to 
seek or receive any assistance in the manufacture of nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices.” 
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(Article IV).32  Further, the NPT requires that members shall strive toward cessation of nuclear 

arms race and eventual nuclear disarmament (Article VI).33   

As Sievert noted, the NPT struck a “bargain” wherein the signatory non-nuclear weapon 

nations were promised access to nuclear energy for peaceful purposes in return for a promise that 

they would desist from manufacturing nuclear weapons or transferring nuclear weapons-related 

materials and technologies.34  As part of the bargain, the nuclear-weapons states promised to 

begin good faith negotiations on measures to stop the ongoing nuclear arms race and, over time, 

achieve nuclear disarmament.35  The NPT required, under Article III, non-nuclear weapons 

signatory states to submit to the IAEA inspection and verification regime to assure the 

international community that they were not diverting nuclear materials and technologies for 

belligerent purposes.  The NPT-based regime was amended with the Additional Protocol in 1977 

to supplement the existing IAEA safeguards system.  The objective of the Additional Protocol 

was to tighten regulations against countries that, with access to nuclear materials, knowledge, 

and technologies that the NPT membership granted, could capitulate to temptations to develop 

nuclear weapons.   

                                                 

32 Id. art. IV(1): “Nothing in this Treaty shall be interpreted as affecting the inalienable right of all the Parties to the Treaty to 
develop research, production and use of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes without discrimination and in conformity with 
Articles I and II of this Treaty.” 

33 Id., art. VI: “Each of the Parties to the Treaty undertakes to pursue negotiations in good faith on effective measures relating to 
cessation of the nuclear arms race at an early date and to nuclear disarmament, and on a treaty on general and complete 
disarmament under strict and effective international control.” 

34 R. R. Sievert, Working Toward a Legally Enforceable Non-Proliferation Regime, 34 FORDHAM INERNATIONAL 

LAW JOURNAL93–123, 93-123 (2010), 94. 
 

35 Id. at 94.  
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This whole NPT-based arrangement applied to consenting states that voluntarily agreed to be 

bound by it.  The legal rules of the NPT-based regime of nuclear nonproliferation have had no 

competence for controlling non-state actors’ activities.  Thus, in the context of possible nuclear 

terrorism, NPT-based international laws of nuclear nonproliferation are irrelevant, except to the 

extent that they seek to control states’ nuclear behaviors, such as transference of nuclear 

materials, expertise, and know-how in ways that create risk of nuclear weapons falling into 

terrorists’ hands.   

International attempts to prevent nuclear terrorism through other legal measures: 

With rise of fear of nuclear terrorism, particularly after the 9/11 attacks on the United States, 

the international community scrambled to develop other measures to hinder possible attempts by 

non-state actors to acquire and use nuclear weapons.  The international community has sought to 

close gaps in the current international nuclear nonproliferation laws through various unilateral 

and multilateral measures, initiatives, and proposals; the growing trend is to establish remedial 

measures and standards outside the NPT-based nuclear nonproliferation regime.36   

Multilateral efforts: 

The post-Cold War fears of WMD terrorism led the United Nations General Assembly to 

establish an Ad Hoc committee with the mandate “to elaborate an international convention for 

the suppression of terrorist bombings and, subsequently, an international convention for the 

suppression of acts of nuclear terrorism, to supplement related existing international instruments, 

                                                 

36 Saira Bano & Srini Sitaraman, THE NUCLEAR SECURITY REGIME AND NUCLEAR TERRORTHE DIPLOMAT (2016), 
http://thediplomat.com/2016/05/is-the-nuclear-security-regime-doing-enough-to-stop-nuclear-terror/ (last visited Mar 24, 
2017). 
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and thereafter to address means of further developing a comprehensive legal framework of 

conventions dealing with international terrorism[.]”37  The Ad Hoc committee’s work resulted in 

conclusion of three treaties under the auspices of the UN General Assembly: the International 

Convention on the Suppression of Terrorist Bombings (adopted in 1997 and entered into force in 

2001);38 the International Convention on the Suppression of Financing of Terrorism (adopted in 

1999 and entered into force in 2002);39 and the International Convention on the Suppression of 

Acts of Nuclear Terrorism (Convention) (adopted in 2005 and entered into force in 2007).40  The 

Preamble of the International Convention on the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism, 

specifically states that “acts of nuclear terrorism may result in the gravest consequences and may 

pose a threat to international peace and security . . . [and] that existing multilateral legal 

provisions do not adequately address those attacks[.]”41   

After the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States, a series of multilateral 

state efforts emerged to address the heightened fear of nuclear terrorism.  The following are 

some of them: 

                                                 

37 UN General Assembly Resolution 51/210, A/RES/51/210,17 Dec. 1996, Section III, article 9.   
38 International Convention on the Suppression of Terrorist Bombings, UN General Assembly Resolution 52/164, 15 Dec. 1997, 

entered into force 23 May 2001. 

39 International Convention on the Suppression of Financing of Terrorism, UN General Assembly Resolution 54/109, 9 Dec. 
1999, entered into force 10 Apr. 2002. 

40 International Convention on the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism, UN General Assembly Resolution 59/290, 13 Apr. 
2005. 40 International Convention on the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism, UN General Assembly Resolution 59/290, 
13 Apr. 2005 

41 Id.  
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 IAEA’s Plan of Activities outlined in GOV/2002/10 to prevent nuclear terrorism:42  In 

2002, the Board of Governors of the IAEA approved a three-year Plan of Activities 

concerning IAEA’s nuclear security activities, such as those related to prevent theft of 

nuclear weapons or other nuclear weapons-related materials and attacks on nuclear 

facilities.  The Agency noted, however, that the primary responsibility for the protection 

of nuclear weapons and materials lay with states and that the Agency’s assistance is 

circumscribed by scope permitted by each state.     

 The G8 Global Partnership Against the Spread of Weapons and Materials of Mass 

Destruction, 2002: The Partnership sought to raise and spend fund on activities to support 

non-proliferation of nuclear weapons;43 

 Amendment to the 1980 Convention on the Physical Protection of Nuclear Materials: 

Among other things, the Convention created expanded duties for states to secure nuclear 

materials in storage and during transit and to criminalize sabotage against civilian nuclear 

facilities (2005);44  

                                                 

42 Director General, NUCLEAR SECURITY - MEASURES TO PROTECT AGAINST NUCLEAR TERRORISM BOARD OF GOVERNORS GENERAL 

CONFERENCE GOV/2004/50-GC(48)/6 (2004), https://www.iaea.org/About/Policy/GC/GC48/GC48Documents/English/gc48-
6_en.pdf (last visited Mar 25, 2017). 

43 Global Partnership against the Spread of Weapons and Materials of Mass Destruction ("10 Plus 10 Over 10 Program"), 2002, 
(2016), http://www.nti.org/learn/treaties-and-regimes/global-partnership-against-spread-weapons-and-materials-mass-
destruction-10-plus-10-over-10-program/ (last visited Mar 25, 2017). 

44 Report by Director General, NUCLEAR SECURITY - MEASURES TO PROTECT AGAINST NUCLEAR TERRORISM AMENDMENT TO THE 

CONVENTION ON THE PHYSICAL PROTECTION OF NUCLEAR MATERIAL GOV/INF/2005/10-GC(49)/INF/6 (2005), 
https://www.iaea.org/About/Policy/GC/GC49/Documents/gc49inf-6.pdf (last visited Mar 25, 2017).  Also see International 
Atomic Energy Agency, CONVENTION ON THE PHYSICAL PROTECTION OF NUCLEAR MATERIALS, 
https://www.iaea.org/publications/documents/conventions/convention-physical-protection-nuclear-material (last visited Mar 
25, 2017). The 1980 Convention on the Physical Protection of Nuclear Material establishes legally-binding measures for the 
prevention, detection, and punishment of offenses relating to nuclear material.  The 2005 amendment sought to strengthen its 
provisions for protecting nuclear facilities and materials being used, stored, or transported for peaceful domestic purposes. The 
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In the post-9/11 times, multilateral efforts accelerated particularly rapidly following 

President Obama’s speech in 2009 at Prague, in which the U.S. President declared nuclear 

terrorism as “the most immediate and extreme threat to global security.”45  The speech called on 

states to set new standards and cooperate to protect nuclear materials.46  The standards that 

emerged are, however, general and lack enforceability.47   

Since President Obama’s 2009 Prague speech, four Nuclear Security Summits (NSS)—in 

2010, 2012, 2014, and 2016—took place.  The Summits sought to secure nuclear materials, 

including stockpiles of highly enriched uranium (HEU) and plutonium, in several countries and 

to increase border, airports, and ports security through use of sophisticated technology and 

international cooperative efforts.48  The various international treaties, organizations, and 

initiatives that emerged as a result of the Summits, constituting the current international security 

regime, rely on voluntary engagement of participating countries.49  These treaties require states 

to judicially and logistically cooperate with one another to prevent terrorism and punish 

terrorists.50  For instance, the International Convention for the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear 

Terrorism, 2005, criminalizes nuclear terrorism under domestic laws of state parties and through 

promotion of inter-state police and judicial cooperation for investigating and punishing 

                                                 

amendment calls on states to expand the scope of inter-state cooperate on measures to recover stolen or smuggled nuclear 
material, inter alia. 

45  OBAMA, supra note 24.    

46 George Bunn. Enforcing international standards: protecting nuclear materials from terrorists post-9/11, 37 ARMS CONTROL 

TODAY 14, 14 (2007). 

47 Id.   

48 Bano & Sitaraman, supra note 36.  

49 Bano & Sitaraman, supra note 36.   

50 CASSESE,supra note 10, at 993. 
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individuals’ acts of intentional and unlawful possession and use of nuclear device and 

radiological materials to threaten or harm other persons.51 

The Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI) announced by U.S. President George Bush on May 

31, 2003, in the wake of the discovery of the A.Q. Khan’s illicit nuclear proliferation network, is 

another testimony to lack of confidence in the existing system.  The Initiative is a U.S.-led 

international effort, to interdict WMD-related shipments and stop proliferation-related 

financing.52  A coalition of eleven states took matters in their hands--so to speak--in self-defense 

through the multilateral cooperation initiative of PSI to prevent terrorists from acquiring nuclear 

weapons or their materials: the PSI prevents sensitive shipments to suspected destinations. It is  

.  . .a regime . . . designed for a new era, recognizing that proliferation threats 
today are different than those in the decades when the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) was negotiated and supplier regimes such as the Nuclear Suppliers 
Group (NSG) and the Australia Group were established.53 
 
 

Measures devised by multilateral treaties remain of uncertain kinship with international law.  

The Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties (VCLT), 1969, which codified the pre-existing 

general law on the subject to treaties, states in Article 26--entitled Pact Sunt Servanda 

(“agreements must be kept”): “Every treaty in force is binding upon the parties to it and must be 

                                                 

51 UN General Assembly, International Convention for the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism, 13 April 
2005, A/59/766, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/425e58694.html [accessed 26 March 2017] 

52 Statement of Interdiction Principles, PROLIFERATION SECURITY INITIATIVE (2003), https://www.state.gov/t/isn/c27726.htm (last 
visited Mar 25, 2017).  

53 Andrew C. Winner, The Proliferation Security Initiative: the New Face of Interdiction, 28 WASHINGTON QUARTERLY 129–143, 
129-130, (2005). 
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performed by them in good faith.”54  As such, treaties do not create obligations on non-parties.  

Under this view of treaties, scholars favor positivist construction of international law rules, 

stating that "State consent is the foundation of international law. The principle that law is binding 

on a State only by its consent remains an axiom of the political system, an implication of State 

autonomy."55  International law, according to this viewpoint, emerged for states by their consent.  

This viewpoint leaves non-state actors, lacking competence to consent to formation and 

implementation of international laws, outside the pale of international law.  The treaties 

mentioned in this section are indirect attempts to hold non-state actors, specifically possible 

nuclear terrorists, responsible and culpable under international law. 

UN Security Council Resolutions: 

Alongside multilateral treaties, summits, and other related inter-country activities, often 

sponsored by the United Nations system, the Security Council also passed some resolutions.  In 

the post-Cold War times, most Security Council resolutions sought to respond to specific 

situations and to direct action toward specific countries for the purpose of maintaining 

international peace and security.56  Two resolutions, Resolution 1373 and Resolution 1540, 

however, purported to legally bind nations to tasks related to anti-terrorism.   

                                                 

54 United Nations, Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, 23 May 1969, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 1155, p. 
331, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3a10.html [accessed 1 July 2017] 

55 Louis Henkin, General Course on Public International Law, in IV RECUEIL DES COURS 46 (1989), 27. 

56 JOYNER, supra note 20, at 505-506, noting that “in each case the Council acted in response to a situation that had arisen in 
international relations.”   For instance, in Security Council Resolution 1696, of 31 July 2006, demanded that Iran cease 
uranium enrichment activities by a deadline.  In Resolution 687, the Security Council sought to address Iraq’s alleged 
possession and threatened use of chemical and biological weapons.  The Resolution 678 in 1990 authorized UN member states 
to use military force to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait.   There had been other Resolutions also with regard to other places, 
such as the Balkans, Haiti, Somalia, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Afghanistan, Libya, and Iraq.  Those 
resolutions undertook enforcement action under the existing international law.  
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Resolution 1373, passed on 28 September 2001, under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, 

responded to the September 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States, affirming that “such acts, 

like any act of international terrorism, constitute a threat to international peace and security.”  

The Resolution characterizes the attacks as an “act of international terrorism” and calls on states 

to work together toward prevention of such acts in the future by denying access to funding and 

any other form of active or passive support to terrorists in their pursuit of weapons of mass 

destruction and by developing a system of border controls and early warning, among other 

measures.   

Later, the Security Council Resolution 154057 unanimously passed on 28 April 2004, 

shortly after the discovery of the A.Q. Khan nuclear materials smuggling network. The 

Resolution expresses concern that non-state actors “may acquire, develop, traffic in or use 

nuclear, chemical and biological weapons and their means of delivery” or engage in “illicit 

trafficking.”  In expressly relating Resolution 1540 to non-state actors, the Security Council, 

interestingly, refers to those non-state actors that the Security Council Resolution 1373 had 

recognized, the ones involved in the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States.   

Resolution 1540 requires extensive, commitments from the UN member states.  

Resolution welcomes multilateral efforts to deal with the problem of proliferation of weapons of 

mass destruction in the context of non-state actors. It exhorts states to cooperate in dealing with 

the threat of WMD terrorism emanating from non-state actors, forbidding states to support, 

                                                 

57 Resolution 1540, S/RES/1540 (2004), http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/gaiko/naruhodo/data/pdf/data2-3.pdf (last visited Mar 25, 
2017). 
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directly or indirectly, private actors.  It calls on states to “develop and maintain appropriate 

effective physical protection measures” to protect nuclear materials and facilities; to enact and 

enforce national laws to prevent the proliferation of WMD to non-state actors; and to “promote 

the universal adoption and full implementation, and, where necessary, strengthening of 

multilateral treaties to which they are parties, whose aim is to prevent the proliferation of 

nuclear, biological or chemical weapons.”   

Resolution 1540 also mandates legally-binding obligations upon states.  While 

recognizing that member states are already bound by treaties and other legal commitments to 

prevent proliferation of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction and to protect critical 

materials, the Resolution urges states to do more to fully discharge their international legal 

obligations.  It requires states to cooperate with one another, such as by coordinating efforts on 

border and export controls or by offering assistance to states that lack needed resources, to 

prevent illicit trafficking of WMD weapons and related sensitive materials.  Importantly, the 

Resolution requires that states criminalize WMD proliferation attempts by non-state actors and 

create an international network of cooperation and coordination to check infractions.  The 

Significantly, the Resolution did not mention or refer to the NPT-based nuclear nonproliferation 

regime.  The omission implies that the Security Council regarded the NPT as irrelevant for the 

purposes of nuclear non-proliferation by non-state actors.   

The United Nations Security Council Resolutions 1373 and 1540, as well as the Proliferation 

Security Initiative, are examples of such measures that international community took as the 

world faced a rising threat of nuclear terrorism.  Currently, it is clear, the world community relies 

on these and similar other initiatives, as well as multilateral treaties, in seeking safety against 
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nuclear terrorism and to limit the prospect of nuclear terrorism.  Quietly bypassing the NPT-

based nuclear nonproliferation regime of international laws, these instruments were designed to 

seek legitimation for international community’s nuclear nonproliferation efforts against non-state 

actors under the general international law, not under the specific international regime of nuclear 

nonproliferation.58 Regardless of the source of legal authority for these attempts, however, it is 

clear that the efforts  

. . . bespeak the ad hoc and sporadic nature of contemporary response to a hard 
reality not contemplated when the NPT was designed.  There is simply no 
institutionalized and regularized coherence of current international efforts to 
prevent and counter the non-state actor nuclear weapons threat.59  

 

Legality of Resolutions 1373 and 1540: 

The articles of the UN Charter that mention disarmament shed light on the role of the 

General Assembly and the Security Council in the international system, an understanding of 

which is vital to comprehension of the legal controversy regarding passage of Resolution 1540.  

Article 11(1) of the UN Charter gives the General Assembly the authority to “consider,” i.e., 

deliberate, “the general principles of cooperation in the maintenance of international peace and 

security” and, possibly, “make recommendations . . . to the Members or to the Security Council 

or to both.”  Thus, under Article 11(1), the General Assembly is to receive input of diverse 

                                                 

58 Andrew C. Winner, The Proliferation Security Initiative: the New Face of Interdiction, 28 WASHINGTON 

QUARTERLY 129–143, (2005).  
 
59 Jack I. Garvey, A New Architecture for the Non-proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, 12 JOURNAL OF CONFLICT 

AND SECURITY LAW, 339-357, 344 (2007).  
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perspectives.60  Under this understanding of the role of the General Assembly, when General 

Assembly’s first Resolution passed on January 24, 1946--under the title “Establishment of a 

Commission to Deal with the Problems Raised by the Discovery of Atomic Energy”--the 

General Assembly created the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), whose mandated task was to 

“inquire into all phases of the problem” and to make recommendations to the Security Council.61  

When the Security Council finds that a breach or threat of breach of peace exists, it 

proceeds to act in limited ways, in accordance with the guidelines that the UN Charter provides.  

Article 26 of the UN Charter authorizes the Security Council to formulate plans, with the 

assistance of the Military Staff Committee, established under Charter’s Article 47.62  The plans, 

based on General Assembly’s recommendations of general principles of cooperation, are for 

regulation of armaments (states’ weapons), so as “to promote the establishment and maintenance 

of international peace and security with the least diversion for armaments of the world's human 

and economic resources”63 Clearly, the idea of formulation of plans relates to states and not to 

                                                 

60 UN Charter, Article 11(1): “The General Assembly may consider the general principles of cooperation in the maintenance of 
international peace and security, including the principles governing disarmament and the regulation of armaments, and may 
make recommendations with regard to such principles to the Members or to the Security Council or to both.”]  See also 
JOYNER, supra note 20, at 493. 

61 Resolutions Adopted on the Reports of the First Committee, UNITED NATIONS OFFICIAL DOCUMENT (1946), 
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/1/ares1.htm (last visited Mar 25, 2017). 

62 Id. UN Charter.  Article 26 reads as “In order to promote the establishment and maintenance of international peace and security 
with the least diversion for armaments of the world's human and economic resources, the Security Council shall be responsible 
for formulating, with the assistance of the Military Staff Committee referred to in Article 47, plans to be submitted to the 
Members of the United Nations for the establishment of a system for the regulation "of armaments.”  See also JOYNER, 
supra note 20, at 495 arguing that, while Article 26 confers powers to the Security Council, it also makes Security 
Council’s role as complementary to that of the General Assembly in the exercise of General Assembly’s 
deliberative role under Article 11(1). In fact, Joyner points out that, Article 11(1) also envisions such 
complementarity in General Assembly’s deliberative role concerning consideration of “general principles of 
cooperation” with respect to maintenance of international peace.   

63 UN Charter, Article 26. 
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private actors as the latter were not regarded as within the purview of the International system 

and had not figured as prominently as now they have.  Joyner argues that the UN Charter Article 

26 plans  

are to compose a coherent ‘system’ for the regulation of armaments, which would 
imply that the plans to be authored by the Council using this power are not to be 
situation-specific, as in the case of an ad hoc response to a discrete event in 
international affairs. Rather, these plans are to form the basis for a universally 
applicable, enduring system of ‘practical and effective’ international arms 
control”64  

 

Comparing UN Charter articles 11(1) and 26, Joyner notes that  

. . . while Article 11(1) is in keeping with a principled notion of universal 
participation by . . . [all] states in the construction of fundamental principles . . . 
[to] order relations among states in the area of international arms control, Article 
26 is a recognition of the practical exigencies of international politics which 
demand that the Security Council, despite its unrepresentative character, have a 
vital role in the construction of plans for an international arms control system. . . . 
[T]he Security Council under Article 26 only has the power to formulate plans. It 
must then submit those plans to the member states of the United Nations for their 
approval and for establishment through multilateral treaty as actual legal 
principles governing their relationships with each other. The Security Council’s 
plans in and of themselves have no binding force on members, and are merely 
hortatory offerings, although endowed with the gravitas of having been generated 
through the Charter system for creation of arms control law . . . .  Thus under the 
Charter system member states retain their full sovereignty over decisions to enter 
into legal relationships in the area of international arms control.   This right is not 
subsumed under the Council’s decision-making powers under Article 2565 nor 
under its broad powers to maintain international peace and security under the 
articles of Chapter VII.66     

                                                 

64 JOYNER, supra note 20, at 496. 

65 UN Charter, art. 25 states: “The Members of the United Nations agree to accept and carry out the decisions of the Security 
Council in accordance with the present Charter.”  

66 Id., Joyner at 497.  Also see UN Charter article 25: “The Members of the United Nations agree to accept and carry out the 
decisions of the Security Council in accordance with the present Charter.” 
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In other words, neither the General Assembly nor the Security Council can create new law for 

member states of the United Nations.  Rather, the role of these two organs of the United Nations 

is that of “facilitating co-operation and co-ordination between member states in reaching 

concrete agreements on the regulation of armaments.”67 For the purposes of this paper, the point 

is that the Security Council does not possess the legal capacity to make new rules for member 

states.68 The Security Council does not have legislative powers: “[n]either the Charter nor its 

preparatory materials evidence an intention to establish the Council as a legislative organ.”69  

The adoption of Resolution 1373 seems to have been a benchmark in international law; 

with it, the Security Council assumed a legislative role, later to reinforce it by the adoption of 

Resolution 1540.70  Joyner argued against the jurisdictional legality of both Resolutions 1373 and 

                                                 

67 JOYNER, supra note 20, at 497. 

68 The Security Council of the United Nations also enjoys limited enforcement powers under Chapter VII of the UN Charter.  The 
Security Council may “determine the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression” (Article 
39), recommend provisional measures to parties to resolve the dispute (Article 40), decide non-military measures, in case the 
provisional measures prove to be ineffective (Article 41), or decide to take military measures as an exception to Article 2(4) 
(Article 42).  Those powers are not at issue in the context of nuclear terrorism. The fact that they are limited might, however, 
constrain Councils’ hands in taking effective action on the matter of nuclear terrorism.   Also see Article 2(4) of the UN 
Charter: “All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity 
or political independence of any state, or in any other manner inconsistent with the Purposes of the United Nations.”  See also 
Joyner 504 

69 Alexander Orakhelashvili, The impact of peremptory norms on the interpretation and application of United Nations Security 
Council resolutions, 16 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL LAW 59–88, 59-88 (2005), http://ejil.org/pdfs/16/1/290.pdf 
(last visited Mar 22, 2017)] at 61 

70 Stefan Talmon, The Security Council as world legislature, 99 THE AMERICAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL 

LAW 175–193, 175-193 (2005). See also VICTOR V. RAMRAJ, GLOBAL ANTI-TERRORISM LAW AND POLICY(Victor 
Vridar Ramraj et al. eds., 2 ed. 2012):  In the days immediately after the 9/11 attacks on the United States, “the 
Bush administration went to the UN Security Council and obtained a novel legal instrument, Resolution 1373 . . .  
In one fell swoop, the Security Council assumed the role of an international legislative body, and assumed the 
power to monitor domestic legislative compliance” (44-5). As a practical matter, however, the impacts of 
Resolution 1373, as Ramraj describes them, have not been altogether insalubrious.  The Resolution spurred a 
number of states to promulgate, implement, and coordinate national anti-terrorism laws.  As a result, anti-
terrorism laws of some states, such as the U.K., have emerged as models for other nations to follow, helping shape 
nascent legal norms in state practice concerning anti-terrorism.  Ramraj suggests that, following passage of the 
Resolution 1373, the existence of a coherent global anti-terrorism law might be assumed (45).  The result, if true, 
owes nothing to the NPT.     
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1540, pointing out that their passage reflected a shift in Security Council’s role and powers 

unwarranted under Article 2571 of the UN Charter, making the passage of both Resolutions ultra 

vires acts on Security Council’s part.72  Curiously, the President of the Security Council was 

conscious of the fact that the organization was doing so.73   

Security Council’s resort to such acts was a desperate attempt to address the non-

universality problem of the UN nuclear non-proliferation system.74  While the existing 

international system does not universally bind all states, operating on voluntary subscription by 

states, the Security Council sought to impose on states affirmative duties to which they had not 

agreed.  Powers of international institutions, including those of the Security Council, however, 

are circumscribed by limits to which member states agree since the consent of states, enshrined 

in constituent instruments, such as the Charter of the United Nations, is the basis of international 

                                                 

71 UN Charter, art. 25: “The Members of the United Nations agree to accept and carry out the decisions of the Security Council in 
accordance with the present Charter.” 

72 JOYNER, supra note 20.   

73 Also see Press Conference by Security Council President, PRESS BRIEFING (2004), 
https://www.un.org/news/briefings/docs/2004/pleugerpc.DOC.htm (last visited Mar 25, 2017).  Security Council President 
expressed concern on the possibility of terrorism involving weapons of mass destruction and the inability of international law 
to prevent it.  He pointed out the importance of the issue, underscored by protracted discussions on it, and the complexity of 
the problem.  He acknowledged that “there was a gap in international law pertaining to non-State actors.  So, new international 
law should be created, either by waiting for customary international law to develop, or by negotiating a treaty or convention.”  
The president acknowledged that creation of new international law or development of needed customary law were taking long 
while WMD terrorism was becoming an “imminent threat.”  Adverting to the draft of Resolution 1540, the president said that 
“the draft would ask Member States to develop . . . new legislation.  That was the first major step towards having the Security 
Council legislate for the rest of the United Nations’ membership.” Any of the SC Resolution under Chapter VII, however, 
cannot be a global legislation in the real sense of the word.  The president concurred when the possibility of noncompliance of 
any of the Resolutions by one of the permanent members of the Security Council was pointed out to him.  See also Alyona 
Zhuk, EXPERTS PRAISE POROSHENKO’S CALL FOR RESTRICTIONS ON UN SECURITY COUNCIL VETO POWERS KYIV 
POST (2015), https://www.kyivpost.com/article/content/kyiv-post-plus/experts-praise-poroshenkos-call-for-
restrictions-on-un-security-council-veto-powers-399497.html (last visited Mar 25, 2017, arguing that Big Power 
veto power in the Security Council has defeated many potential Security Council actions. 

74 JOYNER, supra note 20.    
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law and the constitutionality of international institutions.75  Both Resolutions 1373 and 1540 

illegally cross those limits.  These attempts to address the issue of threat of nuclear weapons are, 

therefore, legally unsound.  

 

II. International law’s reach to nuclear terrorists: 

Individual responsibility in international law: 

Traditionally, under the classical, realist theory of international relations, states are 

considered to be the primary actors in the international system, and international law’s primary 

purpose is deemed to be regulation of relationship between states.76  In consonance with this 

idea, scholars have noted that “[s]tates made international law and were accountable to each 

other in meeting international legal obligations.”77  The law of state responsibility, which is at 

the center of international law, “provides that every internationally wrongful act entails the 

responsibility of the state.  . . .  Beyond this very general pronouncement, however, the law of 

                                                 

75 THOMAS M FRANCK, FAIRNESS IN INTERNATIONAL LAW AND INSTITUTIONS (1995). 218–220.  See also International Law 
Association’s third report by Committee on Accountability of International Organization.  COMMITTEE ON 
ACCOUNTABILITY OF INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS , THIRD REPORT CONSOLIDATED, REVISED AND 

ENLARGED VERSION OF RECOMMENDED RULES AND PRACTICES (“RRP-S”) THIRD REPORT CONSOLIDATED, 
REVISED AND ENLARGED VERSION OF RECOMMENDED RULES AND PRACTICES (“RRP-S”) (2002), 
file:///C:/Users/imikhan1/Downloads/accountability_of_international_organisations_2002.pdf (last visited Mar 22, 2017).  “ . . 
. accountability is linked to the authority and power of an IO [i.e. International Organization], or treaty-based organ. Power 
entails accountability, that is the duty to account for its exercise. States may be more willing to transfer power to an IO if some 
guarantee is given that the transfer is accompanied by appropriate mechanisms to ensure public accountability. . . .  Limitations 
on the institutional and operational authority and power of IO-s are derived from three sources: institutional and procedural 
limitations based upon the internal law of the IO; substantive limitations flowing from constitutional provisions and 
subsequent practice of each individual IO, from primary rules of domestic and international law and the general practice of IO-
s; and mechanisms for supervision and monitoring (reporting, financial and administrative control, judicial review).”  

76 Anne-Marie Slaughter, International law in a world of liberal states, 6 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL LAW 503–538, 
503-538 (1995), http://scholar.princeton.edu/sites/default/files/slaughter/files/ejil.pdf (last visited Mar 24, 2017). 

77 Edith Brown Weiss, Invoking State Responsibility in the Twenty-first Century, 96 AMERICAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL 

LAW 798–816, 798-816 (2002). 
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state responsibility appears unsettled and has generated considerable theoretical debates and 

practical difficulties.”78   

Traditionally, individuals have remained invisible in international law, screened from 

responsibility for commission of acts, a situation that has eroded perception of international 

law’s competence in meeting challenges of non-state actors’ undesirable acts.79  With input from 

legal scholars and practitioners, however, international law has progressed; it has been evolving, 

slowly, to make room for individual responsibility.  In 1950, Lauterpacht argued that “there is 

cogency in the view that unless responsibility is imputed and attached to persons of flesh and 

blood, it rests with no one.”80  With reference to non-state actors’ responsibility under 

international law, in 1956, International Law Commission’s report on state responsibility under 

international law maintained that it was "necessary to change and adapt traditional law so that it 

will reflect the profound transformation which has occurred in international law . . .  [and] to 

bring the 'principles governing State responsibility' into line with international law at its present 

stage of development.”81  That early concern about holding individuals responsible under 

international law for wrongful acts continued to echo in the international law scholarship in 

subsequent decades:   

The subjects of international law are states but only in the sense that the present 
conceptual structure of international law attaches legal rights and duties to the category 
“state.” . . .  The subjects of international law, in the sense of those for whose benefit the 

                                                 

78 STATE RESPONSIBILITY IN INTERNATIONAL LAW, (Rene Provost ed., 2002), at 1.  

79 Andre Nollkaemper, Concurrence between individual responsibility and state responsibility in international 
law, INTERNATIONAL AND COMPARATIVE LAW QUARTERLY 615–640, 615-640 (2003), 617-618.  
http://www.jstor.org.libproxy.utdallas.edu/stable/pdf/3663330.pdf (last visited Mar 18, 2017). 

80 HERSH LAUTERPACHT, INTERNATIONAL LAW AND HUMAN RIGHTS (1950). 40 (cited by Andre Nollkaemper, id. at 618).  

81 GF. V. Garcia-Amador, State Responsibility, [l956]2Y.B. Int'l L. Comm'n 173, 176, para. 10, UN Doc. A/CN.4/ SER.A/1956/ 
Add. I. 
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law assigns all rights and duties, are the people of the world.  The wrongful act of a state 
is the wrongful act of one set of human beings in relation to another set of human beings.  
. . .  The moral effect of the law is vastly reduced if the human agents involved are able to 
separate themselves personally both from the duties the law imposes and from the 
responsibility it entails.82 
 

In line with these concerns and realizations, “[t]he legal nature of international law is perennially 

in question.”83   

Today, international law and the concept of responsibility in it have changed to reflect -

state actors’ growing role.   International law has now, under specific international agreements or 

under customary international law, extended to individuals and other non-state entities the right 

to invoke state responsibility, the responsibility owed to them by their own state or by other 

states.84  Following this development, a  

. . .  large number of criminal law treaties, prosecutions of individuals in national and 
international courts and the establishment of the International Criminal Court have taken 
individuals away from behind the shield of the state. International law leaves it no longer 
to the national legal order to determine which individuals are subjected to obligations and 
responsibilities and confronts individuals now directly with legal consequences of their 
acts.85   

 

Nollkaemper wrote in 2003, “As of yet, the individualisation of responsibility takes the form of 

international criminal responsibility.  However, there is no principled reason why it could not 

                                                 

82 Phillip Allott, state responsibility and unmaking of international law, 29 HARVARD INTERNATIONAL LAW JOURNAL 1–26, 1-26 
(1988). 

83 Id.   PROVOST, supra note 78, at 1.  

84 Edith Brown Weiss, Invoking State Responsibility in the Twenty-first Century, 96 AMERICAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL 

LAW 798–816, 798-816 (2002). 799, 816.   

85 Andre Nollkaemper, Concurrence between individual responsibility and state responsibility in international 
law, INTERNATIONAL AND COMPARATIVE LAW QUARTERLY 615–640, 615-640 (2003), at 618.  
http://www.jstor.org.libproxy.utdallas.edu/stable/pdf/3663330.pdf (last visited Mar 18, 2017). 
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also manifest itself in international civil responsibility.”86  This thought reflect the steadily 

emerging change with respect to the concept of responsibility under international law. 

Along the path of this progression in international law, certain individual acts carry 

individual responsibility alongside state responsibility.87  Giving positivist legal expression to 

this thought, early on, the Charter of the International Military Tribunal for Nuremberg, in the 

context of trials for war crimes, recognized individual responsibility in Article 1, noting that 

the Tribunal had jurisdiction over “offences [that] have no particular geographical location.”88  

The judges at Nuremberg wrote as they punished Nazi leader for their crimes: “[c]rimes against 

international law are committed by men, not by abstract entities, and only by punishing 

individuals who commit such crimes can the provisions of international law be enforced.”89  The 

Nuremberg Trial is claimed to have strengthened the notion that international law can and should 

punish individuals for certain heinous crimes through exercise of jurisdiction of international 

courts.  The early tribunals “recognized individual accountability and rejected historically used 

                                                 

86 Nollkaemper, supra note 14 at 618. 

87 Id.  See the article in general, arguing that the law of state responsibility has expanded to include individual responsibility in its 
domain.   

88 Agreement for the Prosecution and Punishment of the Major War Criminals of the European Axis, and Charter of the 
International Military Tribunal. London, 8 August 1945.  file:///C:/Users/imikhan1/Downloads/IHL-49-EN.pdf.  Article 1 
of the Agreement states: “There shall be established after consultation with the Control Council for Germany an International 
Military Tribunal for the trial of war criminals whose offences have no particular geographical location whether they be 
accused individually or in their capacity as members of organizations or groups or in both capacities.”  The Agreement to 
which the Charter was an annex noted that “the German war criminals should be judged and punished in the countries in which 
their crimes were committed, but that, ‘the major criminals, whose offences have no particular geographical localization,’ 
would be punished ‘ by the joint decision of the Governments of the Allies.’”  The Agreement, thus, gave international 
jurisdiction over certain war crimes that individuals committed. 

89 Id. At Schabas, p. 906. 
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defenses based on state sovereignty.”90  The UN General Assembly Resolution 95, entitled 

“Affirmation of the Principles of International Law Recognized by the Charter of the Nuremberg 

Trial” acknowledged that the principles of the Nuremberg Charter were principles of 

international law.91 Thus, early on, international law evinced signs of favor for holding 

individuals responsible for certain acts. 

Prosecution of individuals under international human rights law and under international 

humanitarian law: 

International human rights law, while prominently recognizing individual rights and 

freedoms, does not overlook individual duties to the community.  Concerning human rights, for 

instance, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights92 (“UDHR”) foresees “the advent of a 

world in which human beings shall enjoy . . . freedom from fear ” and makes it a state obligation 

to ensure that human rights and freedoms are protected through domestic justice system.93    

                                                 

90 The Robert H. Jackson Center, THE INFLUENCE OF THE NUREMBERG TRIAL ON INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL LAW - ROBERT H 

JACKSON CENTER, https://www.roberthjackson.org/speech-and-writing/the-influence-of-the-nuremberg-trial-on-international-
criminal-law/ (last visited Jun 3, 2017).  “The Nuremberg trials established that all of humanity would be guarded by an 
international legal shield and that even a Head of State would be held criminally responsible and punished for aggression and 
Crimes Against Humanity. The right of humanitarian intervention to put a stop to Crimes Against Humanity – even by a 
sovereign against his own citizens – gradually emerged from the Nuremberg principles affirmed by the United Nations.”  

91 United Nations General Assembly, A/RES/1/95 - AFFIRMATION OF THE PRINCIPLES OF INTERNATIONAL LAW RECOGNIZED BY THE 

CHARTER OF THE NURNBERG TRIBUNAL. - UN DOCUMENTS: GATHERING A BODY OF GLOBAL AGREEMENTS, http://www.un-
documents.net/a1r95.htm (last visited Jun 3, 2017). 

92 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, G.A. Res. 217A (I11), U.N. Doc. A/ 810 (1948). Article 29(1) reads: "Everyone has 
duties to the community in which alone the free and full development of his personality is possible." Article 29(2) reads: “In 
the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone shall be subject only to such limitations as are determined by law solely for 
the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights and freedoms of others and of meeting the just requirements 
of morality, public order and the general welfare in a democratic society.” Article 29(3) reads: “These rights and freedoms may 
in no case be exercised contrary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.” 

93 Id., Schabas, at 905 
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The UDHR mentions individual responsibility indirectly: Article 29 of the UDHR states 

that “[e]veryone has duties to the community. . . .”  Article 29 of UDHR reads further that “[i]n 

the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone shall be subject . . . to such limitations as are 

determined by law solely for the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights 

and freedoms of others.”   

The Declaration, being an expression of principles, does not bind states or persons.94  The 

UDHR are statements of peoples’ commitment to human rights under the United Nations 

Charter.95  The norms that the UDHR embodies are, however, incorporated in several 

international agreements and treaties.  Over time,  

[m]any of the Universal Declaration's provisions also have become incorporated 
into customary international law, which is binding on all states. This development 
has been confirmed by states in intergovernmental and diplomatic settings; in 
arguments submitted to judicial tribunals, by the actions of intergovernmental 
organizations; and in the writings of legal scholars.96   

                                                 

94 Eleanor Roosevelt, ON THE ADOPTION OF THE UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS.  ELEANOR ROOSEVELT: ADDRESS TO 

THE UNITED NATIONS GENERAL ASSEMBLY (1948), 
http://www.kentlaw.edu/faculty/bbrown/classes/HumanRightsSP10/CourseDocs/2EleanorRoosevelt.pdf (last visited Mar 25, 
2017). “It is not a treaty; it is not an international agreement. It is not and does not purport to be a statement of law or of legal 
obligation. It is a Declaration of basic principles of human rights and freedoms, . . . to serve as a common standard of 
achievement for all peoples of all nations. . . This Universal Declaration of Human Rights may well become the international 
Magna Carta of all men everywhere.”  

95 See U.N. CHARTER, arts. 55 & 56. Article 55 reads: “. . . the United Nations shall promote . . . universal respect 
for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, 
or religion.”   

Also see Hurst Hannum, The Status of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in National and 
International law." 25 Ga. J. Int'l & Comp. L. (1995). 289, 352-53: “Legally and politically, it is the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights which defines the Charter's human rights provisions. As the primary source of the 
global consensus on human rights-which was reaffirmed in the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in 
Vienna-the Declaration represents the only common ground when many states discuss human rights.”    
 
96 Hurst Hannum, The Status of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in National and International law." 25 
Ga. J. Int'l & Comp. L. (1995). 289. 289. 
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The major international instruments incorporating the UDHR norms/rights are the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1976,97 and the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social, and Cultural Rights,98 1976.  Other specific human rights international treaties that 

elaborate upon some UDHR rights include the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, 

Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment,99 which entered into force in 1987.  Notablhy, 

tollowing suit and referring to the Charter of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights affirmed everyone’s rights to 

social, cultural, and economic freedoms and noted that “the enjoyment of rights and freedoms 

also implies the performance of duties on the part of everyone”100   

Many other international human rights instruments that hold solely states responsible, 

however, do not hold people responsible for committing atrocities.  Most still expand the idea of 

responsibility under international law.  The Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the 

Crime of Genocide,101 for instance, affirms that genocide is an international crime for the 

                                                 

97 UN General Assembly, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 16 December 1966, United Nations, Treaty 
Series, vol. 999, p. 171, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3aa0.html [accessed 25 March 2017] 

98 UN General Assembly, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 16 December 1966, United Nations, 
Treaty Series, vol. 993, p. 3, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b36c0.html [accessed 26 March 2017] 

99 UN General Assembly, Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, 10 
December 1984, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 1465, p. 85, available at: 
http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3a94.html [accessed 26 March 2017] 

100 The African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights, 1981, arts. 27-29, OAU Doc. CAB/LEG/67/3 Rev. 5 (1981). The African 
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights explicitly referred to the Charter of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, and affirmed that everyone has right to enjoy social, cultural, and economic freedoms.  The Charter also 
considered that “the enjoyment of rights and freedoms also implies the performance of duties on the part of everyone.  Also 
see arts. 27-29 concerning individuals’ duties.  

101 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, Jan. 12, 1951, art. v, 78 U.N.T.S. 277 [hereinafter 
Genocide Convention]. Article V reads: The Contracting Parties undertake to enact, in accordance with their respective 
Constitutions, the necessary legislation to give effect to the provisions of the present Convention, and, in particular, to provide 
effective penalties for persons guilty of genocide or any of the other acts enumerated in article III.  Article III includes 
genocide as well as attempt, incitement, conspiracy, complicity of genocide.  Under Article 5, “[t]he Contracting Parties 
undertake to enact, in accordance with their respective Constitutions, the necessary legislation to give effect to the provisions 
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Contracting Parties whether committed in time of war or in time of peace. The Convention, thus, 

expands the scope of applicability of the law of responsibility from war context to peace 

situations; it places obligation, however, upon signatory states, not individuals, to prevent 

genocide.  The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination,102 similarly, makes persons only indirectly responsible for commission of 

atrocious acts by holding states primarily responsible for racial discrimination against persons.  

The contracting parties of the International Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of 

the Crime of Apartheid, likewise, undertake to uphold the UDHR freedoms and rights by 

enacting appropriate legislation to punish violators.103  The Convention against Torture and 

Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment ,104 similarly, obligates state 

parties to criminalize individuals’ commission of enumerated atrocities.  Following the 

                                                 

of the present Convention and, in particular, to provide effective penalties for persons guilty of genocide or any of the other 
acts enumerated in Article 3. 

102 International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, Jan. 4, 1969, art.4, 660 U.N.T.S. 195.  
Paying regard to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention binds the contracting state parties to declare in 
Article 4 (a) “an offence punishable by law all dissemination of ideas based on racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 
discrimination, as well as all acts of violence or incitement to such acts against any race or group of persons of another colour 
or ethnic origin, and also the provision of any assistance to racist activities, including the financing thereof.”  Article 4 (b) 
states that state contracting parties [s]hall declare illegal and prohibit organizations, and also organized and all other 
propaganda activities, which promote and incite racial discrimination, and shall recognize participation in such organizations 
or activities as an offence punishable by law.” 

103 The International Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid, Jul. 18, 1976, art. IV, 1015 
U.N.T.S. 244 [hereinafter Apartheid Convention]. Article IV states: “The States Parties to the present Convention undertake: 
(a) To adopt any legislative or other measures necessary to suppress as well as to prevent any encouragement of the crime of 
apartheid and similar segregationist policies or their manifestations and to punish persons guilty of that crime; (b) To adopt 
legislative, judicial and administrative measures to prosecute, bring to trial and punish in accordance with their jurisdiction 
persons responsible for, or accused of, the acts defined in article 11 of the present Convention, whether or not such persons 
reside in the territory of the State in which the acts are committed or are nationals of that State or of some other State or are 
stateless persons.” 

104 The Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, June 26, 1987, art. 4, 1486 
U.N.T.S. 85 [hereinafter Convention against Torture]. (http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CAT.aspx ) 
Article 4 reads: 1. “Each State Party shall ensure that all acts of torture are offences under its criminal law. The same shall 
apply to an attempt to commit torture and to an act by any person which constitutes complicity or participation in torture. 2. 
Each State Party shall make these offences punishable by appropriate penalties which take into account their grave nature.” 
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Convention's entry into force, absolute prohibition against torture and other acts of cruel, 

inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment has become accepted as a principle of customary 

international law; that is, the applicability of these prohibitions under the Convention has been 

broadened to include non-signatory states.105   It might be fair to state that the incorporation of 

the UDHR principles in later international law instruments has not been uniform.  The fact that 

some of its principles have become elevated to the status of customary international law, 

however, bodes well for greater incorporation of international human rights laws in international 

legal instruments in the future.  Specifically, the expansion of international human rights laws 

with respect to the concept of responsibility under international law opens up the possibility that, 

over time, individual perpetrators of heinous crimes, such as those committed with use of nuclear 

weapons, can be held responsible under revised, evolved, or expanded international laws of 

nuclear proliferation.  

International humanitarian rights laws also offer such a prospect.  Traditionally, 

international humanitarian rights instruments, such as the Geneva Conventions,106 also place 

responsibility on states to criminalize inhuman and atrocious behavior.  The Geneva Convention 

on the Protection of Civilians, Article 146, for instance, requires that States Parties "enact any 

                                                 

 

105 Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, General Comment No. 2. 
Implementation of Article 2 by States Parties.  . Committee against Torture. CAT/C/GC/CR/2/CRP.1/REV.4 23 November 
2007 (http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cat/docs/CAT.C.GC.2.CRP.1.Rev.4_en.pdf) 

106 Geneva Convention Relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War, Oct. 21, 1950, 75 U.N.T.S. 287; Geneva 
Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field, Oct. 21, 1950. art. 
49. 75 U.N.T.S. 31; Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked 
Members of the Armed Forces at Sea, Oct. 21, 1950, art. 50, 75 U.N.T.S. 85; Geneva Convention Relative to the Treatment of 
Prisoners of War (IV), Oct. 12, 1950, art. 129, 75 U.N.T.S. 135. 
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legislation necessary to provide effective penal sanctions for persons committing, or ordering to 

be committed, any of the grave breaches of the present Convention.”  Yet, in the Tadic case, the 

Appeals Chamber of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yogoslavia (“ICTY”) 

noted that, as early as the beginning with the Spanish Civil War, 1936-39, international law has 

been increasingly becoming involved in non-international armed conflict, the civil war.107  

Greater involvement of international humanitarian laws in civil wars, not just international wars, 

indicates greater humanitarian laws’ greater amenability to bring both states and individuals 

within the purview of the law.   

Giving an account of evolution in this area of law, the Appeals Chamber of the ICTY 

pointed out that the International Court of Justice ("ICJ") had recognized in the 1985 Nicaragua 

case that certain minimum humanitarian standards must be upheld during internal armed 

conflict.108 The standards primarily bind state parties to international legal instruments 

incorporating international humanitarian law, obligating them to legislate, investigate, prosecute, 

and punish violations of people’s rights and freedoms against persons.109  Those requirements 

have also, arguably, passed into the customary international law.110   

                                                 

107 Prosecutor v. Tadic, Case No. IT-94-1-AR72, Decision on the Defense Motion for Interlocutory Appeal on Jurisdiction, at 
para. 100 (Oct. 2, 1995), reprinted in 35 I.L.M. 32 (1995).  The Chamber wrote: “As early as the Spanish Civil War (1936-39), 
State practice revealed a tendency to disregard the distinction between international and internal wars and to apply certain 
general principles of humanitarian law, at least to those internal conflicts that constituted large-scale civil wars. The Spanish 
Civil War had elements of both an internal and an international armed conflict. Significantly, both the republican Government 
and third States refused to recognize the insurgents as belligerents. They nonetheless insisted that certain rules concerning 
international armed conflict applied. Among rules deemed applicable were the prohibition of the intentional bombing of 
civilians, the rule forbidding attacks on non-military objectives, and the rule regarding required precautions when attacking 
military objectives.” 

108 Id. Tadic, paras 101-02. 

109 Id.  Schabas, at 910. 

110 Id.  Schabas, at 910. 
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States’ obligations under international humanitarian law, however, extend only with 

respect to certain prescribed heinous violations that can be characterized as “international 

crimes”111 The International Criminal Court exercises jurisdiction over international crimes.112  

The ICC hears cases of a category of crimes that the ICJ considered under the Arrest Warrant 

case. These enumerated crimes—crimes of genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes-- 

do not include terrorism in general or terrorism involving weapons of mass destruction.113  The 

passage of the humanitarian laws’ requirements into the customary international law, however, 

opens up the possibility of their broader application. 

 

Individual responsibility under international law in international and non-international 

armed conflict:  

An act of nuclear terrorism is likely to be characterized as armed conflict.  If non-state 

actors threaten to use or use nuclear arms, the conflict is likely to be characterized as non-

international armed conflict simply because the conflict is not between states, regardless of 

whether nuclear terrorism is internal or transnational. International law of armed conflict has 

                                                 

111 Ibid.  Schabas at 910. 

112 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, U.N. Doc. A/ CONF.183/9, Pmbl. (1998) [hereinafter Rome Statute].The 
Rome Statute declares: "Recalling that it is the duty of every State to exercise its criminal jurisdiction over those responsible 
for international crimes . . . .”  Schabas points out that the concept of “international crimes” has not be expatiated upon by the 
Rome Statute; rather, it is a customary international law concept that imposes a duty upon states to prosecute international 
crimes committed both within and outside their territory, at 911. 

113 Schabas noted that in the Arrest Warrant case, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) also mentioned “crimes against 
humanity” and “war crimes” rather than “international crimes.”  Similarly, the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees recognized two categories of crimes to which this convention applied: (1) a crime against peace, a war crime, or a 
crime against humanity; and (2) “acts contrary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.”  Schabas argued, based 
on these specific distinctions, that some international crimes, such as drug trafficking, fail to lend the gravitas that characterize 
violations of a fundamental human right and are therefore not covered under the Statute.   
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been gradually expanding to encompass acts that are neither strictly international nor perpetrated 

by states.114  An important question for this paper is whether non-state actors committing 

extreme violence using nuclear weapons can be punished under international law when their act 

is characterized as a non-international armed conflict.  

It is pertinent to note that, in the case of nuclear terrorism, as in almost any crime, the 

primary avenue for prosecution is the courts of the state in which such terrorism is committed.  

Regarding some crimes,  

[t]he right to justice entails obligations for the State: to investigate violations, to 
prosecute the perpetrators and, if their guilt is established, to punish them. . . . On 
principle, it should remain the rule that national courts have jurisdiction, because any 
lasting solution must come from the nation itself. But all too often national courts are not 
yet capable of handing down impartial justice or are physically unable to function.”115  
 

Schabas points out that an act by a non-state actor defined as an international crime entails that 

states prosecute offenses that might be committed outside their territory, and if a state that 

obtains custody of the person is unable to do so, it should hand over the accused to another state 

that is more willing and able to do so under the principle expressed as aut dedere aut judicare, 

translated as "extradite or prosecute."116  It is unclear whether this principle is part of customary 

                                                 

114 William A. Schabas, Punishment of Non-state Actors in Non-international Armed Conflict, 26 FORDHAM 

INTERNATIONAL LAW JOURNAL 906–933, (2002).  
 
115 See Commission on Human Rights, Questions on Impunity of Perpetrators of Human Rights Violations (Civil 
and Political), at paras. 27-28, available at http://www2.hri.ca/fortherecord1 997/documentation/subcommission/e-
cn-sub2-1997-20.htm. 
 
116 SCHABAS, supra note 114, at.912-913. 
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international law.117  The same is the case of the principle of universal jurisdiction.118 Implicitly, 

this principle is coextensive with that of aut dedere aut judicare, but is less used in treaties.119  

For either principle, the status of the principle as a norm of customary international law is 

debated only in the context of offenses that can be defined as international crimes.120  

International law has historically been concerned with international, rather than non-

international armed conflict.  In the context of wars, international humanitarian law has been 

traditionally concerned primarily with states’ reciprocal commitments on matters such as 

treatment of non-combatant victims.   

The distinction between international crimes and non-international crimes became gradually 

blurred with time.  For instance, in the 1930s’ Spanish Civil War, the internal nature of the 

conflict lessened the role of international law.121  The international humanitarian law following 

                                                 

117 SCHABAS, supra note 114, at.913, stating that “this obligation is set out in in Article 5(2) of the Convention against Torture 
and in the "grave breaches" provisions of the Geneva Conventions; however, it is omitted from the Genocide Convention or 
the Apartheid Convention, making it unclear whether a customary norm to prosecute or extradite exists. 

118 Universal jurisdiction, INTERNATIONAL JUSTICE RESOURCE CENTER, http://www.ijrcenter.org/cases-before-
national-courts/domestic-exercise-of-universal-jurisdiction/ (last visited Jul 1, 2017).Under universal jurisdiction, 
a national court can exercise its jurisdiction to prosecute individuals for serious crimes, such as crimes against 
humanity, war crimes, genocide, and torture, on the grounds that such crimes are committed against the 
international community or international order.  National courts generally invoke universal jurisdiction in the 
absence of other, traditional bases of criminal jurisdiction, such as nationality of the state whose court is seeking 
to exercise universal jurisdiction, when the crime was not committed within the territory of the state, or when 
national interests are not harmed.   
 

119 SCHABAS, supra note 114, at.913, pointing out that this concept was purposefully omitted from some treaties, such as 
Genocide Convention, because states wished to avoid giving other states pretext for intervention in domestic matters, 
particularly for political reasons. 

120 Schabas, W. A. (2002). Punishment of non-state actors in non-international armed conflict. Fordham Int'l LJ, 26, 907, at p. 
913.   

121 Prosecutor v. Tadic, Case No. IT-94-1-AR72, Decision on the Defence Motion for Interlocutory Appeal on Jurisdiction, at 
para. 100 (Oct. 2, 1995), reprinted in 35 I.L.M. 32 (1995). The Appeals Chamber of the International Criminal Tribunal for the 
former Yogoslava (“ICTY”) wrote in its ruling on jurisdiction in the Tadic case: “The Spanish Civil War had elements of both 
an internal and an international armed conflict. Significantly, both the republican Government and third States refused to 
recognize the insurgents as belligerents. They nonetheless insisted that certain rules concerning international armed conflict 
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Spanish Civil War developed, like the international human rights law, to protect individual rights 

against states.122  In the same vein, Article 3 of the 1949 Geneva Conventions, the common 

article to all four Geneva Conventions, entitled “Conflicts not of an International Character,” 

recognizes that certain rules of the laws of war apply to conflicts that are internal.  Article 3 of 

the Geneva Conventions defines a conflict not of international character as the one between a 

state’s armed forces and dissident armed forces or other organized armed groups, not including 

riots and isolated and sporadic acts of violence.123   

The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court124 (“Rome Statute”) offers greater 

conceptual clarity as to the expanding reach of international law over perpetrators of crimes in 

international and non-international armed conflicts.  The Statute defines armed conflict not of 

international character in a manner similar to the Geneva Convention.  Article 8 of the Rome 

Statute, entitled “War Crimes” confers jurisdiction to ICC on both international armed conflict --

Article 8(2)(b)--and armed conflicts not of international character.  The latter is defined as a 

“serious violation of article 3 common to the four Geneva Conventions” (Article (8)(2)(c).  

                                                 

applied. Among rules deemed applicable were the prohibition of the intentional bombing of civilians, the rule forbidding 
attacks on non-military objectives, and the rule regarding required precautions when attacking military objectives.” 

122 SCHABAS, supra note 114, at 914-915.   
123 Protocol Additional to the 1949 Geneva Conventions and Relating to The Protection of Victims of Non-
international Armed Conflicts (Protocol I1), entered into force Dec. 7, 1978, 1125 U.N.T.S. 609 [hereinafter AP 
11].  The Additional Protocol II to the Geneva Conventions ("Additional Protocol"), adopted in 1977, elaborate in 
Article 1(1) on armed conflicts not of international character as the ones “which take place in the territory of a 
High Contracting Party between its armed forces and dissident armed forces or other organized armed groups 
which, under responsible command, exercise such control over a part of its territory as to enable them to carry out 
sustained and concerted military operations.”  The Additional Protocol excludes from this definition in Article 
1(2) “situations of internal disturbances and tensions, such as riots, isolated and sporadic acts of violence and 
other acts of a similar nature, as not being armed conflicts.”  Also see SCHABAS, supra note 114, at 914-915.   

 
124 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, U.N. Doc. A/ CONF.183/9, Pmbl. (1998) [hereinafter Rome Statute].  Also 

see SCHABAS, supra note 114, at 914-915.   
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Article 8(2)(d) excludes from International Criminal Court’s (“ICC”) jurisdiction over armed 

conflicts not of an international character “situations of internal disturbances and tensions, such 

as riots, isolated and sporadic acts of violence or other acts of a similar nature.”  Article 8(2)(b) 

lists in general terms violations that fall within ICC’s jurisdiction over armed conflicts not of an 

international character.  More pertinent, for the purpose of this paper, however, are the “Other 

serious violations of the laws and customs applicable in armed conflicts not of an international 

character” listed under Article 8(2)(e).  Article 8(2)(e)(i) gives ICC jurisdiction over acts of 

“[i]ntentionally directing attacks against the civilian population as such or against individual 

civilians not taking direct part in hostilities.”  Article 8(2)(e) is not applicable to “riots, isolated 

and sporadic acts of violence or other acts of a similar nature”; it applies “when there is 

protracted armed conflict between governmental authorities and organized armed groups or 

between such groups” (Article (8)(2)(f)). That is, the armed conflict has to rise above loosely 

joined bandits and rioting groups of non-state actors to non-state actor groups with certain 

organizational capacity before the conflicts fall within the jurisdiction of the ICC.   

While legal specifics regarding culpability of non-state actors might differ under the Geneva 

Convention and the Rome Statute, in principle the two international law instruments recognize 

culpability under international law of organized groups of non-state actors violating norms of 

international conflict in the context of non-international conflict, indicating consonance on this 

matter between international humanitarian laws and international criminal laws.   

Beyond recognition of culpability of non-state actors under international law, the next 

question arises whether non-state actors can be punished in international courts for international 
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crimes committed during armed conflict not of international character. Literature review 

indicates that scholarship in this body of law is underdeveloped.   

 

Punishment of non-state actors under international law: 

That individuals can be held responsible, i.e., punished, for certain violations of international 

law was central to the Nuremburg Principles.125  In 1946, the United Nations General Assembly 

affirmed “the principles of international law recognized by the Charter of the Nuremberg 

Tribunal and the judgment of the Tribunal.”126  The concept, however, was limited then to the 

context of war.127  

The Geneva Conventions too recognized individual responsibility in the same sense under 

the principle of prosecute or extradite for serious crimes through a “grave breach” doctrine128 but 

considered only those crimes that were committed in the context of international armed conflicts, 

and, although non-international violations could be criminal under the common article 3, those 

violations did not constitute international crimes and could not, therefore, be punished under 

international law.129   

                                                 

125 Principles of International Law Recognized in the Charter of the Nuremberg Tribunal, 1950, 
http://legal.un.org/ilc/texts/instruments/english/draft_articles/7_1_1950.pdf 

126 Id.  

127 SCHABAS, supra note 114, at 917. 

128 Grave breaches specified in the 1949 Geneva Conventions and in the additional Protocol I of 1977. January 1, 1998, 
International Committee of the Red Cross.  https://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/57jp2a.htm include the 
following offenses: willful killing, torture or inhumane treatment, willfully causing great suffering, causing serious injury to 
body or health, and extensive destruction of property, not justified by military necessity and carried out unlawfully and 
wantonly. 

129 SCHABAS, supra note 114, at 917. 
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In 1995, however, the Appeals Chamber of the ICTY ruled, in Prosecutor v. Tadic,130 

contrary to the hitherto fore accepted opinion of legal and judicial scholars, on the question of 

jurisdiction of the international tribunal over individuals.  In article 57, the Appeals Chamber 

wrote that the nature of certain offenses are such that “do not affect the interests of one State 

alone but shock the conscience of mankind.”131 More significantly, and pertinent for the 

purposes of this paper, the Appeals Chamber wrote in paragraph 141 that “[i]t is by now a settled 

rule of customary international law that crimes against humanity do not require a connection to 

international armed conflict. . . .  [C]ustomary international law may not require a connection 

between crimes against humanity and any conflict at all.” That is, a “crime against humanity” 

can arise when there is a conflict and when there is no conflict, internal or international.  

Therefore, in paragraph 142, dismissing the challenge to its jurisdiction, the Appeals Chamber 

concluded that it had “jurisdiction over crimes committed in either internal or international 

armed conflicts.” In other words, the Appeals Chamber assumed jurisdiction over cases where 

extreme atrocities were committed in conflicts related to armed domestic and/or international 

conflict.   

The UN support for prosecution of serious international crimes committed during either 

internal or international armed conflicts was emphasized in the case of non-international armed 

                                                 

130 Tadic, Case No. IT-94-1-AR72. 

131 Tadic, Case No. IT-94-1-AR72, at para. 57.Citing an earlier case, the Appeals Chamber wrote: “Crimes against the laws and 
customs of war cannot be considered political offences, as they do not harm a political interest of a particular State, nor a 
political right of a particular citizen. They are, instead, crimes of lèsehumanité (reati di lesa umanità) and, as previously 
demonstrated, the norms prohibiting them have a universal character, not simply a territorial one. Such crimes, therefore, due 
to their very subject matter and particular nature are precisely of a different and opposite kind from political offences. The 
latter generally, concern only the States against whom they are committed; the former concern all civilised States, and are to be 
opposed and punished, in the same way as the crimes of piracy, trade of women and minors, and enslavement are to be 
opposed and punished, wherever they may have been committed.” 
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struggle in Sierra Leone.  The peace agreement132 created amnesty for the warring persons of the 

Revolutionary Front of Sierra Leone.  However, the United Nations Special Representative of 

the Secretary-General for Sierra Leone stated that the amnesty provision did not apply to 

international crimes of genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, and other serious 

violations of international humanitarian law.133 Meisenberg 134 found the decision to be 

unconvincing and controversial due to the fact that the Appeals Chamber invoked universal 

jurisdiction (i.e., its own rightful jurisdiction over the case) before addressing Sierra Leone’s 

duty under international law to investigate and prosecute.135  Meisenberg, however, 

acknowledged that the decision was an important step in the development of international 

humanitarian law’s expanse over non-state actors who commit serious crimes in a non-

international armed conflict.136 Evaluating the shift in international law regarding international 

law’s jurisdictional reach over non-state actors, Schabas wrote that  

It is now beyond any doubt that war crimes and crimes against humanity are punishable 
as crimes of international law when committed in non-international armed conflict. Non-
State actors, who may be members of guerrilla movements, armed bands, and even 
provisional governments, are subject to prosecution on this basis. Where, for whatever 

                                                 

132  Peace Agreement between the Government of Sierra Leone and the Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leone of 7 July 
1999, Lomé, UN Doc. S/1999/777 (hereinafter Lomé Agreement), Annex. http://www.sierra-leone.org/lomeaccord.html   

133 Seventh Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone, UN Doc. S/1999/836, 30 July 1999, 
para. 7. 

134 Simon M. Meisenberg, Legality of Amnesties in International Humanitarian Law. The Lomé Amnesty Decision of the Special 
Court for Sierra Leone, 86 REVUE INTERNATIONALE DE LA CROIX-ROUGE/INTERNATIONAL REVIEW OF THE RED CROSS 837–851, 
837-851 (2004).  

135 Id. at 851: “The Appeals Chamber did not address Sierra Leone’s own duty to investigate and prosecute in international law, 
but merely based its findings on the principle of universality. Such an approach is unconvincing, owing to the unusual place of 
the Special Court in international law, and incompatible with the country’s legal obligation to transfer arrested persons to the 
court, since the court lacks its own enforcement mechanisms. The court should have specifically established treaty obligations 
for Sierra Leone to prosecute with regard to all crimes before it and to non-international armed conflict in particular, rather 
than invoke the principle of universal jurisdiction in order to rule that the amnesties granted are no bar to prosecution before an 
international and foreign court.” 

136 Id., at 843. 
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reason, trials are not possible or desirable before the courts of the territory where the 
crimes have taken place, justice systems of other States may assume their responsibilities 
and prosecute on the basis of universal jurisdiction. Amnesty or some other measure of 
impunity applicable in the State where the crime has taken place, is no obstacle or bar to 
trial elsewhere. These developments in the law most of them quite recent - mean that 
perpetrators of serious violations of human rights during non-international armed 
conflicts, including non-State actors, are far less likely to escape justice than they were in 
the past.137  

 

International law reaches non-state actors, it is clear. 

 

International law’s reach over possible nuclear terrorist: 

Specifically, war crimes and crimes against humanity have come within the grip of 

international law. The latter, a matter of interest for this paper in the context of feared nuclear 

terrorism, requires a finding under the Rome Statute, which created the International Criminal 

Court, that acts be “committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any 

civilian population, with knowledge of the attack” to qualify as crimes against humanity.138  

International law has come a long way, it appears; however, the question arises whether it can 

reach non-state actors if they commit nuclear terrorism.  

In the wake of the extremely violent events of September 11, 2001, the United Nations High 

Commissioner denounced the terrorist attacks on the United States as “crimes against 

humanity.”139  The classification fitted as the attacks were regarded as being “part of a systematic 

attack against a civilian population with knowledge of the attack.”   

                                                 

137 SCHABAS, supra note 114, at 922. 

138 Rome Statute, supra note 124.  

139 Press Release, U.N. High Commissioner of Human Rights, Statement by the High Commissioner for Human Rights to 
Informal One-Day Meeting of Commission on Human Rights (Sept. 25, 2001).  Also see Antonio Cassese, Terrorism is also 
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Even when a terroristic act fits the definition of crime of humanity, it cannot be prosecuted 

by the ICC.  The Rome Statute excludes terrorism from ICC’s subject matter jurisdiction.  At the 

time of delineating ICC’s jurisdiction, the Final Act of the United Nations Diplomatic 

Conference of Plenipotentaries on the Establishment of an International Criminal Court (“Final 

Act”) expressed regret that although terrorist acts constitute “serious crimes of concern to 

international community,” lacking a generally acceptable definition, terrorism could not be 

included in jurisdiction of the proposed ICC.  

In the past, some states—Algeria, India, Sri Lanka, and Turkey—proposed considering 

terrorism as a crime against humanity and subjecting it to ICC’s jurisdiction.  Those who rejected 

the proposal adduced four reasons: (1) terrorism could not be precisely defined; (2) inclusion of 

terrorism to ICC’s jurisdiction would introduce political divisions in the Court; (3) “some acts of 

terrorism were not sufficiently serious to warrant prosecution by an international tribunal”; and 

(4) national courts are more efficient than international tribunals.140   Obviously, participants in 

the debate were not at the time cognizant of the possibility of nuclear terrorism, which, by its 

very nature, is an extreme act of violence.141 Regardless of lack of this cognizance, excluding all 

acts of terrorism from ICC’s jurisdiction because “some” acts of terrorism are not serious enough 

appears to be a weak reason.  A stronger reason for proposal’s rejection seems to be the objection 

                                                 

Disrupting some Crucial Legal Categories of International Law, 12 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL LAW 993–1001, 
(2001), at 494-5. 

140  CASSESE, supra note 10, at 494. 

141 Alex Wellerstein, NUKEMAPNUKEMAP BY ALEX WELLERSTEIN (2015), https://nuclearsecrecy.com/nukemap/ 
(last visited Mar 25, 2017). Alex Wellerstein’s (2015) simulation nukemap produces dire results with a virtual 
detonation of terrorist-made crude nuclear weapon of 10 kilo tons, the size North Korea tested in 2013, detonated as 
airburst over Washington, D.C., would create 83,610 fatalities and 176,970 injuries.   
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by some developing countries that feared that peoples’ struggle for freedom from foreign 

domination could come to be characterized as terrorism.142  Also, the problem of definition of 

acts of terrorism arises from the concern to identify such distinct acts as serial killing or killings 

and other destructive acts in course of drug trafficking, which can have the characteristics of 

being widespread and systematic.143  The Final Act, however, affirmed that the matter is not 

closed: the review mechanism of the Statute of the International Criminal Court allows for a 

future expansion in the Court’s jurisdiction.  The Final Act, in fact, recommended that under 

Article 123 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court144 a Review Conference 

should consider arriving at an acceptable definition of terrorist crimes and including them within 

the Court’s jurisdiction.  By following up on this recommendation, acts of terrorism may be 

subsumed within “crimes against humanity,” whose definition has over time moved away from 

strict adherence to crimes that are committed, supported, incited, or tolerated by a state to those 

committed by individuals without any state involvement, as discussed above.  The law in this 

area, however, is still unsettled, and scope remains for bringing terrorism under “crimes against 

humanity,” over which ICC can exercise jurisdiction.145  

                                                 

142 CASSESE, supra note 10, at 494 

143  SCHABAS, supra note 114. 

144  Rome Statute, supra note 124. Art. 123: “Review of the Statute” Rome Statute of the ICC provides, under this article, for the 
review of the Statute seven years after its entry into force. 

145 Schabas, at p. 913.  Also, at p.924-930. Schabas also notes that the ICC came into force on July 1, 2002, after the 9/11 attacks, 
making it impossible to consider bringing 9/11 attacks within the jurisdiction of ICC.  Moreover, the U.S. has remained 
outside the ICC jurisdiction.  Schabas also says that contrary to some suggestions to interpret article 7 of the Statute broadly to 
bring the perpetrators of 9/11 kind of crimes within ICC’s jurisdiction, article 22(2) of the Rome Statute requires strict reading 
of the jurisdiction and does not allow it to be expanded by analogy. 
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The problem of finding a definition of terrorism that distinguishes terrorism from an ordinary 

crime has lingered over a long period of time.   Treaty law has struggled with the issue since 

1920s.146  The League of Nations, the International Law Commission, and the General Assembly 

have pondered on the issue.147   The fact that the international community has made multiple and 

protracted attempts does not provide evidence of emergence of a customary law; yet, treaties 

carry evidence of generally accepted rules, and the attempts delineate outlines and sharpen basic 

features of what behaviors international community proscribes or criminalizes.148 The repeated 

and recurring attempts to pin down a generic definition of terrorism testifies to the normative 

importance that the world community places on the matter.149  A sound definition will hinge 

upon the underlying political motive to punish terrorism, distinguished from an organized 

transnational crime committed for material benefit.150    

It is conceivable to extract such a definition from the Protocol 1 of the 1977 Amendment to 

the Geneva Convention.  Saul suggests that the Amendment enshrines international humanitarian 

law, as well as it contains provisions that proscribe behaviors that can be considered “terrorism,” 

thus helping us reach a generic definition of terrorism in a way that can make terrorism 

punishable under international humanitarian law that the Geneva Conventions represent.151  

                                                 

146 Ben Saul, ATTEMPTS TO DEFINE ‘TERRORISM’ IN INTERNATIONAL LAW, 52 NETHERLANDS 

INTERNATIONAL LAW REVIEW, 57-83 (2005).  
 
147 Id.  
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Although the Protocol 1 of 1977 primarily relates to armed conflicts, it bans certain behaviors 

that, when enacted in either international or non-international armed conflicts--that is, when the 

armed conflict is between states and when the armed conflict involves non-state actors—can be 

characterized as terroristic, rather than purely military combat behaviors.  Articles 51, entitled 

“Protection of the Civilian Population,” for instance, prohibits attacks on civilian population.  

Article 51(2), specifically, prohibits “[a]cts or threats of violence the primary purpose of which is 

to spread terror among the civilian population.” or “indiscriminate attacks.”  Article 51(4) 

prohibits “indiscriminate attacks,” specifying, inter alia, that indiscriminate attacks include 

“[those] that are not directed at a specific military objective,” and in general “are of a nature to 

strike military objectives and civilians or civilian objects without distinction.” Articles 51 and 54 

outlaw indiscriminate attacks on civilian populations, and destruction of food, water, and other 

materials needed for survival. Indiscriminate attacks include directly attacking civilian (non-

military) targets, and also attacking civilians by using technology such as biological weapons, 

nuclear weapons, and land mines.  It is, thus, possible to extract a definition of terrorism from the 

Protocol 1 of the 1977 Amendment to the Geneva Convention.   

Jus Cogens, or peremptory norm of international law, against nuclear proliferation by non-

state actors and nuclear terrorism; 

Article 53 of the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties (VCLT), 1969, defines, for 

the purposes of the Convention, a peremptory norm of general international law (“jus cogens”) 

as “a norm accepted and recognized by the international community of States as a whole from 

which no derogation is permitted and which can be modified only by a subsequent norm of 
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general international law having the same character.”152 The Convention, thus, dictates that a 

norm be considered to be “peremptory,” and, thus, not be derogated from, if the international 

community “as a whole” accepts and recognizes it.  Examples of such norms are the use of force, 

slavery, genocide, and piracy.153   Legal practitioners and scholars have regarded that definition 

to be applicable to the international law at large, and not just for the purposes of the 1969 

VCLT.154 

With regard to constitutionality of acts of international organizations, Orakhelashvili155 

made an important observation concerning distinction between jus dispositivum and jus cogens.  

International organizations can lawfully disregard the former, the ordinary norms of international 

law, “provided and to the extent that the constituent instrument evidences the intention of 

member states to enable an organization to act in such manner while exercising its functions.”156 

However, “if a relevant norm is peremptory [i.e., it is recognized as jus cogens], then states 

cannot derogate from it, establishing an organization with the power to act in disregard of jus 

cogens.  Therefore, jus cogens is an inherent limitation on any organization’s powers.”157 In 

                                                 

152 United Nations, Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, 23 May 1969, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 1155, p. 
331, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3a10.html [accessed 1 July 2017] 

153 M. Fitzmaurice & A. Quast, INTRODUCTION TO THE LAW OF TREATIES, LAW OF TREATIES, at 17, 
http://www.londoninternational.ac.uk/sites/default/files/law_treaties.pdf (last visited Jul 1, 2017). 

154 Ulf Linderfalk, The Effect of Jus Cogens Norms: Whoever Opened Pandora's Box, Did You Ever Think About the 
Consequences?, 8 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL LAW 853–871, 853-871 (2007), at .854-5. 

155 Alexander Orakhelashvili, The impact of peremptory norms on the interpretation and application of United Nations Security 
Council resolutions, 16 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL LAW 59–88, 59-88 (2005), http://ejil.org/pdfs/16/1/290.pdf 
(last visited Mar 22, 2017), at 60. 

156 ORAKHELASHVILI, supra note 69, at 60. 
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other words, when a peremptory norm of international law emerges, international organizations 

are guided by it rather than their constituent instruments, which are based on states’ consent.  

That is, international organizations are to follow peremptory norms even if a state has not 

explicitly consented to it.  This argument promises progress for the objective to punish possible 

nuclear terrorists by hinting that acts of extreme violence that conflict with international law’s 

jus cogens, or peremptory norms, might be brought within the jurisdiction of the ICC without 

explicit assignment of ICC’s jurisdiction over terrorism and without a legal definition of those 

acts as “terrorism.”  In the section on discussion of individual responsibility, it was clear that the 

ICC has already assumed jurisdiction over individuals in both international and non-international 

armed conflict where the acts fall under specified categories.  While a case can be made by 

defining terrorism accompanied by extreme violence, such as nuclear terrorism, as a crime 

against humanity to bring the acts within the jurisdiction of ICC, another avenue to explore can 

be of actively promoting prohibition of certain acts to rise to the level of just cogens, as 

discussed below. 

Security Council has vast powers under Chapters VI and VII, to protect international peace and 

security through binding enforcement measures, including some discretionary powers.158  Yet all 

powers must rest on some legal source.  In 2003, during the process of adoption of Resolution 

1483, concerning the status of occupying forces in Iraq, the President of the Security Council 

stated concerning the delegation of certain powers by the Security Council to the occupying 

Powers that  

                                                 

158 Id.  
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. . . under the Charter the powers delegated by the Security Council under this 
resolution are not open-ended or unqualified. They should be exercised in ways 
that conform with “the principles of justice and international law” mentioned in 
Article 1 of the Charter, and especially in conformity with the Geneva 
Conventions and the Hague.159 
 

This pronouncement leaves little doubt that the Security Council’s authority under Chapters VI 

and VII is circumscribed by the general principles given in the Charter of the UN and by the 

codification of these principles in such international instruments as the Geneva Convention.  A 

corollary of this fact is that any deviation from these principles and laws amounts to commission 

of ultra vires acts of the kind that the Security Council is blamed for in its passage of Resolutions 

1373 and 1540, as noted above.     

Wet160 points out that in the international legal system a hierarchy of norms has emerged, 

such that the peremptory norms, or jus cogens, are primarily related to human rights norms.  In 

fact, the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, 1969, made it illegal for states to conclude 

mutual treaties that violate a peremptory law.161  Currently, the few norms that have become jus 

cogens recognize prohibition of genocide, torture, slavery, and similar other crimes.162   In those 

                                                 

159 UN Doc. S/PV.4761, at 11–12.  https://documents-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/PRO/N03/367/58/PDF/N0336758.pdf?OpenElement 

160 Erika D Wet, The International Constitutional Order, 51 THE INTERNATIONAL AND COMPARATIVE LAW QUARTERLY 51–76, 
51-76 (2006), http://www.jstor.org.libproxy.utdallas.edu/stable/pdf/3663312.pdf (last visited Mar 22, 2017). 

161  Reprinted in (1969) 8 International Legal Materials 679 ff. Art 53 reads as follows: 'For the purposes of the present 
Convention, a peremptory norm of general international law is a norm accepted and recognized by the international 
community of states as a whole as a norm from which no derogation is permitted and which can be modified only by a 
subsequent norm of general international law having the same character. 

162 WET, supra note 160, at 59. 
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crimes, individuals or states, the perpetrators of actions, become subject to universal 

jurisdiction.163   

Interestingly, Wet pointed out that certain crimes rose to the status of jus cogens because 

the normative framework of the UN Charter system positively elevated certain values above 

others, through codification, such as through provisions that condemn violations of human 

rights.164   At the time of gross violations of human rights, such as crimes against humanity 

committed by the Nazi Germany or genocides in Rawanda and Bosnia, such condemnation 

accelerated the concretization of those crimes as jus cogens, committed by either states or 

persons, making them punishable and giving universal jurisdiction over criminals.  Today, 

international law must add to jus cogens acts of extreme violence that might result from use of 

nuclear weapons by states or individuals.  In fact, deliberation on the underlying legal principle 

that nudged crimes of genocide, torture, and slavery up to the level of jus cogens might reveal 

that nuclear terrorism and its threat have a close kinship with these crimes by virtue of similar 

human rights violations inherent in them and humanitarian concerns that they raise and that 

nuclear terrorism must also be helped rise to the level of jus cogens in the same way. 

                                                 

163 M CHERIF BASSIOUNI, INTERNATIONAL CRIMES: JUS COGENS AND OBLIGATIO ERGA OMNES, 59 LAW AND 

CONTEMPORARY PROBLEMS 63–74, 63-74 (1996), 
http://scholarship.law.duke.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=lcp (last visited Mar 22, 2017).at 63. “International 
crimes that rise to the level of jus cogens constitute obligatio erga omnes which are inderogable. Legal obligations which arise 
from the higher status of such crimes include the duty to prosecute or extradite, the nonapplicability of statutes of limitations 
for such crimes, the non-applicability of any immunities up to and including Heads of State, the non-applicability of the 
defense of “obedience to superior orders” (save as mitigation of sentence), the universal application of these obligations 
whether in time of peace or war, their non-derogation under “states of emergency,” and universal jurisdiction over perpetrators 
of such crimes” 63 

164 WET, supra note 160, at 51-76 (2006), http://www.jstor.org.libproxy.utdallas.edu/stable/pdf/3663312.pdf (last visited Mar 22, 
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Currently, terrorist attacks are considered serious crimes to be prosecuted in national 

courts under domestic law of the prosecuting state.165  Cassese argues that terrorism, when it is 

transnational, state-sponsored, or state-condoned, is an international crime and is prohibited by 

the customary international law.166  This paper argues that nuclear terrorism, which is an extreme 

form of terrorism--even when it is not transnational, state-sponsored, or state-condoned--falls 

under the distinct category of non-international armed conflict.  It must be brought under the 

jurisdiction of the ICC through application of international humanitarian laws and by broadening 

the category of “crimes against humanity.”  Doing so comports with the general principles of 

international law concerning fairness and justice, as enshrined in the Charter of the United 

Nations. 

Conclusion 

International law receives its impetus for and direction of evolution from its dual character, 

as identified by Ku and Diehl: as an operating system, it establishes rules and norms that chart 

out outlines of potential interactions; as a normative system, it identifies “substantive values and 

goals” that international actors are to pursue in international relations.167  Ku and Diehl’s 

conception of international law as an operating system168 is handy for the purposes of the 

suggestions advanced in the last part of this paper, noted above.  

                                                 

165  CASSESE, supra note 10, at 993.   

166  Id. at 494. 

167 Id., at 3. 

168 KU & DIEHL, supra note 9.  
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Ku and Diehl regard the international legal system as capable of dealing with multiple issues 

and one that is not only engendered of the values and norms that it promotes but also shapes its 

counterpart: international law as a normative system.169 Seen in its entirety, as a totality of 

operating principles and values, international law, thus, enshrines internal dynamic that prods it 

on the path of development so that norms developed in one part of international law make 

themselves available for operational purposes in other parts of the law.  This paper has proposed 

that the values embodied in international humanitarian laws must inform laws that are meant to 

protect the world from proliferation and use of nuclear weapons by the emerging new non-state 

individual and group actors, national or transnational in scope, meaning to harm through nuclear 

terrorism.  This direction of evolution is not too far-fetched to foresee: international law in other 

areas, such as human rights laws and humanitarian laws, has already brought individuals within 

its fold.170 

More pertinent for the purposes of this paper is Ku and Diehl’s comment that, in the 

traditional way, international law undergoes normative shift as customary practices evolve.171  A 

normative shift can, however, also be purposefully and actively brought about.  Recently, new 

treaties, including the NPT, have been used to bring about normative shift when such a need 

arose.172  The treaty on nuclear non-proliferation was concluded when the power of the atom was 

discovered and its enormous potential for both peaceful and destructive purposes was understood 
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and need was felt to both promote its peaceful purposes and restrict its use for destructive 

purposes. Today, the NPT needs a second normative shift.  The NPT, as concluded, did not 

foresee the emergence of “catastrophic terrorism” in a new world order where the danger of 

proliferation and use of nuclear weapons will arise from non-state groups and individuals 

seeking to end the world or inflict extreme violence on adversaries.  The NPT can be revised to 

incorporate the new reality.173  It can be revised by incorporating principles emerging from other 

areas of laws or by helping advance the idea of nuclear non-proliferation to the level of jus 

cogens such that the consent requirement of international law is not a bar against prosecution of 

nuclear terrorists. 

At the risk of belaboring the point, it may be pertinent to apply ideas from Franck’s classic 

book Fairness in International Institutions to the subject matter of this paper. Franck noted early 

in the book that in international law’s post-ontological stage in the late twentieth century, when 

the number and functions of international organizations hiked, the proper inquiry is not whether 

international law is law but whether it is fair and effective.174  Fairness in laws for Franck is 

composed of legitimacy and distributive justice, the former being a function of mechanisms that 

guarantee fair procedures and the latter being a function of the value and worth of laws in 

allocating appropriate burdens and benefits.  Legitimacy in rules seeks to preserve order, and 

distributive justice in rules favors change.  Through the tension between order and change, 

                                                 

173 See also Bernstein, P.I., Caves, J.P., & Reichart, J.F.  (2007).  The future nuclear landscape.  National Defense 
University, Center for the Study of Weapons of Mass Destruction, Washington, D.C.(report)  
http://wmdcenter.ndu.edu/Portals/97/Documents/Publications/Occasional%20Papers/05_The%20Future%20Nucl
ear%20Landscape.pdf, 1.   
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societies seek fairness.175  Legal systems are judged by their consequences, in which both 

procedure and substance matter.  Franck’s fairness thesis develops further as he points out that 

the tension between legitimacy and justice--or order and change--is impacted by the concept of 

equity in international law. When equity is employed to create an exception to the rule when a 

strict application of the rule might result in unfairness or injustice, a certain level of rule 

indeterminacy results, or rule legitimacy is lowered.  On the one hand, a certain level of rule 

indeterminacy is to be expected in all bodies of law as it helps arrive at agreements and achieve 

flexibility.  On the other hand, rule indeterminacy can help justify non-compliance.  A 

determinate or inflexible rule can also lose legitimacy if its application brings about an unjust 

result.  Calling such rules as “idiot rules”—as opposed to “sophist rules,” highly flexible rules-- 

Franck writes:  

“[Highly determinate or inflexible rules] tend to be unsophisticated in their lack of 
fine tuning and are then likely to be perceived—at their margins--as unreasonable 
and illegitimate in their demands. If a patently absurd or unfair result accrues 
from the only possible application of the evident meaning of a simple rule in 
circumstances requiring a more calibrated response, then that rule has suffered 
reductio ad absurdum, a condition which even may undermine its legitimacy in 
circumstances not at its margins.176 
 

In Franck’s terms, international laws’ inability to punish non-state actors even if they commit 

nuclear terrorism and devastate life arises out of excessive high level of determinacy, or 

inflexibility, of the rules.  Pertinent to this paper are the laws that hold perpetrators of certain 

acts, falling under the category of “crimes against humanity,” culpable under international law 
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and punishable under the ICC jurisdiction, but rendered impotent in the context of nuclear 

terrorists.  The patent unfairness of the outcome, or ineffectiveness of the application, of these 

rules to respond to a new, creating a worrisome situation of the emerging threat of nuclear 

terrorism, can be mitigated by application of equity in one of the forms defined and explained by 

Franck.  In this situation, equity must take the form of extending ICC’s jurisdiction of nuclear 

terrorism, not merely by characterizing nuclear terrorism as a crime against humanity but by 

acting, even when such characterization or definition is hard to formulate, under the general 

international law principles that underlie the prohibition of such acts.  Article 1(1) of the UN 

Charter177 is a conspicuously-relevant international legal provision under whose legal authority 

international institutions’ jurisdiction can be established over possible nuclear terrorists.  Further, 

the UN Charter’s emphasis on international peace and security, whose breach triggers the UN 

Security Council into action under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, should be brought to bear 

upon acts or threats of nuclear terrorism.  Even further, normative aspect of the concept of 

nuclear non-proliferation must be explicitly embedded in a large number of key international 

instruments and multilateral treaties in the hope of advancing the concept the level of jus cogens 

from which derogation might not become possible.  

                                                 

177 Article 1(1) of the UN Charter reads as follows: “To maintain international peace and security, and to that end: to 
take effective collective measures for the prevention and removal of threats to the peace, and for the suppression of 
acts of aggression or other breaches of the peace, and to bring about by peaceful means, and in conformity with the 
principles of justice and international law, adjustment or settlement of international disputes or situations which 
might lead to a breach of the peace.” 
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The current international legal regime of nuclear non-proliferation does not apply to non-state 

actors.  The fear has risen that they may acquire and use nuclear weapons to perpetrate nuclear 

terrorism.  The direction of change that this paper suggests will strengthen international law’s 

reach over possible nuclear terrorists.  Placing the crime under the ICC jurisdiction and/or 

prompting the emergence of peremptory norms against nuclear proliferation and incorporating 

them in the existing regime of nuclear nonproliferation with strengthen the international system 

against nuclear proliferation and use by terrorists. 
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CHAPTER 2 

  NULCLEAR PROLIFERATION:  

  CASE STUDIES OF IRAN, NORTH KOREA, AND SOUTH KOREA 

   

Introduction 

This paper is about causes of nuclear proliferation by states.  Causes of nuclear 

proliferation have been studied and debated upon for as long as nuclear weapons have been in 

existence. The literature review given in this paper outlines some of the major scholarly 

explanations that have been adduced for nations’ aspirations for or acquisition of nuclear 

weapons.  The three causal mechanisms for nuclear proliferation chosen for this paper are 

extracted Scott Sagan’s (1997) three models of nuclear proliferation: the security model, the 

domestic politics model, and the norms model.   

Specifically, this paper discusses three major causes--among many other known and 

unknown ones—that are expected to encourage and induce a state to acquire nuclear weapons.   

(1) A state seeks nuclear weapons as tools for deterrence due to national security 

concerns. (Security mode) 

(2) Rulers seek nuclear weapons to garner political capital in their domestic politics. 

(domestic politics model) 

(3) A state seeks nuclear weapons for other motives: to enhance its status or prestige in 

international politics, for instance, to gain diplomatic leverage, or in response to 

symbolic valuation or normative association attached to possession of nuclear weapon 

(normative model).  
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This study uses the methodology of case studies.  It chooses Iran, North Korea, and South Korea, 

all three of which signed the NPT.  All three faced tensions between their NPT obligations, on 

the one hand, and national security interest and other inducements to disregard those obligations, 

on the other.  The case studies help understand, in qualitative terms, whether national security 

considerations--as a primary motive--and mindfulness of the normative associations with nuclear 

weapons and desire to garner political capital--motives to a lesser extent--have been a guiding 

force in these countries’ choice or forbearance of nuclear weapons.  The objective is to find 

evidence of application of the three identified causal mechanisms for states’ nuclear choice or 

restraint in actual practice.   

On the bases of evidence found in the cases studies, this paper argues that nuclear 

proliferation primarily arises out of states’ desire for increased security from external attacks.  

The other causal mechanisms—rulers’ desire to accumulate political capital and states’ drive to 

proliferate or forgo nuclear weapons in accordance with the international normative structure--

complement the security-based explanations of nuclear proliferation.  These secondary 

explanations are useful for understanding the specific manner of a state’s nuclear proliferation, 

but, solely or in combination, are neither necessary nor sufficient to explain reasons for nuclear 

weapons proliferation by states. 
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Discussion 

I.  States’ reasons to proliferate nuclear weapons—Literature review: 

The dynamics of nuclear proliferation are not fully known. In literature, conceptual 

approaches to the proliferation phenomenon exist. However, reliable information about states’ 

ways of thinking is scarce as secrecy surrounds proliferation decisions, creating empirical 

difficulties (Ogilvie-White, 1996, p. 43; Hymans, 2010).  Discussions of the phenomenon of 

nuclear proliferation have, thus, gone on in abstract notions, giving analysts “freedom of 

interpretation” (Hymans, 2010, p. 3). Moreover, with the small number of cases of nuclear 

proliferation, findings cannot always lead to broad generalizations.  

Yet, scholars, seeking to understand states’ reasons for nuclear weapons proliferation, 

have advanced various models and theories: civil-military relations, domestic politics, 

globalization and spread of nuclear technology; norms, leaders’ modes of thoughts grounded in 

states’ particular history/ideologies (see Sagan, 1997, 2011; Hymans, 2006; Solingen, 2007).   

The following is a discussion of the major ideas.   

In 1989, Most and Starr proposed concepts of opportunity and willingness in studying 

nuclear proliferation.  Opportunity meant macro-level environmental and structural possibilities 

and restraints, including a country’s ability and potential to build nuclear weapons.  Willingness 

in the context of nuclear weapons production meant micro-level choice of an option among 

alternatives and application of available capabilities in furtherance of policy preferences.  

Willingness also refers to factors that make a country eager to manufacture nuclear weapons in 

consideration of domestic and geopolitical conditions and despite risk of suffering international 

disapproval, legal consequences, political sanctions, or moral condemnations (Jo & Gartzke, 
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2007, p. 168).  In international politics, states’ nuclear decision-making occurs at some juncture 

of environmental and structural macro-level environment and policy-makers’ decisions in the 

micro-level environment (Most & Starr, 2015, p. 23). That is, external factors must dovetail with 

domestic modes of thinking for a state to decide to step onto the path of nuclear proliferation. 

There must be a confluence of certain external and internal factors before states 

proliferate, many other researchers found.  For instance, extending Most and Starr’s model, Jo 

and Gartzke (2007), cataloged existing research on nuclear proliferation along two strands: (1) 

demand-side approaches, which focus on a state’s willingness to acquire nuclear weapons and 

(2) supply-side approaches, which focus on a state’s opportunity to acquire nuclear weapons.  

Supply-side approaches discuss difficulties of accessing and mastering nuclear technological 

knowledge, legal restrictions to transference of nuclear materials, and monetary costs of nuclear 

proliferation that constrain states’ opportunity to proliferate.  Demand-side approaches concern 

domestic politics, international norms, and state’s status in the world or the region for states’ 

motivations or discouragement to proliferate (Jo and Gartzke, 2007, p. 169-171).   

Arguing from the demand-side approach to nuclear weapons pursuit by nations, Sagan 

(1997) located three models of proliferation: the security model, the domestic political model, 

and the norms model.  In adducing these models, Sagan (1997) ignored the supply-side 

approaches and did not take the opportunity structure of a state’s external environment into 

account. He considered only internal perceptions concerning national security, rulers’ desires for 

political capital, and rulers’ evaluation of costs/benefits in international politics.   

The security model constitutes the conventional wisdom, indicating that states seek nuclear 

weapons for deterrence purposes against a powerful foe.  Under the domestic political model, 
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Sagan identified reasons inchoate and nebulous: to bully or counter-bully, gain international 

prestige, express idealism, demonstrate hatred for others, express greed or grievance, or derive 

some symbolic meaning attached to the ownership and ability to use nuclear weapons.  The 

norms model suggests that a state’s nuclear decision-making is heavily influenced by perceptions 

of prestige or opprobrium attached to possession of nuclear weapons.  Sagan (1997) suggested 

that multi-causality models should be developed since all three kinds of motivations can be 

intertwined.  Underlying his suggestion was his realization that at the root of "the proliferation 

puzzle" (p. 54) lies a "causal complexity (p. 85), which had gone unrecognized in prior literature.   

Other scholars also adduced a variety of demand-side reasons for states’ attraction to nuclear 

weapons.  Nuclear weapons appeal to states that are unstable, geographically close to a nuclear 

weapons-possessing state, or threatened or ostracized by other countries (Scarlott, 1991, p. 709).  

That is, countries with multiple internal and external threats to the government and those without 

friends are vulnerable to temptations of nuclear weapons acquisition for deterrence purposes as 

well as for gaining recognition, prestige, and status.  Powerful countries can also opt for nuclear 

weapons acquisition when faced with these threats or temptation, Kellman (1994) concluded.  

His research indicated that, to the U.S.A. and the former U.S.S.R., nuclear weapons had offered 

deterrence and status of prominence, even though the weapons were unfeasible for “immediate 

accomplishment of war-related objectives” (pp. 760-1).  Singh and Way (2004) found evidence 

from their quantitative study that nuclear weapons proliferation strongly correlates with external 

threat environment, lack of great-power security guarantees, low level of economic development, 

and low level of integration in the world economy. 
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Demand-side paradigms also indicate that ruling elites set the direction of states’ decisions 

regarding nuclear weapons.  Solingen (2007) suggested that a state’s decision to pursue nuclear 

weapons is based on the nature of its domestic political coalitions and related economic 

development goals and objectives:  “liberalizing coalitions” desist from damaging the country’s 

international trade and investment objectives by pursuing nuclear weapons, while “inward-

looking, nationalist, and radical-confessional coalitions” are likely to pursue nuclear options due 

to coalitions’ relative independence from international trade networks and their greater 

susceptibility to nationalist sentiments.  These ideas confirm the earlier-noted research by 

Scarlott (1991) that also indicated that unstable, economically-weak, friendless, and isolated 

countries find readier appeal in nuclear weapons than do countries that are politically stable, 

economically strong, and socially well-connected.  It is, however, rulers’ perception of their 

national situation that matters more than the objective reality, it appears: leaders pursue nuclear 

options based on their particular perception of the national identity (Hymans, 2006; Paul (2000).    

Supply side approaches, in contrast, look at a state’s financial, technological, and networking 

capacities to acquire materials and technologies from external suppliers and sustain a nuclear 

weapons program to assess whether the state may be tempted to seek nuclear weapons (Lavoy, 

1995; Kroenig, 2009, p. 176).  These theories focus not on whether a state wants nuclear 

weapons but on whether it can have a nuclear weapons program.  

Validating these ideas, some quantitative studies discovered heightened risks of nuclear 

weapons acquisition by economically well-off and industrially-advanced countries (Singh and 

Way, 2004; Jo and Gartzke 2007).  These theories seem to undercut the conclusion reached by 

some theories developed under the demand-side approaches, noted above, that state that 
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politically and economically weak states surrounded by adversaries are at high risk of being 

tempted to possess nuclear weapons.  Empirical compromise, however, can be worked out by 

noting that some low-income range nations--such as India, Pakistan, North Korea, Iran, Iraq--are 

known to have acquired nuclear weapons, or have attempted to do so by imposing financial self-

abnegation, marking that the value of nuclear weapons or what they promise (e.g., national 

security) or stand for (e.g., diplomatic leverage) is higher than their costs.   

Speaking from the supply-side reasons of nuclear proliferation, Meyers (1986) noted that the 

Atoms for Peace program disseminated vast amounts of nuclear technological knowledge and 

removed technical hurdles for many scientifically- and industrially-advanced states running 

civilian nuclear programs.  Today, many countries have basic knowledge and skills required for 

manufacturing atom bombs so that many states lacking governmental interest in acquiring 

nuclear weapons have come to possess latent capacities to manufacture nuclear weapons 

(Meyers, 1986, p.1).   

This logic underlies explanations for rise of “proliferation rings,” which are arrangements for 

extensive exchange of nuclear technologies, knowledge, and delivery systems within networks of 

new nuclear states, such as Pakistan, Iran, and North Korea (Braun & Chyba, 2004).   The major 

argument is that these second-tier suppliers increase the risk of nuclear proliferation by 

increasing ease of access (Braun and Chyba, 2004; Chestnut, 2007).  Powerful states also supply, 

but they choose potential customers with greater discrimination and are wary of supplying to 

weak states, unless the two share a common enemy (Kroenig, 2009).  A superpower’s pressure 

on a supplier state of a proliferation ring can, however, reduce the likelihood of supply 

(Fuhrmann, 2008).  Such transactions are disapproved, particularly when the buyer is suspected 
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of engaging in “latent proliferation,” i.e., it maintains the façade of adhering to the NPT but 

secretly develops capabilities for building nuclear weapons with access to nuclear materials and 

technologies that the NPT-membership facilitates (Braun and Chyba, 2004.  States with 

international connections that can reliably receive sensitive nuclear materials for developing a 

nuclear weapons program and with domestic capacity to sustain the program are better able to 

manufacture nuclear weapons, supply-side approaches indicate (Kroenig, 2009). 

In other words, when conditions suitable for acquisition of nuclear weapons exist in a state’s 

macro-level environment, i.e., when opportunities are present, and when domestic decision-

makers are inclined or willing to further policy goals by utilizing the opportunity, states tend to 

disregard international legal constraints, unless they are forced to take them into account.  A 

corollary to this line of thought, providing a possible explanation for many states’ adherence to 

the NPT, is that when opportunity and willingness are absent, or when international sanctions are 

strict and risky, states comply with international legal constraints.    

When countries rollback or reconsider nuclear weapons programs, similar decision-making 

patterns govern.  Campbell and Einhorn (2005) studied countries that had at one time pursued the 

nuclear option and then rolled back their weapons program.  The study sought to understand the 

conditions under which such nations would reconsider the nuclear option.  The researchers 

concluded that regional security concerns were the primary, original motivations, particularly 

acquisition of nuclear technology by an adversary neighbor for seeking nuclear weapons, and 

that the same considerations are expected to exert significant influence on states’ reconsideration 

to re-acquire nuclear weapons in reversal of an earlier rollback.  The study found that the 

security concerns were followed by aspiration for gaining prestige and political clout by initially 
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opting for nuclear weapons.  The latter considerations, however, did not alone warrant 

resumption of nuclear weapons program after its rollback by the countries included in the study 

(Campbell and Einhorn, 2005, pp. 320-321).     

Levite (2002) studied nuclear reversals and arrived at similar conclusions.  He studied 

“the phenomenon in which states embark on a path leading to nuclear weapons acquisition but 

subsequently reverse course, though not necessarily abandoning altogether their nuclear 

ambition” (p. 61).  His preliminary survey indicated that almost 20 states have undergone nuclear 

reversals and that most of those reversals resulted from technological or resource scarcity or 

domestic political factors.  Sweden and Switzerland reversed for fear of hostile reactions from 

nuclear weapons states, i.e., for fears to their national security (Levite, 2002, p. 63).  That is, 

states reversed in consideration of their own specific factors.   Levite’s taxonomy did not credit 

NPT membership of states for those reversals (Levite, 2002, p. 86).  This study also underscored 

the fact that nations make nuclear weapons-related decisions based on their own interests.  

The same insight emerges from Paul’s (2000) study of long-term patterns of states’ 

nuclear behavior.  The researcher asked a pertinent question: why some countries do not make 

nuclear weapons despite possessing the capability and technology to do so and why some others 

forego nuclear weapons after having acquired them, notwithstanding the deterrence theory (p. 3).  

He found that states do not take the NPT membership into account in these decisions and that 

adherence to the NPT regime signifies their general support for the concept of nonproliferation 

but not necessarily their promise not to pursue nuclear weapons (Paul, 2000, p. 57).  Included in 

the category of states that are capable to manufacture nuclear weapons but forego the choice are 

Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway, South 
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Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and Taiwan.  Included in the second category are South 

Africa, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine (Paul, 2000, p. 3).  Paul concluded that, in deciding 

whether to pursue or retain nuclear weapons, a state conducts analytical evaluation of its own 

current geo-political security situation, such as its involvement in conflicts, location in a high or 

low conflict region, security guarantees from bigger powers, and capacities to pursue or retain 

nuclear weapons for its own security.  Nations that do not pursue nuclear weapons necessarily to 

maximize power-- contrary to assumptions of the theory of realism—but they practice 

“prudential realism” as they make their nuclear weapons-related decisions in light of political 

exigencies (Paul, 2000, p. 5).  This line of reasoning indicates that a state that is capable of 

building nuclear weapons might forego doing so if its security environment and other 

geopolitical conditions do not warrant it but may shift its stance toward acquiring nuclear 

weapons if situations change.   

Jo and Gartzke’s quantitative study (2007) reached a similar conclusion.  The study 

examined data on nations’ hidden technological capabilities for production of nuclear weapons to 

locate trends of nuclear proliferation.  The scholars concluded that (1) states turn to nuclear 

option when they find themselves overpowered by a rival in conventional weapons capability, as 

in the case of Pakistan; (2) threat of nuclear pre-emption from powerful states discourages some 

states from pursuing nuclear option, as in the case of Cuba; (3) powerful states are more likely to 

develop nuclear programs and build nuclear weapons; and, importantly, (4) “[m]embership in the 

NPT tends [only] modestly to encourage states to maintain pledges of nonproliferation” (p. 186). 

That is, states consider their own circumstances in deciding choose or forgo nuclear weapons.  
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Guzman’s research, in the same vein, indicates that sanctions shape states’ behavior only in areas 

of modest stakes for the state; for areas where stakes are high for the state, sanctions fail to 

induce compliance (Guzman, 2002, pp. 1825-6).  States’ compliance of nonproliferation 

requirements, it follows, results from fear of sanctions, i.e., for fear of risking national interests.   

Articulating a similar instrumentalist explanation for nations’ both compliance and 

violations of international law, Krasner (1999) described states’ international behavior as 

“organized hypocrisy,” a concept that  stresses that international law is “largely epiphenomenal 

to the power of nations and the interests of national leaders” (Goldsmith, 2000, p. 961, reviewing 

Krasner’s work).   Commenting on this characterization of international law, Goldsmith wrote, 

using the example of the international norm of state sovereignty, 

National leaders benefit both from the general persistence of sovereignty norms in 
the international legal system, and from their violation when it is in their 
achievable interest to do so.  Such organized hypocrisy is possible because the 
international system is characterized by power asymmetries among nations, the 
existence of multiple and conflicting norms on the international stage, the absence 
of authoritative structures to resolve these conflicts, and the fact that rulers’ 
actions are driven by domestic constituency interests.” (Goldsmith, 2000, p. 960, 
summarizing Krasner’s (1999) concept of “organized hypocrisy”)   
 

A more complex state behavior is nuclear hedging.  Nuclear hedging is “a national 

strategy of maintaining, or at least appearing to maintain, a viable option for the relatively rapid 

acquisition of nuclear weapons, based on an indigenous technical capacity to produce them 

within a relatively short time frame ranging from several weeks to a few years” (Levite, 2002, p. 

69).  That is, states may engage in nuclear hedging, developing latent capabilities, while running 

nuclear fuel-cycle facilities, acquiring capability to enrich uranium and separate plutonium, and 

making nuclear explosives, all the while in compliance of the NPT.  A state hedges as it proceeds 

to develop a nuclear bomb or as it rollbacks its nuclear program, ensuring to maintain ability to 
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exercise nuclear option in the future (Levite, p. 69).  England, Sweden, Egypt, and Japan 

engaged in nuclear hedging, Levite noted, as did many other nations that engaged in nuclear 

reversals.  The utility of hedging arises from its latent coercive power: nuclear hedging grants 

diplomatic weight or deterrence against potential aggressors (Levite, pp. 70-72).  Attainment of 

nuclear weapons capability is useful for gaining both deterrence and diplomatic leverage.   

Literature review does not indicate, however, that states develop their nuclear weapons to 

use and destroy their enemies. As noted above, during the Cold War, the U.S.A. and the U.S.S.R. 

managed their differences without having to use nuclear weapons: they, however, deployed 

nuclear weapons and deterred each other.  Tannenwald’s (2007) research found that, since 1945, 

a normative stigma, a nuclear taboo, has become attached to use of nuclear weapons, a 

development that explains why nuclear weapons states have historically forgone nuclear use in 

situations where a nuclear attack or response bestow strategic advantage (pp. 1-3). The taboo, 

Tannenwald pointed out, is independent of the deterrence theory, which posits that states’ 

trepidation about second-strike nuclear retaliation explains why they desist from launching first 

strikes.  Deterrence theory fails to explain nuclear weapons states’ nonuse of nuclear weapons in 

international armed conflicts against non-nuclear weapons states, such as nonuse by the U.S. 

against North Vietnam during the Vietnam War (Tannenwald, 2007, p.4).   She argued that the 

taboo, “a de facto non-use norm with a strong moral component,” sprung from a combination of 

history and politics, of which she gave a detailed account, although her evidence covered only 

the case of the U.S.A.  The NPT is not the reason for the rise of taboo against use of nuclear 

weapons, the research showed.  Tannenwald’s research, therefore, fails to allay nuclear 
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proliferation concerns as her research did not indicate that states avoid acquisition of nuclear 

weapons for deterrence purposes or to gain status or prestige.   

This literature review indicates that scholars find that states pursue nuclear weapons 

primarily for self-serving reasons and that states engage in strategic maneuvering to acquire 

nuclear weapons while avoiding sanctions.  Security considerations are of primary significance 

among those interests, the review indicates.  In seeking that interest, states also consider the 

sanctions and opprobrium attached to nuclear weapons and evaluate probable risks and rewards 

before making the final choice.   

I. Methodology:  

The case study method: 

Evera (1997) wrote in Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science that, among social 

science methods, case study is generally relegated to a low position compared to large-n studies, 

but, in reality, both methods as equal, with each having its own strengths and weaknesses (p. 4).  

She argues that theories are ways of framing ideas about cause and effect and that theories can be 

tested equally effectively by both methods.  Testing and evaluating theories can be done using a 

few cases: 

One tests a theory by asking if the empirical evidence confirms the theory’s predictions, 
not by asking how many cases the theory can explain.  A theory may explain few cases 
because its causal phenomenon is rare or because it requires special hothouse conditions 
to operate but can still operate strongly when these conditions are present. Such a theory 
explains few cases but is nevertheless valid. (p. 39) 
 

In accordance with this thought, Sagan’s (1997) research findings that framed causes of nuclear 

proliferation by states in terms of three models present a theory.  This theory states that three 

paradigms explain nuclear weapons proliferation by states: the security model, the domestic 
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political model, and the norms model.  In this paper, cases of Iran, North Korea, and South Korea 

are selected to spot support for this theory. 

Evera (1997) noted that a researcher can test a theory using (1) experimentation, (2) 

observation with use of large-n analysis, or (3) case study (pp. 50-51).  In understanding causal 

mechanism for states’ nuclear proliferation, experimentation is impracticable. The topic is also 

not amenable to a large-n study since the number of states that have chosen to proliferate is 

small.   Therefore, case study remains the only possible method.  Case studies, wherein scholars 

seek to study closely a small number of instances to understand a broad phenomenon, are 

generated in large numbers in political science scholarship (Gerring, 2004, p. 342).   

 Literature review indicated a modest accumulation of scholarly advice concerning 

choice of case study method and cases for case studies.  Morgan and Smircich (1980), for 

instance, noted that the choice of a research method must derive from the nature and underlying 

assumptions of knowledge to be obtained (p. 491).  Case study method, used quantitatively or 

qualitatively, helps in examining (a) “a contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context, 

especially when (b) the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly 

evident” (Yin, 1981, p. 59).  Elaborating, Yin pointed out that researchers gainfully utilize case 

study design when variables involved may be too many for an experimental or survey design (p. 

59).  The case study method is suitable for this paper: a state can engage in nuclear proliferation 

for many known, unknown, and deliberately hidden motives, and states decide on nuclear 

proliferation in unique and complex contexts. Theory in this area is not well-developed, and all 

variables have not been identified (Bell, 2015; Fuhrman & Lupu, 2016).  Studying a small 

number of key variables, in this case, offers a better chance to understand causation.   
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 The idea that case study as a research method holds value for certain types of research 

studies finds corroboration in other scholars’ observations too.  Noor (2008) defended “strategic 

qualitative research methodology,” which includes case study, against criticism that this method 

lacks scientific rigor and generalizability (p. 1602).   He argued that some reality is “socially 

constructed, rather than objectively determined” and that a researcher using case studies does not 

seek facts and data to measure and to study emergence of patterns; rather, the researcher more 

appropriately seeks to “appreciate the different constructions and meanings that people [or states, 

my addition] place upon their experience” (p. 1602).  When phenomena to be studied through 

research involve subjectivity or when they are to be studied in their real contexts to approach 

insight, discovery, and interpretation--as opposed to hypothesis-testing--qualitative research 

methods are appropriate, Noor (2008) argued (p. 1602).  Gerring (2004) wrote, the case study 

method offers distinct advantages to a researcher above large-N studies in some situations, such 

as when data is sparse or when a researcher seeks to gain insights or know opinions, reasons, and 

motivations, subjective elements that defy fixed definitions.  

 . . . the very “subjectivity” of case study research allows for the generation of a great 
number of hypotheses, insights that might not be apparent to the cross-unit researcher 
who works with a thinner set of empirical data across a large number of units and with 
a more determinate (fixed) definition of cases, variables, and outcomes (p. 350).  

 
Zainal (2007) similarly noted that through case study methods, “a researcher is able to go beyond 

the quantitative statistical results and understand the behavioural conditions through the actor’s 

perspective” (Zainal, 2007, p. 1).  In light of these observations, the case study method is suitable 

for the present study because states’ behavioral conditions are an important part of the research. 

  Yin (1981) classified case studies into three types: exploratory, descriptive, and 

explanatory and noted that case studies address explanations best, as opposed to questions (p. 
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59).  In political science, case studies have played an important role by permitting discovery of 

causal mechanisms, new phenomena, and unexpected results (Sekhon, 2004, p. 281).  This paper 

uses case study as a method to discover workings of the selected causal mechanisms of security 

considerations, domestic political considerations, and norms attached to possession of nuclear 

weapons in international relations to explore whether the security model, the domestic politics 

model, and the norms model explain nuclear weapons proliferation by chosen states. Scholars 

legitimately choose cases for case study for pragmatic reasons, such as time, money, access, but 

purposive selection can introduce selection bias (Seawright & Gerring, 2008, p. 295).  Randomly 

drawing a small sample when the population is large--as in this case, where the NPT membership 

is large--however, is not the answer either because, the resulting sample is expected to have a 

large spread, a high standard deviation, still creating the problem of representativeness 

(Seawright & Gerring, 2008, p. 295).  Thus, both randomization and pragmatic selection carry 

the same pitfalls.  Purposive samples, however, “can nonetheless make an important contribution 

to the inferential process by enabling researchers to choose the most appropriate cases for a 

given research strategy” (Seawright & Gerring, 2008, pp. 295-6).  Despite being unrepresentative 

of the population, the value of a few well-chosen instances, or even a single instance, rests on 

ability to indicate variation on certain relevant dimensions, to highlight specific features of the 

case(s) to understand the larger class of cases or to draw causal, descriptive, or predictive 

inferences (Seawright & Gerring, 2008, p. 296).  That is, cases can be chosen with reference to 

what is known about the population to make inferences about rest of the population (Seawright 

& Gerring, 2008, p. 296).   
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 In this case, the three case studies help discern the workings of Sagan’s (1997) theory 

that states proliferate for security reasons, for domestic political consideration, or for normative 

evaluations attached to possession of nuclear weapon.  The case studies, thus, use a purposive 

sample of Iran, North Korea, and South Korea to help draw inferences about other states’ reasons 

for nuclear proliferation. 

Choice of three countries (Iran, North Korea, South Korea) for case studies: 

 These three countries are chosen to study their reasons for acquiring or aspiring for 

nuclear weapons.  They are chosen particularly in view of the fact that their internal motivations 

seem to be similar and, yet, their nuclear choices are not the same.  The patent commonality of 

the three chosen countries is that they all signed the NPT and accepted IAEA safeguard 

restrictions on their nuclear programs. Their nuclear weapons acquisition /renouncement path, 

however, differed.  The case studies were expected to highlight the reasons for the contrast. 

 Iran is the first country in this group.  Despite international community’s strong 

suspicion, Iran denies that it seeks nuclear weapons.  It remained within the NPT framework of 

international system of nuclear weapons non-proliferation.  It did not cross the nuclear weapons 

threshold: to date, it has not conducted a nuclear test to declare itself a nuclear weapons state.  

The international community sought to constrain its nuclear weapons aspirations through 

sanctions that tighten its NPT commitments.  Whether the international community can 

conclusively eradicate Iran’s internal motivations for pursuing nuclear weapons, the ones 

unrelated to the NPT obligations, is a question on which Iran’s case study is expected to give 

insights.   
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 North Korea, by contrast, left the NPT system in 2003, and it has brazenly provoked the 

international community since then with its nuclear weapons-related activities.  It is clear that 

North Korea crossed the nuclear weapons threshold in the face of international opposition.  

Whether North Korea’s defiance of the international response to its nuclear weapons-related 

activities-- regardless of the hardship that resulted from sanctions against the country--springs 

from the force of its internal motivations is an insight to be received from the second case study.  

The case study seeks understanding concerning those internal motivations that enabled it to dare 

the consequences. 

 The case study South Korea regarding its pursuit of nuclear weapons capability and its 

roll back of the program before testing is also expected to be insightful.  This country has 

fluctuated its stance on its NPT commitments over time, and the case study is expected to grant 

understanding on what motivates it to shift that stance.   

 The case studies of the three countries indicate different level of success that 

international community could have in constraining nuclear choices.  The studies are expected to 

provide knowledge in other cases of similar or nuanced inter-play of internal motivations against 

international community’s wishes.  In view of the stated purpose of this paper--to study whether 

national security reasons and other motivations arising out of domestic politics and international 

normative structure related to nuclear weapons play a role in countries’ nuclear path—these 

cases are expected to provide generalized understanding.  

Causal mechanisms: 

Literature review--given below--indicates that nations pursue nuclear weapons for a number 

of reasons.  Statesmen and scholars have variously framed the basic question: why do states seek 
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nuclear weapons?  This paper is an attempt at discovering evidence for three causal mechanisms 

adduced as answers with use of case studies of Iran, North Korea, and South Korea. 

In this paper, three determinants of nuclear weapons proliferation (or pursuit of nuclear 

weapons capability) are selected: national security considerations, leaders’ domestic politics 

considerations, and desire for prestige, status, or recognition in choosing the nuclear option.  

Sagan’s seminal work (1997) on nations’ causes for pursuing nuclear weapons forms the 

backdrop for this research.  Sagan stipulated that nuclear weapons choices are closely tied to 

security concerns, followed by other motivations, such as leaders’ desire to amass political 

capital and clout in domestic politics or to gain prestige and status for the country among the 

community of nations. 

Using Sagan’s framework for developing nuclear weapons, instances of nuclear proliferation 

can be explained through the security model, the domestic politics model, and the symbol/norms 

model.   The security model articulates the purposes of nuclear weapons in bolstering national 

security against external threats from hostile nations. Sagan noted that the security model of 

nuclear proliferation creates chain reactions: each successful nuclear proliferator state provides 

motivation to its neighbor to seek nuclear weapons to balance the threat.  Other models explain 

nuclear weapons development for objectives other than national security considerations.   

The domestic politics model explains development of nuclear weapons as a tool to 

consolidate political actors’ strength in the domestic politics or as political payoff that domestic 

actors expect from launch of nuclear weapons program.  Under this reasoning, the game of 

domestic politics can be played in ways to increase or reduce the perception of foreign threats 

and the need for developing nuclear weapons.  Under this approach also falls the idea that states 
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that possess nuclear weapons technology may at some time be tempted to use it when some 

political actors seek to garner political capital by that use.  

Under the symbolic and normative model, development of nuclear weapons are discerned as 

symbols of modernity, independence in world politics, status, prestige, recognition, or 

achievement, while demonstration of nuclear restraint by forgoing nuclear choice, even when a 

state is technologically capable, evinces state’s willingness to bend to international opprobrium 

concerning nuclear proliferation. The normative model, thus, links states’ choice or restraint in 

following the nuclear option to the international reaction that they expect from that choice. 

Borrowing from Sagan, this study, thus, sets out the following two postulates.  Given a 

country’s capability and resources,  

(1) A state seeks nuclear weapons as tools for deterrence due to national security 

concerns. (Security mode) 

(2) Rulers seek nuclear weapons to garner political capital in their domestic politics. 

(domestic politics model) 

(3) A state seeks nuclear weapons for other motives: to enhance its status or prestige in 

international politics, for instance, to gain diplomatic leverage, or in response to 

symbolic valuation or normative association attached to possession of nuclear weapon 

(normative model).  

Sagan’s basic models point the way for theorists to link causes and effects (Hymans, 2010).  In 

the scholarly discourse, that work is still underway.  This paper is an effort along the same lines.  

 

 



 

78 

Sagan’s three models: complementary or competitive? 

Sagan’s (1997) models are complementary, not competitive: they are interdependent.  

Sagan’s analysis of various historical cases convinced him that that the three basic models are 

inter-connected, and that, therefore, nuclear policy makers must engage in a multi-causal and 

multi-dimensional approach in dealing with the problem of nuclear weapons proliferation.   

Sagan (1997) noted that the widely-used realist explanations of states’ nuclear weapons 

pursuits based on the security model are inadequate:  

Nuclear weapons, like other weapons, are more than tools of national security; 

they are political objects of considerable importance in domestic debates and 

internal bureaucratic struggles and can also serve as international normative 

symbols of modernity and identity. (Sagan, 1997, p. 55) 

That is, states may seek nuclear weapons for motivations other than national security, such as for 

their symbolic value as expression of identity, independence, and modernity.  

Sagan (1997), who established the framework of this debate by laying out the features of 

these three models, held that the security model is the dominant model.  However, he noted that 

with some countries, such as North Korea, Iran, Iraq, and Libya, the security model failed to 

provide adequate explanation. He, therefore, favored using a multicausality model, the one that 

utilized concerns displayed in all three models. 

Sagan’s example of Ukraine is illustrative of the multi-causality approach. Sagan noted 

that Ukraine inherited large stockpiles of nuclear weapons and materials in the post-Cold War 

times.  The historical aggression that Ukraine experienced from Russia would have warranted 

that Ukraine would choose to be a nuclear weapons state, under the security model.  However, it 
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decided to forego the nuclear choice, baffling realists.  The domestic politics, rife with people’s 

general opinion in favor of being a nuclear weapons state, did not prevail in Ukraine’s final 

choice to remain free of nuclear weapons.  For Ukraine, the norms model was more influential.  

Having emerged as a new state following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Ukraine sought 

recognition from international community for its newly-acquired sovereignty and respect for its 

independent foreign policy.  Its leaders, therefore, adopted anti-nuclear stance in keeping with 

their perception of the developing international norms in favor of anti-proliferation and seeking 

legitimacy for the state.  Ukraine’s nuclear policy emerged from a complex interplay of all three 

models in which the norms model prevailed (pp, 80-1).  As the case studies indicate, similar 

multi-causality occurs in the case of the three chosen states’ decision concerning nuclear choice. 

II. International system for ensuring nuclear nonproliferation: 
 

The NPT: Significance for this study  

The Treaty for Non-proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) lies at the center of the 

existing international legal regime of nuclear nonproliferation.  It was brought into force to 

alleviate concerns about nuclear proliferation by states.  Most countries of the world are 

signatories of the treaty and have also bound themselves to the safeguards agreements of the 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the verification regime that supports the NPT.  

When an NPT-signatory state decides to tread onto the path of nuclear weapons acquisition, it 

does so in contradiction of its NPT obligations.  Punishments and rewards for proliferators and 

non-proliferators, however, usually emerge from political realities--it appears--even if the 

outcries of denunciation arise on the bases of violations of NPT provisions, as the discussion 

below indicates.   
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The major significance of NPT-membership, in the context of this study, lies in the fact 

that it is a feature—in the totality of many others—of a potential state-proliferator’s unique 

security environment and figures in cost-benefit analyses in its decision to proliferate or to stay 

on the course prescribed by the NPT.  Violation of the NPT purportedly carries legal 

consequences, which then adversely impact political and social aspects of the violating state’s 

existence.  The NPT provisions--to which nations of the world near-universally adhere, and do so 

voluntarily--make nuclear proliferation unacceptable and, thus, impliedly attach normative 

valuation to states’ acts that cause or restrain nuclear proliferation.  Given these facts, it can be 

expected that states seeking nuclear weapon do not lightly disregard their obligations under the 

NPT; nor are they unmindful of probable disapproval or hostility of others in the community of 

states. Realpolitik considerations, and rational decision-making—such as when an insecure state 

perceives nuclear weapons as tools to bolster national security--however, may provide stronger 

inducements for not following the NPT. Concomitantly, a state may be allured by symbols of 

power or prestige that nuclear weapons represent in international relations and may be tempted to 

enhance its status by acquiring them in disregard of its NPT commitments.   

Nuclear proliferation carries different meanings for different states in unique contexts, 

situations, and modes of thought, and the meaning shifts with alteration of political contexts and 

philosophical perspectives.  When countries proliferate despite participation in the NPT-based 

system, or when they help others proliferate, they do so with strategic logic (Kroenig, 2010, pp. 

viii; 1-3).   
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Basic features of the NPT: 

The NPT is the primary basis in the international system for preventing nuclear 

proliferation.  The source of law for the Treaty is the UN Charter itself, proscribing aggression 

by a state against territorial integrity of others.  When the UN Charter came into force, 

destructive powers of nuclear weapons were not considered.  After the detonation of first nuclear 

bombs in 1945, the NPT-based order of nuclear nonproliferation gradually emerged, seeking to 

extend the pacific intent of the general UN system over dangers of nuclear proliferation.    

The NPT extracts two basic promises from member states: (1) that nuclear weapons 

states will not help non-nuclear weapon states acquire nuclear weapons (Article I) and (2) that 

non-nuclear weapon states will not acquire nuclear weapons and will accept the International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards to ensure that their nuclear activities remain only for 

peaceful purposes (Article II).  The NPT, however, acknowledges nations’ right to use nuclear 

technology for peaceful purposes and promises that countries possessing nuclear technology will 

share the technology with others for peaceful uses (Article IV) and will negotiate to stop the 

ongoing arms race for achieving eventual nuclear disarmament (Articles VI).  The NPT also 

required non-nuclear weapons signatory states to submit to the IAEA inspection and verification 

regime to assure non-diversion of nuclear materials and technologies for belligerent purposes 

(Article III).  In 1977, the NPT-based regime was supplemented with the Additional Protocol to 

tighten regulations against countries that, with access to nuclear materials and technologies that 

the NPT membership granted, could capitulate to temptations to develop nuclear weapons.   
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Difficulties with the NPT-based system: 

In politics, NPT’s positivist formulations clash with states’ self-interests.  Scholars of 

realist persuasion have long regarded that the voluntary nature of international law makes it 

ineffective as an enforcement mechanism but influential in regulating states’ struggle for power 

(Morgenthau & Thompson, 1978; Weil, 1983, p. 413).  In general, international law lacks 

enforceability due to the consent requirement for its enforcement measures, its decentralized 

character, the imprecise nature of its obligations, the varied interpretations of law that nations are 

able to construe to suit self-interests, and the multiple ways in which nations can implement the 

law to fit their purposes (Morgenthau & Thompson, 1978, pp. 293-327).  The international 

system for preventing nuclear proliferation is not immune to these difficulties. Although the 

NPT-based system can be credited for many successes, conspicuous instances of its violations or 

attempted violations are on record.  The case studies presented in this paper concern three 

countries that signed the NPT without necessarily forswearing a nuclear weapons option.   

Another source of NPT’s difficulty lies in its attempts to bind non-nuclear weapons 

countries to promises of nonproliferation while permitting nuclear weapons states to retain their 

weapons—albeit with the hope that they too will renounce their nuclear weapons in the future.  

Unhappy signatories of the NPT have regarded the system as “nuclear apartheid,” particularly 

because nuclear weapons states evince no intent to disarm themselves (Maddock, 2010, pp. x-xi).   

The dual purposes of the NPT and dual uses of nuclear technology pose the biggest 

challenge.  The system gives access to nuclear materials, technology, and know-how for peaceful 

purposes and requires that states do not divert nuclear knowledge and materials for manufacture 

of nuclear bombs.  In late 1950s, under President Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace Initiative, many 
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countries received assistance in civilian uses of nuclear technology.  Since then, interest in 

nuclear power has surged, and more than 50 countries have received nuclear power-related 

technological assistance from the IAEA, resulting in wide dissemination of relevant knowledge 

(Miller & Sagan, 2009, pp. 7-8).  Considering the interplay of the two paradoxical purposes of 

the NPT-based regime, Jo and Gartzke (2007) remarked that “any systemic normative constraint 

that the NPT regime could have encouraged among states [is] . . . counteracted by the other part 

of the NPT bargain, the dissemination of technology and nuclear know-how” (p. 186).  With 

dissemination of nuclear knowledge and materials, risk of nuclear proliferation has increased.  

This idea finds support in conclusions of Levite’s study (2002) of nuclear program 

rollbacks/reversals: the research found that NPT does not simply induce nuclear aspirants to 

rollback nuclear ambitions and arrive at nuclear reversals; the NPT leads such nations to nuclear 

hedging, a deceptive way of attaining nuclear capability for making nuclear weapons while 

remaining compliant with the NPT.  The fault lies in the unspecific way in which the NPT 

characterizes what constitutes unlawful activities under the Treaty, in the narrow scope of 

IAEA’s safeguard measures, and in the NPT’s provisions that permit NPT members to carry on 

nuclear fuel-cycle activities (Levite, 2002, p. 73).   

Owing to these issues, the NPT-based regime never inspired great confidence that it 

would keep all countries on the path of nonproliferation.  In 1963, President Kennedy foresaw 

continued growth in the number of nuclear powers, from four then to ten by 1970 and to 20 or 25 

by 1975 (Kennedy, 1963).  That dire prediction did not come true, but the dangerous prospect 

has severely tested the capacity of IAEA to ensure its non-realization (Schanfein, 2009, p. 11).  
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IV.  Nuclear proliferation: historical overview 

Slow but steady nuclear proliferation: 

When the NPT entered into force in 1970, only three of the five existing nuclear-weapon 

states were among its initial 43 signatories.  Today, with 191 members, the NPT is at the center 

of the global nuclear nonproliferation regime (United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs).   

Historically, the global nuclear nonproliferation efforts can be credited for many 

successes.  For instance, in the post-Cold War period, South Africa, Argentina, and Brazil 

renounced their nuclear pursuits, and three inheritor nations of the former U.S.S.R. nuclear 

materials and capabilities—Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine--relinquished nuclear aspirations.  

Similarly, many states that are technologically capable of manufacturing nuclear weapons chose 

not to do so: Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, 

Norway, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and Taiwan.   

Dampening gratification for these achievements, however, India and Pakistan, both of 

which had chosen to remain outside the NPT-based system, emerged as new nuclear states.  

What might have damaged the nuclear non-proliferation system was the weak international 

response toward India and Pakistan.  The absence of any remedies was noteworthy:  

. . . major powers . .  have historically gotten riled up whenever another country 
has begun to develop a nuclear weapon of its own. Yet so far, every time another 
country has managed to shoulder its way into the nuclear club, the other members 
have always changed tack and decided to live with it. (Waltz, 2012, p.3)  
 

The weak and short-lived U.S. sanctions against India and Pakistan and the later U.S. strategic 

engagement with them must have underscored proliferation tips for possible proliferators 

(Campbell and Einhorn, 2005, p. 319).  Later, upon suspicion that Iraq was clandestinely 
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pursuing nuclear weapons, the U.S. resorted to unilateral attacks on Iraq, raising the salience of 

political, rather than international law-based, responses.   

Yet, the NPT remains an important part of the global circumstance that states consider 

when they decide to choose or forgo nuclear options.  The predominant utility of the NPT-based 

system is in denying would-be nuclear weapons proliferators the technology and materials for 

building nuclear weapons and other radioactive devices.  The NPT specifically forbids receiving 

or transferring such technology or materials.  India and Pakistan, however, remained outside the 

regime to develop as nuclear weapons states. Iran and North Korea achieved headway in their 

programs despite, or due to, the NPT membership.  It can be argued that most countries wishing 

to possess a bomb might not successfully acquire technology and materials through clandestine 

dealings, as these four countries did, and that, therefore, NPT remains invaluable in slowing the 

pace of nuclear weapons proliferation.   

Shifting geographical nucleus of concern, changing security environment, and rising salience 

of nuclear weapons: a historical view 

In 1983, the Harvard Nuclear Study Group wrote that the world must learn to live with 

nuclear weapons and a high probability of military use of nuclear weapons; at the time, the 

authors limited the likelihood of nuclear weapons’ proliferation to Europe (p. 215).   

Soon after the establishment of the NPT-based nuclear nonproliferation regime in 1968-

1970, the focus of concern shifted from Europe to Latin America and South Africa, and then to 

countries of Asia and Middle East, sapping more of the meager confidence in the regime 

(Levite,2002, p. 60).  When the Cold War ended, besides the original five nuclear powers, three 
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countries had undeclared nuclear weapons capabilities, and several other countries were engaged 

in clandestine pursuit of the nuclear option (Campbell and Einhorn, 2005, p. 317).   

The shift in the geographical nucleus of concern was accompanied, if not preceded, by 

changes in the international security and political realities that spurred on nuclear proliferation.  

The dissolution of the former Soviet Union catalyzed “political fragmentation” of the Third 

World, entangling an ever-greater number of nations and non-state forces in competition for 

regional, territorial, political, linguistic, ethnic, and ideological dominance (Scarlott, 1991, p. 

686).  Weak states perceived insecurity due to former superpowers’ withdrawal of protectionist 

commitments when the bipolar global power structure became multipolar (Nye, 1990, p. 153). 

Under these circumstances, diffusion of enabling technologies egged on nuclear ambitions of 

rogue states (Campbell and Einhorn, 2005, p. 318).  Security fears heightened due to the ongoing 

rivalries between nuclear powers and aspirants (Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2015). While the two 

nuclear superpower rivals of the Cold War era had not actually used nuclear weapons against 

each other, it was felt that the emerging nuclear powers, with histories of bloodshed and lower 

levels of intelligence and surveillance capabilities, may not know when the critical point is 

reached (Blechman & Mackay, 2000, p. 10).   

In the immediate post-Cold War period, scholars realized that the earlier slow pace of 

nuclear proliferation was ceasing in favor of faster, “opaque proliferation” (Frankel, 1991, p. 14).  

Frankel argued that the first generation of nuclear proliferators--the five nations of the original 

nuclear club—had made their nuclear status highly visible--politically, militarily, and 

technologically.  The second generation of proliferators, by contrast, were undeclared nuclear 

weapon states, engaged in opaque nuclear proliferation, understanding which was more complex 
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than the visible proliferation; yet discourse on the issue remained dominated by what was known 

about the visible proliferation.  Opaque proliferation resulted when the NPT delegitimized 

nuclear weapons and created a norm wherein desire for nuclear weapons came to be 

disapproved.  While states accepted the norm, some of them did not necessarily respect it and did 

not lose interest in acquisition of nuclear weapons; they merely stopped voicing their interest 

publicly and kept their nuclear activities underground (Frankel, 1991, p. 16).  When technology 

and materials became available, these states quietly engaged in activities that gave them nuclear 

weapons capability.  

. . . the process of nuclear proliferation is driven by internal and external forces with a 
momentum of their own . . . .  Those forces are so powerful that they exclude the 
possibility of preventing nuclear proliferation through declaratory policies and 
international regulatory regimes. The availability of critical nuclear materials and 
technologies, nuclear physicists and scientists, and design engineers gives states the 
ability to construct nuclear weapons, even in the face of determined opposition by the 
international community. (Martel & Pendley, 2004, p. iii) 
 

Under these circumstances, politics and complexities of international relations became potent 

forces in shaping trends concerning nuclear proliferation or restraint.   

Nuclear weapons states continued to hold on to their nuclear weapons, and some of their 

acts raised the salience of nuclear weapons in international relations.  For instance, on the one 

hand, the U.S. pre-emptive attack against Iraq’s nuclear program might have cautioned Libya to 

end its nuclear aspirations, and North Korea and Iran may have taken a note of U.S. threats of 

military action or regime change.  On the other, Bush administration’s strategy to deal with the 

emerging nuclear delinquents was to develop the U.S. nuclear arsenal, explore new low-yield 

nuclear weapons, and continue to oppose the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, actions that might 
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have encouraged others to consider the same choices (Campbell and Einhorn, 2005, pp. 322-

323).  Commenting on nuclear powers’ modernization of nuclear arsenal, Allison (2010) wrote: 

. . . France is modernizing its nuclear arsenal, which President Nicolas Sarkozy has called 
"the nation's life insurance policy." China continues the modernization and expansion of 
its limited nuclear arsenal. With the collapse of its conventional forces, Russia has 
renewed its reliance on nuclear weapons. . . .  [T]he United States is building a stealth 
version of the earlier proposed "reliable replacement warhead.  (p. 81) 
 

Thus, there appears to be a broad understanding that nuclear weapons are important for security. 

The world community is disconcerted about the idea of proliferating nuclear weapons for 

deterrence purposes.  Therefore, the United Nations convened in 2017, from 15 June to 7 July 

2017, negotiations on “a legally binding instrument to prohibit nuclear weapons, leading toward 

their total elimination” (“Nuclear Ban Treaty in 2017”).  On July 7, more than 100 participating 

states concluded a Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons out of their concern about the 

“continued reliance on nuclear weapons in military and security concepts.” (UN General 

Assembly, 2017).  These countries negotiated “to delegitimize nuclear deterrence, a concept that 

has been used to justify the possession of nuclear weapons among the five nuclear-weapon 

states, as well as the rationale for others inclined to seek their own nuclear arsenals.”  The 

preamble of the treaty names the NPT to be the source of the UN search for nuclear 

disarmament.  The five permanent members of the U.N. Security Council (the United States, 

Britain, China, France, and Russia) and the four other known nuclear weapons states (India, 

Pakistan, North Korea, and Israel) did not support the negotiations and did not participate in the 

proceedings (Gladstone, 2017).  In the absence of this support, proliferation are likely to 

continue.   
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V.  Causal mechanisms for nuclear proliferation: 

Security considerations as a reason for nuclear proliferation:  

 The argument that nuclear weapons are desirable because they can alter the outcome of 

a conflict by shifting power balance in international relations is grounded in the tradition of 

realism. According to realist international relations theory, national security is the primary cause 

for states’ acquisition of nuclear weapons.  Under this argument, in an anarchic international 

system, desire for self-preservation motivates states to develop defensive and offensive 

capabilities (Thayer, 1995, pp. 482-3).  States do not trust each other either, creating incentives 

for militaries to focus on augmenting their offensive, defensive, and strategic capabilities to 

forestall the possibility of foreign attacks and encroachments (Waltz, 2012).   

 Empirical historical records of nuclear proliferation validate realist arguments.  The 

security model comprises the longest-standing theory to explain why states acquire nuclear 

weapons.  This model posits that states that feel conventional or nuclear threats from other states 

become inclined to acquire nuclear weapons.  States, under this theory, strategically pursue 

nuclear weapons to bolster national defense capabilities and to deter foes.  Nuclear devices, as a 

symbol of destruction and vengeance, become a tool for deterrence (Deutch, 1991).  The security 

model explains that nuclear weapons possession by one state motivates other states to acquire 

them: “By relying on nuclear weapons for security—and occasionally threatening to use them—

the nuclear weapons states continually demonstrate the utility of these weapons to the rest of the 

world (Ferguson, 2007).   

 The security model explains regional arms races.  The fear that Germany was 

developing a nuclear weapons program caused America to rush to acquire its nuclear weapons 
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(Thayer, 1995, p. 486).  Emulating the United States, the Soviet Union detonated its nuclear 

weapon in 1949.  The Soviet nuclear weapons program motivated Britain and France to go 

nuclear.  Similarly, China’s nuclear weapons threatened India, motivating it to acquire nuclear 

weapons.  Indian nuclear weapons program threatened Pakistan, motivating it go nuclear.  Thus, 

the security model of nuclear proliferation applies to a large number of states that have sought to 

develop weapons of mass destruction, including atomic bombs.  The United States, the former 

USSR, India, Pakistan, China, Israel, and even Iraq, Libya, Iran, and North Korea developed, or 

attempted to develop, nuclear bombs for security reasons (Sagan, 1997).  

 America’s case of nuclear weapons acquisition is illustrative of the security model of 

nuclear proliferation.  During World War II, Einstein warned President Roosevelt about possible 

German success in developing an atomic bomb, noting that if Germany had one and the U.S. did 

not, a catastrophe might result.  In response, the Manhattan Project was organized, which 

produced the first atom bombs that the U.S. detonated in 1945 over Japan (Calaprice & 

Lipscombe, 2005, pp. 117-8).  The bombs blast propelled the Soviet Union to hurry to get its 

own bomb (Swift, 2009).  Concerning nuclear weapons acquisition, France followed the security 

vision of Charles de Gaulle, who emphasized that nuclear weapons were necessary for French 

national security ((Werth, 1967, p. 347).      

 The security model was discernable in the Cold War-interactions of the United States 

and the U.S.S.R. from afar.  Both developed their weapons primarily to enhance their military 

power and to deter each other.  The Cold War between these two rivals remained cold precisely 

because of the stalemate made possible by mutual assured destruction (MAD), which induced the 

two nuclear powers to exercise caution.  The security model, however, prompts states to develop 
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relatively better offensive and defensive powers.  Accordingly, during the Cold War, both 

unsuccessfully sought to break the MAD stalemate by developing the first-strike capability.   

 The power-based approaches inherent in the security model explain America’s post-

War nuclear behavior.  After the end of the Cold War, as the sole superpower, the U.S. 

underwent adjustment of its objectives related to its nuclear arsenal.  It began to structure its 

nuclear arsenal to enable it to carry out pre-emptive nuclear strikes that destroy or disable all 

nuclear forces of the adversary.  The current U.S. nuclear arsenal structure rests on strategic 

bombers, intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), and ballistic-missile-launching submarines 

(SSBNs).  This arrangement seeks to ensure that an enemy’s single nuclear strike does not 

destroy all U.S. nuclear forces and that the U.S. remains capable of inflicting a decisive, 

destructive retaliation.  The arrangement also seeks to give the U.S. the first-strike capability, the 

power to destroy an enemy’s threatening nuclear forces in an offensive attack without giving the 

enemy a chance to retaliate (Lieber & Press, 2006).    

 Observers seem to agree that the U.S. has achieved nuclear primacy (Paul, 2005).  Now 

other nuclear powers are not seeking to balance their nuclear power against that of the U.S.; 

although concerned about U.S. ability to unilaterally intervene in other sovereign states and 

change regimes, the lesser nuclear powers are seeking “soft balancing,” which “involves the 

formation of limited diplomatic coalitions or ententes, especially at the United Nations” (Paul, 

2005, p.  47).  Soft balancing against the U.S.--as opposed to the balance of power that the theory 

of realism predicts, whereby states seek to match their military powers against that of a hegemon 

such that, in time, the hegemon ends up losing its hegemony—implicitly acknowledges the 

superior military status that the U.S. has achieved with its modernized and strengthened nuclear 
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arsenal.   The U.S. the pursuit of nuclear primacy has been consistent with its goal of global 

dominance by holding power of credible threat, and it comports with the security model of 

causation for nuclear proliferation. 

 Another illustrative case is that of Britain.  Britain’s motivation for acquiring nuclear 

weapons are similarly power-based.  After Hiroshima, the British leaders and the military 

realized that a truly modern military force would have to be equipped with nuclear weapons.  

After having exercised colonial power around the globe for centuries, it was unthinkable for 

them at the time to be shut out of this major source of power.  Thus, the British leader Atlee said, 

“We could not agree that only America should have atomic energy” (Goldberg, 1964, p. 427).  

The realization was rendered piquant by that Americans desired to keep secrets of the powers of 

the atom to themselves.  Also, after the Russians’ explosion of atomic bomb in 1949, the British 

were mortified to have been beaten by Russians and resolved to get their own bomb to stay in the 

race (Goldberg, 1964, p. 423) 

 China’s case is another example that indicates that nuclear weapons appeal to nations 

that seek to bolster their security against outsider adversaries.  Chinese leaders have long 

regarded nuclear weapons as a tool for enhancing China’s strategic defense posture.  In 1956, 

Mao Zedong, who is still revered as the father of modern China, referred to the U.S. as a threat to 

be deterred, he said, “We do not have the atom bomb yet. But neither did we have planes and 

artillery in the past . . . We will have not only more planes and artillery but atom bombs too. If 

we are not to be bullied in the present-day world, we cannot do without the bomb” (Mao Zedong, 

speech, April 25, 1956).  Thus, for China, nuclear weapons program has been important. To 
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sustain the program, Chinese have promoted education in sciences and technologies and 

allocated high portions of the military budget for the program.   

 India claims that it developed its nuclear weapons to forestall threat of Chinese nuclear 

weapons deployed against its borders.  Following the nuclear tests of May 11 and13, 1998, 

Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee wrote a letter to President Clinton and stated the 

rationale for the testing to be “the deteriorating security environment, especially the nuclear 

environment, faced by India for some years past.” Without naming China, the letter stated it was 

the “[the] overt nuclear weapons state on our borders, a state which committed armed aggression 

against India in 1962” that had primarily caused India its security concerns.  The fact that the 

neighboring Pakistan, with whom India had fought wars three times since 1947, was also 

developing nuclear weapons was also a reason for India’s security concerns.  The Indian prime 

minister noted in the letter: “To add to the distrust that country [i.e., China] has materially helped 

another neighbour of ours to become a covert nuclear weapons state.”  Assessing the various 

reasons for India’s production and explosion of nuclear weapons in 1998, Ganguly (1999) wrote 

that China’s nuclear weapons program definitely gave a spur to India’s nuclear program, noting 

that “India's perceptions of external threats and the reactions of the great powers to its security 

concerns played a fundamental role in driving the nuclear program” (p. 149). By going nuclear, 

India demonstrated its military prowess to the world and implicitly asserted that others should 

not dare to violate its sovereignty.   

 Pakistan’s acquisition of nuclear weapons is also consonant with the security model.  

Pakistan and India have fought bitter wars since the independence of India from the British 

colonial rule and emergence of Pakistan on the map. In the 1971 war, Pakistan lost its eastern 



 

94 

wing, which emerged as Bangladesh.  Pakistan perceives an existential threat from India and 

fears that India intends to absorb it.  Pakistan acquired nuclear weapons to neutralize India’s 

superiority in conventional weapons and to equalize India’s nuclear power as protection against 

possible coercion (Thayer, 1995, p. 492-4).   

 Germany’s case indicates that security model operates both when states seek nuclear 

weapons for security reasons and when they forego nuclear weapons due to existing security 

guarantees of a nuclear power.  During the Cold War, America extended its nuclear umbrella to 

cover West Germany against Soviet Union’s nuclear threat.  Later, America extended its security 

umbrella over the reunited Germany to deter Russian aggression.  Germany has been a member 

of the NPT and has pledged not to proliferate.  Situation seems to be changing now, however, 

with shifts in Germany’s security environment.  Earlier in 2017, President Trump called the 

NATO alliance obsolete and stated that the America’s continued security guarantees would 

become conditional on allies pulling more of their own weight by increasing their defense 

budget.  The suggestion made American security guarantees and deterrence less credible for 

Germany, as well as for other countries in central and Eastern Europe in similar situations.  

Currently, Germany is experiencing resurgence of the idea of self-reliance by owning nuclear 

weapons (n.a., 4 March. 2017).   

 While the power-based approach, embedded in the security model, as illustrated by 

these examples, explains that nuclear weapons are desirable, empirical realities do not intuitively 

confirm this idea.  At this time, 191 countries have acceded to the NPT.  Contrary to predictions 

that, with spread of nuclear technologies and knowledge, more states will come to possess 

nuclear weapons, the number of nuclear weapons possessing states is still small—comprising of 
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Britain, China, France, India, Pakistan, Russia, and the United States.   Moreover, many 

countries that are technologically capable manufacturing nuclear weapons have chosen not to do 

so.  Paul (2000) argues that the security model of nuclear proliferation is still operative in this 

configuration of nuclear weapons proliferation.   When states that are not great powers choose to 

either acquire or forego nuclear weapons--given technological capability and absence of other 

constraints--they do so in consideration of their security environment, the contexts and situations 

that matter in that decision-making. They examine their own security threats, their interactions 

with allies and conflicts with rivals, primarily in their own regional situation.  Great powers look 

at the same factors in international sphere with respect to larger powers in making a nuclear 

choice. Thus, what matters is not security per se but “security interdependence” and the “level of 

conflict” in the region: 

Accordingly, a nation could do without nuclear weapons if its leadership perceives that 
nuclear acquisition would generate negative externalities and costs for others and 
exacerbate its own security threats by encouraging other states to take counter-measures. 
These measures could include other states’ acquisition of nuclear weapons, targeting 
nuclear arms by existing nuclear powers (or increased hostility if they are already 
targeted), and deterioration of politicio-economic relations with allies (Paul, 2000, p. 4).   
 

The level of conflict in the region in which a state is located thus impacts on security 

considerations and a state’s choice of nuclear weapons.  A state situated in a high-conflict region 

might still exercise nuclear restraint if it receives credible security guarantees from a nuclear 

weapons state ally.  In contrast, states situated in high-conflict regions, engaged in long-drawn 

conflicts, facing adversaries that possess nuclear weapons, and without alliance with a great 

power are highly likely to acquire nuclear weapons. States located in moderate- and low-conflict 

regions are mindful that their nuclear acquisitions might create “negative security externalities” 

for their neighbors and others, creating risk of attacks by others to destroy nuclear facilities.  This 
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situation explains that states’ nuclear choices shift as their security and strategic environment 

changes. (Paul, 2000, p. 5).   States, thus, choose or forgo nuclear weapons based on “prudential 

realism,” Paul argues. That is, rather than directly choosing or forgoing nuclear weapons on the 

basis of security considerations, they takes into account probable threats and possible damage to 

security interests nations in seeking nuclear weapons.  They seek to protect their vital interests 

rather than to maximize power. They forego nuclear weapons if seeking them would damage 

interests, including security interests. 

  Considering the deterrence force that nuclear weapons generate, nuclear analysts 

include optimists who regard nuclear weapons as tools for enhancing international stability 

(Cirincione, 2007, p. xi). Waltz (2017), speaking from neo-realist perspective, argued that, far 

from creating a dangerous situation, nuclear weapons proliferation is a “force for good.” They 

forestall conventional wars by increasing fears of escalation of hostilities to nuclear wars: 

“nuclear weapons have been good for great powers and have not been bad for the few additional 

states that possess them” (p. 419).  This line of argument does not allay the fear of possibility of 

nuclear wars, but it accords a low probability to breakout of nuclear wars.  The point is 

empirically sound for two reasons: nuclear weapons have not been used since 1945 and nuclear 

powers have never directly fought a war against each other.  These reasons implied acknowledge 

states’—or national leaders’—rationality: 

Take war: a country will start a fight only when it's almost certain it can get what 
it wants at an acceptable price. Not even Hitler or Saddam waged wars they didn't 
think they could win. The problem historically has been that leaders often make 
the wrong gamble and underestimate the other side—and millions of innocents 
pay the price. 



 

97 

Nuclear weapons change all that by making the costs of war obvious, inevitable, 
and unacceptable. Suddenly, when both sides have the ability to turn the other to 
ashes with the push of a button—and everybody knows it—the basic math shifts. 
Even the craziest tin-pot dictator is forced to accept that war with a nuclear state 
is unwinnable and thus not worth the effort. As Waltz puts it, "Why fight if you 
can't win and might lose everything?" (Tepperman, 2009) 

There is thus, ample empirical evidence that states have acquired nuclear weapons for security-

related considerations.  The security model of nuclear proliferation provides a rationally-sound 

reason for states’ nuclear weapons proliferation. 

Nuclear weapons as a tool for soft power (prestige, influence, international status) and for 

accumulating political capital: 

 The notion that possession of nuclear weapons confers great power status and prestige 

has been recognized as one of the drivers of nuclear proliferation (Meyers, 1986, pp. 46-50).  

Sagan’s normative model of nuclear proliferation explains states’ quest for power, prestige, 

recognition, and status with nuclear weapons possession in the international arena.  Sagan’s 

domestic politics model explains leaders’ quest for domestic prestige and political capital in 

acquisition of nuclear weapons.   

 Political leaders have often articulated the idea that nuclear weapons confer status and 

recognition.  According to O’Neill (2006), in international relations, states often undertake 

projects that they believe confer prestige to the country.  Prestige is a belief by national leaders 

that the country possesses a specific quality bestowing it a positive reputation, people within the 

country believe in the value of quality, and outsiders see the country in possession of that quality 

(p.1).  States can be motivated to seek prestige by building nuclear weapons to display 

independence, modernity, power, and resolve to stand up on their own against other, usually 
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hostile, states. As such, the prestige deriving from possession of nuclear weapons bestows 

nuclear weapons a strategic importance that reinforces their function as a tool for national 

security. However, prestige of having nuclear weapons can be its own reward as well, conferring 

pride and bringing recognition in the international community.  While nations can achieve 

prestige for other achievements, such social progress, democracy, or stability, the recognition of 

those achievements are not as readily registered to onlooker-nations as a nuclear explosion, a 

specific, one-time event that enlists the country among the previous achievers, the prestigious 

club of nuclear-weapons.   

If we give attention to the history of nuclear deterrence during the Cold War and the 
dominance of the bipolar system, we see that deploying nuclear weapons is not 
necessarily for attacking or finding enemies. Rather, given the credibility these weapons 
have had and continue to have at the global level, [their importance is] in the support they 
give to bargaining in international negotiations and advancement of the country’s 
national interests.  (Farhi, 2001) 
 

 Several nations have coveted nuclear weapons for achieving status and prestige.  For 

instance, according to a report by the Special Advisor to the Director of Central Intelligence, 

Saddam Hussein of Iraq had aspired to nuclear weapons for gaining international recognition and 

prestige for Iraqi people: 

Saddam believed Iraq and its people should be leaders in all ways—sciences, art, 
engineering, military, economics, construction, etc. . . .  He aspired to the prestige 
associated with the advanced arts and sciences. In his view, the most advanced and potent 
were nuclear science and technology. By all accounts, and by the evidence of the massive 
effort expended by the Regime, nuclear programs were seen by Saddam as both a 
powerful lever and symbol of prestige. He also did not want to be second to the Persians 
in neighboring Iran. (US Central Intelligence Agency, 2004, p. 5). 
 

 China’s politicians and leaders, in pursuing nuclear weapons, had been similarly 

motivated both by desire for securing status of world power and joining the exclusive nuclear 

club, as well as for gaining military advantage.  In 1956, Mao Zedong, who is still revered as the 
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father of modern China, stated in a speech of the need to acquire nuclear weapons to elevate 

China’s status and to strengthen its influence in the world.  In 1958, Zedong stated, "As for the 

atomic bomb, this big thing, without it people say you don't count for much. Fine, then we 

should build some." A more recent Chinese strategists commented "If [China] did not have 

strategic nuclear power, people would look down upon us and our country's major power status 

would be hard to establish and preserve.” (Johnston, 1995, pp. 7-8) 

 In the same vein, great impetus behind India’s going nuclear came from India’s 

growing feeling of its own marginalization in global politics alongside China’s rise.  India had 

long blamed the “global nuclear apartheid” and hypocrisy of the nuclear powers in denying the 

right of others to own nuclear weapons, and its refusal to sign the NPT has been an expression of 

this resentment.  India’s nuclear explosions were a statement that it wants the status of a big 

power in the world (Hu, 1998, p. 19).   

 
While the national security reason might have been primary influence in India’s eventual 
manufacture and explosion of nuclear weapons, various explanations adduced include 
status, prestige, and recognition as significant reasons as well, for instance, that “the tests 
were designed to bolster India's prestige in the international system” (Ganguly, 1999).   

  

 Even great powers are not immune to the temptation of enhancing their status in 

international relations with nuclear weapons.  Swift (2009) suspected that the dropping of bombs 

over Japan in reality meant to send a message to the Soviet Union to consider consequences of 

not following U.S. wishes in the postwar world.  The United States sought more deference by its 

Cold War rival, according to this statement. 

 Charles de Gaulle of France, whose grand plan for France’s future in the immediate 

post-World War II led the country to become a nuclear power, has been recorded as saying that 
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France must develop nuclear weapons to be recognized as a great power and that “No country 

without an atom bomb could consider itself properly independent” (Werth, 1967, p. 343). He 

emphasized nuclear weapons’ importance for securing independence in international decision- 

making and to avoid subordination to the United States, as well as for grandeur (Gordon, 1993, 

p. 32).   

 Similarly, in the post-World War II period, British leaders Attlee, Bevin, Churchill, and 

Eden were convinced that, after the dismantling of the colonial possessions, for Britain to 

continue to play a leading role in international affairs, it was important to acquire atomic 

weapons.  Not acquiring nuclear weapons would have meant a retreat from power and also a 

retreat from greatness, prestige, influence, and respect in the international world (Goldberg, 

1964, p. 427).  

 Scholars have recognized that nuclear weapons appeal to unstable, ostracized states, 

states with multiple internal and external threats to the government.  Such countries seek nuclear 

weapons, not merely as tools for deterrence but also as possessions that give them recognition, 

prestige, and status.  From this viewpoint, possession of nuclear technology or weapons are 

regarded as a symbol of power, modernity, and sophistication.  Nuclear weapons give political 

leverage and bargaining power in international affairs such that proliferators demand concessions 

in return for desisting from use of force (Jo & Gartzke, 2009, p. 210).  

 Sagan’s (1997) normative model of nuclear proliferation maintained that shared 

international values influence states’ choice or restraint regarding nuclear weapons. Thus, 

international norms can exert pressure on a state not only to acquire but also to refrain from 

acquisition of nuclear technology.   Sagan did not consider norms to be the primary motivators in 
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nuclear weapons acquisitions though he identified norms or symbolic values of nuclear weapons 

to be strong motivators, following the security model (Sagan, 1997).   

 Scholars have sought to understand whether nuclear weapons status confers benefits to 

a state in international relations.  O'Reilly (2014) studied historical decision making concerning 

manufacture or possession of nuclear weapons in several countries, such as South Africa, India, 

Australia, and Libya, and discovered that psychological motivations, such as search for a source 

of power, prestige, enhancement of self-concept, and ability to exert influence--given the 

opportunity and resources to do so—play a crucial role in leaders’ nuclear weapons related 

decision-making. 

 Sechser and Fuhrmann (2013) conducted a statistical study in which they examined a 

large number of militarized threats and concluded that nuclear weapons do not carry direct 

coercive powers against a non-nuclear weapons state. They reasoned that a nuclear threat is not 

credible because it does not convince the opposing party that the threatening nuclear weapons 

state will forcibly seize the item in dispute and because the threatening party in the dispute 

cannot act upon the threat without incurring significant costs to itself.   However, others, those 

who studied “soft power” that nuclear weapon status bestows, have found evidence that 

significant diplomatic gains can result from possession of nuclear weapons.  In a 2007 article, Jo 

and Gartzke, on the basis of their statistical study, argued that, although nuclear weapons do not 

directly influence probability of a state engaging in a conflict, nuclear weapons bestow a status 

that favorably affects outcomes of bargains and allocation of resources when states use nuclear 

weapons status strategically to their advantage.  Possession of nuclear weapons, thus, gives 
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diplomatic leverage or improves voice in international affairs (Kroenig, 2009).   Diplomatic 

leverage through nuclear weapons includes nuclear blackmail, an indirect, veiled threat,  

defined as any official suggestion that nuclear weapons may be used if dispute is not 
settled on acceptable terms. Such threats can be signals of intentions—hints through 
public statements, diplomatic channels, or deliberate leaks about internal discussions or 
plans.  Or they can be signaled through observable preparation or exercising of nuclear 
capabilities beyond peacetime status, indicating greater readiness to execute wartime 
missions. . . . on the principle that actions speak louder than words. (Betts, 2010, p. 6).  
 

Betts’ (2010) study, whose focus is on nuclear threats that the U.S. has made over a long period 

of time, recounts many incidents, including the Cuban missile crisis when nuclear leverage 

helped the United States in negotiations through hints or direct threats that the dire consequences 

would result because the U.S. was ready to deploy both conventional and nuclear weapons (p. 5).   

 Both the empirical evidence and scholar studies indicate that nuclear weapons can be 

attractive to a country that seeks to enhance its status among the community of nations due to the 

perceived symbolic meaning and prestige attached to nuclear weapons.   

 Just as possession of nuclear weapons is perceived as a status-enhancing tool in the 

international affairs, in some states, politicians who launch nuclear use their efforts to garner 

domestic political advantages, in accordance with Sagan’s domestic political model of nuclear 

proliferation.  According to the domestic politics model, nuclear weapons are political 

instruments to bolster political leaders’ positions and interests.  The leaders interpret foreign 

threats for their people and increase or reduce the perception of threat strategically.  Domestic 

politics model of nuclear weapons proliferation is more pertinent to authoritarian regimes than in 

democracies.  Dictators often need a belligerent foreign policy to garner domestic support and 

regime legitimacy by increasing threat perception.  When dictators carefully manipulate inflow 

of information, they succeed in creating the fear and need for strongman politics. Way and 
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Weeks (2012) concluded on the bases of their research that regime types make a significant 

impact on state decision to pursue nuclear weapons and that personalistic regimes are more likely 

to pursue nuclear weapons than democracies. 

VI. Country studies: 

Iran: 

Overview of Iran’s nuclear trajectory: 

Iran’s nuclear program began with support from the U.S. and some western governments 

as part of President Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace program in the 1950s. In 1957, Iran and the 

United States agreed to cooperate in research in peaceful uses of atomic energy.  The purpose of 

the deal was to facilitate U.S. investment in Iran’s civilian nuclear industries, including health 

care and medicine.  Under the plan, the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission was to lease 13.2 

pounds of low-enriched uranium for Iran’s research purposes. Soon afterwards, the U.S. 

provided a research reactor to Tehran Nuclear Research Center.  More research assistance in 

technology and materials continued over the next decade.    

Through the early 1970s, Iran steadily progressed toward mastering nuclear technology.  

When, in 1970, the NPT entered into force, Iran became one of its first signatories.  It has been a 

party to the NPT since then.  During the 1970, France and Germany also provided assistance to 

Iranian nuclear program when, in 1974, Iran established its Atomic Energy Organization and 

began work on plans to produce electricity from nuclear power stations. 

Concerns arose about Iran’s nuclear program following the Islamic Revolution of 1979, 

resulting in withdrawal of western support and cancellation of earlier signed contracts to build 

reactors.  The U.S. hostage crisis and termination of diplomatic relations in 1979 soured Iran’s 
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relations with the U.S.  During the 1980s and 1990s, the U.S. vehemently opposed Iran’s nuclear 

activities by blocking Iran’s deals with Argentina, China, and Russia.  Iran then chose to be 

discreet about its nuclear efforts.   

Withdrawal of western support, combined with shifts in internal politics and destruction 

of Iraq’s nuclear facility by Israel served to disrupt Iran’s nuclear progress. In the mid-1980s, 

Iran is said to have received some assistance from the Pakistani scientist A.Q. Khan’s clandestine 

network.  In 1995, Russia began to provide assistance on nuclear program that Germany had 

withdrawn: in the construction of two 950-megawatt light-water reactors at Bushehr.  Around the 

same time, Iran announced the resumption of its Darkhovin Project.  Claiming to be in need of 

nuclear energy for powering its industrial progress, Iran sought help also from China, Pakistan, 

and North Korea (Bruno, 2010). 

Concerns arose about Iran’s nuclear program following the Islamic Revolution of 1979, 

particularly when it came to be known in the 1990s that Iran was reviving its civilian nuclear 

programs. Concerns mounted further when, in 2002, the National Council for Resistance in Iran, 

an exiled Iranian opposition group, revealed that Iran’s nuclear program had been running 

counter to Iran’s obligations under the NPT and the 1974 Safeguards Agreement with IAEA 

(Gold, 2009, p.33).  The disclosure included information regarding a secret uranium enrichment 

plant at Nantez, with two under-construction centrifuge plants, a heavy water production plant, 

and a reactor at Arak.   

The knowledge about Iran’s clandestine research raised international concern that Iran's 

expeditions into nuclear technology were now beyond the scope of peaceful purposes (Bruno, 

2010).  No indication emerged from subsequent information exchange that Iran intended to 
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construct power plants fueled by plutonium, deepening suspicion of Iran’s nuclear weapons 

intentions (Gold, 2009, p. 33).  The IAEA regarded the concealment of nuclear activities as a 

breach (International Atomic Energy Agency, 2003).  The world community worried that, behind 

the façade of civilian research activities, Iran was equipping itself with technology, expertise, 

and materials to build nuclear weapons (Takeyh, 2004, p. 51).  

In 2003, Iran signed the Additional Protocol, which allowed the IAEA extensive access 

to Iran’s nuclear sites.  Upon gaining access to the sites of clandestine nuclear activities, IAEA’s 

inspectors found traces of bomb-grade uranium in air sampling as evidence that confirmed Iran’s 

intentions to produce nuclear bombs (Gold, 2009, p. 37).   

The evidence was falsified in 2005.   Linzer (2005) reported in The Washington Post in 

2005 that scientists from the U.S., France, Japan, Britain, and Russia confirmed that the air 

sampling data came from a contaminated Pakistani equipment and was not an evidence of a 

clandestine nuclear weapons facility running in Iran.  Ironically, in 2007, a new U.S. assessment 

found evidence that, in response to international pressure, Iran had earlier halted its nuclear 

weapons program and that the program had remained frozen at the time this information was 

made public.  Earlier, the same 16 American spy agencies had jointly assessed that Iran seemed 

to be keeping its nuclear options open.  Their suspicion was based on the knowledge that Iran 

was still producing enriched uranium for its civilian nuclear program, which could possibly give 

it raw materials for building a nuclear bomb in the future (Mazzetti, 2007).  Releasing this 

information in a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) report, the chief of the American 

Intelligence agencies referred to Iran as a rational political actor, rather than a rogue or irrational 

one, noting that Iran’s “decisions are guided by a cost-benefit approach rather than a rush to a 
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weapon, irrespective of the political, economic and military costs” (Friedman, 2007).  In 2005, 

an earlier NIE report had provided contrary information, based on which the Bush administration 

had attempted to create an international coalition for airstrikes against Iran.  The 2007 NIE report 

acknowledged that the reasons for the earlier report’s contrary conclusions were difficult to 

understand but expressed hope that unilateral strikes against Iran did not make sense any more. 

Porter (2014) blamed the intelligence failure on the prevailing policy climate and expertise of the 

personnel that led to ready inferences regarding Iran’s intentions to produce nuclear weapons, 

similar to the one that had led to a war in Iraq, except that in this case the failure averted possible 

air strikes or war. 

The release of the 2007 NIE report did not mean, however, that America and its allies 

could relax. Iran obviously gains politically by keeping all on their toes by continuing to assert 

its inalienable right to nuclear power while denying that it is running a nuclear weapons program.  

Combined with the fact that America dubbed Iran as rogue state, one of those that constitute the 

“axis of evil,” American readily assumed that Iran wanted to build nuclear weapons.  While 

encouraging America and its allies to formulate that assumption, Iran, guided by cost-benefit 

analysis did not build nuclear weapons because if it did, the risk of air strikes were high.  At the 

same time, Iranians increased pace of their civilian nuclear programs, which also causes worry 

but does not create the risk of unilateral or multilateral destruction of nuclear facilities.  Keeping 

Washington worried while opening the facilities to see that no work on weapons production sent 

the message that Iran is ready to deal but seeks favorable terms (Friedman, 2007).   

Despite the NIE report, the Bush administration, and later the Obama administration, 

continued to suspect that Iran was on its way to produce nuclear weapons (Bruno, 2010).  In 



 

107 

2009, President Obama released a press statement announcing the discovery of a covert uranium 

enrichment facility near Qum, demonstrating Iran’s unwillingness to follow requirements of 

U.N. Security Council resolutions and IAEA requirements (White House, 2009).  

Following immense international tensions, Iran and the P5+1 (United States, United 

Kingdom, Russia, China, France, and Germany) agreed to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 

Action (JCPOA) on 14 July 2015.  Subsequently, the U.N. Security Council Resolution 2231, 

passed unanimously on 20 July 2015, set the agreement in the U.N. law (UN Security Council, 

2015).  The deal strengthened Iran’s commitments under the NPT.  Most sanctions against Iran 

were rescinded thereafter, and the implementation of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 

began in 2016.  As part of the JCPOA, Iran agreed to special inspections by the IAEA under the 

Additional Protocol, the type of inspections that IAEA may carry out in cases where there is 

cause to suspect that a country is violating terms of the NPT or where the information that the 

IAEA received from the country or through routine inspections are not adequate for the IAEA to 

carry out its safeguard responsibilities. 

The JCPOA, or the Iran deal, was made possible after two years of international 

negotiations. The agreement requires Iran, for the next 13 years, to eliminate its stockpile of 

medium-enriched uranium, reduce low-enriched uranium by 98%, and reduce the number of its 

gas centrifuges by two-thirds.  For the next 15 years, Iran is permitted to enrich only up to 3.67% 

uranium and is not permitted to build any heavy-water facilities.  For the next 10 years, Iran is 

restricted to perform its uranium enrichment only in a single facility and using only the first-

generation centrifuges.  IAEA will regularly monitor all Iranian nuclear facilities.   In return, 
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U.S., European Union, and UN Security Council sanctions relevant to nuclear activities will be 

removed (Samore, et al. 2015).  

 The Iran nuclear deal was concluded during the Obama presidency.  The current 

President Trump has vociferously criticized the deal and called for a better deal.  According to a 

June 14, 2017 report published by the Atlantic Council, in April 2017, cited Suzanne Maloney, 

deputy director of foreign policy at the Brookings Institution, stating that the Trump White 

House conducted a review of the deal and concluded that Iran had kept its part of the deal, yet 

among members of the Cabinet, “there is determination to turn up the heat on Iran” (Ansley, 

2017).  President Trump has been reluctant to provide certification, required every 90 days, of 

Iran’s compliance with terms of the JCPOA.  In July, 2017, following debate and protracted 

argument with his own security team, who advised in favor of keeping the deal, he certified the 

second time, but emphasized that he wishes to toughen enforcement measures, apply new 

sanctions for Iran’s support of terrorism, and ask the European Union allies to do the same.  The 

agreement provides that the U.S. can still penalize Iran for other behaviors but cannot re-impose 

the same sanctions that the agreement lifted.  The European Union allies believe that the 

agreement applied only to Iran’s nuclear program and not to other issues.  Iran argues that 

President Trump has already violated the spelled-out terms of the agreement by pressuring Iran’s 

trading partners not to deal with Iran even after Iran’s release from nuclear sanctions (Baker, 

2017). 

Iran’s immediate response upon accusation of building nuclear weapons was an assertion 

of its inalienable right under the NPT to develop nuclear technology for civilian purposes (Gold, 

2009, p. 33).  The response is predicated on the fact that the NPT acknowledges its signatories’ 
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“inalienable right” to produce fuel for use in peaceful projects either by enriching uranium or 

separating plutonium.  The United States and its allies accuse Iran to carry on such operations 

without properly abiding by the IAEA safeguards with intentions to produce nuclear weapons. 

Over time, Iran’s response has shifted back and forth between assertion of its right and 

denial that it had a nuclear weapons program (Friedman, 2007).  Subsequently, to avoid 

international sanctions, Iran followed a “sophisticated” approach of engaging western powers in 

negotiations regarding its nuclear program, and, while confessing the clandestine nature of 

nuclear activities at Nantez and Arak, it granted limited access to IAEA inspectors (Gold, 2009, 

p. 38).  Choe (2006) noted that Iran’s case highlights the problem of uncertainty in the 

enforcement of NPT obligations; specifically, the system lacks clear and consistent mechanisms 

to enforce compliance and discourage deviance, permitting political actors to maneuver the 

system (p. 38).   

Three decades of United States’ unilateral sanctions combined in 2005 with IAEA’s 

referral of Iran to the UN Security Council.  Several successive UN Security Council imposed 

sanctions on Iran.  Resolution 1737 placed a block on sale or transfer of nuclear technology, 

followed by others that imposed travel and financial sanctions.  There have also been increasing 

calls for military action.   

In 2009, Iran agreed to talk with the U.S., and the IAEA, along with Russia and France, 

but backed out, refusing to send its lightly-enriched uranium produced at the Natanz plant, 

stipulated to be processed in Russia and returned for use in Iran’s medical technology.   The idea 

created political uproar in Iran, with suspicion that the uranium will never be returned and that 
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sending uranium outside the country would leave too little fuel for domestic use (Sanger, 

Erlanger, & Worth, 2009). 

Scholars have already raised questions as to the efficacy of measures that have been taken 

to cause Iran to desist from nuclear weapons production.  Bowen, Esfandiary, & Moran (2016) 

characterize Iran’s nuclear behavior as nuclear hedging.   Earlier, as noted above, Levite (2002) 

identified nuclear hedging as a national strategy that lies somewhere between nuclear weapons 

acquisition and withdrawal from that path (p. 59).  Bowen, Esfandiary, & Moran  (2016) point 

out that, since 2003, Iran has engaged others in diplomatic and political tug-of-war, involving the 

IAEA, the U.S., and western countries.  Bowen and Moran (2015) wrote that “[h]edging 

positions a state relatively close to the nuclear weapons threshold and may be perceived to hold 

value as a tool of influence, coercion or deterrence, even if this value draws on a latent form of 

power” (p. 688).   

Pursuing a “nuanced strategy” of nuclear hedging, Iran chose neither to openly seek 

nuclear weapons nor to forego such a choice. Instead, it denied that it harbored nuclear weapons 

aspirations, engaged with opponents of its nuclear aspiration into long-drawn negotiations, 

protested against and treated with disdain United States Security Council Resolutions (UNSCRs) 

that demanded it to restrain its nuclear activities of concern, railed against western powers as 

intolerant nuclear imperialists, asserted its right to pursue nuclear technologies for civilian 

purposes, and, all along, continued to progress toward becoming a nuclear power (Bowen, 

Esfandiary, & Moran, 2016, p. 687-8).  What Iran gained from this strategy is opacity of its 

intent and latency, the latter of which gives it hidden capability to produce nuclear weapons 

quickly whenever needed (Bowen, Esfandiary, & Moran, 2016, pp. 689-690).   
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While diplomatic efforts may succeed in bringing about a lasting agreement that 
constrains the scope and pace of Iran’s nuclear efforts, Tehran will retain a low 
level of latency and the ability to acquire nuclear weapons relatively quickly 
should it decide to do so.  Furthermore, any lasting deal will recognize Iran’s 
programme and give legitimacy to a form of proliferation behavior that has defied 
several UNSCRs. (Bowen, Esfandiary, & Moran, 2016, p. 688)   
 

Whether or not Iran is currently building nuclear weapons, it appears that it is relentlessly 

acquiring the capability to manufacture nuclear bombs. 

Workings of security model, domestic political model, and norms model: 

Iran’s nuclear program evinces a combination of security, normative, and domestic 

political motivations.  The nation’s commitment to the program is driven by its historical sense 

of insecurity from both regional and international adversaries. Foreign powers, including the 

United States, have inflicted sense of vulnerability on the national psyche.  Iran’s threats 

emerging from the United States and its allies add poignancy to its perception of insecurity.  Iran 

developed a discourse of independence in its foreign policy that emphasizes self-reliance. Iran’s 

reasons for its pursuit of nuclear weapons are consistent with the security model of nuclear 

proliferation. The evidence for this assertion emerges from an examination of Iran’s perception 

of its insecurities arising from external threats. The state sees nuclear weapons as both a tool of 

deterrence and as an expression of self-reliance and independence. 

Iran is located in a highly strategic region, between the Persian Gulf and the Caspian Sea, 

connecting the Middle Ease to Central and Southwest Asia and two oil-rich regions of the world.  

That region controls 10 per cent of the world’s oil resources and has the second largest gas 

reservoir.  For that reason, historically British, Germans, Russians, and Americans have sought 

to gain control of the region (Erlich & Scheer, 2016, p. 6).  
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Iran’s security issues arise multi-dimensionally.  Its highly strategic neighborhood 

contains four nuclear weapons states: Israel, Pakistan, India and Russia. It shares borders with 

seven other countries.  The Middle East, where it is located, has been a center of wars and 

chronically shifting military balance.  Within that larger regional context with its altering balance 

of power, the sub-region of the Gulf undergoes its own balance of power flux, with constant 

tensions between Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Southern Gulf States.  The United States and the 

Great Britain influence those shifts and tensions by projecting their power in favor or against 

regional players. For instance, in 1980, Iraq invaded Iran, resulting in eight years of war, during 

which most western countries, including the United States, supported Iraq, isolating Iran.   In 

1990, Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, bringing on intervention by the U.S.-led coalition in 1991.  

Early in the 21st century, the U.S. invaded Iraq, maiming Iraq’s regional military superiority.  

Currently, the United States supports Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Oman, and United Arab Emirates 

(UAE), while it regards Iran as a rogue state.  Iran finds itself alone also because it resides in a 

region where Islamic countries, under the influence of Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabi and Sunni 

movement, despise the Shia version of Islam practiced by Iran. The multi-ethnic character of 

Iranian population poses its own challenges to Iran’s government.  Iran’s many different ethnic 

and religious minorities retain affinity with their groups across international borders, causing 

concerns for Iran’s territorial integrity.  The situation of political turbulence, open warfare, and 

cross-cutting hostilities as well as varying levels of capabilities of utilizing weapons of mass 

destruction makes the Middle East as “a place where open warfare could erupt at any time” and 

where there is “a WMD war waiting to happen” (Schneider, 1999, p. v). 
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The world history following the World War II has not favored Iran’s security concerns 

either.  The collapse of the Soviet Union created foreign policy difficulties for Iran.  The newly-

emancipated Azerbaijan and Armenia clashed with each other in ethnic and territorial conflicts, 

and a new rivalry arose among these states and Iran for control over resources of the Caspian 

Sea, creating negative political and economic consequences for Iran.  On the East, after the end 

of Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, the U.S.-installed and supported the anti-Shiite regime of 

Taliban, that was hostile toward Iran for religio-ideological reasons.  Afghanistan also became a 

hotbed of factional conflict, bringing instability and a stream of refugees to Iran, and making Iran 

a narcotics trade route.  Pakistan, also on the East, being a U.S. ally in the new post-Cold War 

configuration and being primarily a Sunni nation, also supported the hostile Taliban rulers of 

Afghanistan against Iran.  Turkey, Iran’s neighbor on the west, a NATO member with military 

ties with the United States, in general, followed the U.S. lead in its relations with Iran.  In this 

web of relations, Iran found itself friendless. 

A large part of external threat for Iran arises from the United States.  During the Cold 

War, Iran was an important Western ally.  The United States made Iran, along with Saudi Arabia, 

part of its twin pillar policy, acknowledging its importance as a local power that could act as 

bulwark against spread of communism.  

The situation began to change in the early 1950s.  In 1953, Iran’s secular and elected 

Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh was overthrown in a British-American orchestrated 

coup.  A report based on a declassified history of the operation written by the then CIA chief that 

appeared in the USA Today revealed that the U.S. used high-handed tactics to maneuver the 

regime change.  
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The coup plot, which relied heavily on local collaborators, used propaganda to undermine 
Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddeq politically, arm-twisted the shah to get his 
cooperation, bribed members of parliament, organized the security forces that carried it 
out and stirred up public demonstrators to serve as a backdrop for the operation.  
(Stanglin, 2013)  
 
The USA Today report stated that the coup was undertaken to prevent Iranian oil from 

falling under the control of the Soviet Union. The Eisenhower government, however, later 

justified the coup as a necessary step to forestall spread of communism in Iran through Tudah, 

the Iranian Communist Party (Zahrani, 2002).The National Security Archive that had posted the 

historical document pointed out that even now, members of Iranian government, regardless of 

their partisan orientation, refer to the coup as an evidence that the U.S. government cannot be 

trusted to respect Iran’s sovereignty (Stanglin, 2013). 

Iranians saw the coup as a punishment by big powers for Mossadegh’s plan for 

nationalization of Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, a British oil company that possessed exclusive 

rights to drill and sell Iran’s petroleum (Zahrani, 2002).  The nationalization plan resulted from 

the company’s refusal to cooperate with Iranian government’s attempt to audit company’s 

documents.  Following the coup, the United States installed Raza Shah Pahlevi as the ruler of 

Iran.  When, years later, Pahlevi lost his hold on power under charges of corruption and 

wastefulness of oil resources, religious fanatics overthrew the U.S.-backed Shah and took over to 

hold the reins of the Iranian government in the 1979 Iranian Revolution.   

The 1979 Iranian Revolution transformed Iran’s geopolitical strategic situation, souring 

relationship with the United States, its erstwhile strategic ally.  Since then, successive U.S. 

governments have seen Iran as a threat to U.S. national security, accusing it to export Islamic 

Revolution, supporting terrorism, or planning to build nuclear bombs (Erlich & Scheer, 2016, p. 
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4).  The accusations may be right--or wrong--but the point is that Iran has been in a situation of 

continuous face off against U.S.A., the world’s superpower.    

The relationship between Iran and the United States became worse with the U.S. Hostage 

Crisis around the same time.  Soon after the Revolution, some Iranian students took U.S. 

hostages from the U.S. Embassy in Iran. The 444-days of hostage crises--engendered of Iranians’ 

suspicion of American intentions--embittered the relationship further.  Since the hostage crisis, 

diplomatic relations between the two countries have been cut off.   

Other situations emerged that did not improve the relationship.  In the mid-1980s, the 

Iran-Contra event created another major crisis for Iran-U.S. relationship.  During 1982 and 1992, 

During the Lebanese civil war, 104 foreign hostages, mostly Americans and Western European, 

were taken hostage. Iran helped in brokering their release of hostages.  Later, while remaining 

officially neutral, Iran supported the Bush administration-led Operation Desert Storm.  However, 

the next U.S. president Clinton targeted Iran and Iraq for the administration’s “dual containment” 

policy, which included economic sanctions against Iran.  In Iran, This situation might have 

registered the futility of trying to be a good neighbor. 

America’s dual containment policy rested on the premise that, after the fall of Soviet 

Union, the strategic importance of both Iran and Iraq was reduced so that the U.S. did not have to 

support one to contain the other or support either to contain the Soviet influence. Moreover, 

Iran’s military power was reduced after defeat in the Iran-Iraq war, and Iraq’s power was 

curtailed after the Operation Desert Storm and that, therefore, the U.S. needed neither to balance 

the power in the region.  Now, since both were unnecessary to the U.S. interests in the region, 

the policy of containment was appropriate from the U.S. perspective (Lake, 1994, pp. 48-9).   
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In 1980-1988, during the bloody Iran-Iraq War, Iran found itself to be isolated, while Iraq 

enjoyed support of important Arab and western countries, which provided Iraq military 

equipment, training, satellite imagery, among other benefits.  These countries supported Iraq 

even when it used chemical weapons against Iranians and against its own Kurdish population.  

At that point, Iranians may have realized that mass killing with use of weapons of mass 

destruction was acceptable if it suited geo-political interests of leaders of the world, including 

their hatred for the post-Revolution Iran.  Middle Eastern analysts speculated that international 

community’s reluctance to condemn Iraq provided a powerful incentive to Iran for the 

development of its nuclear program (Ali, 2001, p. 43).  Iran’s leaders, in particular Rafsanjani, 

led Iran to develop a rigorous nuclear weapons program, despite Iran’s membership in the NPT-

based nuclear non-proliferation regime.  Rafsanjani used Iraq’s use of chemical weapons during 

the Iran-Iraq War with impunity as an indication that international agreements and treaties were 

worthless.  Later, Ahmadinejad characterized the UNSC resolution of 2006 that bans 

international trading of nuclear and missile technologies with Iran as a “piece of torn paper” 

(Solingen, 2007; Reuters, 2007). 

After the 9/11 events, Iran immediately expressed condolences and condemned the 

attacks, and Iranian public demonstrated solidarity with America in streets.  Iran also supported 

the Northern Alliance during the war against Afghanistan. During the Bonn conference, Iran and 

America cooperated in the formation of the new government in Afghanistan. Soon after, 

however, President Bush accused Iran in his State of the Union speech for supporting Al-Qaeda 

and for being a member of the “axis of evil.” At the regional level, political actors sought U.S. 

rewards, such as concessions, by demonstrating efforts to contain Iranian fundamentalism.  The 
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momentum of hostilities frustrated any hopes or attempts at possible rapprochement (Farhi, 

2007). 

IAEA’s dealings with Iran, following its suspicion of Iran’s nuclear intensions, 

constituted of procedural measures, such as limiting access to nuclear materials, and threats of 

sanctions, without addressing Iran’s security issues at the root of Iran’s pursuit of nuclear 

weapons.  Iran’s dangerously strained relationship with the United States and Israel and its threat 

from Iraq constitute a significant part of Iran’s security issues (Takeyh, 2004).  In particular, U.S. 

intervention in Iraq and the toppling of the Saddam regime--in the absence of an Iraqi nuclear 

bomb-- while North Korean’s pursuit or possession of nuclear weapons without any 

corresponding U.S. military due to North Korea’s presumed possession of nuclear weapons 

offered Iran a lesson in usefulness of nuclear weapons for Iran’s survival and territorial integrity 

and for avoidance of a fate similar to that of Iraq’s (Takeyh, 2004, p. 54).  In national security 

considerations, therefore, Iran has braved threats of multilateral sanctions and even considered 

pulling out of the NPT (Takeyh, 2004, p. 56).   

In accordance with the security model of nuclear proliferation, Iran’s suspected 

acquisition of nuclear weapons, if realized, is expected to ripple into other states for their 

national security reasons and threaten onset of nuclear arms race in the region.  According to a 

2007 news item, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey, Yemen and the seven sheikdoms of the United 

Arab Emirates, expressed interest in acquiring nuclear energy technology after disclosures of 

Iran's nuclear enrichment program (Broad and Sanger, 2007, p. A1).   

Iran’s security environment is strategically confounding.  With unfriendly neighbors, lack 

of protective alliance with any great power, and America’s antipathy toward Iran and support for 
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neighboring hostile nations make Iran vulnerable and alone. Iran’s defense policies emerge from 

the geopolitical issues that it faces.  Its nuclear program is a crucial part of its defense measures.  

Iran’s security environment and Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons validate the security model of 

nuclear proliferation. 

Domestic political model of nuclear proliferation is also discernable in Iranian politics. 

Iran’s internal political environment suffers from constant strife between religious conservative 

politicians against activists seeking social and political liberalism and respect for human rights.  

During the presidency of Ahmadinejad the government propagated its tight control on society as 

a way to counter American attempts to undermine society’s Islamic order. The external threat 

perception created by the government, “the security outlook,” was made palpable by three key 

ministries of Intelligence, Interior, and Culture and Islamic Guidance, whose actions are 

intrusive of people’s lives (Farhi, 2007).  The security outlook propagates the notion that the 

United States, after its protracted military engagement in Iraq, lacks the political will to do the 

same with Iran militarily but, nevertheless, confronts Iran on the economic, political and 

psychological fronts.  The raising of this threat perception in the society has helped various 

governments tighten their grip on public life and to get the public silently tolerate international 

economic sanctions and political pressures on Iran’s nuclear agenda, particularly following the 

UN Security Council Resolutions 1737 and 1747.  As successive government administrations 

declare resolve to comb out American infiltrators among Iranian intellectual, cultural, and 

political elites, they tightens their grip on the society.   

To Iranians, the threat of American intervention is not far-fetched and its psychological 

impacts on the society and the rulers are real, deriving its credibility from the prior American 
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actions with respect to Iran, the most significant being the 1953 overthrow of Prime Minister 

Mossadeq in a CIA-orchestrated action.  Farhi (2007), commenting on the situation, wrote that 

paranoia concerning national security is normal politics in Iran.   

In accordance with the domestic politics model of nuclear proliferation, when 

international sanctions apply to Iran in response to its nuclear weapons program, ruling groups 

capitalize on public anger and fear.  Rulers magnify external threats to quell internal dissent and 

disorder and label dissidents as stooges of enemy foreigners, close the society to outside 

influences, and strengthen their authoritarian regime (Farhi, 2007).   

The norms model is also relevant to Iran’s nuclear proliferation path.  Frequent 

statements of Iranian leaders provide evidence that Iran has sought to become a nuclear power 

for national pride and growing nationalism, and in view of the historical grandeur of the Persian 

culture.  In particular, Iran’s nuclear program is an expression of defiance of the west, 

particularly the United States.  As such it is a piece in a series of other ways in which Iran has 

sought to defy western powers.  The leader of the Islamic Revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini 

described the Revolution as “a road that is opposed to the superpowers” (Fallaci, 1979).  In 1989, 

Ayatollah Khamenei, the Iranian leader that succeeded Khomeini, spoke of Iran’s potential to 

become world leader in science and described Iran’s nuclear program as symbolic of Iran’s 

progress in science and technology (Cohen, 2015, p. 69).   

Nuclear pursuit also fits in with the growing sentiment of Iranian nationalism.  Iran’s 

dogged pursuit of nuclear weapons despite the ire of the world directed against the country 

cannot be explained merely from the security model of nuclear proliferation.  America’s 

designation of Iran as the axis of evil made nuclear weapons necessary to Iran’s injured 
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nationalism.  Takeyh, therefore, cautioned that Iranian public opinion and national pride in 

nuclear weapons program, as well as Iranian cleric-politicians’ discourse, combined with 

deterioration of Iran’s economy as a result sanctions, might evoke a worse hardliner response, 

with the possibility that Iran might spurn the NPT-membership, as North Korea did (p. 58).    

Iran’s case indicates that Iran has pursued nuclear weapons in response to its geopolitical 

situation.  Primarily, Iran’s nuclear ambitions are rooted in its national security issues, 

representing a response to a viable threat from an external, powerful adversary countries.  Other 

motivations, such as desire to achieve prestige among international peers and status of a great 

power, are also discernable here.  Workings of the security model, the domestic politics model, 

and the norms model can be discerned in Iran’s case. 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) or North Korea: 

Overview of North Korea’s nuclear trajectory: 

The Korean peninsula is a theater of high conflict, characterized by intense, enduring, 

militarized rivalries.  North Korea’s security concerns, existential in nature, are rooted in history.  

Currently, North Korea has an active nuclear program.  It tested nuclear explosive devices in 

2006, 2009, 2013, 2016, and 2017. 

North Korea came into being from a chain of causation triggered by external aggression.  

In 1910, the imperial Japan invaded and annexed Korea.  In 1945, following the World War II, 

the Japanese surrender brought an end to the 35 years of Japanese rule over Korea, but Korea 

was divided.  The Soviet Union occupied the northern part, and the Americans occupied the 

southern part.  During the Cold War, negotiations between the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.A. to unify 

the two parts failed.  Subsequently, North Korea and South Korea were established as the 
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Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) and the Republic of Korea (ROK), respectively.  

The Soviet Union supported North Korea, and the U.S.A. supported South Korea.   

This history provides clue as to why the government of each country might regard the 

territory of the other country as its own.  This mindset propelled the Korean War of 1950-3.  The 

Korean War ended in an armistice, not in a resolution, leaving the two rivals standing alert 

against each other. Since the Korean War, North and South Korea have deployed conventional 

weapons against each other.  While America deployed nuclear weapons from South Korean soil 

against North Korea on behalf of South, North Korea utilized assistance from the Soviet Union 

the same way.  Over time, North Korea developed its own nuclear capabilities.   

In the post-Cold War times, while South Korea continued to have America backing, 

North Korea lost support of Soviet Union upon the dissolution of latter.  Thus, in 1960s, South 

Korean defense was strengthened by presence of U.S. troops and nuclear weapons.  In contrast, 

the Cuban missile crisis revealed feebleness of Soviet commitment to its communist allies.  The 

Chinese Cultural Revolution around the same time proceeded with parting of ways between the 

U.S.S.R. and China, also closing China to the rest of the world.  In 1964, China conducted its 

first nuclear test.  Kim Il Sung of North Korea requested China to share nuclear weapons 

technology, but Mao Zedong refused.  The relations between China and North Korea 

deteriorated in the ensuing years (Nuclear Threat Initiave, 2017). 

North Korea found itself alone at that time.  Despite having a large conventional army 

equipped with effective artillery, North Korea found itself no match for the U.S. nuclear 

weapons deployed in South Korea. America frequently threatened to use nuclear weapons 
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against North Korea.  That concern is central as one of the bedrock strategic principles behind 

North Korea’s drive to acquire nuclear weapons as a tool for deterrence (Bermudez, 2015, 9. 7). 

     North Korea’s nuclear program began, ostensibly for peaceful purposes, in the early 

1950s when Kim Il Sung laid its foundation.  From the start, North Korea developed cooperative 

relations with other states to seek assistance with its nuclear plans.  Approximately 3,000 North 

Koran nuclear scientists at the Yongbyon site received nuclear technology education primarily 

from the Soviet Union, but later also from China and Pakistan.  Soviet Union helped build the 

first research reactor, IRT-2000, and the associated facility of Yongbyon in 1960s.   One of the 

rectors at the Yongbyon facility is believed to have come from the USSR.  North Korea is 

believed to be self-sufficient in uranium, with about 26 million tons of uranium deposits and a 

uranium mine. By 1970s, North Korea was able to launch its nuclear program (Niksch, 2005). 

Following that launch, progress in technological knowledge proceeded rapidly.  The 

1980s was a period of significant nuclear research expansion.  North Korea experimented with 

high explosive tests and began to build its own reactors using a gas-graphite technology that used 

natural uranium without enrichment.  Over time, North Korea experimented with reprocessing 

technologies and mastered extraction of plutonium from spent fuel (Hecker, 2010, p. 45).   

Initially, North Korea remained free of international obligations to report its indigenous 

nuclear activities because it did not become a signatory to the NPT until 1985. However, when 

North Korea asked the Soviet Union to help build Light Water Reactors (LWRs), the Soviet 

Union conditioned the fulfilment of the request on North Korea’s joining the NPT.  Thus, North 

Korea joined the NPT to receive those LWRs.  The Soviet Union, however, dissolved before 

North Korea could receive the reactors (Hecker, 2010, 45). 
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In January 1992, North Korea concluded a safeguards agreement with the IAEA, 

agreeing to report all nuclear programs to the IAEA and submit to IAEA’s inspections of North 

Korean nuclear facilities and programs. Hecker (2010) noted that North Korea maneuvered the 

timing of the conclusion of the IAEA’s safeguards agreement for two strategic reasons: (1) by 

that time, North Korean nuclear program had become advanced enough to enable North Korean 

nuclear scientists complete the plutonium fuel cycle and for its nuclear facilities to begin to 

produce substantial amounts of weapons-grade plutonium and (2) President George H.W. Bush 

decided to withdraw all nuclear weapons from South Korea (p. 45).  In the backdrop of the same 

developments and prodded by the same motives, North Korea signed with South Korea the 1991 

Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, a pact requiring that neither 

side would “test, manufacture, produce, receive, possess, store, deploy, or use nuclear weapons” 

or possess nuclear reprocessing and uranium enrichment facilities. The agreement eroded when 

the two sides disagreed on mechanisms of bilateral inspections, required under the Declaration.  

Both cooperative moves--agreement to the IAEA inspection system and conclusion of the 

denuclearization agreement with South Korea—strategically ensued when North Korea had 

already consolidated its nuclear capacities and ensured that the U.S. had removed its nuclear 

weapons deployed against it on South Korea’s behalf (Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2017). 

In late 1992, the IAEA discovered that North Korea had reprocessed plutonium in excess 

of the 80 grams it had disclosed.  In 1993, under the safeguards agreement, the IAEA asked for a 

“special inspection” of the two nuclear waste sites at Yongbyon. North Korea refused and 

threatened to withdraw from the NPT.  Following low- to medium-level diplomatic talks 

between North Korea and the Clinton Administration, North Korea suspended its withdrawal 
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from the NPT; however, it continued to refuse to submit to IAEA’s special and regular 

inspections.  In May 1994, North Korea refused to allow the IAEA to inspect the 8,000 fuel rods 

that it had removed from the five-megawatt reactor. In the meantime, while North Korea 

continued to refuse to talk, North Korea’s reactor at Yongbyon continued to operate 

(Hecker,2010).    

The United States, then, proposed a second round of economic sanctions to the UN 

Security Council against North Korea.  The U.S. had also developed a contingency plan to bomb 

the Yongbyon nuclear facilities if North Korea began to reprocess the 8,000 fuel rods into 

weapons-grade plutonium.  When China told the North Korean president Kim Il-sung that it 

would not veto the sanctions, the North Korean leaders invited the former U.S. president Jimmy 

Carter to Pyongyang and offered to freeze North Korea’s nuclear program in an effort to diffuse 

the situation.  The Clinton Administration accepted North Korean proposal by removing the 

sanctions proposal and re-starting high-level negotiations with North Korea, leading to the 

Agreed Framework of October 21, 1994.   

The Agreed Framework provided North Korea several nuclear, energy, economic, and 

diplomatic benefits, including a promise that North Korea was to receive two light water reactors 

(LWRs) and 500,000 metric tons of heavy oil at no cost for initial operations of the LWRs. In 

return, North Korea was to halt its nuclear operations and nuclear infrastructure development, 

freeze its facilities, and store fuel rods safely. With these conditions, the U.S. sought to prevent 

North Korea from producing large quantities of weapons-grade plutonium.  The Agreed 

Framework had sought to address the issue of North Korea's plutonium production at the 

Yongbyon and Taechon facilities by freezing them under the agreement. The U.S. security 
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assurances were, however, couched in a futuristic language, indicating vaguely that they would 

be given when North Korea has dismantled all its nuclear installations (Niksch, 2005, p. 12).   

Under the 1994 Agreed Framework, North Korea had discarded its nuclear weapons 

program, dulling temporarily the edge of the ongoing nuclear crisis.  (Niksch, 2005). However, 

the Agreed Framework fell apart in 2002, with both parties accusing each other for failing to 

abide by its terms.  The U.S. was dissatisfied that the Agreed Framework did not permit timely 

IAEA inspections to verify North Korea’s past nuclear activities.  North Korea complained that 

the construction of light water reactors was delayed (Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2017). 

Despite the Agreed Framework, North Korea continued to be suspected for nuclear 

proliferation activities.  In 1998, a new North Korean nuclear site was discovered.  Later the 

same year, North Korea launched a Taepo Dong missile, rendering the efficacy of the Agreement 

dubious (Armitage, 1999). The launch of the missile was timed to occur before President Obama 

could launch his policy of engagement with North Korea, which he preferred to sanctions.  The 

missile launch was meant, possibly, to send a message of North Korea’s toughness and lack of 

trepidations. 

In 2002, another report disclosed that North Korea was operating a clandestine uranium 

enrichment nuclear program.  The Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization (KEDO) 

thereafter suspended shipment of heavy oil to North Korea.  In response, North Korea announced 

the re-start of its Yongbyon nuclear facility, which had been closed down under the terms of the 

Agreed Framework and its withdrawal from the NPT.  

After the withdrawal from the NPT, North Korea became more open and aggressive 

about its nuclear weapons-related activities.  North Korea announced that the plutonium 
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reprocessing plant at Yongbyon, which had been closed in 1994, had already provided it with 

needed fuel.  The U.S. intelligence subsequently concluded that North Korea had utilized most or 

all of the 8,000 reprocessed fuel rods for making four to six nuclear bombs (Niksch, 2005).  

Later, in 2004, North Korea reportedly bought gas-centrifuge technology from the A.Q. Khan 

network (Fidler & Luce, 2001). 

With the Agreed Framework, North Korea had not ended its nuclear program.  It froze 

only a portion of the program while continuing clandestine progress in other portions.  The 

Agreed Framework was a dilatory tactic as it bought North Korea time to come in full 

compliance of the IAEA safeguards by 2002 or 2003.  By buying time, North Korea carried 

further along plans to build and sells missiles, goals whose fruition seemed to be increasingly 

possible with Kim Jong Il’s becoming Chairman of North Korea’s Military Commission and his 

growing influence on the armed forces (Armitage 1999, p. 3).   

In 2003, Six-Party Talks between North Korea, South Korea, Japan, China, Russia, and 

the United States began. The objective of the talks was to denuclearize the Korean Peninsula.  

China and South Korea criticized the U.S. position and supported North Korea’s “reward for 

nuclear freeze” proposal.  They understood that continued issuance of U.S. threats were 

unhelpful.  In 2004, South Korean President Hyun openly defended North Korea’s claim that it 

perceived a threat from the U.S. and needed a nuclear deterrent.  China continued to supply 

North Korea food, money, and oil, despite the U.S. government’s stand against rewarding North 

Korea for its intransigence (Niksch, 2005, pp. 1-2).    

North Korea did not easily come to the table.  It made several demands in return for its 

agreement to resume six party talk: a U.S.-North Korean non-aggression pact; a U.S. guarantee 
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that the latter would not attack North Korea; with a long-term “freeze” of North Korea’s 

plutonium program, retention by North Korea of a “peaceful” nuclear program; removal of North 

Korea from the U.S. list of terrorist-supporting states; end to other “hostile policies” by the U.S.; 

supply of electricity and billions of dollars in “compensation” from Japan; resumption of 

shipments of heavy oil; construction of the two light water nuclear reactors, which were agreed 

under the 1994 Agreed Framework; removal of U.S. economic sanctions; and an end to U.S. 

interference in North Korea’s economic relations with other countries.  Subsequently, in the 

propaganda for these demands, North Korea repeatedly asked that the U.S. guarantee that it 

would not carry out a unilateral attack similar to the one staged in Iraq.  In denying that North 

Korea was running a uranium-based nuclear weapons program, North Korea repeatedly 

compared the allegations to the erroneous U.S. accusation of Iraq of manufacturing weapons of 

mass destruction in Iraq (Niksch, 2005, p. 6). 

The U.S. faced major foreign policy crisis after these events, and, subsequently, with 

North Korea’s refusal to agree in 2004 to U.S. settlement proposal during the six-party talks.  

North Korea rejected the proposal as a “sham proposal” and refused to attend another meeting of 

the Six-Party Talks.  The talks were disrupted for years, during which time North Korea 

adamantly demanded certain concessions as conditions for its return to talks. It required, inter 

alia, that U.S. end its “hostile policies” toward North Korea and that U.S. accept North Korea’s 

proposal seeking “reward for nuclear freeze” (Niksch, 2005).  Alongside, North Korea continued 

to insist that it did not intend to make nuclear weapons (Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2017). 
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In 2004, DPRK admitted that it had a clandestine program to enrich uranium, in violation 

of the 1994 Agreed Framework (Pollack & Reiss, 2005, p. 319).   Soon after, it claimed that it 

possessed nuclear weapons (Huntley, 2004).   

In 2005, a breakthrough occurred when the Six Party Talks resumed and concluded.  

According to the agreed Statement of Principles, North Korea must abandon its nuclear program, 

return to the NPT, follow the IAEA safeguards at “an early date,” and honor the terms of the 

1992 Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.  In return, the U.S. 

assured that it did not intend to attack North Korea and that it had removed nuclear weapons 

from South Korea (Buckley, 2005).  Shortly afterwards, disagreements again arose.  The U.S. 

refused to permit transfer of the promised light water reactors until North Korea dismantled its 

nuclear program.  The Agreement lay dormant thereafter for a long time (Nuclear Threat 

Initiative, 2005).   

North Korea conducted a nuclear test in 2006, and then another in 2009.  The first was 

not considered very successful, but the second was (Hecker, 2010, p. 47).  Since 2009, however, 

the talks have been suspended.    

After the 2006 test, the U.S. led the UN Security Council to impose sanctions under 

Resolution 1718.   Since 2006, however, North Korea has defied about half dozen such 

resolutions over its nuclear and missile development.  The latest resolution was passed in August 

2017, intending to isolate North Korea in the global trade system and cripple it economically 

(Gladstone, 2017b).  Far from bending before resolutions, North Korea’s current leader, Kim 

Jong-un asserts that North Korea needs nuclear weapons programs against threat from the U.S. 

and South Korea (Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2017).  
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In November, 2010, North Korea shocked the world by opening uranium processing 

facilities (Ahn, 2010).  However, in 2012, North Korea bargained with the U.S., agreeing to 

suspend nuclear tests, uranium enrichment, and long-range missile tests in exchange for food aid 

from the U.S.; transgressions, however, continued to be reported (Myers and Sang-hun, 2012).  

The U.S. withdrew its offer of food when North Korea attempted to launch a satellite in the orbit, 

regarding it as no different from a long-range ballistic missile (Nuclear Threat Initiave, 2017).   

In 2013, North Korea claimed to have tested a “lighter, miniaturized atomic bomb” 

(Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2017).  In 2016, it tested another nuclear device and also announced 

that it has started to reprocess spent fuel rods to create more plutonium for its nuclear weapons 

(Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2017).   By 2016, North Korea had gone openly nuclear.  The 2016 

nuclear test brought about international condemnation and the passage of a UN Resolution to 

apply further sanctions against North Korea. 

At this time, observers note that the threat from North Korea’s nuclear program has 

grown: estimates indicated that North Korea has fewer than 10 nuclear bombs but has enough 

nuclear materials to build 20 to 25 bombs; from 2006 to 2009, North Korea’s explosive force has 

doubled; by 2015, North Korea has miniaturized nuclear weapons, demonstrating capability to 

build nuclear weapons small enough to fit and be carried by a missile and to strike adversaries 

stealthily; by 2026, the nuclear warhead carrying missiles will be able to strike the U.S. at 

Hawaii and Alaska (Gladstone & Jacquette, 2017).  More recently, In July 2017, North Korea 

launched its first inter-continental ballistic missile, with the capability of reaching US territory.  

In response to President Trump’s touch stance, North Korea has accelerated production and 

investment of nuclear weapons (Cambridge & Birchall, 2017). 
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Two decades of intense diplomacy seems to have failed to eliminate North Korea’s 

nuclear program. Some analysts, however, believe that the intense pressure reduced its potential 

by not giving it commercial nuclear power and keeping the size of the weapons program small. 

With all the external pressure and internal suffering, the question is whether North Korea will 

give up its program. Identifying the real reasons has been a difficult issue for two reasons: (1) 

North Korea is a closed society and internal decision making and determinants of nuclear 

weapons choice are hard to gauge; and (2) it is easy for analysts to regard North Korea from the 

prism of its characterization as among the “axis of evil” and regard its intransigent attitude in 

sticking to its ambition of becoming a nuclear weapons state as part of that characterization 

rather than as arising from any logical reasoning or real security concerns. 

Workings of security model, domestic political model, and norms model: 

North Korea’s security environment indicates that nuclear weapons are country’s choice 

for national security reasons.  For North Korea, external threats are the most important cause of 

pursuit of nuclear weapons.  Sagan’s security model of nations’ pursuit of nuclear weapons can 

be seen at work in North Korea’s case.   

The roots of North Korean nuclear issue primarily lie in political/geographical realities.  

North Korea is surrounded by other nuclear weapon states or states, Russia and China. Other 

states in near proximity, South Korea and Japan, have alliances with America and are, thus, 

protected under the U.S. nuclear umbrella.  Currently the threat of U.S. nuclear attack is most 

potent and visible in North Korea’s security environment.   

During the Cold War, the U.S. supported South Korea, which spent heavily on defense --

by supplying efficient conventional weapons, while North Korea received less efficient Soviet- 
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provided weapons.  Externally, the Soviet Union and China stood by North Korea against 

external foes.   

Following the Cold War, North Korea lost support from the ex-superpower, the former 

USSR and one of its two key allies.  For North Korea, the U.S.S.R. did not just suddenly 

collapse.  North Korea had felt its coming for years in the unfolding events of the time, 

indicating that the iron curtain was about to be lifted, and North Korea’s socialist regime felt 

insecure (Platkovskiy, 2000, pp. 95-96). It might not have been just a coincidence for the 

dissolution of the U.S.S.R. in 1989 and for the first news reports in the western media that North 

Korea was conducting a clandestine nuclear weapons program in 1988-89.  Security was a major 

concern then for North Korea.   

North Korea’s relations with the other nuclear power, China, gradually grew cold.  In 

1961, China and North Korea had signed a bilateral mutual defense agreement, the “PRC-DPRK 

Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance,” committing each party under Article 

II of the treaty to maximum military aid in case the other party is attacked or invaded. Although 

North Korea is still allied to China since 1963, in the current times of close trade relations 

between China and the United States, North Korea might not be able rely upon China’s 

assistance in case of nuclear aggression by the U.S.  South Korea, in contrast, is a close U.S. ally 

and receives aid from the U.S.  North Korea, therefore, feels alone and insecure. The significance 

of the nuclear program grew for North Korea in the late 1980s and early 1990s also because 

China and Russia grew closer to South Korea and assumed remoteness with North Korea; North 

Korea feared coercion and blackmail by them (Pollack & Reiss, 2005, pp. 264-5).   
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As the historical trajectory of North Korea’s nuclear development indicates, North Korea 

frequently asked for removal of U.S. nuclear weapons from South Korea, sought assurances from 

America that it would not use nuclear weapons against North Korea, and supported 

comprehensive test bans in return for renouncing its pursuit of nuclear weapons and for 

permitting the IAEA to monitor its nuclear facilities.  Although the U.S. announced removal of 

U.S. tactical nuclear weapons from the Korean Peninsula and from ships offshore, the U.S. 

continued joint military exercises in South Korea and Japan and rejected North Korea’s attempt 

to diffuse the situation.  Insecure and alone, North Korea then marched onto the path of nuclear 

weapons development (Pollack & Reiss, 2005, pp. 265-7).   

Writing in the context of a recent missile launch into the ocean by North Korea, Pastreich 

(2017) commented that North Korea times such launches in response to the threat that it 

perceives from ongoing joint military drills by the United States, South Korea, and Japan, which 

it regards as exercises for readiness for an invasion upon it.   

The Bush administration’s characterization of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea as the “axis of 

evil” and the subsequent invasion of Iraq by the United States without the UN sanction or even 

credible evidence and the toppling of Saddam’s regime made North Korea insecure.  Nuclear 

weapons were North Korea’s remedy against insecurity (Shen, 2009, 176-7).   

The United Nations Security Council calls for sanctions against North Korea in response 

to its missile launches; however, China has recently suggested that, instead of requiring that 

North Korea unilaterally stop missile launches, both sides should stop their military actions.  

North Korea welcomes this suggestion, but the United States and its allies do not (Pastreich 

(2017).  China’s suggestion, obviously takes into account the threat that North Korea feels 
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against its national security.  Scholars have suggested similar route: Pollack & Reiss (2005), in 

recommending a strategy to deal with North Korea, similarly, preferred negotiations, bargaining, 

containment, economic isolation, and interdicting of shipments of nuclear materials to North 

Korea through states’ joint efforts; however, they advocate a definite role for security assurances 

in return for nonproliferation commitment.  In their view other measures without security 

assurances might fail to achieve the objectives of nuclear nonproliferation (277-279).   

The situation presents evidence of the workings of the security model in North Korea’s 

pursuit of nuclear weapons.  Sagan (1997) had also characterized North Korea as a state that is 

motivated by offensive coercive threat motivation; that is, to dispel threats from the United 

States and its Asian allies, it assumes an offensive, rather than a defensive posture.   

Other motivations can also be ascribed to North Korea’s nuclear behavior.  The norms 

model is clearly discernable. Using interviews with North Korean people, officials, and Russian 

diplomats in Pyongyang, Platkovskiy sought to understand North Koran leaders’ thinking; he 

concluded that North Korea plays the nuclear card to blackmail the international community in 

negotiations (Platkovskiy, 2000, p. 93). This is in conformity with the norms model, according to 

which states proliferate for reasons like pride, prestige, status, or some symbolic value attached 

to nuclear weapons.   

South Koreans view nuclear weapons as bringing status to the country and giving 

confidence to its leaders in international affairs.  During the six-party talks, North Korea 

assumed a dominant position as a negotiator, North Korean media proudly celebrated North 

Korea’s diplomatic dominance and Bush administration’s weak position and isolation (Niksch, 

2005, pp. 1-2).  Despite being in financial straits and a small country, North Korea did not take a 
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back seat in the proceedings.  Owing to North Korean leaders’ independence from global 

opinion, by proposing the Six Party Talks, the U.S. had sought to avoid direct engagement with 

North Korea and to isolate North Korea in a united stance of five versus one discussion by 

involving China, South Korea, Japan, and Russia as well in the situation (Niksch, 2005, p. 5).  

During a recent display of nuclear weapons, North Korea leader Jung-un stated that nuclear 

technology for military purposes was “no longer monopolized by imperialists” (Gladstone & 

Jacquette, 2017).  The statement was an expression of contempt for advanced nuclear weapons 

nations, particularly the United States-- as well as for the NPT that limits the option of nuclear 

weapons possession to only a few states.  Possession of nuclear weapons has given that 

confidence to North Koreans. 

North Korea’s nuclear test of October 9, 2006, overtly purported to prove to the world 

that it had the nuclear weapons capability.  In response, the United States led to the passage of a 

United Nations Security Council resolution imposing sanctions on DPRK.  Chanlett-Avery and 

Squassoni (2006) wrote in their report that North Korea carried out the nuclear tests despite 

international opposition and is, apparently, ready to brave the consequences (p.7).  Obviously, 

national security is not the only reason for North Korea’s nuclear proliferation since it is 

prepared to risk national security and well-being of citizens in its efforts to acquire nuclear 

weapons.  The symbolic meaning of weapons as tools to make North Korea equal to big nuclear 

powers, particularly the United States, is important.  The sense of achievement for having 

acquired nuclear weapons despite the sanctions and disapproval of the world have also been 

important for North Korea. North Korean leaders’ pronouncements and actions indicate that 

North Korea regards possession of nuclear bombs as a strategy of equalizing in negotiations.  
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The leaders parade nuclear arsenal on streets on special occasions for pride and internal 

propaganda, as well as to strike awe and terror in both domestic and international audience (see 

Cambridge & Birchall, 2017).  

International response to DPRK’s nuclear intransigence has been markedly different from 

that in Iran’s case of nuclear weapons pursuit.  The Security Council has desisted from taking a 

strong economic action under the Charter of the United Nations to stop North Korea from 

nuclear proliferation, while it subjected Iran to sanctions. As noted above, a presumption of 

possession of nuclear weapons ties hands of adversary states and international organizations. 

North Korea’s ability to engage the U.S. in negotiations and exert psychological pressure on 

South Korea have been other derivative advantages of pursuing the nuclear option (Pollack & 

Reiss, 2005, pp. 265).   In addition, the nuclear bargain written into the NPT encouraged North 

Korea--as well as Iran--to engage in nuclear blackmail as it demanded economic assistance under 

Articles II and IV of the NPT and the lifting of sanctions in return for denuclearization (Garvey, 

2008, 344-5). 

Following North Korea’s 2006 nuclear explosion, a Chanlett-Aveery and Squassone 

(2006) noted, in a Report for Congress, the problem of determination of motives when states go 

nuclear:  

Determining the motivations of a government as opaque and secretive as North 
Korea is exceedingly difficult, but analysts have put forth a range of possibilities 
to explain why the Pyongyang regime decided to test a nuclear weapon. Possible 
motivations include an attempt to engage the United States in bilateral talks, to 
ensure the security of the regime, and to satisfy hardline elements within the 
Pyongyang government, as well as technical motivations for carrying out a 
nuclear test.  (Chanlett-Aveery & Squassone, 2006, p. 12) 
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Obviously, seeking diplomatic leverage, rather than fulfilling the NPT obligations are a factor in 

its calculations for going nuclear.  North Korea’s diplomatic power arises from its nuclear 

weapons regardless of the efficacy of those weapons in wars.  With those weapons, North Korea 

sees itself as equal to the superpower, the US.  Those are tools for getting international attention.   

The workings of the model of domestic politics is also visible in North Korea’s case.  The 

ruling regime plays to the domestic audience, according to this model. In the mid-1980s, Kim Il 

Sung’s regime had been consolidated with control of internal rivals.  Nuclear weapons help the 

rulers to continue to hold onto that power.  By propagating an external threat perception and 

need for acquiring nuclear weapons, in the face of all difficulties, including imposition of 

external sanctions, North Korean leaders gain support both for their authoritative, dynastic rule 

and for their political ideology of communism.  The external threat perception helps justify 

policies of information control; helps convince people to make sacrifices and be submissive; and 

helps people accept isolation from the world community.  These conditions keep people unaware 

of progress outside the borders and unable to challenge current rulers’ authoritarianism.   

North Korea’s dogged resolve to acquire nuclear weapons has also been for pride-related 

reasons and nationalism.  Many of North Korea’s actions indicate that its leaders are conscious 

of the symbolic value that nuclear bombs carry.  For instance, when in 1993 the Clinton 

administration threatened it with possible sanctions, North Korea in response threatened to 

withdraw from the NPT, indicating willingness to openly go nuclear.  In a similar intractable 

manner, it forced the North Korea-U.S. high-level talks.  It forced the Bush administration to 

take the Six-Party Talks more seriously, particularly when it detonated a nuclear weapon in 

2006.  A small and weak nation, North Korea engaged in several ostensible, aggressive actions to 
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indicate that it was equal to the superpower.  It has learned to time its nuclear tests and missile 

launch strategically to gain attention and diplomatic leverage, using its nuclear weapons 

capability as a bargaining chip.   

As this discussion indicates, North Korea pursued nuclear weapons primarily for national 

security reasons.  The workings of other motivations, in accordance with domestic politics model 

and the norms model can also be seen in this case study. 

South Korea (Republic of Korea or ROK): 

Overview of South Korea’s nuclear trajectory: 

South Korea has long pondered, alternatively, nuclear weapons acquisition or 

renouncement in response to its shifting security and threat environment.  It has attempted actual 

acquisition, proving its capabilities.  Yet, it has forgone the option when security needs appeared 

to be better served by rolling back the nuclear program. The case study indicates that National 

security considerations have dominated in South Korea’s deliberations and actions regarding 

nuclear weapons acquisitions.  Nuclear weapons acquisitions, however, have also fulfilled some 

other secondary purposes, such as gaining diplomatic leverage, and served as symbols of self-

reliance. 

South Korea exists in a dangerous neighborhood and has long experienced precarious 

security environment and long-term security issues.  Over the past decades, it faced security 

threats from the Soviet Union, China (PRC), North Korea, and, to a lesser extent, Japan.  North 

Korea has been a particular source of trouble for South Korea.  

During the Cold War, North Korea and South Korea clashed in a major showdown.  

South Korea sought U.S. help through and a conventional and nuclear weapons alliance.  In 
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1953, following the armistice at the end of a stalemate between the two Koreas, the United States 

and the South Korea signed a Mutual Defense Treaty for a comprehensive alliance between the 

two countries (U.S. Department of State, 1953; 2017).  The treaty is still in force, obligating each 

party to defend the other in case of an external armed attack (Article III) (Department of State, 

1953), but, in effect, primarily committing the U.S. to South Korea’s defense.  The Mutual 

Defense Treaty impliedly extended the U.S. nuclear umbrella over South Korea.  Since then, the 

treaty has formed the core of South Korea’s security structure.   

Under the U.S. protection, South Korea began an ambitious and successful economic 

expansion plan (Power, 2014).  In 1957, it joined the IAEA and launched an extensive nuclear 

power industry.  In 1959, South Korea established the Office of Atomic Energy, in 1962, its first 

research reactor began to operate.  It had no motivation at the time to develop an indigenous 

nuclear weapons program. The security treaty permitted South Korea to pay attention to its 

economic development, transforming the South Korean economy.   

South Korea’s first attempt at nuclear weapons acquisition began during 1960s and 1970s 

when its security arrangements with the U.S. showed first signs of crack.  In 1969, U.S. President 

Nixon warned—in the context of America’s entanglement in the protracted Vietnam war--

America’s Asian allies that “as far as the problems of internal security are concerned, . . . the 

United States is going to encourage . . . that this problem will be increasingly handled by, and 

responsibility for it taken by, the Asian Allies themselves” (Nixon, 1969).  During the next few 

years, 24,000 American troops left South Korea, leaving there a sense of abandonment.   

Subsequent events compounded the psychological impact of troops’ withdrawals.  The 

Sino-U.S. rapprochement of 1971-2, in which the U.S. acquiesced with the Chinese wish to 
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marginalize Taiwan, increased South Korea’s sense of insecurity and fear of similar 

abandonment by the U.S. (Pollack & Reiss, 2005, pp. 261-2). During the same time period, 

North Korea’s aggressive gestures toward South Korea became deadlier.  During the 1960s and 

1970, North Korea engaged in a failed assassination attempt against South Korea’s president, 

killing the first lady; conducted commando raids, including one against the presidential 

residence; downed an EC-121 reconnaissance plane; captured the USS Pueblo, killed two 

American soldiers in the demilitarized zone; dug a tunnel underneath the demilitarized zone; and 

hinted at a second invasion of South Korea (Reiss, 1988, 9. 83).   

Losing confidence in the American protection, and considering its weak position vis a vis 

its major adversaries, South Korea took steps that indicate government’s growing inclination to 

go nuclear in response to its perceptions of heightening threats and weakening security 

guarantees.  As the United States began pulling out its military forces stationed in South Korea, 

the government in Seoul established two new defense agencies: the Agency for Defense 

Development and the Weapons Exploitation Committee.  The latter voted in favor of developing 

nuclear weapons and communicated its recommendation to South Korea’s then authoritarian 

president Park Chung Hee (Kang, 2016).   

In 1970, South Korea launched its clandestine nuclear weapons program (Pollack & 

Reiss, 2005; Hersman and Peters, 2006, p. 540).  In 1970, South Korea began constructing a light 

water reactor and launched its clandestine weapons research program.  In 1975, it secured 

France’s agreement to sell South Korea a plutonium reprocessing plant and a heavy water reactor 

from Canada. Such technologies were meant to give South Korea the ability to produce fissile 
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material. South Korean scientists were already believed to possess the theoretical knowledge and 

technical expertise to build nuclear explosives (Reiss, 1988, p. 89).   

Curiously, South Korean officials did not try to hide the fact of South Korea’s nuclear 

weapons program.  President Park and other Korean officials leaked out in statements hints that 

South Korea could and might develop nuclear weapons if the United States folded its nuclear 

umbrella (Reiss, 1988, p. 89).  Based on the CIA intelligence, Americans soon verified that such 

was indeed the case (Pollack & Reiss, 2005, p 263).   

Following discovery of South Korea’s nuclear activities in 1974, the U.S. pressured 

South Korea to abandon the program.  The U.S. threatened to cut off the existing bilateral 

political and military relations; intervened with France, Germany, and Canada to stop sales of 

nuclear technology to South Korea; and sought South Korea’s ratification of the NPT (Kang, 

2005, p. 42).  In 1975, South Korea acceded to the NPT and signed a full-scope safeguards 

agreement with the IAEA (Kang, 2005, p. 42).  Ratification of the NPT in 1975, however, did 

not stop South Korea from continuing to modernize its nuclear power industry and carrying on 

weapons-related research through 1976.  The U.S. renewed its security guarantee after South 

Korea officially terminated the program in 1976 (Hersman & Peters, 2006, p. 542).    

By starting the nuclear weapons program, South Korea captured U.S. attention; by 

stopping the program down, they got renewed security guarantees and economic support.  On the 

surface, the events indicate that the U.S. succeeded in pressuring South Korea to shut its nuclear 

weapons program.  For South Koreans, shutting down of the program was a strategic step.  At 

the time, continuation of the program would have left the country without a nuclear program and 

without U.S. security commitments (Reiss, 1988, p. 99).  After receiving renewed security 
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guarantees in 1976, South Korea halted active development of nuclear weapons, but it still 

continued to develop missile technology (Kim, 2001).   

Subsequently, South Korea focused its efforts to continue to enhance its expertise in 

nuclear technologies by developing civilian nuclear facilities.  It is said to have acquired nuclear 

materials and technologies under the NPT membership and the capability to develop a nuclear 

weapon in the future (Pollack & Reiss, pp. 261-2).   

Shortly afterwards, however, South Koreans experienced another lapse of confidence in 

U.S. security guarantees.  In 1976, presidential candidate Jimmy Carter vowed to withdraw all 

ground troops and nuclear weapons from South Korea by 1982.  In 1977, the Carter 

administration announced its plan to carry out the campaign promise.  The administration, 

however, asserted that the U.S. was committed to South Korea’s security and would use U.S. 

naval and air force for the purpose (Suhrke & Morrison, 1977, pp. 366-7).  To South Koreans, 

U.S. failure to secure a certain victory in Vietnam, however, indicated the futility of the assertion 

(Reiss, 1988, p. 84).  In 1977, South Korea issued an official statement that it would not build a 

nuclear arsenal if the United States reversed the decision (Kang, 2005, p. 42; Hersman & Peters, 

2006, p. 541-2).  Following the statement, South Korea re-opened its nuclear weapons program 

and sought to develop capacity to produce fissile materials.  Under sharp domestic criticism 

President Carter reversed the decision to withdraw forces stationed in South Korea in 1978 

(Kang, 2005, p. 42; Hersman and Peters, 2006, p. 541).   

This time, U.S. pressure on South Korea included two threats: termination of security 

relationship and termination of economic partnership.  At the time, South Korea was not near 

acquisition of a nuclear weapon and termination of security relationship would have resulted in 
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loss of both conventional and strategic deterrence.  Termination of economic partnership with the 

U.S., South Korea’s major economic partner, would have similarly been deleterious to South 

Korea’s vital interests.  Bending to the threats, on March 24, 1993, South Korea officially 

acknowledged that it had built six nuclear weapons but that, starting in1989, it had rolled back its 

nuclear weapons program to the level it had prior to accession to the NPT in 1991 (Long & 

Grillot, 2000, p. 24).   

Unpredictability has governed the U.S.-South Korea relations over the history, impacting 

South Korea’s nuclear decisions.  For instance, during the Carter administration, the U.S. 

severely criticized South Korea for its human rights policies, renewing fear of abandonment in 

South Korea.  Later, Reagan administration, however, softened its stance, being more supportive 

of the strong anti-Communist stance of South Korean President Chun Doo Hwan, despite 

Hwan’s authoritarianism.  Around that time, the U.S. realized the difficulty of managing 

increasingly aggressive and dangerously-armed North Korea without strong alliances and sought 

to reduce tensions with South Korea.  The U.S. and South Korea re-aligned their foreign policies 

to engage North Korea’s leader Kim Jon II through negotiations.  Subsequently, the Clinton 

administration also worked closely with South Korea to contain the North Korean threat.  The 

Bush administration, however, disagreed with the policy of engagement and, instead, preferred 

direct confrontation with North Korea, and in 1991, announced American plans to withdraw 

tactical nuclear weapons from South Korea.     

Owing to the unpredictability of the future course in the relationship, South Korea never 

fully renounced the nuclear path.  In 2004, South Korea admitted that its scientists had 

experimented in 2000 with enriched uranium and plutonium, the two alternative fuels for making 
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nuclear weapons.  Soon afterwards, South Korea admitted that its scientists had been involved in 

plutonium-based nuclear experiments in 1982 without informing the IAEA.  Around the same 

time, similar disclosures were made regarding uranium enrichment activities in 1990s.  Together, 

these revelations brought international condemnation, damaged credibility of South Korea’s 

nonproliferation pledges and lowered its diplomatic standing.  Although South Korean 

government denied that the incidents indicated South Korean intent to produce nuclear weapons, 

the success of those experiments was interpreted as a proof of South Korean scientists’ capability 

to build nuclear weapons (Jung-a and Fidler, 2004). 

The situation has not settled yet in ways to obviate the possibility of South Korea’s going 

nuclear in the future.  The U.S.-South Korea relationship can still change, depending on who is 

in the presidential office in the U.S. and what political goals dominate at the time.  Accordingly, 

South Korea’s motivations can shift in favor of acquiring nuclear weapons in response to its 

security considerations.   

Obviously, South Korea had not altogether abandoned the nuclear program.  It kept its 

activities under cover until the time in 2004 when the Additional Protocols went into effect and 

permitted IAEA inspectors to conduct environmental sampling.   South Korea had adopted the 

Additional Protocols in 1999.  When IAEA team visited South Korea following their coming 

into force in 2004, inspectors’ environmental sampling indicated undeclared plutonium 

separation activity.  South Korea confessed.  According to Kang, et al. (2005), under pressure 

from the IAEA, in 2004, ROK revealed its continued nuclear activities, progressing between 

1979 and 1987 from conducing chemical uranium enrichment, separating of plutonium, and 

experimenting with uranium enrichment, to manufacturing of depleted uranium munitions.  In 



 

144 

violation of its agreement with the IAEA, South Korea had provided no information to the IAEA 

regarding these activities (Kang, et al., 2005, p. 40).  During this time, South Korea was also 

developing its ambitious nuclear power program using U.S. licensed light-water reactors and 

Canadian heavy-water reactor technology (Kang, et al., 2005, p. 43).  South Korean nuclear 

activities, allegedly, were not entirely unsuspected in North Korea, which began its 

experimentation with uranium enrichment later, possibly in response (Kang, et al., 2005, p. 40).  

Neighbors emulate one another’s nuclear position, this account seems to confirm.   

In 1992, South Korea and North Korea concluded the “Joint Declaration on the 

Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula,” binding both countries to pledges that they would not 

procure nuclear weapons or run nuclear reprocessing plants.  The pledges were presumed broken 

with later North Korea’s nuclear tests.  Lately, South Korean politicians, academicians, and 

public have begun to articulate the view that South Korea should also go nuclear as a deterrent 

(Byong-Chul, 2011).  The security model of nuclear proliferation, however, predicts that if South 

Korea goes nuclear, other countries in the region, such as Japan and Taiwan might also try to get 

their own nuclear weapons. 

A few decades ago, South Korea’s security threats emanated from the Soviet Union, 

China, North Korea, and Japan.  Today, the biggest threat is from the nuclear weapons-armed 

North Korea, with a penchant for dire provocations, as Hersman and Peters (2006) note (p. 540).  

Also, as the U.S. shows resolve to eliminate the North Korea nuclear threat, South Korea 

perceives threat to peninsular security from the U.S. itself or from the risk that, following 

elimination of threat from North Korea—possibly, by vanquishing the North and rejoining the 

two Koreas--the U.S. would withdraw the current political and military support and abandon 
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South Kora to fend for itself against China and Japan, two neighbors with whom South Korea 

has had a history of bitter rivalries (Hersman and Peters, 2006, pp. 256-7).  Pollack and Reiss 

(2005) point out that if such a situation arises, South Korea may pursue nuclear weapons again.  

The decision, however, would not be based on security threat only.  

For states that contemplate such a consequential step, the ultimate judgement will 
be shaped by a complex mix of political and security calculations; by the interplay 
of domestic attitudes, bureaucratic competition, and scientific capabilities; and, 
perhaps more fundamentally, by the symbolic meaning and strategic value that 
leaders attach to possession of such capabilities.  (Pollack &Reiss, 2005, pp. 257-
8)   

 
However, credible security guarantees from the U.S. are likely to keep South Korea from going 

the nuclear weapons path despite nuclear threat from North Korea (Campbell and Einhorn, 2005, 

p. 321).  South Korea’s case of nuclear weapons acquisition and restraint indicates that states 

pursue nuclear choices based on their own calculations—national security, international 

relations, and domestic politics--rather than upon considerations of the international regime of 

nuclear nonproliferation based on the NPT. 

South Korea terminated the program prior to making a bomb, with reaffirmation of U.S. 

security commitments toward South Korea, but renewed nuclear activities for a civilian energy 

program, focusing on development of indigenous capabilities.  U.S. involvement in a coup that 

brought President Chon Tu-hwon to power, is also cited as an event that led the new South Korea 

president’s dismantling of the program (Pollack & Reiss, 2005, pp. 263-4).   

South Korea does not have an active nuclear weapons program now.  However, its 

civilian nuclear power industry and scientific and engineering competencies are highly 

developed, making it plausible that South Korea can re-start its nuclear weapons pursuit in a 

short period of time if a need to do so arises.   
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Once gained, it is hard to lose technical capacity or the taste for acquiring 
scientific knowledge, and technologies with weapons application are now part of 
institutional memory of South Korean nuclear establishment. (Kang, et al., 2005, 
p. 43. 
 
 
 

Workings of security model, domestic political model, and norms model: 

The above historical account of South Korea’s nuclear journey identifies U.S. security 

guarantees and pressure as predominantly important factors in influencing South Korea’s 

decision to roll back its nuclear program.   The decision by South Korea in the 1970s to give up 

its plans for nuclear weapons, and its reluctance in the 1990s to initiate a program, in the face of 

North Korean threat, shows that a dominant ally’s security shield can discourage a state in a high 

conflict region from acquiring independent nuclear capability.   

South Korea rolled back its nuclear weapons program for security reasons: its security 

considerations could be addressed more effectively by rolling back its nuclear weapons program 

and not incurring displeasure of its security guarantor, America, than by acquiring nuclear 

weapons. Hersman and Peters’ (2006) study of nuclear rollbacks and constancy of the decision to 

do so over time found that South Korea’s capability to maintain nuclear weapons, its active 

pursuit and later abandonment, oscillated with changes in intent, which closely followed 

fluctuations in South Koreans’ level of confidence in security guarantees by the U.S. 

South Korea is one of those nations-- Egypt, Sweden, Taiwan, Japan and South Korea-- 

that developed the capacity, halted the nuclear weapons programs shortly before a test, but they 

secured the knowledge and capacity to build weapons quickly in case of a need.  This is what 

Levite called hedging. According, in its initial acquisition, South Korea resorted to active 

hedging. In its rollback, it made modest and gradual reductions of fissile material capabilities and 
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intent levels, shifting from a position of “active hedge” to a “passive hedge,” and yet gained 

knowledge through industrial and infrastructure expansion to acquire a higher nuclear capability 

than at the time of rollback (Pollack and Reiss, 2005, p. 547).  National security model 

predominates in these actions ensuring that South Korea retains nuclear weapons capability: if 

the United States pulls forces out of South Korea, South might re-consider the nuclear option, 

regardless of the NPT.  Nuclear weapons are closely tied to South Korea’s national security 

strategies, in accordance with the security model of nuclear proliferation.   

South Korea’s nuclear trajectory also reveals that South Korea utilized its capabilities to 

gain diplomatic leverage, consonant with the norms model. It used its nuclear capability to drive 

a hard bargain with the U.S., forcing it to remain its security guarantor: “For Seoul, nuclear 

weapons were . . . a bargaining chip with Washington and a counterweight to repeated threats of 

U.S. troops withdrawal” (Hersman & Peters,2006, p. 547).  The fact that South Korea has latent 

capacity to build nuclear weapons gives South Korea diplomatic leverage similar to what North 

Korea gets with possession of nuclear weapons.   

South Korea’s attempts to acquire nuclear weapons were also driven by desires for 

attaining national prestige.  President Park regarded nuclear weapons as symbols of self-reliance 

and status.  The notion received impetus with the growing nationalism, caused by sharp ups and 

downs in U.S.-South Korea relationship, creating fear of withdrawal of security and economic 

assistance and ensuing resentment among South Koreans (Kim, 2001).  In South Korea’s case, 

however, search for prestige, status, or recognition take the back seat to national security and 

economic development.   By forgoing testing, that is a demonstration of their nuclear weapons 

capacity, South Korea did not seek prestige.  As O’Neill (2006) wrote, symbolism of prestige 
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and status derives from social convention (O’Neill’s example is that a thick carpet on the floor 

may be a symbol of prestige, but hard wood floors can be symbol of prestige in a different social 

convention) (p. 27).  Prestige or symbols of status, thus, shift their form according to 

circumstances.  Prestige is strategically sought after or forgone, according to O’Neill’s theory.  

He wrote: 

The criterion should be whether certain contexts lead to certain patterns of behavior. The 
major prediction applies to contexts where a state wants the support from others whose 
actions of support are strategic complements . . . .  The prediction is that if a state appears 
mediocre in the quality relevant to the struggle, it will take actions that give evidence of 
the quality, possibly even actions with negative direct value. The actions will be those 
whose visibility is visible . . . .  (p. 28) 
 

Under the circumstances, South Korea strategically opted to roll back before testing.  Security 

was more important than desire for prestige and status.  

  The dynamic of states’ drive for nuclear acquisition or non-acquisition is not simple to 

understand.  Deterrence theory stipulates that states seek to deter potential threats against them 

by bolstering their power. Nuclear weapons are ultimate tools for acquiring militaristic might.  

The security model explains that states like North Korea seek nuclear weapons for security 

consideration.  The same model explains that nations forego nuclear weapons when security is to 

be acquired without going through the trouble and expense of making the bomb and incurring 

international disapproval, which might impact the economic progress, as in the case of South 

Korea.  South Korea, however, is mindful of the fact that security considerations can change, as 

the history given above shows.  If that happens, South Korea retains the capability to turn into a 

nuclear state.  In the meantime, it strategically utilizes the direct or veiled threat of going nuclear 

to ensure that the U.S. does not back down on its security assurances.     
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Conclusion 

States engage in nuclear proliferation for a number of reasons.  This paper chose from the 

existing literature three models that explain causes of nuclear proliferation.  It sought to 

comprehend whether those causal mechanisms work in cases of Iran, North Korea, and South 

Korea.   

The case studies indicate that Iran and North Korea chose the nuclear weapons 

proliferation path initially in response to their precarious and dangerous security environments.  

South Korea has developed motivations to do the same for the same reason.  However, its 

security concerns are mitigated due to the U.S. security guarantees.  It came close to making the 

bomb when the U.S. security guarantees appeared to be weakening.  It chose to roll back in 

response to the U.S. pressure and reassurances of security guarantees, but retains nuclear 

weapons capability in case a need to go nuclear arises.  All three cases provide evidence that 

security concerns were paramount in these states’ nuclear choices and decisions. 

North Korea has already declared itself a nuclear weapons state by words and by actions.  

Its political economy and history, leading to its isolation and ostracism, increased its defiance of 

the world opinion and social consequences.  It embraces the consequences with a bravado and 

points to the achievement of having developed itself as a nuclear state to assert equality with 

other nuclear states. Its nuclear weapons state status gives its leaders the audacity to do so.   

Iran has steadily developed itself to become nuclear weapons capable.  Although it denies 

that it has an active nuclear weapons program, but it asserts its inalienable right to develop 

nuclear technology under the terms of the NPT.  To its leaders, Iran’s security environment 

justifies becoming militarily strong and independent in international affairs by acquiring nuclear 
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weapons.  Its nuclear weapons capability gives it diplomatic leverage in negotiations regarding 

its intentions to develop nuclear weapons.  It derives confidence from that capability to demand 

concessions and material assistance as a payoff for stopping its nuclear activities.   

Due to their security considerations, all three countries engaged in opaque proliferation at 

one time or the other.  North Korea is the first of these three countries to make its nuclear 

weapons pursuit and acquisition visible.  Iran’s case lies somewhere between opaque and visible 

proliferation.  South Korea is clearly engaged in opaque proliferation.  As noted above, states 

engaged in opaque proliferation do not demonstrate capabilities and, thus, do not conduct nuclear 

weapons tests, deny that they possess nuclear weapons, make no clear nuclear threats, do not 

openly deploy nuclear weapons, do not engage in a public discourse about the development of 

nuclear weapons, and insulate the nuclear program as a research and development program to 

avoid scrutiny.  Thayer (1995) identified these characteristics of opaque proliferation and noted 

that opaque proliferation poses a greater risk of nuclear war through a failure of deterrence or 

through nuclear inadvertence, than does visible proliferation. 

Other motivations that comport with the domestic politics model and the norms model 

are also discernable in these case studies.  Nuclear weapons seem to offer to states possessing 

them power, status, and prestige at being able to join the nuclear club, according to one 

conception.  In the case of Iran and North Korea, possession or capability to acquire nuclear 

weapons seems to give them the confidence to defy the world opinion.  South Korea uses its 

nuclear weapons capability to make sure that the U.S.A. does not fold its nuclear umbrella over 

it.  Staying under the U.S. nuclear protection has been good for South Korea’s economy, and it 
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does not risk to lose that advantage by actually making nuclear weapons.  However, it is the 

capability that gives South Korea that diplomatic leverage. 

Iran and North Korea held out their pursuit or possession of nuclear weapons 

symbolically to assert their equality with more powerful rivals and the superpower and as 

expressions of power and prestige.  South Korea used the threat of going nuclear more 

strategically, to gain diplomatic leverage in its interactions with the U.S.   

The domestic political model is discernable in the internal politics of Iran and North 

Korea.  The leaders in these closed societies held out to their own people nuclear weapons as a 

political achievement and symbol of national power and as well as a response to formidable 

external threat.  The threat perception and leaders’ accomplishment in developing nuclear 

weapons or nuclear weapons program aligns people behind the leader.  The domestic political 

model of nuclear proliferation is not easily visible in South Korea owing to its democratic nature 

and free-flow of information. The secondary motivations, however, are not enough to induce 

these states to proliferate.  

The case studies indicate that the NPT-based system does not impose prohibitive costs on 

a resolute state that becomes determined to acquire nuclear bombs to strengthen its security or 

due to other motivations.  The NPT regime does not address states’ insecurity or reduce other 

motivations.  The empirical evidence suggests that the NPT should not be expected to prevent 

nuclear proliferation.  

The three cases presented in this paper support the operation of the causal mechanisms 

identified at the beginning for nations’ choice of going nuclear: security considerations (the 

security model), desire for prestige, recognition, and status in international affairs (the norms 
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model), and leaders’ desire to accumulate political capital in the domestic politics (the domestic 

politics model).   
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORIES OF TERRORISTS’ MOTIVATION TO COMMIT NUCLEAR 
TERRORISM:  

CASE STUDIES OF AUM SHINRIKYO, AL QAEDA, AND ISIS 

Introduction 

The likelihood of terrorists’ possession and use of nuclear weapons is yet conjectural, and 

the fear perception is new.  While scholars, such as Jenkins (1975), have for long written of the 

possibility of nuclear terrorism,178 the threat perception began to crystallize only after the 2001 

attacks on the United States, particularly when President Bush called the nuclear terror the 

defining threat of the times (Allison, 2004).   

The threat requires intent/motivation as well as capability on the part of terrorists 

(Litwak, 2016).  Motivation to commit nuclear terrorism is the primary requirement in this 

equation.  Lack of capability hinders nuclear terrorism but does not guarantee to permanently 

thwart it, considering that highly-motivated, resolute terrorists might remain alert to an 

opportunity to acquire capability.  Motivation to commit nuclear terrorism is, therefore, the key, 

and understanding motivations is important for policy-making purposes.  Thus, even though 

there has not yet been any demonstrated or confirmed case in which terrorists actually came to 

possess or deployed a nuclear weapon, interpreting this fact as an indication that nuclear 

terrorism is not likely to happen is short-sighted. As long as motivations remain, likelihood of 

                                                 

178 Bunn, et al. (2011) defined nuclear terrorism as “the use or threat of use of a nuclear explosive device of any type by an 
individual or a group for terrorist purposes [,] and they define [a] nuclear explosive device . . . as a device capable of producing 
an explosive yield through a nuclear chain reaction” (p.13).   
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nuclear terrorism persists.  Weiss (2015) correctly acknowledged with regard to threat of nuclear 

terrorism that “absence of evidence is not evidence of absence” (p. 77).    

This paper is a study of existing theories of terrorist organizations’ motivation focused on the 

question "Do terrorist organizations want to acquire and use nuclear weapons?"   An alternative 

way of asking this question is, “Do nuclear weapons suit terrorists’ goals and strategies?” The 

paper seeks to comprehend whether scholarly understanding of the terrorists’ motivations to 

commit nuclear terrorism comports with empirical evidence imparted in a limited number of 

cases that this paper studies.   The three case studies that this paper uses are those of Aum 

Shinrikyo, al Qaeda, and ISIS. 

Theories of terrorists’ motivation to commit nuclear terrorism overlie an extensive body of 

scholarly attempts to explain terrorists’ motivations to perpetrate violence, nuclear or non-

nuclear.  Scholarship in the area of nuclear terrorism is new and not well-developed.  However, 

scholarship in the area of terrorism has expanded over the last 40 years (Crenshaw, 2014, p. 

556).  It is possible for the old concepts to provide guidance in new situations.  As the paper 

searches for scholarly insights, the discussion paints in broad strokes the general landscape of 

terrorism research through literature review.  The case studies in this paper are constructed from 

open-source documents, such as scholarly materials, news items, and available government 

documents. 
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Discussion 

While scholars have not agreed on what specific motivations underlie terrorism, they seem to 

agree that terrorism is terrorists’ logical method for pursuit of objectives.  Terrorism, according 

to this perspective, serves terrorists’ rational goals and objectives.  It is instrumental.  

Instrumental terrorism refers to acts of terrorism that terrorists believe to be justified in view of 

their political goals; instrumental terrorism also refers to acts of terrorism that become feasible 

for terrorists under calculations of possible rewards and punishments (Crenshaw, 1988). 

Although terrorists seldom achieve their long-term ideological goals, instrumental choice of 

means and tactics allows them often to achieve their immediate, tactical objectives of publicity 

and recognition by instrumental use of means and tactics of terrorism, according to Crenshaw 

(1988, p. 15).  Search for recognition for successful commission of violence is a distinguishing 

feature of terrorism.  Terrorist groups, like al-Qaeda and ISIS, seeking a spectacular display of 

power, can certainly use nuclear weapons for gaining recognition.  They may even pose a threat 

of nuclear terrorism by bluffing that they have a nuclear bomb when they do not. 

Acts of terrorism help coalesce a disintegrating terrorist organization.  In times of weakening 

support, terrorist-leaders intensify acts of terrorism to keep the organization intact and strong by 

creating psychological and material incentives for members to remain loyal to the organization. 

Explaining this idea, Crenshaw (1988) wrote that the basic purpose of any organization is 

survival and that leaders of terrorist organizations perceive that their own political status is tied 

to the survival of the organization.  Individual members of terrorist organizations are not 

necessarily committed to the organization because their political and ideological goals but 

because leaders dispense incentives and rewards for the pursuit of organizations’ public 
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objectives (Crenshaw, 1988, p. 19). Terrorism is a political strategy: terrorists follow an 

explainable logic, and a terrorist group, as a radical political organization, as a rational 

collectivity, chooses violent acts for efficacy through collective rationalization (Crenshaw, 2007, 

p.24).   It becomes possible, then, for the group to commit terrorism that is divorced from the 

initially-announced political objectives and merely for the sake of rewards in solidarity and pride 

in membership.  Motivations to engage in acts of terrorism, are, thus, psychological, under this 

typology of terrorist motivation.  A terrorist group’s success extends to all supporters.  Such 

psychological benefits, achieved without active participation in terrorism, explain why many 

people are not terrorists but support a terrorist group’s ideology (Crenshaw, 2000).   

Other scholars have similarly advanced rational choice models of terrorists’ motivations.  For 

instance, March and Olsen (2011) wrote that nations and non-state actors are motivated either by 

a “logic of anticipated consequences and prior preferences” and a “logic of appropriateness and 

sense of identity,” concepts that resonate Crenshaw’s approaches, both in meaning and scope.   

Following the rationalist model of decision making, terrorists’ motivation to acquire and use 

nuclear devices depends upon the perceived strategic and political advantages that nuclear 

weapons afford; the tactical expedience of the possession and use of nuclear weapons or devices; 

the technological and financial feasibility of acquisition; and the status and prestige that these 

weapons represent.  Terrorists’ motivations to acquire nuclear weapons, thus, rest upon their 

organization’s goals and strategies with regard to the intended use and utility--as well as 

capability and probability of successful attack.  Accordingly, not all terrorist groups are 

motivated to perpetrate nuclear terrorism.  Some terrorist groups might see their political cause 

undermined and their standing among their audience lowered if they seek or possess nuclear 
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weapons or materials or plan to commit mass murders (Dumas, 2010; Gleason, 2014; Weiss, 

2015, p. 77; Cole, 2010, p. 66).  Thus, a terrorists’ technological or financial capability to make a 

weapon of mass destruction does not inevitability lead the group to build it (Cole, 2010, p. 65).   

With motivations based on such causes, the choice of weapons and the amount of bloodshed 

is incidental on availability and access. For terrorists of the past, the dagger, the sword, the noose 

worked for commission of “retail murder,” murder of individuals (Dershowitz, 2008, pp. 6-7).  

With time, availability of pistols, guns, and machine guns made “wholesale murders” possible; 

following this historical progression, terrorists “leveraged” their personnel on September 11, 

2001, when a few terrorists could kill many among their target (Dershowitz, 2008, pp. 6-7).   

Under this account of steadily increasing violence and bloodshed, terrorists’ acquisition of 

nuclear weapons, or any weapons of mass destruction is merely a logical next step.   

Terrorism tactics work for securing terrorists’ goals in many different ways.  For instance, a 

group that knows that it cannot defeat an adversary’s security forces may seek tactical and 

political victories by terroristic attacks on security forces (Cole, 2010, p. 68).  In 1983, the truck 

bomb attack of U.S. Marine forces in Beirut, Lebanon, resulting in the 241 deaths of Marines, 

alongside the bombing of French barracks and the bombing of the U.S. embassy in Beirut, gave 

terrorists a tactical victory when the multilateral forces seeking conclusion of peace process in 

the Lebanon civil war withdrew.  Interestingly, Cole points out that targeting of soldiers gives 

terrorist attacks a seeming legitimacy of being engaged in a war, and thus motivation to do so, 

rather than in a terrorist attack on civilians (2010, p. 68).  The logic can be extended to use of 

nuclear terrorism by small groups against big powers.  Nuclear weapons can be chosen when 

they fit goals. 



 

169 

Taxonomies: examining motivations using Dumas’ (2010) taxonomy 

As the above discussion indicates, extreme violence, such as that committed with nuclear 

weapons, does not fit goals of all terrorist groups.  That is, only some terrorists can be motivated 

to commit nuclear terrorism.  It follows that terrorist groups can be distinguished on the basis of 

their characteristics and that it may be possible to recognize characteristics that make it likely for 

a group to choose extreme violence in pursuit of goals.   

Various typologies have classified terrorists according to their characteristics.  To classify 

different terrorist groups according to their characteristics, existing typologies of terrorist groups 

might help.  The earlies typologies, such as those by Schmidt & Jongman (1988), were more or 

less directories of terrorist groups, including their histories and description of leadership and 

alliances.  Later, a wide variety of typologies were written, classifying terrorism and terrorists in 

accordance with different criteria.  Ganor’s research (2008) found that terrorist organizations 

could be divided according to several characteristics, such as intended target of attack, motives 

for terror, organization’s size, degree of public support for the organization, organization’s 

decision making process, degree of independence from state sponsorship, financial strength, 

territorial control, demands, and organizational structure, inter alia.  Of interest to this paper are 

the typologies that characterize political terrorism in accordance with terrorists’ characteristics 

that can help understand terrorists’ motivations to commit nuclear terrorism.   

Classification is a basic technique of developing theory in social sciences.  The primary 

purpose of such efforts is to order and classify data to generate scientific explanation (Meehan, 

1965, p. 40, cited in Shultz, 1978, p. 7).  Scholars of social sciences frequently apply two 

classification approaches: typology and taxonomy.  Typologies create conceptual classifications, 
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and taxonomies classify cases on the bases of empirically observed variables.  This distinction 

explains the fact that, in the field of terrorism, typologies emerged earlier than taxonomies: the 

former require conceptual exercises; the latter need ordering of empirical observations, linking 

scholarship to real-world, which is a challenging task in terrorism studies since access to 

empirical knowledge might be restricted as classified.     

Many scholars of terrorism studies have constructed taxonomies to order observations.  

The earliest classifications were typologies. They were of the type that might appear simplistic 

today when terrorism as a political concern has moved to the center stage in politics and when 

terror organizations that pose existential, rather than political, threat have emerged and 

dominated the scene.  Early on, Thornton (1964) distinguished between two types of terroristic 

activities: (1) terror perpetrated by those in power and (2) terror perpetrated by those aspiring to 

be in power (p. 42).  Around that time, Walter (1969) constructed a similar dichotomous 

classification in terms of (1) reign of terror that those in power employ and (2) the siege of terror 

that rebels employ (1969).  Later, Wilkinson (1974) divided terrorism into revolutionary 

terrorism, sub-revolutionary terrorism, and repressive terrorism.  In 1978, Shultz (1978) 

extended Wilkinson’s typology, modifying the categories to make them (1) revolutionary 

terrorism, (2) sub-revolutionary terrorism, and (3) establishment terrorism.  To each of these 

categories Shultz added subdivisions with seven variables of causes, environment, goals, 

strategy, means, organization, and participation (type of membership).  Other attempts at 

understanding the phenomenon of terrorism through selection or addition of variables to form 

typologies continued along similar lines. 
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When scholars add variables to capture the complexity and variety of a phenomenon—

particularly, one as complex and variegated as terrorism--they struggle with issues posed by the 

need to remain parsimonious and be selective in variables to be included.  It is reasonable to 

assume that an individual researcher is guided in such selection by his or her area of expertise or 

preference and that he or she would examine some aspects of the phenomenon more closely than 

others.   

Of primary interest to this paper is Dumas’ (2010) taxonomy of terrorist organizations. 

This taxonomy indicates that terrorists’ motivations and goals differ according to terrorist 

group’s type.  This paper utilizes Dumas’ (2010) taxonomy of terrorists to study three terrorist 

groups as case studies: Aum Shinrikyo, Al Quaeda, and ISIS.   

Dumas (2010) broadly classified terrorists along five major lines:  

(1) Domestic terrorist groups and international terrorist groups, and some groups that blur this boundary; 

(2) Terrorist groups that have clear political goals and terrorist groups that espouse general ideological or 

anarchical goals;  

(3) Terrorist groups that pursue political goals with rationality and logic and terrorist groups 

that are driven by emotions, culture, tradition, or religion;  

(4) Terrorist groups those that pursue a popular cause and terrorist groups that are extremists, 

i.e., whose cause and sentiments are not widely shared; and  

(5) Terrorist groups that fight against a specified enemy and terrorist groups whose enemy is 

a large, vaguely defined group or entity (Dumas, 2010, pp. 53-58).   

The first category under Dumas’ taxonomy distinguished between domestic and 

international terrorist groups.  It makes sense that domestic groups, seeking attention of their 
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own governments or other domestic organizations, are likely to keep casualties low in pursuit of 

their goals. They wish to avoid alienating domestic supporters by not resorting to indiscriminate 

murders and other kinds of ruthless violence.  Domestic groups are, thus, not likely to detonate 

nuclear weapons inside their own country or to display their cruel propensities to their own 

constituencies.  International groups, in contrast, have less qualms about causing mass casualties 

and may not avoid exploding a nuclear weapon in the territory of a distant enemy as they may be 

able to do so without alienating their own supporters.   

The second and third categories of Dumas’ taxonomy distinguish between groups that 

have clear political goal and pursue them with logic and those that have vague, apocalyptic or 

anarchic goals and are driven by emotion or religious zeal.  The latter are more likely to engage 

in nuclear violence.  Most groups with clear, secular political goals, such as protesting political 

repression, economic exploitation, or social injustice, are likely to wish to impart impression of 

justice and rationality and are, thus, likely to keep the number of casualties limited.  They usually 

target authority figures and places signifying authority and power.  They pursue goals with 

rationality, such as by agreeing to negotiate when a reasonable opportunity to do so arises.  In 

contrast, groups driven by emotions, religious zeal, and apocalyptic visions are more willing to 

impart great devastation or total annihilation of their enemy. This type of terrorism is deadlier. 

Its other-worldly goals may justify using nuclear weapons for great destruction. 

The fourth category of terrorists in Dumas’ taxonomy distinguishes between terrorists 

whose goals enjoy popular support and those whose goals are not those of mainstream society.  

Terrorist groups whose causes are embedded in the context of their own social milieu stand to 

lose support for their cause from insiders if they perpetrate overly-brutal acts that are not 
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condoned by their own group or if their acts bring ire and retaliation of the target to everyone in 

the group.  Those that pursue extreme objectives feel justified in pursuing those goals regardless 

of condemnation that they earn for their brutalities.    

The fifth category of terrorists in Dumas’ taxonomy distinguishes between terrorists that 

clearly define their enemy and those whose enemy is a vast, unspecified one.  Similar to those 

whose objectives are clearly defined, those who can identify their enemy can be expected to 

employ rational means to get what they wish.  If the enemy is vaguely defined, anger can be 

directed at anyone or everyone, expanding the scope of terrorist activities to include innocents. 

Dumas (2010) elaborated on this taxonomy that a possible nuclear terrorist group is likely 

to be international, driven by anarchical or religious zeal and emotions, pursuing unpopular 

objectives, and in conflict with a large, unspecified enemy.  The three case studies of Aum 

Shinrikyo, Al Qaeda, and ISIS have all evinced inclinations to acquire weapons of mass 

destruction, including nuclear weapons.  The case studies seek to understand whether features of 

a probable nuclear terrorist organization given by Dumas’ taxonomy exist in these organization. 

Nuclear terrorism, a subset and an extreme form of terrorism, is expected to be 

perpetrated by a particular kind of terrorist group that is willing to use extreme means against 

noncombatants in a politically- or religiously-motivated fight.  As early as 1964, Thornton had 

discerned that terrorists use “extranormal means” to achieve their purpose.  A nuclear terrorist 

will need not only to cross the threshold of normalcy in violence but also to go very far off from 

normalcy to commit extreme violence, involving a very large number of deaths and great 

destruction of the environment and economies.  Nuclear weapons must fit nuclear terrorists’ 

motivations to do all this.  As noted above, groups like al-Qaeda, ISIS, and Aum Shinrikyo have 
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seriously considered nuclear weapons for perpetrating violence against noncombatants in 

political, ideological, and apocalyptical strife to defeat enemy.  The following case studies 

indicate that these three groups possess characteristics and goals, comporting with Dumas’ 

taxonomy, to indicate that these groups can be tempted to acquire and use nuclear weapons. 

The choice of cases for cases studies: Aum Shinrikyo, al Qaeda, and ISIS 

The choice of the three groups was made because these groups have pursued nuclear 

weapons.  The three cases are of the only terrorist groups that are known to have contemplated 

nuclear terrorism and taken concrete steps toward fulfilment of this goal--although, to date, there 

is no indication of their success.   

The three organizations, motivated to commit nuclear terrorism, differed in their 

approach to the pursuit of nuclear weapons.  Aum Shinrikyo did not openly threaten WMD 

terrorism. It manufactured chemical and biological weapons secretly, and it pursued nuclear 

weapons through clandestine processes.  Open pursuit of such weapons would have been risked 

it loss of its membership, which comprised largely of people who sought spiritual enlightenment 

and were unaware of cult leaders’ criminal and terroristic intent.  Aum Shinrikyo’s leaders, 

therefore, kept their efforts to acquire nuclear weapons hidden from majority of cult members, as 

well as the rest of the world.  

The al Qaeda, in contrast, openly threatened mass casualties; its approach to nuclear 

weapons acquisition was, accordingly, different.  It sought to portray itself as a militant 

organization that was highly capable in masterminding high-visibility and high-casualty terrorist 

operations.  Unlike Aum Shinrikyo, it made commission of violence an integral part of its 

ideology and a method for strengthening organizational membership.  It purported to use 
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successful attacks on the U.S. and Europe to inspire Muslims around the globe and mobilize 

them into a global movement.  It expected, therefore, to gain members who supported 

commission of extreme violence.  It sought to form a psychologically- and ideologically- 

connected network organization, dispersed around the world, which would link it to sources of 

nuclear weapons, materials, and technologies.  Its high-level operatives were, therefore, 

employed in pursuit of nuclear weapons, materials, and technologies through hidden, networked 

contacts.  

ISIS’s methodology in its search for nuclear weapons has been more brazen than the 

other two organizations--in keeping with the audacity of its militant operations of sudden attacks 

and occupations.  Its leaders sought to capture nuclear materials from occupied territories, such 

as from nuclear research centers of hospitals and civilian nuclear power plants.  Also, in line with 

its social media and online propaganda to recruit members, it sought to inspire and exhort 

followers to search and use methods that maximize casualties, including weapons of mass 

destruction. Like al Qaeda, the ISIS integrated commission of extreme violence and brutality into 

organization’s ideological structure.   

All three groups aspired to possess nuclear weapons.  They differed in their approach to 

the pursuit.  Although the process of each group’s pursuit of nuclear weapons was clandestine, 

the openness of each group’s intention to acquire nuclear weapon comported with the openness 

with which it announced its hostility toward its enemy.   

Aum Shinrikyo: case study 

Originating from Japan, Aum Shinrikyo, meaning “Supreme Truth,” became an official 

religious organization in 1987.  The cult’s founder and leader, Chizuo Matsumoto, re-named 
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himself as Shoko Asahara, meaning the religious guide.  He and some of his followers ran for the 

parliament in 1989 but were defeated.  Scholars who traced Asahara’s aspirations over time 

believe that Asahara’s short-lived political ambitions were not driven by a political agenda of 

reform but by desire to dominate the society (Cameron, 1999).  The election defeat led to 

Asahara’s resolve to overthrow the established system and destroy the society with weapons of 

mass destruction (Olson, 1999, p. 515).  Subsequently, Aum Shinrikyo planned to overthrow the 

Japanese government, take over the world. (Mutsuko, 1998).   The cult’s activities in the early 

1990s earned it the U.S. designation of a Foreign Terrorist Organization, FTO (U.S. Department 

of State, 1997). 

Aum Shinrikyo was an international organization.  In 1995, it was estimated to have 

some 40 to 50 thousand members around the world (Olson, 1999, p. 514; Mutsuko, 1998).  It had 

branches in New York, Moscow, Bonn, and Sri Lanka.  Its Russian branch, claimed to have 

30,000 members, was, however, closed by Russian authorities in 1995 after its terroristic sarin 

gas attacks (Metraux, 1995, p. 1140; Mutsuko, 1998).  

Doctrines and their appeal: 

The group’s religious doctrine is drawn from Buddhism, Christianity, Shamanism, 

Hinduism, and New Age beliefs.   By espousing eclectic teachings from a large number of 

diverse doctrines from around the world, the group gained a worldwide appeal.   

Regarding Nostradamus as a prophet, cult leaders embraced a worldview dominated by 

millennial visions and apocalyptic scenarios.  Nostradamus is believed to have prophesied about 

a future Armageddon, involving a clash of good and evil.  Asahara adopted that prophesy for the 

purposes of his own cult.  He predicted that Japan would be destroyed with nuclear, biological, 
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and chemical weapons and that the only people to survive will be members of the Aum 

Shinrikyo cult.  This apocalyptic vision motivated the cult to trigger the Armageddon as the only 

way in which the group and its members could survive.  Fitting himself in this futuristic vision, 

Ashahara proclaimed himself at once to be the re-incarnation of Jesus Christ and the only 

enlightened one after the Buddha (Olson, 1999, p. 515).  The cult leaders, thus, arrogated 

authority to themselves by encouraging a perception that they were leaders of a messianic 

mission.  

Cult leaders exercised ironhanded control to keep hold onto members. Cult’s closed 

organizational structure, highly centralized, with Asahara at the center, assisted in the power 

play.  The relationships among cult’s members and leaders were highly structured within a strict 

hierarchy (Cameron, 1999, p. 283).  Members’ contacts with the outside world were strictly 

controlled.  Asahara spoke of an impending cataclysm to avoid which transition to a new 

spiritual age was required, requiring that cult members renounced “the materialist and spiritually 

void society” (Danzig, 2011, p. 8).  When he established monastic communities, adherent were 

required to sever all relationships with family and friends and hand over all property to the cult 

to indicate their detachment from the material world. The cult maintained hundreds of hide-outs 

throughout Japan, in which at least 700 members lived in as full-time, committed learners.  The 

teachings included mind control.  Devotees were encouraged to wear electric headsets 

purportedly designed to synchronize their brain waves with those of the leader (Olson, 1999, p. 

515).   

Denigrating the outside world as corrupt, Aum Shinrikyo’s leaders disassociated 

members from outside influences and socially isolated them.  The leaders encouraged members 
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to perceive themselves as distant from the rat race of Japanese society (Metraux, 1995, pp. 1148-

1152).  To prevent defection and dissent, they exercised high-handed methods, such drugs, sleep 

deprivation, electric shocks, and murders (Olson, 1999, p.515).  Those who attempted to leave 

the cult could be tortured, humiliated, and killed (Alqithami, Haegele, & Hexmoor, 2014, p. 14).   

In accordance with its philosophy and religious doctrines, Aum Shinrikyo rejected the 

mainstream society.  It sought to confront forces that represented society’s power, including 

policemen and politicians, whom cult leaders resolved to kill.  Having failed to achieve political 

power, they sought to strike the society pre-emptively.  Similar to its predictions of an 

international war, the group expressed hostility toward Japan’s internal political establishment 

and government representatives, including the police (Metraux, 1995. P. 1153).  

The cult sought to develop fighting capabilities with acquisition of conventional and non-

conventional weapons.  The sarin gas attacks in Tokyo, that made the group known around the 

world, were pre-emptive attacks made on subway lines leading to offices of law-enforcement 

authorities.  Similar to its predictions of an international war, the group expressed hostility 

toward Japan’s internal political establishment and representatives of government, including the 

police (Metraux, 1995. P. 1153). 

The cult was greatly successful in gaining adherents to its religious ideology.  The 

beginning of the cult go back to time when Asahara’s yoga shop catered to a few customers who 

came to seek relief from their exhausting life of materialistic competition and believed when 

Asahara exaggerated his religious capabilities.  In its developed form, the cult seemed to be an 

alternative to those unfit or alienated.  Kaplan & Marshall in their 1996 book, The Cult at the 

End of the World, described the ways in which the cult held control of the minds of disillusioned 
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Japanese students, workers, and highly-educated intellectuals, who signed over their life savings 

and family property and pledged allegiance to Asahara, the leader, guru, or god.  The group’s 

salvation-centered philosophy and practices of small-group meditations led by a guru held 

persuasive power over the members.  Brainwashing and mind-control were some of the methods.   

The cult successfully recruited young, well-educated but generally inexperienced 

scientists and engineers (Olson, 1999, p. 514).  It appealed to graduates of prestigious 

universities in science and technologies, to whom the Aum Shinrikyo’s Construction, 

Intelligence, or Health and Welfare Ministry offered opportunities to freely practice new, 

inventive ideas, an opportunity that is unavailable in the highly-conformist Japanese work places 

(Metraux, 1995, pp. 1148-1152).   

Box and McCormack (2004) analyzed Aum Shinrikyo’s successes in Japan in gaining 

ardent and fanatic devotees from historical and social perspective.  According to their argument, 

in the twentieth century, Japanese society underwent large-scale political and social 

transformations. After 1945, the war-time totalitarian systems crumbled to make room for the 

U.S.-led global systems, but internally the society continued to remain repressed with little 

political reform to permit rights and liberties.  To boot, the Japanese system turned to the “all-

for-growth” economic system of consumerism and corporate greed, crushing dissidence.  As a 

response, the reactionary and violent revolutionary turbulence of the 1960s connected to the 

Japan Red Army quickly spread.  Later, in 1980s and 1990s, Aum Shinrikyo’s religious 

movement similarly appealed to the demoralized and discouraged people (Box & McCormack, 

2004, p.92).  The Aum Shinrikyo cult movement was more successful than the former because it 

offered an inward, spiritual satisfaction.   
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If Box and McCormack’s analysis of Aum Shirikyo’s successes in Japan has merit, 

similar reasons can be attributed to cult’s successes in Russia.  Aum Shinrikyo has had a 

phenomenal success in Russia.  The Russian society, in which public practice of religion had 

been repressed for a long time during the Soviet Communist regime, was spiritually starved 

when Aum Shinrikyo arrived in the late 1980s.  Many people readily and eagerly chose to step 

onto the path of spiritual elevation when Aum Shinrikyo showed it.  The cult was registered as a 

religious organization in Russia in 1992.  According to Russian authorities, by the time of its 

sarin gas attacks in 1995, its members in Japan were 18,000 to 35,000, and its members in Russia 

were 35,000 to 55,000, of which 5,500 full-time devotees lived in Aum Shinrikyo’s 

accommodations. (Senate Government Affairs Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, 

1995).   

Owing to successes of its doctrines and worldwide operations, Aum Shinrikyo is said to 

have had a net worth of $1.5 billion in 1995.  Its sources of raising money included donations; 

tithing; sale of religious books, video tapes and other materials, and conducting of religious 

seminars.  The group also ran a number of commercial enterprises and green mail operations. 

Criminal and terroristic activities: 

Over time, Aum Shinrikyo engaged in a number of criminal and terroristic activities, 

including intimidation of public officials, kidnapping, extortion, and murder.  A few examples 

may illustrate the extent of cult’s criminal activities. 

 In 1989, the group received considerable media attention in connection with 

disappearances.  A Yokohama lawyer Sakamoto Tsutsumi was providing legal 

representation to parents seeking help to get their children out of cult membership.  
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Tsutsumi, his wife, and child disappeared, and the police implicated the group in the 

disappearances.   

 Asahara admitted to being an accomplice in the abduction of a Tokyo notary officer 

Kariya Kiyoshi, who tried to stop his sister from donating family property to the cult.   

Kariya Kiyoshi died from drugs that Aum members injected in him.   

 The cult was charged with operating a drug factory in which teenagers worked to 

produce LSD and other hallucinatory substances.   (Metraux, 1995, p. 1143) 

 The cult’s shadowy connections with the Japanese mafia group Yakuza are on record, 

implicating both groups in thefts, extortions, and murders (Olson, 1999, p. 514-5).   

 The cult regularly fleeced devotees of the master, who paid heavily in their life 

savings for acts such as drinking bath water of the master-leader, attending seminars, 

buying religious paraphernalia, such as head-gear to connect with master’s brain.   

Davis (1995) called Aum Shinrikyo a “criminal religion” for its criminal activities as well 

as for financially exploiting members and forcing family break-ups.  The vast majority of 

followers were, however, not aware of cult’s criminal activities, or at least the extent of it.  

Asahara allowed only a core group of 23 leaders and a small number of followers to know 

group’s "master plan."   The cohesive, hierarchical set-up of relationships structure, set up like a 

proto-government, imparted impressions of close ties among all group members, but most 

members served only the purpose of providing funding for the master plan (Alqithami, Haegele, 

& Hexmoor, 2014, p. 8).  

To those involved in the operational side of criminal activity, the cult provided both 

psychological and religious justification.  On the psychological side, the decision-making was 
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conducted consensually in small groups, wherein each group member monitored and supported 

the entire activity from start to finish, relieving individuals of personal responsibility and sense 

of guilt.  For murders, Asahara provided religious justification based on Buddhist concept of re-

incarnation: salvation, and enlightenment.  A person to be murdered was described as one with 

bad karma.  The death of such a person would stop the piling of bad karma upon him or her. The 

murder was committed to enable him/her to be re-born with less bad karma, which would be 

helpful in the next life to achieve eventual salvation (Danzig, 2011, pp. 12-13). 

Terrorism using weapons of mass destruction 

Besides criminal activities, the group committed serious terrorism using weapons of mass 

destruction.  With initiation of Armageddon as its ultimate goal, the group stockpiled an arsenal 

that included chemical and biological weapons, as well as helicopters, tanks, and laser beam 

weapons.  In the early 1990s, the group collected materials for making chemical weapons, laser 

beam weapons.  The group also attempted to build or obtain nuclear bombs with help 

from Russia (Metraux, 1995. P. 1153).   

Between 1990 and 1995, the period of its greatest terroristic activity, the cult carried out 

several different attacks using chemical or biological weapons (Olson, 1999, p. 513-4).  

Specifically, Aum Shinrikyo conducted seventeen chemical and biological attacks, from 

individual assassinations to mass murders.   Over time, as the sphere of violent activities 

expanded, the cult planned to buy Russian tanks, automatic rifles, and lasers, as well as uranium 

and nuclear technology—and a microwave oven for cremating bodies (Davis, 1995, p. 710). 

The group was charged with sarin gas attacks in 1994.  On Monday, June 27, 1994, in 

Matsumoto, a city of 300,000 population, 322 kilometers northwest of Tokyo, some cult 
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members drove a refrigerator truck into a residential neighborhood and parked it in a parking lot 

behind trees. Then, they used a sophisticated computer-controlled system to release the nerve-

impairing gas sarin. The gas reached private homes, an apartment building, some town homes, 

and a dormitory. In the dormitory resided the three judges that were on the panel of a legal 

dispute over a real estate in which Aum Shinrikyo was the defendant.  Aum Shinrikyo was likely 

to lose the case, and the attack was launched to get rid of the judges.  The breeze, however, 

drafted the gas to apartment buildings and seven people died and five hundred others required 

immediate medical care (Olson, 1999, p. 513).   

Strictly evaluating, this act was criminal rather than terroristic.  Its goal was to kill or harm 

specified persons for specified gain.  The act, however, resulted in deaths and injuries of persons 

beyond the small target group. Although the immediate purpose of this attack was not to create 

general fear and alarm in the populace, it was meant to intimidate government personnel in 

general.  From this point of view, the attacks constituted terrorism. 

The terroristic intent of the group became more apparent from the 1995 sarin gas attack in 

Tokyo on subway car commuters.  On March 20, 1995, cult members placed packages 

containing plastic bags of sarin gas on the floor of the chosen subway cars, punctured the bags 

and let the gas spread throughout the cars.  The sarin gas attacks were carried out at five different 

and widely-separated stations in and around Tokyo in five different trains coming to Tokyo. The 

center of turmoil was the station at Kasumagaseki, surrounded by buildings that serve as the 

operational center of key agencies of the Japanese government. Some 3,800 people were injured, 

of which about 1,000 required hospitalization, and 12 people died. The police, equipped with 
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sophisticated detection instruments and wearing military-style garb for protection against 

chemical attacks, targeted Aum Shinrikyo’s facilities.   

During the police raids of an out-of-service shrine, Satyan 7, occupied by Aum Shinriko 

members, the police found a sophisticated chemical weapons production factory. The factory, 

designed to produce sarin, could produce thousands of kilograms of sirin in a year, enough to use 

in a large-scale battle.    

Further investigations revealed that this was not the only laboratory that cult members 

operated.  In this and other factories, cult members had experimented with both chemical and 

biological agents, including botulin toxin, anthrax, cholera, and Q fever, besides sirin.  The cult 

had also tried to bring Ebola virus from Africa.   

There is more record of cult’s chemical and biological terrorism than nuclear weapons 

terrorism, which remained unsuccessful and inconclusive. In contrast, the cult caused many 

deaths and injuries in Japan with use of chemical and biological weapons.  It intended to expand 

the sphere of its criminal/terroristic activities outside Japan as well.   

Nuclear weapons-related activities: 

The Armageddon that the cult predicted was nothing short of a nuclear war, a World War 

III, between the U.S. and Japan (Cameron, 1999, p. 280; Reader, 2000, p. 180). Nuclear 

weapons, therefore, perfectly fitted in Asahara’s futuristic plans.   According to a 2005 RAND 

report, “Asahara’s obsession with nuclear weapons formed the foundation for all of his actions 

related to these weapons” (Daly, Parachini, & Rosenau, 2005, p. 6).   
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With the belief that Aum’s members will be the only ones to survive the imminent 

Armageddon, the group structured itself mimicking a government, with various “ministries,” 

ready to take over in the post-Armageddon times. The Ministry of Health and the Ministry of 

Chemicals Unit oversaw the development of chemical weapons of mass destruction.  The 

Ministry of Construction was tasked with purchase of nuclear weapons materials from Russia 

and installation of a nuclear program.  The Minister of Science and Technology was closely 

involved in these efforts (Cameron, 1999, p. 283). 

Aum Shinrikyo took substantial steps toward acquiring nuclear weapons. From its 

beginnings, the cult had successfully attracted membership of Japanese experts in science and 

technology for the purpose.  Later, the cult bought land in Australia, hoping to mine uranium to 

enrich.  The cult paid over $400,000 for mining permits in 1993 (Cameron, 1999).  After the gas 

attacks in Tokyo, Australian authorities investigated the cause of mysterious radiated shock 

waves across hundreds miles of desert, bright flashes, and sounds of loud explosions. They 

discovered that Aum Shinrikyo had set up a laboratory over 500,000 acres and had been engaged 

in mining of uranium at an extensive scale (Danzig, et al., 2011).  The cult succeeded in mining 

only a small amount of uranium before it became implicated in the 1995 sarin gas terror 

operations and lost Australian government’s support (Cameron, 1999, pp. 286-286).  In a similar 

attempt, in 1993, Aum Shirikyo unsuccessfully tried to purchase dual-use equipment from 

America with the intention to build a nuclear weapon.  For this purpose, it also recruited Russian 

scientists from I.V. Kurchatov Institute and from Moscow State University in Russia.   

Aum Shinrikyo’s nefarious intent was clear from its many other activities as well.  The 

cult developed extensive contacts with the Russian government and among Russian political, 
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military, and scientific community.  Reportedly, between 1991 and 1995, the cult paid 

somewhere from $500,000 to $1,000,000 to the Secretary of the Russian Security Council. In 

general, the purpose of the payments remained obscure despite investigations by both the U.S. 

and Russian governments (Cameron, 1999, p. 287).  The U.S. government was, however, able to 

confirm that some of the total 100 million dollars that Aum Shinrikyo paid to Russian officials 

were for receiving pilot training, military training, and weapons.   

Aum Shinrikyo’s nuclear weapons pursuit remained unsuccessful.  The primary reason 

that the group did not get to use nuclear weapons and stuck with chemical and biological ones 

was the ease of acquisition that these latter weapons offered.  The cult was not scientifically 

advanced enough to have succeeded in manufacturing nuclear weapons.  It had more success in 

chemical weapons terrorism.  Once it succeeded in its chemical and biological weapons 

experimentation and began to use them, it paid less attention to attempts to acquire nuclear 

weapons, abandoning its own predictions of a final nuclear war, which were one of the tactics to 

bind adherents into a tight hold.   

It is important to note that the group had already crossed the threshold of using weapons 

of mass destruction when it launched its sarin gas attacks to inflict indiscriminate mass fatalities. 

If it had acquired nuclear weapons, it would have used them. 

By 2012, Tokyo police had arrested the major criminals involved in the 1995 attack.  

Currently, several cult members are serving prison sentences.  Thirteen members including 

Asahara, are on death row (Alqithami, Haegele, & Hexmoor, 2014, p. 7-8).   

The Japanese government did not outlaw Aum Shinrikyo.  After the arrest of Asahara, the group 

has continued under the name of Aleph, led by Joyu, who had been Aum Shinrikyo’s Minister 
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for Foreign Affairs.  Aleph later further splintered to form Hikari no Wa group.  The direction of 

these groups is purportedly different from that of Aum Shinrikyo.  Their leaders have apologized 

for the 1995 attacks.  These groups are more active in Russia than in Japan. In 2016, they were 

reported to have 30,000 followers in Russia.  They are, however, under official Russian 

investigations for injurious acts to citizens (BBC News, 2016).The governments in other Central 

Asian countries of Kiev, Belarus, and Ukraine rejected Aum Shinrikyo’s application to register 

as religious organization.   

Evidence for Dumas’ taxonomy: 

Dumas (2010) broadly classified terrorists along five major lines:  

1. Domestic terrorist groups and international terrorist groups, and some groups that blur 

this boundary;  

2. Terrorist groups that have clear political goals and terrorist groups that espouse general 

ideological or anarchical goals;  

3. Terrorist groups that pursue political goals with rationality and logic and terrorist groups 

that are driven by emotions, culture, tradition, or religion;  

4. Terrorist groups those that pursue a popular cause and terrorist groups that are extremists, 

i.e., whose cause and sentiments are not widely shared; and  

5. Terrorist groups that fight against a specified enemy and terrorist groups whose enemy is 

a large, vaguely defined group or entity (Dumas, 2010, pp. 53-58).   

The above case study shows the following about Aum Shinrikyo: 

1. An international, rather than domestic, terrorist group:  Aum Shinrikyo was an 

international terrorist group.  It started out in Japan, but it spread in many countries of 
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the world.  It has branches and adherents primarily in Japan, Germany, Russia, Sri 

Lanka, and the United States.  The eclectic nature of cult’s doctrine, with 

amalgamation of thought from many different religious traditions, increased its 

appeal for people from around the world.  The group developed connections in many 

other countries.  For instance, it sought to mine uranium for its nuclear weapons 

program from Australia and sought weapons from and weapons-related technical 

expertise from Russia.   

2. A terrorist group with general ideological and apocalyptical, rather than specific 

political, goals:  

The case study does not indicate that Aum Shinrikyo’s leaders had any specific 

grievances against or demands from Japanese government, the United States, or 

establishments around the world.  The discussion of initial political ambition of cult’s 

in literature leads to no understanding as to leaders’ political agenda.  It appears that 

the group’s trajectory from the unsuccessful election campaign and the yoga shop for 

seekers of relief from tiresome materialistic pursuits of the society inadvertently to 

leaders’ denunciations of the existing order, prediction of an all-out war, and promise 

of success for a few.  Apparently, the latter idea caught on the imagination of a large 

numbers and emerged as a religious ideology to support leaders’ criminal and 

terroristic intent.   
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3. A terrorist group driven by emotions, culture, tradition, or religion, rather than with 

rationality and logic: 

The cult’s criminal and terroristic activities indicate that the group was led by unthinking 

fanaticism.  The leaders, who mercilessly used devotees for their criminal and terroristic 

purposes, fleeced them of their belongings, bullied them, and acted with cold calculations of 

gains and losses.  The devotees who blindly followed the leaders and their doctrines to the 

extent of losing all belonging and being isolated from their families and the society were 

driven by religious zeal.  The large majority of the devotees, however, did not know the 

extent of criminality in which leaders were involved.  It is not clear from the case studies 

whether or at what point the leaders, who borrowed religious doctrines of various belief 

systems and transmitted cult’s religious ideology to devotees themselves developed strong 

faith in the ideas of their own invention, to the extent to lead the cult to pursue weapons of 

mass destruction in accordance with those beliefs.   

4. Terrorist group with extremist, rather than a popular cause:   

Aum Shinrikyo’s cause was not widely shared.  As the case study indicates, since the end of 

the World War II, Japanese society came to experience a time of great economic 

development, which many people perceived to have generated a rat race toward materialistic 

pursuits.  Aum Shinrikyo flourished by support and adherence of those dissatisfied and 

alienated by the situation to the cult and its ideology and predictions.  Although Aum 

Shinrikyo gained many recruits, most people in the society at large continued to live a normal 

life.  Moreover, most cult members sought only spiritual enlightenment and supported the 

ideas in general.  They were unaware of the criminal acts and did not participate in terroristic 
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activities.  When the Japanese police captured the leaders and the courts charged them with 

crimes, those members listened to the charges in disbelief and shock. 

5. A terrorist group fighting against a large, vaguely defined enemy, rather than a 

specified enemy:   

Aum Shinrikyo’s first enemy was Japanese government and the symbols of its power, 

including the police.  It blamed the Japanese government for being allied with the United 

States and following a system of economic development led by the United States, as is clear 

from cult’s predictions of a final war between Japan and the United States and destruction of 

Japan. It is not clear whether the religious doctrines denounce governments of other countries 

where cult’s branches operate, such as Russia and Germany, equally blameworthy and 

punishable.  What is clear that, following cult’s terrorism, other governments regard the cult 

with suspicion even after arrests of cult’s original leaders and the re-direction of the group 

under new leaders. 

From application Dumas’ taxonomy, Aum Shinrikyo can be identified as a terrorist group with 

characteristics that make the cult highly dangerous.  As the case study indicates, Aum Shinrikyo 

was an international organization, driven both by religious motivations and apocalyptic visions 

to commit terrorism.  It hoped to hasten the Armageddon that it predicted and take over the 

world.  It hoped to save the world by speeding up the Armageddon to make way for the final 

salvation (Lifton, 2007).  It sought to make leaders’ prophesies of destruction of the world come 

true by unleashing destruction through its acts.  The activities of the cult--from isolating 

members from society, brainwashing them, to forcing them to remain associated with the cult, to 

violent attempts to hasten the end of the world--were driven by religious emotions devoid of 
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logic. The fact that the leaders kept cult’s master plan secret from most of its adherents indicates 

that the group did not espouse a popular cause even among its own adherents, most of whom 

were only means gain financial support for that plan.  Its schemes were against the Japanese 

government, the U.S. and the world.  The nature of its grievances against the enemy was unclear, 

beyond its accusation that these entities were secular and materialistic.  The vagueness in the 

definition of the enemy also created unclear political goals, beyond the fact that its 

organizational structure “ministries” indicated that it was preparing to rule after the final defeat 

of the enemy.   

Nuclear weapons, as well as other weapons of mass destruction fit in Aum Shinrikyo’s 

religious conceptions.  The group predicted a future war of enormous proportions, an 

Armageddon, between the United States and its western allies and the Buddhist world with use 

of nuclear weapons, as well as other weapons of mass destruction (Hongo, 2014).  The history of 

the cult indicates that convinced his associates that they were justified in using any means to 

ensure success in that final war as it is the only way to survival and salvation.   

Al Qaeda: a case study 

Al Qaeda originated from the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.  The ten-year war 

against Soviet occupation of Afghanistan trained thousands of religiously-inflamed Muslim 

militants against godless communism, including Osama bin Laden, into war strategies.  After the 

war, the organization emerged in the form of a global network with the goal to rally Muslims for 

a global confrontation with secular governments and to target the west and its allies.  Osama bin 

Laden, the leader, sought to unite the disparate squabbling factions to bring radical changes in 
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Islamic society.  He spoke of an Islamic revolution and upheld al Qaeda as an “Army of Islam” 

against “infidels” and Muslim states that supported them. 

Al Qaeda is an international organization.  It gained its initial footing through mekhtab al 

khidemat, services offices, such as refugee camps, in various places around the world, including 

Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the United States.  Initially, it established its headquarters in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan.  In 1992, the leaders relocated to Sudan and then relocated back into 

Afghanistan in 1996.  Throughout this time, the organization continued to maintain offices in 

other countries.  Al Qaeda has functioned internationally.  It has forged alliances with other 

terrorist groups in Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Somalia, Eritrea, Kenya, Pakistan, Bosnia, Croatia, 

Algeria, Tunisia, Lebanon, the Philippines, Tajikistan, Chechnya, Bangladesh, Kashmir, and 

Azerbaijan and sought to jointly form an International Islamic Front against common enemies, 

the primary one being the United States (United States District Court Southern District of New 

York, 1998, pp. 2-3).   

Al Qaeda is geographically dispersed. As a pan-Islamic movement, it operates 

transnationally.  The organization cannot be readily identified with a region as its operational 

center.  Accordingly, it is organizationally decentralized and diffused.   The original core group 

was formed around Bin Laden, but it has not been, strictly speaking, a single organization.  It 

comprises “loosely affiliated groups of like-minded extremists” that forge alliances rather than 

form a conglomeration under a single command (Watson, 1998). ).  In this arrangement, the 

central group comprising Bin Laden and his close associates saw their role as “instigators” rather 

than commanders (Yusufzai, 1999).   
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The network groups are connected by a broad idea or strategic vision. Members of the 

various cells are bonded by an ideology with the main motivation to “liberate” Islamic lands 

from occupation and control by outsiders and to avenge grievances against western governments 

and their Islamic states friends. Juergensmeyer (2017), therefore, argued that al Qaeda is a 

movement, rather than an organization, whose forms are diverse and changeable to permit it to 

reorganize when its existence is challenged.  Moreover, he pointed out that within al Qaeda are 

included not only several organized terrorist groups but also many individual, distant terrorists 

that cling to the al Qaeda ideology and claim affiliation with al Qaeda to seek recognition 

(Juergensmeyer, 2017, p. 78).  Burke (2004) also believed that Al Qaeda is a global ideology, 

rather than a global organization, to galvanize Muslims around the world.  It was not even 

structured as a coherent network; rather its role was to provide funding, contacts, and advice to 

scattered Islamic militant groups and individuals around the world (Burke, 2004, p. 18).   The 

fluidity of the command structure grants al Qaeda flexibility, which is sustained with 

communication and transportation technologies.  

The structure renders difficult outsiders’ task of tracking group’s activities (Watson, 

1998). President Bush referred to this difficulty when he stated: “Unlike the Soviet Union, the 

terrorist enemies we face today hide in caves and shadows and emerge to attack free nations 

from within. The terrorists have no borders to protect or capital to defend. They cannot be 

deterred--” (Bush, 2006).   

Al Qaeda’s fight is international.  It opposes the United States for its armed involvement 

in the Middle East and for establishing its military presence in Saudi Arabia and Egypt, which 

Bin Laden saw as having placed the Muslim world under siege and enabled the outsiders to exploit 
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the oil-richness of the Middle East while carrying on campaigns against other Muslim countries, 

such as Iraq.   

Bin Laden’s pronouncements of justification for a holy war created a theology that 

sanctioned violence.  Bin Laden interpreted religion in ways to justify violence. His 1998 Fatwa, 

for instance, stated the following: 

In compliance with God's order, we issue the following fatwa to all Muslims: The 
ruling to kill the Americans and their allies---civilians and military-is an 
individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is 
possible to do it, to liberate the al-Aqsa Mosque and the holy mosque [Mecca] 
from their grip, and in order for their armies to move out of all the lands of Islam, 
defeated and unable to threaten any Muslim. This is in accordance with the words 
of Almighty God, "and fight the pagans all together as they fight you all 
together," and ''fight them until there is no more tumult or oppression, and there 
prevail justice and faith in God." We-with God's help---call on every Muslim who 
believes in God and wishes to be rewarded to comply with God's order to kill the 
Americans and plunder their money wherever and whenever they find it. 

 

The spirit of this fatwa is that the more the casualties, the better.  The September 11, 2001, 

events indicated that this group, if it acquires nuclear weapons—or any weapons of mass 

destruction—would be willing to commit mass murders according to Bin Laden’s open “Letter 

to America” following 9/11 attacks (Bin Laden, 2001).  Nuclear weapons fit al Qaeda’s 

conception of his religious war.  

Al Qaeda is a religious extremist group that never enjoyed popular support.  Ranstorp 

(1998) pointed out that Bin Laden did not carry religious authority as he was neither trained nor 

educated in Islamic scholarship and that therefore his fatwas did not carry the religious force that 

he wished for.  Importantly, he failed to command a large Muslim following from mainstream 

Muslims because he tried to justify killing of civilians (Ranstorp, 1998, p. 324).   
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The fear that al Qaeda planned to attack the United States using any kinds of weapons 

and means, however, has been palpable.  George Tenet, Director of CIA said in 1999  

Bin Ladin's overarching aim is to get the United States out of the Persian Gulf, 
but he will strike wherever in the world he thinks we are vulnerable. We are 
anticipating bombing attempts with conventional explosives, but his operatives 
are also capable of kidnappings and assassinations. . . .  One of my greatest 
concerns is the serious prospect that [B]in Ladin or another terrorist group might 
use chemical or biological weapons. Bin Ladin’s organization is just one of about 
a dozen terrorist groups that have expressed an interest in or have sought 
chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear (CBRN) agents.  (Tenet, 1999) 

 

That fear perception still persists, even though al Qaeda has considerably declined.   

Al Qaeda’s definition of the enemy for its operations has undergone shifts and 

expansions over time.  During bin Laden’s life, the target for jihadist operations expanded from 

Egypt and other “corrupt” regimes to the United States.  Bin Laden convinced his associates, 

particularly his Egyptian aide Ayman Zawahiri, whose first choice of a target was Egypt, that the 

real target must be the United States (Kanani, 2010). Having been in the Afghan war against the 

Soviet Union, a superpower of its time, Bin Laden was sure that, like Soviets, Americans could 

be defeated if they were provoked into a war.  The defeat of the U.S. would be disastrous to Arab 

states that thrived due to the U.S. patronage.  The plan to defeat the two enemies, the “far 

enemy,” the U.S.A., and the “near enemy,” the selected Muslim states, was then formalized 

(Kanani (2010; Burke, 2015, p. 17). Al-Qaeda’s version of apocalypse was an all-out war of 

good and evil with the U.S. and Muslim states allied to it.   

Under this plan, al Qaeda committed several acts of provocation.  The 1993 bombing of 

the World Trade Center and the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000 were part of the plan.  The 

September 11 attacks in 2001, which killed 3,000 American people and destroyed New York’s 
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twin towers and a part of the Pentagon headquarter, were the high point of the provocation plan.  

Bin Laden’s expectation that terroristic acts like these would draw the U.S. into war led to al 

Qaeda’s preparations that included acquisition of nuclear materials (Kanini, 2010).   

Betts (2007) spotted America’s superpower status as the primary motivation behind al 

Qaeda’s, as well as several other groups’, terrorism against America:  

American global primacy is one of the causes of this war. It animates both the 
terrorists’ purposes and their choice of tactics. To groups like al Qaeda, the 
United States is the enemy because American military power dominates their 
world, supports corrupt governments in their countries, and backs Israelis against 
Muslims; American cultural power insults their religion and pollutes their 
societies; and American economic power makes all these intrusions and 
desecrations possible. Japan, in contrast, is not high on al Qaeda’s list of targets, 
because Japan’s economic power does not make it a political, military, and 
cultural behemoth that penetrates their societies.  
Political and cultural power makes the United States a target for those who blame 
it for their problems. At the same time, American economic and military power 
prevents them from resisting or retaliating against the United States on its own 
terms. To smite the only superpower requires unconventional modes of force and 
tactics that make the combat cost exchange ratio favorable to the attacker. This 
offers hope to the weak that they can work their will despite their overall deficit in 
power. (Betts, 2007, pp. 450-1) 
 

Al Qaeda chose to take on America because it is the most powerful foe it could have for his 

grand vision, this argument suggests.   

Al Qaeda’s (unsuccessful) nuclear weapons pursuit: 

Bin Laden asserted in 1998 that it was his religious duty to obtain weapons of mass 

destruction, as noted above.  In the subsequent years, he made several attempts to make this 

intention a reality.   Along the way newer statements from al Qaeda’s top members sought to 

provide greater justification for the effort to acquire nuclear weapons.  For instance, in 2007, bin 

Laden released a video in which he threatened to escalate the level of struggles against 

Americans, blaming them for their “capital system [that] seeks to turn the entire world into a 
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fiefdom of the major corporations under the label of globalization in order to protect democracy” 

(cited in Mowatt-Larssen, 2010).  The statements blamed America for a global conspiracy to 

hold the world hostage to its economic system or capitalism and its political system of 

democracy.  He argued that weapons of mass destruction were necessary to end American 

hegemony.   

In the early 1990s, Al Qaeda explored the nuclear black market.  Its members initially 

interacted with con men, got scammed, and were sold worthless material.  Later, Bin Laden and 

Zawahiri extensively traveled to Russia, Yemen, Malaysia, Singapore, and China, possibly to 

explore opportunities to acquire nuclear weapons (Kanini, 2010).  In 1993-4, al Qaeda reportedly 

attempted to acquire uranium from Sudan to construct an improvised nuclear device.  A former 

al Qaeda operative, Jamal al-Fadl, who later defected from al Qaeda, testified in a New York 

court in 2001 that al Qaeda aides and former Sudanese President Saleh Mobruk conducted a 

transaction to supply uranium from South Africa to al Qaeda for $1.5 million (United States v. 

Usama bin Laden, et al., 2001;  Kluger, et al., 2001).  In 1997, the U.S. officials discovered the 

existence of a military committee in Al Qaeda’s organization.  The committee had been making 

efforts to acquire nuclear weapons (The 9/11 Commission Report, p. 109).   

Some reports confirmed in 1999 that, for purchasing nuclear weapons materials, bin 

Laden chose to visit parts of the former Soviet Union with large Muslim populations, hoping to 

get support there.  He paid about £2 million in Ukraine and other Central Asian Republics. The 

reports could not, however, confirm whether bin Laden succeeded in making any substantive 

purchases for that purpose (Cameron, 1999, p. 287).   
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The U.S. justice department formally charged bin Laden in 1998 for making efforts since 

1993 to acquire nuclear weapons materials to build a nuclear bomb (United States District Court 

Southern District of New York, 1998).  The U.S. court documents blamed al Qaeda for having 

forged anti-American alliance with Iran and Sudan in 1990s and having sent its members in 

search of nuclear weapons around the world (Grunwald, 1998).  The documents also alleged that 

bin Laden’s top aide Mamdouh Mahmud Salim met with Iranian and Sudanese officials to 

arrange for al Qaeda’s militants to receive military training in Lebanon.  By 1999, there were 

further reports that Bin Laden was trying to acquire nuclear weapons materials as part of his 

religious duty (The 9/11 Commission Report, p. 141; 380).  In 2011, Wikileaks disclosures 

created the fear that al Qaeda had the ability make nuclear weapons and that the bomb would be 

detonated if bin Laden was captured or killed (Boyd, 2011; Watt, 2011).  At this time, however, 

analysts are unsure whether al Qaeda has capability to build nuclear weapons or crude 

explosives. 

Some analysists argue that al Qaeda never went beyond attempts to actually acquiring 

nuclear weapons.  Mueller (2010), for instance, argued that, although Bin Laden talked about the 

an Islamic “duty” or “right” to obtain nuclear weapons for defense, this expression of interest 

ought not to be interpreted as capability. Richardson (2006), similarly cautioned that expression 

of such interest should not be interpreted as determination to acquire and use them.  In any case, 

most analysts agree that the reason for al Qaeda’s not seriously pursuing nuclear weapons after 

initial failures comports with the statement found on a seized al Qaeda laptop in 2004 that “Make 

use of what is available . . . rather than waste valuable time becoming despondent over that what 

is not within your reach” (cited in Mueller, 2010, p. 21).  
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 Mowatt-Larssen (2010), however, argued that, al Qaeda leaders did not choose weapons 

based on ease of acquisition.  They chose weapons that are the best tools for destroying their 

specific targets; i.e., al Qaeda chose “strategic weapons.”  Under the logic of this argument, al 

Qaeda would choose for its next attack requiring mass fatalities the most effective weapon, 

regardless of whether it is nuclear, chemical, biological, or conventional. The fact that al Qaeda 

chose planes and suicide attackers as its weapons for the 9/11 attacks lends gravitas to this 

argument.   

Al Qaeda has sought chemical weapons of mass destruction in the past, as well as other 

equipment and training for better fighting capability, indicating that the organization would not 

dismiss nuclear weapons as a possible tool for mass destruction if there were a need and 

availability.  In 1999, defendants in the “Albanian Arabs” case revealed to the Egyptian court 

that other defendants, who were some of bin Laden’s associates, had paid money to factories in 

East Asia to obtain Anthrax and other biological weapons and had also obtained offers to buy 

deadly chemical agents from factories in Czech Republic (Sharaf-al-Din, 1999).  The 

organization lacks a state-sponsor, but it was reported to have reached some agreements with 

governments of Iran and Iraq for cooperation in arming it (United States District Court Southern 

District of New York, 1998, p. 3).   

At this time, there is no conclusive indication that al Qaeda has given up nuclear weapons 

due to difficulty of acquiring them.  According to the 2007 National Intelligence Estimate, Al 

Qaeda was to continue to develop its nuclear weapons capability and would not exhibit any 

scruples about using it if the capacity is sufficient for successful operations (p. 6).   
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Place of nuclear weapons in al Qaeda’s ideology: 

Lethal weapons fit al Qaeda’s ideology.  Bin laden stated during an interview in 1999 that 

acquisition of weapons of mass destruction is a religious duty to prevent the enemies from 

inflicting harm on Muslims (Yusufzai, 1999).  Substantial evidence exists that the organization 

sought and took substantive steps toward acquisition of nuclear weapons.   

Large-scale destruction and a massive number of casualties serves al Qaeda’s interests in 

a number of ways. Clearly, the 9/11 event demonstrated that, even without owning nuclear 

weapons, al Qaeda is willing to perpetrate extreme violence in pursuance of its goals.  According 

to the 9/11 Commission, during planning of the 9/11 attacks, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the 

mastermind, had suggested flying a small plane filled with explosives into CIA Headquarters. 

Bin Laden had responded with the question, "Why do you use an axe when you can use a 

bulldozer?" (News Max, 2007).   

Al Qaeda sought lethal weapons of mass destruction, including chemical, biological, and 

nuclear weapons, in a multi-track strategy (Cameron, 1999).  It did not, however, limit itself to 

any particular kind of weapons.  For instance, during its 2001 attacks, it creatively used air 

planes as weapons.  Later, information from Khalid Sheikh Mohammad, the mastermind behind 

the 9/11 attacks, revealed that al Qaeda terrorists were prepared to introduce cyanide into air 

conditioning units all over America and to begin causing nuclear explosions in several 

neighborhoods, creating the threat that al Qaeda had nuclear explosives (Boyd, 2011). 

Following the 9/11 attack, other attacks in Madrid and London were big or bigger in 

scale.  Reportedly, soon after, an even bigger attack was prevented by security forces.  Al Qaeda 
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attackers had planned explosions of ten passenger airplanes simultaneously (Rahamim, 2009, p. 

40).  Obviously, the organization was motivated to increase the scale of deaths and destruction. 

Considering the fact that al Qaeda is not scrupulous about the kind of weapon it uses as 

long as the weapon fits its purpose of creating large-scale casualties, and noting the absence of 

any indication that al Qaeda has planned to launch a nuclear attack, it might be logical to believe 

that al Qaeda failed in its attempts to acquire nuclear weapons. It is unlikely, however, that it 

would give up the threat of nuclear terrorism.  Since terrorists’ immediate goal is to cause fear, 

extreme terrorists wielding nuclear weapons threat can strategically gain by creating a sense of 

crisis and people’s loss of confidence in government’s efficacy or by extorting concessions from 

governments. Considering al Qaeda’s goals to keep the enemy afraid, even an empty threat of 

nuclear weapons attack might serve the purpose, even in the absence of nuclear weapons or hope 

to acquire them.  Similar bluffs have been used in the past.  For instance, in 1994, Chechen 

separatists claimed that they had nuclear weapons and threatened to transfer them to Libya if the 

U.S. did not recognize Chechen independence, but they did not have nuclear weapons (Schmid 

& Spencer-Smith, 2012).   

In October 2001, following the 9/11 events and subsequent U.S. and British attack on 

Taliban in Iraq, bin Laden issued a statement:  

America has been filled with fear from North to South, from East to West, thank 
God. . . .  America and those who live in America won't dream of having security 
before we have it in Palestine and all infidel armies depart from the land of 
Muhammad.   

 

If keeping Americans insecure is al Qaeda’s objective, claiming to possess nuclear weapons, 

without actually possessing them, serves the purpose.  Whether or not the group succeeded in 
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acquiring nuclear weapons, the fact that it tried creates the threat to keep Americans anxious, 

which gives al Qaeda strategic gain. 

Nuclear weapons for al Qaeda, however, are instrumental only. Unlike Aum Shinrikyo, in 

whose eschatology, the Armageddon was the nuclear war, making possession of nuclear 

weapons a necessary part of cult’s quest for preparation for the coming clash, for al Qaeda 

nuclear weapons served the purpose of increasing the terroristic threat.  During bin Laden’s life, 

when Al Qaeda was much more aggressive, the organization did without nuclear weapons as 

mass murders could be committed by using conventional weapons or by using creative weapons, 

such as planes turned into weapons.  From this perspective, the nuclear threat that al Qaeda has 

periodically issued has been part of organization’s “expressive threat,” the symbolic, ritualistic 

expression of intent to commit violence that serves also as political propaganda, rather than a real 

threat (Jonas & Swift, 2008, p. 360-2).  That does not, however, mean that al Qaeda will not 

acquire and use nuclear weapons if the possibility realizes considering its grandiose vision of a 

global jihad against great powers of the world.     

Lack of capability of perpetrating nuclear terrorism does not mitigate the theoretical 

utility of nuclear weapons for al Qaeda, or for any transnational terrorist group.  Nuclear 

weapons are a tool for launching offensive operations and are equalizers for terrorist groups 

vying for power against conventional militaries.  If acquired, they will create a credible threat.  

In the case of al Qaeda, nuclear weapons are expected to coerce western governments into 

reevaluation of their engagement with the affairs of states in the Middle East.  Also, upholding 

such a threat against the west may be a way to inspire Muslims around the world into unity and 

revolutionary change (Kepel, 2002, p.18; Jonas & Swift, 2008, p. 362).  In the alternative or at 
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the same time, nuclear weapons can serve to increase the dramatism to which jihadi 

organizations resort (Devji, 2005, p. 90). 

Although al Qaeda is considered to be greatly diminished since the death of bin Laden, 

the diffuse structural arrangement of the organization suggests that some constituent or 

ideologically-affiliated groups may still harbor nuclear ambitions.  Comporting with that 

structure, the movement is still alive. The current leader Ayman al-Zawahiri has adjusted the 

focus of al Qaeda’s operations from the far enemy back to the near enemy; yet, he has re-

affirmed that westerners around the world still remain the prime target (Burke, 2015, p. 16).  

Gartenstein-Ross and Barr (2017) note that far from going into decline after the emergence of 

ISIS, al Qaeda has become more discrete and low-profile organization, particularly in attempts to 

reclaim its image and trust lost in the post-Bin Laden times after losses of al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) 

and in the face of alienating brutalities of ISIS.   The new image it seeks to portray is that of an 

organization that is part of the general population in various regions of the world and tolerant of 

sectarian and doctrinal differences.  It is presenting itself not as a jihadist organization but as a 

dawa organization, i.e. an organization whose mission is call people to its ideology by 

encouraging belief and conviction.  

 

Evidence for Dumas’ taxonomy: 

Dumas (2010) broadly classified terrorists along five major lines:  

1. Domestic terrorist groups and international terrorist groups, and some groups that blur 

this boundary;  

2. Terrorist groups that have clear political goals and terrorist groups that espouse general 

ideological or anarchical goals;  



 

204 

3. Terrorist groups that pursue political goals with rationality and logic and terrorist groups 

that are driven by emotions, culture, tradition, or religion;  

4. Terrorist groups those that pursue a popular cause and terrorist groups that are extremists, 

i.e., whose cause and sentiments are not widely shared; and  

5. Terrorist groups that fight against a specified enemy and terrorist groups whose enemy is 

a large, vaguely defined group or entity (Dumas, 2010, pp. 53-58).   

The above case study shows the following about Al Qaeda:  

1. An international, rather than domestic, terrorist group:   

Al Qaeda is an international terrorist organization.  It started in refugee camps in various 

places around the world, including Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the United States.  

Overtime, it shifted it headquarters between Afghanistan, Pakistan, Sudan, and 

Afghanistan.  It has always maintained offices in various other countries as well.     

Al Qaeda’s operations have been international, in a large number of countries, including 

Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Somalia, Eritrea, Kenya, Pakistan, Bosnia, Croatia, Algeria, 

Tunisia, Lebanon, the Philippines, Tajikistan, Chechnya, Bangladesh, Kashmir, and 

Azerbaijan. At various times, it allied itself with various terrorist groups around the globe 

to form a network of such groups.  Decentralized and diffused as an organization and 

dispersed around the world, it cannot be identified with a particular region of the world.  

From various locations, it has sought to target its primary enemy, the United States. 
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2. A terrorist group with general ideological and apocalyptical, rather than specific 

political, goals:  

Al Qaeda has some specific and mostly unspecified grievances, but none that are 

negotiable or that can in some other ways be remedied through political processes.  It has, 

therefore, made no political demands. Rather, it expressed anger and resolve to punish.  

Its grievances against the United States and other countries in the west for their presence 

in Muslim countries can considered specific ones.  Its rejection of the west for its 

secularism and materialism are, however, general.  Instead of having political goals, it 

espouses a religious ideology that justifies mass killing to replace the existing order.  

3. A terrorist group driven by emotions, culture, tradition, or religion, rather than with 

rationality and logic: 

Al Qaeda’s foundational ideology rests on its interpretations of Islamic religious dogma. 

It has sought to justify its own actions as well as sought support from co-religionists in 

the name of religion.   

4. A terrorist group with extremist, rather than a popular, cause:   

Al Qaeda is a religious extremist group that never enjoyed popular support.  Although bin 

Laden tried to incite Muslims around the world in response to its calls for a global jihad, 

Muslims and Islamic countries have largely distanced themselves from al Qaeda’s calls 

and terrorist operations.  Al Qaeda’s failure to command a large Muslim following from 

mainstream Muslim societies kept the group on the path of an unpopular path.  At this 

time in history, following bin Laden’s death, al Qaeda is seeking to justify its existence as 

a dawa organization, rather than strictly a jihadist organization.  
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5. A terrorist group fighting against a large, vaguely defined, rather than a specified 

enemy:   

The formation of Al Qaeda represented a shift in Jihadi orientation with regard to 

identification of the enemy, from the Soviet Union to the United States and its western 

allies.  U.S. allies that al Qaeda came to see as its enemy also included many Muslim 

countries, whom al Qaeda has pronounced as apostates and as puppets in the hands of the 

U.S.  Together, the “far enemy,” the U.S.A., and the “near enemy,” the selected Muslim 

states, as well as western countries, made a large part of the world fall within al Qaeda’s 

definition of its enemy.  Al-Qaeda’s version of apocalypse was an all-out war against all 

of them.  The group does not, therefore, have a specified enemy but a large mass of the 

world against which it alone seeks to stand. 

Commentary: 

Al Qaeda is an international terrorist organization.  Bin Laden’s fatwas, seeking religious 

legitimation for Jihad, called for violence against America and countries of the west, lands 

outside Laden’s own constituency, which is Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia, or Islamic countries 

in general.  He sought to mobilize Muslims and the Islamic community into action against forces 

that exist all over the world.  He did not delineate the boundaries of the movement narrowly and 

declared war against a broad spectrum of the west and Muslim countries. 

Al Qaeda’s stated grievances do not clearly specify its political objectives in the given 

global order.  The pronouncements in his fatwas seem to articulate his broad, rather than specific, 

concerns.  Through them, Bin Laden vented his rage, engendered of his religious zeal.  He 

denounced the enemy in general term, such as for its capitalistic and democratic world order.  He 
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saw nuclear weapons as instruments for defeating this large, unspecified enemy and for bringing 

about change of the world order.   

Al Qaeda’s religious, revolutionary ideology is closely tied with violence and creation of 

fear, for which aspiration to acquire nuclear weapons, as well as acquisition of any weapons of 

mass destruction, is logical and instrumental.  For al-Qaeda, nuclear weapons is the choice 

because it fits the goal of subduing the west, an enemy with no narrower specification.  The 

nebulousness of the goal and largeness and poor specification of the enemy requires 

indiscriminate killing for which nuclear weapons suit.  From al Qaeda’s stated purposes and 

organization’s perspectives, mass casualties and destruction were warranted as they would cause 

a collapse of U.S.-backed Arab states, including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Jordan. This tangible 

success would vindicate al Qaeda’s struggle, winning it support from Muslims all over the world. 

Al Qaida is an example of an international, religious extremist group, with unpopular, 

hazy political goals, and broadly specified enemy.  The fact that it is willing to perpetrate large-

scale violence and covets nuclear weapons validates Dumas’ taxonomy.  

Islamic State of Iraq and Levant (ISIL) or Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS): case 
study 

 

The ISIS calls itself the Islamic State and poses a jihadist threat.  It emerged in the 

aftermath of the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003.   In its initial stages, it was one of the several 

Sunni extremist groups fighting U.S. forces in Iraq and was called al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI).  Its 

leader then, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, was formally affiliated with bin Laden.  In 2006, Zarqawi 

was killed in a U.S. air strike.  Soon after, the AQI was defeated jointly by Sunni tribes and 

Americans.  Inside U.S.-run prisons in Iraq, captured insurgents and terrorist operatives formed 



 

208 

alliances and networks, giving rise to ISIS’s current leader, the self-proclaimed caliph, Abu Bakr 

al-Baghdadi. 

In 2011, al Baghdadi’s group took advantage of the anti-Assad revolt in Syria to seize the 

northeastern territory to establish its base of operations and called itself ISIS.  In Iraq, the group 

exploited the ongoing sectarian strife to gain ground. With the withdrawal of U.S. forces, the 

ISIS brought within its ranks dis-empowered members of the past Saddam regime, tribal leaders, 

and anti-U.S. insurgents.  In 2014, the group captured territories in Iraq.  The U.S.-trained and -

armed Iraqi forces were not able to contain the threat.  As the ISIS gained more territory, it 

proclaimed itself a caliphate.  Fighters from all around the world came to join the group.  At the 

time of al-Qaeda’s relative decline, ISIS emerged as the pre-eminent religious extremist terrorist 

organization. 

The murderous beginnings: 

The very rise of the ISIS began with mass murders.  Early in June 2014, less than a 

thousand ISIS militants arrived suddenly in Mosul, an Iraqi city still rife with factional strife and 

turbulence in the aftermath of the 2003 U.S. attack on Iraq.  The heavily armed militants had 

crossed Iraq’s border with Syria, where a civil war had been going on for the last three years.  

Upon arrival, they brutally massacred policemen.  By the third day, the ISIS militants had gained 

some 1,500 to 2,000 sympathizers from the city.  Some 30 to 50 thousand U.S.-trained Iraqi 

soldiers that were present in the city with their sophisticated weapons placed little resistance in 

their way.  Iraqi forces simply disintegrated as thousands of Iraqi soldiers and air force cadets 

deserted and ran.   
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The ISIS militants captured hundreds of them and began to display some of their first 

brutalities as they shot and filmed nonchalantly-performed shootings for the media.  Soon, the 

ISIS captured surrounding cities and oil refineries in them.  Upon arrival there, within three days, 

they killed 5-8 thousand people and dumped their bodies into the River Tigris.  After that, the 

militants brought within their group Iraqi military leaders trained in U.S. war techniques, 

captured U.S.-supplied war equipment, and became a sophisticated army with American 

weapons (Cronin, 2015). 

The four-day campaign was speedy and efficient.  By August 24, the ISIS had captured a 

third of Iraqi and Syrian territories (Rasheed, 2015, p. 1).  In later days, the militants took 

western hostages and executed them in ways to terrorize the whole world.  The message, vastly 

propagated over social media, as interpreted by Burke (2017) was, “We are not like any other 

group before. We will do what no others have been prepared to do.  We will go further than all 

others have gone” (p. 3).   

As the ISIS militants moved further and captured parts of Syria, they established a proto-

government. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the ISIS leader, announced himself to be the caliph of the 

new state, purportedly, the leader of Muslims all over the world.   

The ISIS announced its plans in the next five years to spread its boundaries of rule to 

include all Muslim majority countries and to initiate the final war between the Islamic world and 

the west (Rasheed, 2015, p. 4). In August 2014, Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel spoke at the 

Pentagon, “They are beyond just a terrorist group. They marry ideology . . . [and] . . . military 

prowess. They are tremendously well-funded. This is beyond anything we’ve seen” (Ryan, 

2014). U.S. Army General Martin Dempsey, chairman of the joint chief-of-staff, states, “This is 



 

210 

an organization that has an apocalyptic, end of days strategic vision that will have to be 

defeated” (Ryan, 2014). 

Its successes have amazed the world.  More recently, however, the group has been losing 

force.  In July 2017, the group suffered a major defeat when it lost control of Mosul to the Iraqi 

army. In August 2017, it lost more territory in the areas of Syria and Iraq to military forces allied 

against it. 

Characteristics that brought rapid initial success: 

The objectives of the ISIS have been grand, and it went further than any other group to 

achieve them.  It took concrete steps to realize what al Qaeda had only dreamt of for some 

distant future: the re-establishment of caliphate.  With the creation of the caliphate, al Baghdadi 

expressed his intent to do away with the existing territorial borders between Islamic countries, 

bringing about unity among Muslims all over the world.   

The structure of ISIS has been innovative.  Its fighters, described as “a lethal and 

effective war machine,” were made highly flexible at the tactical level due to the decentralized 

and ad hoc nature of command and control structure, permitting initiative at lower levels.  It 

combines guerrilla-warfare with use of both conventional weapons and explosive devices 

deployed in small teams.  The flexibility allows speed of attacks at multiple targets 

simultaneously, overwhelming enemy’s defense capacities (Turcan, 2014).   

The ISIS spreads its ideology and message effectively through its bases around the world 

via the Internet and through cyber warfare (Rasheed, 2015, p. xiv).  Its social media campaign 

has been supremely successful, bringing in some 20,000 fighters from 90 countries and converts 

from different religious, national, and ethnic group affiliations.  Many of them come from well-
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to-do families and are highly educated.  In 2015, the group came to command a force of over 

200,000 fighters (Rasheed, 2015, p. 5).  Brett McGurk, deputy assistant secretary for Iraq and 

Iran at the U.S. Department of State characterized the ISIS fighting force as a “full-blown army” 

(Starr, 2014).   

The ISIS is financially resourceful.  In 2014, at the peak of its successes, it started out as 

the richest terrorist group in history.  Its initial funding sources included Iraq’s captured oil 

wealth.  Over time, it opened gas stations, smuggled oil, extorted, taxed, and received donations.  

It is self-funded in the style of a large corporation and produces equally elaborate annual 

financial statements (Allam, 2014).  Its other funding sources include looting banks, plundering, 

and kidnapping, and its revenue sources are highly diversified (Cronin, 2015).   More recently, as 

the U.S.-led coalition forces reclaimed territories in Iraq and Syria, ISIS’s financial position has 

weakened (Johnston & Clarke, 2017).  A 2016 editorial of the New York Times estimated that the 

ISIS funds fell from 1.9 billion in 2014 to 870 million in 2016 (Editorial Board, 2016).  The 

group is still rich. 

In its operations, the ISIS is not merely a terrorist group; it is a pseudo government that 

occupies territory in Iraq and Syria and governs with sophisticated hierarchical command 

structures, an extensive bureaucracy and administrative setup, lines of communication, and self-

funding arrangements.  Its military force has demonstrated ability to confront conventional 

military forces. Owing to these characteristics, it is more like a state than a terrorist group. It is 

unclear whether killing ISIS’s leaders will diminish strength of the ISIS the way killing bin 

Laden crippled al Qaeda (Cronin, 2015).   
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Ideology, tactics, and vision: 

ISIS’s eschatological doctrines are a variant of the Salafi-Jihadist movement.  The 

adherents of this movement declare jihad in the name of God and, through self-serving 

interpretations, justify terrorism against non-Muslims and Muslims whom they pronounce as 

degraded Muslims.   

Due to this common root, an ideological affiliation exists between al Qaeda and the ISIS.  

In fact, the ISIS militants that initially captured parts of Iraq were a breakaway faction of al 

Qaeda, carrying the same doctrines (Rasheed, 2015, p. 1).  Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the current 

ISIS leader, claims that he, rather than al-Zawahiri, al Qaeda’s current leader, carries on the 

legacy of bin Laden (Burke, 2015, p. 17).  ISIS’s ideology, discourse, rhetoric, and long-term 

objectives are similar to al Qaeda’s. Observers of the rise of the ISIS, however, have judged it to 

be more dangerous (Rasheed, 2015).  

The ISIS represents a dramatic transformation of Islamic religious extremism.  In contrast 

with al Qaeda that had sought to unite sects in a struggle against a common enemy, ISIS 

succeeded by capitalizing on sectarian schism (Burke, 2015, p. 18).  ISIS has openly claimed to 

be inciting sectarian strife, following its ‘nikaya’ plan, to weaken Iraqi and Syrian governments 

(Rasheed, 2015, p. xiii).  ISIS can use any tactics to achieve its objectives, it is clear. 

The level of vigor, the pace of forward move, and the degree of brutality of the ISIS is 

unmatched.  As a result, it started out as a terrorist group but came to occupy a territory and 

began to act like a state. In 2014, it came to rule over an area larger than Lebanon, including 8 

million Iraqis and Syrians (Turcan, 2014). The ISIS follows its ideology more boldly than al 

Qaeda did.  For instance, bin Laden had merely exhorted Iraqi militants in 2006 not to “miss this 
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opportunity to establish the nucleus of the caliphate” (Pankhurst, R. (2013, p. 1-2).  The ISIS 

audaciously made the bid to restore the lost Islamic empire in declaring the establishment of the 

caliphate.   

The ISIS has its own apocalyptic vision.  It predicts an existential war between the world 

of Islam and the west.  As part of this prediction, it believes that a Caliphate is required to protect 

Muslims from non-Muslims.  The ISIS sees itself responsible to initiate that Armageddon, wage 

it, and win it (Rasheed, 2015, p. xiii-xiv).   In the future, it intends to obliterate international 

boundaries between Islamic countries, unite all Muslims, and carry on a great war with the 

United States and the west. 

Even though it is an international terrorist group, the ISIS has kept its immediate 

struggles against the “near” enemy.  That is, unlike al Qaeda, it does not seek directly to subdue 

either the United States or its western allies.  Its priority has been to capture territories 

immediately ahead, take over resources in them, and control local populations by intimidating 

through brutal acts.  Its international terrorism continues alongside in the form of attacks in 

Muslim countries on tourists from western countries. It also encourages locally-situated terrorist 

groups in western countries and the U.S. to commit acts of terrorism on their own (Burke, 2015, 

p. 17).  

ISIS militants have no compunction or scruples against mass murders.  In 2016, the 

Associated Press conducted a survey and found evidence of ISIS’s genocidal tendencies in 

fulfilment of their goals.  The survey revealed existence of 72 mass graves, 17 in Syria and the 

rest in Iraq, in areas that were liberated from the ISIS control, containing approximately 15,000 

bodies of people that the ISIS killed.  Some of the large graves contain bodies of members of a 
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single tribe, indicating the level of violence the ISIS militants unleashed when they attacked the 

tribes.  The report stated that it committed genocide of ethnic groups in Syria and Yazidis in Iraq 

(Adel, 2016).  The ISIS is not afraid to alienate potential allies with its brutalities (Gartenstein-

Ross & Barr, 2017). 

Scholars, politicians, and journalists comparing the ISIS with the al Qaeda seem to be 

noting the decline of al Qaeda with the surge of ISIS in terms that indicate that ISIS is a vastly 

more extremist and successful in creating a militant pan-Islamic vision that al Qaeda failed to 

convey (Gartenstein-Ross & Barr, (2017).    While al Qaeda had presented itself as a group of 

ascetic, pious worshippers of God, ISIS openly displays brutality through videos of beheadings 

and burning of hostages and claims to have indulged in sex trade and destruction of historical 

sites.  It does not fear alienating any constituency as it seeks to dominate by brazen display of 

power and ruthlessness.   

The nuclear threat: 

The ISIS has used both conventional and non-conventional weapons.  Among 

unconventional weapons, it has used car bombs, suicide bombers, improvised explosive devices, 

and chemical weapons.  It has also used water as a weapon. In 2014, it closed the gates of 

Nuaimiyah dam in the south of Iraq, resulting in floods and drought conditions.  As a result, 

approximately 12,000 families lost their homes, and about 200 kilometers of agricultural lands 

dried up. The ISIS cut off water supply in various other cities, resulting in water and electricity 

shortages (Strategic Foresight Group, 2014, p. 20).  In 2016, it also used drones for surveillance, 

fire direction, and attack in Iraq and Syria (Eshel, 2016).  The ISIS is said to have made and used 

chemical weapons in Iraq and Syria (Blake, 2015). Experts believe that it has been seeking 
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nuclear weapons to go further.  Considering that ISIS is open to any instrument to attack and kill 

in large scales, it is unlikely to desist from perpetrating nuclear weapons attacks if it is able to 

obtain them.   

Serious nuclear terrorist threats emanated from the ISIS in 2014.  Earlier that year, Iraq’s 

UN Ambassador Mohamed Ali Alhakim informed UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon that 

“Terrorist groups have seized control of nuclear material at the sites that came out of the control 

of the state” (Dorman & Doyle, 2014).   Later, in July, ISIS militants claimed that they had built a dirty 

bomb with radioactive materials captured from Mosul University, Iraq, and that the ISIS could 

blow up London (Dorman & Doyle, 2014 ). 

The threat persisted in later years.  In 2016, President Obama, speaking at the 

international Nuclear Security Summit, warned that the possibility of possession of nuclear 

weapons by the ISIS or some other terrorist group was “among the most serious threats faced by 

the world.”  At the same Summit, David Cameron of the U.K. expressed fear that the ISIS could 

detonate a dirty bomb or explode a nuclear bomb (Cooper, 2016).   

Other western countries have also felt the threat.  In 2016, after a joint coalition of countries 

made the ISIS suffer territorial losses, the ISIS perpetrated a lethal terrorist attack on Brussels, 

Belgium.  Observing the scale of murders and commenting on the attack, Vick (2016) wrote that 

“[t]he nuclear threat is real.”  The Belgian authorities locked down country’s nuclear plants as 

evidence surfaced that the ISIS was seeking nuclear weapons, as well as other weapons of mass 

destruction.  One piece of evidence was a video footage found in the home of a suspect with 

camera positioned to capture the front of a senior researcher’s residence at the Belgian Nuclear 

Research Center, a facility that contained highly enriched uranium, which can be used in a 
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nuclear weapon, and radioisotopes, and for building a dirty bomb, a radiological explosive 

device.  Belgian authorities suspected that the suspect filming the routine was planning 

kidnapping of nuclear scientist’s family member(s) to coerce the scientist into handing over 

nuclear materials as ransom (Wood, 2016).  

A few months later, in June 2016, the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, John 

Brennan, testified before the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence that, following some 

territory loss in Iraq and Syria as a result of the Coalition forces’ attacks, the ISIS personnel have 

dispersed to other countries, increasing the threat, and indicating that the U.S. strategy against 

the ISIS had been a failure (Morell, 2016).  In December 2016, Ingham (2016) wrote that the 

former Defense Secretary of the U.K. and Vice Chairman of the Nuclear Threat Initiative warned 

of the possibility, based on statements of captured ISIS operatives, that the ISIS might have 

already acquired radioactive materials such as caesium-137, cobalt-60 and iridium-192 from 

hospitals, where these substances are used to treat illnesses and save lives, to make dirty bombs.  

Others have also expressed suspicion that ISIS might have already made some headway in 

search of nuclear weapons.  Based on known reports of theft and smuggling of radioactive 

materials from around the world, Cirincione (2016) recounted that, during the past five years, the 

FBI interrupted four attempts by smugglers to sell radioactive materials to ISIS.  Concluding that 

the possibility of the ISIS coming into possession of nuclear weapons is real, he warned that 

western coalition’s successes against the ISIS increase the threat that the group will resort to 

nuclear or radiological terrorism for inflicting large-scale harm: 

Ironically, and tragically, the more military success we have against ISIS, the 
greater the demand may be for these weapons. ISIS is the first terrorist group that 
behaves like a state. It has territory to defend, a future to protect. They may want 
a nuclear bomb for the same reason states do: defense. If our military actions truly 
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threaten them, they will threaten to go nuclear, hoping to deter our attacks. Short 
of a nuclear explosive bomb, a dirty bomb threat may serve the same function. 
(Cirincione, 2016) 
 

A terrorist group’s acquisition of characteristics of a state adds new dimensions to the existing 

threat of nuclear terrorism, this statement seems to warn.   In short, ISIS is a more potent force 

than al Qaeda ever became.  It is believed to be the richest terrorist organization in history.  Its 

rapid successes and control of territories brought it more resources than al Qaeda ever got with 

bin Laden’s personal wealth and donations from around the world. It has more militants within 

its fold than any other terrorist organization.  Given its ideology and its propensity for mass 

murders, it is more primed to obtain nuclear weapons than al Qaeda ever was. 

Evidence for Dumas’ taxonomy: 

Dumas (2010) broadly classified terrorists along five major lines:  

1. Domestic terrorist groups and international terrorist groups, and some groups that blur 

this boundary;  

2. Terrorist groups that have clear political goals and terrorist groups that espouse general 

ideological or anarchical goals;  

3. Terrorist groups that pursue political goals with rationality and logic and terrorist groups 

that are driven by emotions, culture, tradition, or religion;  

4. Terrorist groups those that pursue a popular cause and terrorist groups that are extremists, 

i.e., whose cause and sentiments are not widely shared; and  

5. Terrorist groups that fight against a specified enemy and terrorist groups whose enemy is 

a large, vaguely defined group or entity (Dumas, 2010, pp. 53-58).   
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The above case study shows the following about Al Qaeda:  

1. An international, rather than domestic, terrorist group:   

The ISIS  began by subduing territories immediately ahead of it, those in Syria and Iraq.  

It announced its plans in the next five years to spread its boundaries of rule to include all 

Muslim majority countries and to initiate the final war between the Islamic world and the 

west.  Its present and future area of terroristic activities, thus, includes almost all the 

world.  Its warriors are also derived from all over the world.  It spread its ideology and 

message effectively through its bases around the world via the Internet and through cyber 

warfare, and, as a result, gained some 20,000 fighters from 90 countries.  Its immediate 

actions, however, have been restricted to its struggles to capture territories immediately 

ahead, instead of directly confronting the west.  However, its international terrorism 

continues alongside in the form of attacks in Muslim countries on tourists from western 

countries and by encouraging local terrorist groups in western countries and the U.S. to 

commit independent acts of terrorism.  

2. A terrorist group with general ideological and apocalyptical, rather than specific 

political, goals:  

ISIS’s apocalyptic vision foresees an existential war between the world of Islam and the 

west.  The group believes in the necessity of a caliphate to protect Muslims from non-

Muslims.  It has already announced the establishment of caliphate to initiate the 

Armageddon.  Its future plans include obliterating international boundaries between 

Islamic countries, unite all Muslims under the caliphate, and then carry on struggles 

against the United States and the west.  
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3. A terrorist group driven by emotions, culture, tradition, or religion, rather than with 

rationality and logic: 

The ISIS follows the Salafi-Jihadist movement, and, as such, is al Qaeda’s ideological 

kin.  It, too, has declared jihad in the name of God and, through self-serving 

interpretations of religion, justified terrorism against non-Muslims and Muslims whom 

the leaders pronounce as degraded Muslims.  Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the current ISIS 

leader, claims he is ideologically closer to bin Laden than al-Zawahiri, al Qaeda’s current 

leader.  The ISIS, however, is judged to be more dangerous because of its greater zeal 

and boldness in following the ideology.  In pronouncing that it restored the lost Islamic 

empire and in declaring the establishment of the caliphate shortly after its initial 

successes, the ISIS acted with zeal, rather than logic.     

4. A terrorist group with extremist, rather than a popular cause:   

ISIS’s religious zeal in pronouncing that it had established the caliphate remained 

unshared by the rest of the world, including Islamic countries.  The title of “Islamic 

State” has been largely rejected.  ISIS’s brutality has further alienated the world, 

including Islamic countries, from it.  The group’s cause is unpopular. 

5. A terrorist group fighting against a large, vaguely defined enemy, rather than a 

specified enemy:   

With its initial successes, the ISIS began a struggle against the Islamic countries, vowing 

all of them to unite under its caliphate.  The west and the United States are its long-term 

and ultimate enemies.  It foresees a final war between the Islamic world and the west. 

 



 

220 

Commentary: 

Like al Qaeda, the ISIS opposes the United States and the west based on causes that are 

rooted in history and religion.  Guided by its apocalyptic ideology and visions of an 

Armageddon, it seeks to annihilate its adversary.  In its terrorist acts are, however, 

unaccompanied by specific demands for political and social change.  It is, instead, led by its 

desire to change the existing order.  Concerning which, other than the broad pronouncements of 

establishment of the caliphate and wish for unification of Muslim countries as one state and 

revival of the seventh century religious society, it has not given any specific plan.   

The ISIS has demonstrated extremist tendencies and lack of restraint in commission of mass 

murders. It has already perpetrated genocide and large-scale murders using conventional and 

non-conventional weapons.  Nuclear terrorism fits into its conception of a powerful caliphate 

capable of taking on the loosely-defined enemy: the United States and its allies.   

To date, no country in the world has recognized ISIS’s caliphate.  Its claim of being a state has 

been harshly rejected all over the world.  Among the mainstream Muslims, it has found no 

popular support.  It does not espouse popular objectives. 

ISIS is a religious extremist organization in ideology and goals.  It enemy is the vast west 

and the United States.  Its political objectives are unclear and unspecified beyond broad claims 

and wishes.   It has pursued nuclear weapons.  In doing so, it validates Dumas’ taxonomy since 

its characteristics forecast that it would not desist from committing mass murders with use of 

nuclear weapons.  
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Comment on the three case studies: 

Dumas’ taxonomy alarms as its application to these case studies indicates that 

religiously-motivated terrorists with transnational bases of operations and ready to take on big, 

largely undefined enemies upon historical grievances but vague, unnegotiable demands can turn 

highly deadly.  It is clear from these case studies that terrorists motivated by religion, or 

exploiting religion, can cause mass destruction and deaths when they do not pursue a popular 

cause.  Such terrorist groups do not concern themselves with others’ opinion at display of 

barbarity as much as a political terrorist group not wishing to lose support of its own group 

would. This thought provides a possible explanation why terrorists with extreme causes could 

conceive as audacious plans as destruction of the world or replacement of an existing order with 

a new one through large-scale murders and destruction.  Weapons of mass destruction fit these 

goals and tactics, as is evident from these case studies.   

Analysts have argued that mass casualty seekers themselves are not a new phenomenon; 

they have existed in large numbers in the past (Quillen, 2002; Duyvesteyn, 2004). However, 

something has changed about today’s mass murders by terrorists, most observers agree (Laquer, 

2003).  Early on, Wilkinson (1990) had warned that indiscriminateness had increased among 

terrorists.  He surmised that attention generated by media images of terrorists-caused deaths and 

destruction might have raised the bar for terrorist activities.  Or, terrorists might have come to 

realize that attacking indiscriminately and hiding among the crowd is safer than committing 

targeted murders (Wilkinson, 1990, p. 7).   

In some rough form and with disparities, the three case studies confirm the existence of 

what came to be called a “new” terrorism, a phenomenon that began to be recognized somewhere 
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around the turn of the century.  At its worst, the “old” terrorism was a nuisance, wrote Laquer 

(1999), and it caused a few casualties.  The new terrorism emerged at the meeting point of the 

rise of bloodthirsty fanaticism and increased possibilities of access to weapons of mass 

destruction.  Most markedly, it is characterized by indiscriminate targeting.  Fanaticism gained 

an upsurge in the years immediately following the end of the Cold War at the same time when 

advancements in science and technologies of behind weapons of mass destruction, as well as 

means of their transportation, became simpler and cheaper (Laquer, 1999, pp. 3-4).  Crenshaw 

captured the distinguishing features of the new terrorism in following words: 

Whereas the "old" terrorists sought short-term political power through revolution. 
national liberation, or secession, the "new" terrorists seek to transform the world. 
Motivated by religious imperatives, they are thought to lack an earthly constituency and 
thus to feel accountable only to a deity or to some transcendental or mystical idea. . . .  
Because they do not want popular support, they are unlikely to claim public credit for 
their actions. Also, "new" terrorists are thought to be more inclined to use highly lethal 
methods in order to destroy an impure world and bring about the apocalypse. The 
strategies of the "old" terrorists were discriminating; terrorism was a form of 
communicating a specific message to an audience. Results were anticipated in the here 
and now. In the "new" terrorism, unlimited ends lead to unlimited means. Thus the "new" 
terrorists seek to cause high numbers of casualties and are willing to commit suicide or 
use weapons of mass destruction in order to do so. Finally, whereas traditional militants 
were linked in tight, centralized, structured conspiracies, the organization of the "new" 
terrorists is decentralized and diffuse. Adherents are united by common experience or 
inspiration rather than by direct personal interaction with other members of the group and 
its leaders. Institutions and organizations are less important than beliefs.  (Crenshaw, 
2000, p. 411) 

 
Political analysts agree, having empirically recognized similar characteristics in the highly-

notable terrorist activities of existing terror groups.  The National Commission on Terrorism, for 

instance, found in 2000 that for terrorists of today, fanaticism, rather than political interests, is 

the primary motivation and that fanatic terrorists are more unrestrained in their methods.  The 
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State Department’s Patterns of Global Terrorism (2002) also observed that the terrorist attacks 

had become deadlier.   

Significant dissimilarities, however, still exist in terrorist groups that appear to be alike.  

Despite the commonalities that their motivations are religious-based, that they desire to commit 

mass murders, and that they seek to change the world order with violence action, other facts 

about the groups studied here make them unlike.  For instance, Aum Shinrikyo was not formed 

in the underground world in the same manner as al Qaeda was. Aum Shinrikyo was a legal 

organization, registered in Japan and in other countries where it opened its branches.  Al Qaeda, 

in contrast, sought to be identified as a terror group from its beginnings.  Yet, in the end, they 

both fit the new terrorism genre because of their religious fanaticism and search for mass 

casualties. 

Other features might not lead to the same result.  Organizationally, Aum Shinrikyo was 

highly-centralized and closed, and, thus, distinct from al Qaeda, which maintained a loose, 

network structure.  While leaders of Aum Shinrikyo maintained tight control over lives of cult’s 

devotees, al Qaeda leadership and members were bonded by loose ideological and logistical 

connections.  Similarly, while Asahara brought both charisma and coercion in keeping devotees 

loyal to himself and to cult’s ideology and promises, the founding members of al Qaeda, bound 

by the common experience of having fought a war in Afghanistan against the U.S.S.R., exploited 

religious doctrines to gain recruits and independently-operating terrorists afar.  In these respects, 

Aum Shinrikyo deviated from the “new” terrorism model of decentralized organizational 

structure, while al Qaeda fitted into that structure.   
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The case of the ISIS is even more deviant.  It fits the genre of the new terrorism by being 

a religiously-motivated group and having an ideological kinship with al Qaeda.  It, however, 

displays features--such as unexpected appearances and swift attacks and conquests and brutal 

way of dealing with opponents--that make it more similar to revolutionary armies, such as those 

led by Napoleon Bonaparte in the 18th century.  Unlike al Qaeda, it is not a terrorist group 

without a return address, and, unlike al Qaeda and like a revolutionary movement, it aspired to 

rule a country with command and control structures that mimic a real country.  Yet, by its 

ideological motivations to commit mass murders, ISIS has the basic features that make it part of 

the new terrorism genre.   

Apart from studying with use of Dumas’ taxonomy, these groups can also be studied 

under Post’s (2002) taxonomy, which includes groups whose motives arise out of different 

sources, such as nationalist, revolutionary, and religious agenda.  Under the taxonomy, religious 

extremist terrorists form two sub-categories of (1) religious fundamentalist terrorists and (2) new 

religion terrorists.  A religious fundamentalist group seeks to maintain a radical interpretation of 

a mainstream religion.  Organizationally, it is characterized by the central role of the chief 

decision maker, interprets the doctrine to justify violence, and defines the enemy.  Al-Qaeda and 

ISIS are such religious fundamentalist groups.  Aum Shinrikyo, in contrast, is a nontraditional 

religious extremist group, more like Post’s new religion terrorists.  Such groups are closed cults 

that demonize an enemy to struggle against and perceive the conflict to be existential and 

apocalyptic.  Their millennial vision provides justification or motivation to forcibly push the end 

of the world closer with mass murders.  
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Post’s taxonomy, thus, differentiates within religiously-motivated terrorist groups.  

Nuclear weapons, as well as other weapons of mass destruction, however, fit in the philosophy 

and eschatology of both a religious fundamentalist terrorist group and a nontraditional religious 

extremist group.  Like the ideologically-inspired groups of Dumas’ taxonomy, religion-

motivated terrorist groups of Post’s (2002) taxonomy are unconcerned about earthly and human 

denunciation and are expected to seek heavenly approval as they wield weapons of mass 

destruction.   

Comment on Dumas’ taxonomy: 

Dumas’ taxonomy is based on five observable variables, five dichotomous characteristics of 

terrorists and their organizations.  He chose the variables to generate predictive ability 

concerning terrorists’ likely behavior, particularly the level of violence a terrorist group is likely 

to employ to pursue its goals.  He provided examples of each of the elements of his taxonomy 

from the real world.  The question arises whether they help to distinguish the kinds of 

motivations that lead terrorist groups to want nuclear weapons.  Evaluating the appropriateness 

of choice of variables in any classification is a difficult task, particularly when the researcher 

does not inform the reader as to what prompted him/her to choose a given set of variables to 

include in the classification and to exclude other possible ones.  A classification is strong or 

weak in accordance of the suitability of the choice of variables with what one wants to explain or 

predict.  Bailey (1994) maintained, 

. . . a classification is no better than the dimensions or variables on which it is 
based.  If you follow the rules of classification perfectly but classify on trivial 
dimensions, you will produce a trivial classification.  As a case in point, a 
classification that they [i.e., persons] have four legs or two legs may produce a 
four-legged group consisting of a giraffe, a dining room table, and a dancing 
couple.  Is this what we really want? (p. 2) 
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Bailey (1994) noted further that “there is no specific formula for identifying key characteristics” 

(p. 2).  It comports with reason that as empirical phenomenon to be studied undergoes evolution 

and take on or displays new characteristics, or displays old characteristics in new dimensions or 

intensity—as in the case of terrorism—researchers can be expected to make newer typologies 

and taxonomies with new variables or to shift emphasis on formerly-considered variables.  This 

situation, as well as the subjectivity engendered of researcher’s area of expertise and preference, 

makes evaluation of strengths and weaknesses of a taxonomy or typology even less tenable. 

The variables that Dumas chose to include in his taxonomy of characteristics of terrorists 

and their organizations help distinguish terrorist organizations that are likely to be motivated to 

perpetrate extreme violence from those that may not do so.  Accordingly, terrorists who operate 

transnationally, are driven by religious zeal; pursue nebulous, apocalyptic, and unpopular goals; 

and seek confrontation with a large and imprecisely defined enemy are more likely to be 

ferocious to the extent to seek and use nuclear weapons, or other weapons of mass destruction.    

The taxonomy does not obviously directly classify groups by several other variables that 

could also help in indicating the level of violence a group can resort to with acquisition and use 

of weapons of mass destruction, including nuclear weapons.  Another taxonomy with the same 

purpose could be based on slightly different elements.  

For instance, from Dumas’ taxonomy, a more expanded taxonomy could retain all five 

elements of Dumas’ taxonomy and add some specific predictors of nuclear terrorism.  For 

instance, a terrorist group seeking nuclear weapons would need strong planning, organizational, 

and operational capabilities, vast funding sources, and extensive network connections.  

Considering the forbidding legal and political global system with regard to purchase and 
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transference of nuclear weapons and their materials, particularly when non-state actors are 

involved, only a group with long-term meticulous planning capabilities, supported by its 

organizational structure and operational systems, can hope to succeed. Similarly, a terrorist 

group with strong and extensive sources of funding would be in a better position to aspire 

nuclear weapons than a financially-weak group.  Also, a group with connections, such as when 

its members are able to infiltrate government and bureaucracy would be able to wield some 

influence for acquisition of nuclear materials and technologies, for instance, by stealing or 

bribing officials.  Inclusion of these variables in a taxonomy would, therefore, be reasonable.  As 

is clear from the three case studies, these three groups had unusually strong financial backing and 

multiple sources of funding that enabled them to pursue acquisition of nuclear weapons. Dumas 

taxonomy, however, throws no light on these important capabilities. 

A terrorist group’s pursuit of nuclear weapons, or other weapons of mass destruction, 

would also requires that the group’s members include people with advanced knowledge of 

science and technology.  Aum Shinrikyo, for instance, lured experts of various science 

disciplines into membership before they could manufacture chemical and biological attacks and 

begin efforts to pursue nuclear weapons. The fact that this group and the other two groups 

studied here have not yet acquired nuclear weapons could be attributed to lack of adequate 

expertise, rather than lack of adequate money, needed for the purpose.  The quality of 

membership does not figure in Dumas’ taxonomy. 

Dumas’ taxonomy provides better guidance on motivational factors of terrorist 

organizations than aspects of their capability. To predict whether a group can succeed in 

acquiring nuclear weapons, however, a researcher would need to supplement this taxonomy with 
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others that include elements that speak of terrorists’ capability: planning, organizational, 

operational capability, financial strength, and extensiveness of network connections. 

With some distinctions, application of Dumas’ (2010) taxonomy to the three case studies appears 

to support the existence of the “new” terrorism, discussed above. That research thread identifies 

the most lethal modern terrorist primarily by its transnational in character, religiously-motivated 

acts to commit mass murders, and extensive networks.  Dumas’ taxonomy includes the first two 

elements.  Dumas makes valuable contribution by including other variables throw light on the 

level of brutality: the extremist nature of causes that lack popular support, imprecise nature of 

political demands, and vaguely definition of the enemy, enhancing the utility of indiscriminate 

attacks against which the group struggles.   

Laquer (1999) expected that the new terrorism, the one with apocalyptic goals to destroy 

civilization or humankind, would spring from small, closely-knit terrorist groups or from a single 

individual terrorist.  He argued that such goals are harder to form and realize in larger and 

loosely-formed groups that can be vulnerable to infiltration and exposure of plans.  In contrast, 

Dumas’ taxonomy, written in 2010, did not include size of the group as one of the elements of 

the characteristics indicate that size of the group matters, although he distinguished between 

domestic and international terrorist groups in the context of differentiating the scope of their 

activities. Terrorist organizations with expansive presence, international ones, are deadlier, 

Dumas’ taxonomy indicates.  

Yet, Laquer (1999) might have been right that level of lethality in the intentions and 

activities of a terrorist organization is likely to be a function of thoughts of individuals at the 

center of the organization, rather than of the whole group.  It is hard to imagine that thousands of 
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people who might have sympathized, or even actively or passively supported, the ideology and 

grievances of Aum Shinrikyo, al Qaeda, and ISIS would have equally supported mass killings 

and destruction as the way to achieve those goals.  That is, although Dumas’ taxonomy did not 

expressly include the size of the group in his taxonomy, he does not by this omission contradict 

Laquer’s point that high level of lethality in a terrorist group is more likely to emerge from a 

small, rather than a large group. 

Tucker (2001) considered two important elements as the distinguishing characteristics of 

the new terrorism: (1) its networked structure, so that the organization has entrenched bases in 

several countries and regions; and (2) amateur participation in the ideological movement that the 

group represents.  Tucker noted that terrorists of the new terrorism, similar to business 

organizations, benefit from the ongoing information revolution and are able to flatten hierarchies 

of their organizational structure and link with dispersed entities on the basis of a common 

purpose.  Such flexible and reliant organizations are more difficult to destroy than organizations 

formed with a hierarchy of command and control. Tucker also recognized that amateur terrorists 

join on the bases of like-mindedness of purpose and then disband, making it hard for authorities 

to spot the group (Tucker, 2001, pp. 1-2).  Dumas’ taxonomy did not include these two features 

as characteristics of terrorist organizations.   

Dumas’ taxonomy did not take account of several other characteristics that appeared to 

be salient to scholars of terrorism writing before him or after him.  Dumas did not include some 

other characteristics of terrorist groups that can help in guessing which groups have the capacity 

to become nuclear terrorists.  Each of the five elements in his taxonomy alone would be 

insufficient to create a highly-dangerous terrorist organization.  Together, and existing in various 
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proportional mixes in various groups, these elements can help recognize existence of a 

formidable terrorism, possibly nuclear terrorism.   

Policy recommendations: 

Scholars and practitioners recognize that terrorists resort to indiscriminate violence 

because they believe it works for them in creating fear and coercing a favorable response by the 

powerful enemy.  That is, terrorists rationally choose terrorism as a tactic to further their agenda 

through cost-benefit analysis.  This assumption of terrorists’ rationality underlies governments’ 

deterrence efforts against terrorism in seeking to increase costs of perpetrating terrorism.  The 

War on Terror, following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States, is an 

example of such an effort to deter terrorists.   

With regard to terrorist groups, certain issues make it hard to choose specific deterrence 

or dissuasion strategies: (1) it is hard to identify decision-makers; (2) it is difficult to know how 

terrorist decision-makers perceive costs, benefits, and consequences of acquiring nuclear 

weapons and to design strategies tailored to those perceptions; and (3) there is lack of means of 

communication between a state and non-state actors (U.S. Strategic Command USSTRATCOM, 

2006, p. 5).   To effectively influence non-state actors’ decision-making calculus, these issues 

need to be handled with diligent research and strategies. 

Major government strategies to respond to terrorism and its threat have included 

deterrence and protection strategies, including attacking and eliminating terrorist group, teaming 

up with allies to control borders against transportation of illegal nuclear materials and weapons, 

implementing other export control policies, and hiding and locking up all existing nuclear 

weapons around the world.  The first of these strategies—attacking and eliminating terrorist 
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group or its leaders--is that of deterrence, and the others are prevention strategies.  They work, 

although they are not foolproof.   

The killing of bin Laden and arrest of Asahara constituted a deterrence strategy.  These 

actions have had the effect of breaking up the power of al Qaeda and eviscerating Aum 

Shinrikyo of its worst source of killer propensities, for instance. The two organizations are, 

however, still active and may become dangerous in the future as they may simply have gone 

underground to re-band and invigorate. 

Similar success and failure patterns can be spotted with regard to other counter-terrorism 

strategies of the preventive kind.  The case studies indicate that the terrorists of the three studied 

groups have had vast financial resources but that they failed to acquire nuclear weapons due to 

technological deficiencies or inability to overcome legal and logistical hurdles.  Yet, the barriers 

are not entirely impossible to overcome for a resolute terrorist group in the future.  Allison 

(2004) argued that most of the materials needed to build nuclear weapons and other explosive 

devices are regularly used in military and civilian activities and cannot be completely hidden and 

that those authorized to handle them cannot be perfectly made immune to temptations to divert 

them for material benefits.  Similarly, there is no assurance that new nuclear weapons states will 

not share nuclear technology with or give access to nuclear materials to terrorists.  Border control 

measures are equally flawed, Levi (2008) wrote, since numerous instances of experimental 

smuggling by border-control authorities have already exposed security arrangements, creating 

the fear that smugglers of nuclear materials can succeed. 
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Deterrence and preventive control measures are important; it is clear.  They are not 

sufficient, however.  Counterterrorism strategists should learn from scholarly insight imparted by 

studies on what ends terrorism or how a terrorist group declines.   

Several studies have considered such questions.  Gurr and Cole’s (2002) assessment of 

United States’ historical vulnerabilities, for instance, led them to regard the latest kind terrorism 

that evinces no scruples in use of weapons of mass destruction as the third wave of vulnerability-

-following the other two, which were the Soviet test of the atomic bomb in 1949 and subsequent 

nuclear arms race.  Rapoport’s (2002) historical account of modern terrorism, similarly, 

demonstrated existence of four relatively distinct waves of terrorism.  While the first three 

waves, beginning from the last third of the nineteenth century until the last quarter of the 

twentieth century, comprised of anti-colonial rebellions and nationalist struggles, the fourth 

wave, the current one, religiously-motivated terrorism, started roughly in the last two decades of 

the twentieth century and has continued with increasing intensity until now.  Each of the 

previous three waves lasted about 30 years, affirming that terrorism has a beginning and an end.  

Weignberg (2013) wrote that the past three waves had receded in three ways: defeat, success, 

and transformation of purpose.  Gvineria (2009) identified from a large number of case studies 

eight modes of terrorism’s ending or diminishment: (1) substantial success (terrorists succeeded 

in achieving their main goals; (2) partial success (terrorists achieved recognition of their cause 

and discontinued violence to avoid costs); (3) repression (direct state action undermined group’s 

capabilities to coerce); (4) disintegration through burnout (members lost commitment to 

organization’s mission through perception of impossibility of achievement of goals, 

disillusionment with tactics, or disagreement with the mission; (5) loss of terrorist leaders 
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(leaders were imprisoned or killed); (6) unsuccessful generational transition (the cause could not 

be transmitted from one generation to the next); (7) loss of popular support (terrorist organization 

lost support of its constituencies; and (8) new alternatives (better prospect of success through 

legal or criminal action emerged) (Gvineria, 2009, p. 259).  Considering the uneven record of 

successes of some of these strategies (number 5, for instance), and undesirability of some others 

(numbers 1 and 2--or even 3--for instance), policy makers should look to strategies that bring 

about disintegration, unsuccessful generational transition, and loss of popular support for 

terrorism.   

Current strategy of dealing with terrorism is focused on denying them tools (e.g., access 

to nuclear materials and knowledge), preventing terrorism by enhancing security of potential 

targets, and punishment (e.g., waging of War on Terror).  Ginges (1997) studied terrorist groups 

of the past, and noted that most government response to terrorism, including all forms of 

deterrence strategies, are based on denial: refusal to negotiate, dealing with suspects with 

increased police power, military action, and with other forms of power-based retaliatory 

responses.  He conceded that this works in some situations.  However, he argued that these 

strategies seek to counter terrorists’ motivations by repression or ignoring significance of their 

grievance, creating more alienation, feelings of rejection, and oppositional repulsion between 

groups. Moreover, he recognized that social and psychological factors that go into the making of 

a terrorist are difficult to understand.  Ideology, for instance, translates discontent into political 

goals in a process of complicated push and pull.  Using history as a guide, he recommends a 

strategy combines social and legal incentives to contain the problem of terrorism and seeks to 

draw terrorist back into the society.  This recommendation is also built on social science research 
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on the importance of group to an individual, and vice versa.  His proposed counterterrorism 

strategy does not abandon forceful deterrence; he recommends increasing police powers as part 

of the strategy.  It, however, asks that individuals who have engaged in terrorism be given a 

chance to draw back and re-integrate with the mainstream society (Ginges, 1997, pp. 178-181).    

Moreover, and in line with idea, to develop counter terrorism or counter nuclear terrorism 

strategies in terrorist organizations that exploit religion, terrorism strategists should develop 

tactics and strategies to counter radicalization and seek to know and undercut terrorists’ 

recruitment process (Bal, Ozeren, & Sozer, 2011, preface).  Where terrorist organizations seek 

high level of casualties and destruction, high level of radicalization can be assumed to have 

happened, and knowledge of the process should guide counter-radicalization strategies.  Terrorist 

organizations often recruit members from socially and politically volatile environments or 

environments where people hunger for change or inner satisfaction, as the case studies indicate.  

Terrorist groups succeed by offering motivation to dispirited audience.  Dissuasion strategies 

should offer better prospects to dissuade potential recruits from joining terrorist groups.   

Krepinevich and Martinage (2008), developed a definition of dissuasion--in the context 

of states--as an effort to increase “target’s perception of the anticipated costs and/or decrease its 

perception of the likely benefits” from acquiring undesirable and threatening military 

capabilities.  Like deterrence, which assumes political actors to be rational, the dissuasion 

framework also assumes that manipulating costs and benefits would be helpful.  Dissuasion, 

however, should incorporate a range of instruments other than retaliation, including economic 

incentives to influence the cost-benefit analysis (Krepinevich & Martinage, 2008, p. viii).  The 

above discussion and the case studies indicate that terrorists act rationally in pursuance of their 



 

235 

goals, and choose the level of casualties to inflict and weapons accordingly.  Dissuasion 

strategies should, therefore, be applied in combination with deterrence strategies.  

The assumption of rationality in the case of a religiously-motivated group might be risky, 

however, and should be used with discretion. The influence of religious/ideological zeal and 

fanaticism that terrorists incite in their audience may discount the effect of costs and benefits of a 

strategy: 

. . . all actors do not view the world in the same way; nor, consequently, do they 
share the same model of rationality. What might appear “irrational” from the 
perspective of American observers could be entirely logical when the target’s 
culture, religious beliefs, political concerns, personal jealousies, life experiences, 
and other psychological factors (e.g., the degree of stress to which the target is 
exposed) are taken into consideration. Dissuasion strategy, therefore, must be 
informed by an understanding of how the target perceives the world and evaluates 
alternative courses of action. (Krepinevich and Martinage, 2008, p. xi) 

 

Religious fanaticism may blind the leaders to the costs to themselves, the group, or to the public 

involved.   

Dissuasion strategy should, therefore, primarily be directed at the group that is 

susceptible to religious zeal.  Policymakers ought to make sure that people in that group 

understand both the costs and benefits of joining terrorist groups.  Particular attention should be 

paid to uncommitted people, who would not wish to disrupt their normal life affairs.  Better 

economic and social integration opportunities will increase costs of participating in terrorism.   

As to the leaders, they too rationally seek benefits in return for sacrifice of life or for 

bearing other costs.  Denying them those accomplishments or benefits is a tool for dissuasion, 

according to Bunn (2007).   
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[I]t’s important that potential adversaries understand…there are things that you 
may wish to do, there are efforts you may wish to undertake, but you need to 
understand from the beginning, before you even start, that these are not going to 
be winning efforts. So don’t bother going down that course. (Cambone, 2001, 
cited in Krepinevich, A. F., & Martinage, 2008, p. 3) 

 

Credible threat must back up strategies of deterrence and dissuasion.   Bunn (2007) 

believed that reduction of benefits and increasing of costs can be achieved by developing a new 

kind of nuclear arsenal, one where suspected storage of nuclear and other materials for mass 

destruction, as well as individuals and groups amassing them with ill-intentions, can be targeted 

precisely without or with low dispersal of toxic radiation.  Having such a capability, and record 

of success, will increase credibility to improve dissuasion efforts (Bunn, 2007, p. 5).  Perceived 

benefit can also decrease if concerned countries such as the United States develop revolutionary 

detection and intelligence capabilities and capabilities of precise targeting.  Communicating to 

terrorists that such capabilities exist can reduce the benefit of developing such weapons for them 

as vulnerability, lack of operational feasibility, and inadequate marginal utility make lethal 

weapons unsuitable for terrorists’ grand goals. 

While attempts to acquire nuclear weapons by non-state actors must carry heavy costs, 

policy-makers should pay concerted attention to terrorism in general to address root causes.  The 

root causes are often social, economic, and political. Some people turn to terrorism or other 

forms of violence when the group is marginalized and suffers frustration or humiliation at the 

hand of another more dominant group for a long period of time.  Long-term investment in 

removing those causes are likely to bring more durable effect.     
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Terrorism is generally regarded as a politically-motivated violence.  The goals of the 

three groups studied in this paper are, however, not just political.  They have other impossible-to-

address goals that spring from motivations to redress historical grievances, search for divine 

approval, survive the end-of-the-days final war between good and evil, and reap rewards in the 

afterlife.  They have pursued nuclear weapons to bring about total transformation of the 

political/social order.  Such terrorist organizations thrive in conditions in which terrorist leaders 

become ideological mentors to inspire others.  To counter terrorism, it is important to understand 

those conditions.  Future research should be directed at developing strategies on eliminating or 

diminishing salience of terroristic tactics among disenfranchised and aggrieved groups.   

 

Conclusion 

The foundations question for this paper is, “What might motivate terrorists to seek and 

use nuclear weapons to perpetrate nuclear terrorism?”  The paper takes the position that only 

some terrorist groups might commit nuclear terrorism.  It seems from the case studies that only 

ideologically-zealous transnational terrorists driven by passions of inordinate intensity can be 

expected to seek and use nuclear weapons, particularly if they do not have specific political 

demands and their anger is directed at a vaguely-specified enemy.   

The three groups—Aum Shinrikyo, al Qaeda, and the ISIS--have such characteristics, and 

they have made attempts to acquire nuclear weapons.  While they tried and failed, they may yet 

try to acquire nuclear weapons for the fulfilment of their objective of committing mass 

destruction. 
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Their commonalities make them typologically aligned, though in a broad way.  The 

following is a more detailed list of their shared attributes:  

 They are international, rather than domestic, organizations, and their domain of 

activity is spread transnationally.  

 All three claim to be fighting a war against a vaguely-defined large power.   

 They are motivated by religion/ideology, and they mobilize followers by 

appealing to religious doctrines or holding out spiritual goals. 

 Their activities evince organizational sophistication to plan for the realization of a 

grand vision. 

 Their activities indicate that they achieved some level of technological 

sophistication and scientific knowledge, although their knowledge might have 

been insufficient to help them succeed in building nuclear weapons. 

 These are financially-strong organizations, with vast sources of funding and have 

had the financial strength enough to pursue nuclear weapons.     

 They attracted followers who were seeking hope against a disappointing existence 

(Aum Shinrikyo), attainment of grandeur to replace sense of defeat (Al Qaeda), 

and recovery of perceived past glory (ISIS).   

 Their leaders are visionary who present ideology as a power and galvanize 

believers into transformative action.  

 Their demands are non-negotiable, and they seek to change the existing order by 

assisting in the onset of an apocalyptic all-out final struggle. 
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 They are organizationally different, but inventive nonetheless in the sense that 

each adopted an organizational structure that suited its particular vision of the 

future. 

As the above discussion illustrate, religiously-driven terrorist groups are the most lethal 

ones and with broadest expanse of future vision of global dominance.  Each of the three groups 

in the case studies sought and used weapons of mass destruction. Even though these groups were 

unsuccessful in acquiring nuclear weapons, nuclear weapons suited their ultimate objective of 

total annihilation of the enemy and domination in a changed global order of politics and society.   

Despite progress in studies of common bases of extreme terrorism, consensus is still 

unformed as to what its desideratum is.  Terrorism has changed its face over time.  In 2000, 

Crenshaw, the eminent scholar of terrorism and the one who early on shaped the direction of 

terrorism studies by recognizing the instrumental and organizational bases of terrorism, wrote 

that “[t]errorism is meant to hurt, not to destroy” (p. 406).  The three cases of terrorist 

organizations presented in this paper suggest the contrary.  These organizations have sought to 

destroy the world.  Referring to the terrorism of this kind--the kind that exists at the nexus of 

religious fanaticism and weapons of mass destruction--National Commission on Terrorism 

quoted: “Today’s terrorists don’t want a seat at the table, they want to destroy the table and 

everyone sitting at it.” Confirming this thought, and with help from Dumas’ taxonomy, this 

paper provides the sad confirmation that today’s religion-inspired terrorists see killings and 

destruction as means of their elevation to a higher spiritual plane and unabashedly feel justified 

in committing extreme violence.  Such terrorists are deadlier than terrorists seeking secular 
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gains.  When they are able to expand their base of operation transnationally, increasing their 

resources and places to hide, they turn deadlier.   

Although the five characteristics of Dumas’ taxonomy do not indicate causation, it is 

possible to infer that religious radicalism--in conjunction with extremist and nebulous goals, 

transnational nature of operations, and a large, undefined enemy--produces apocalyptic, 

catastrophic terrorism of the kind perpetrated with weapons of extreme violence.  Future scholars 

may explore such causation in greater detail. 
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