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Part II: Three Challenges—Cold War Arsenals,  
Proliferation, and Terrorism

The Cold War has long since ended, and 
the United States and Russia have signed 

important arms control treaties that eliminated 
thousands of nuclear weapons. At the same 
time, thousands of Russian and U.S. nuclear 
weapons remain on high alert, ready to be 
launched within fifteen minutes if the presi-
dent gives the order. There is debate about 
what, if anything, needs to be done about these 
weapons. Some say that nuclear weapons help 
preserve the peace and U.S. security, while 
others argue that their very existence threatens 
all of humanity. 

There are also heated debates about the 
morality of nuclear weapons. For example, 
some argue that deterrence is immoral because 
countries should not threaten to kill hundreds 
of millions of people under any circumstances. 
Those who support deterrence and nuclear 
weapons say that it is moral to protect one’s 
country against possible destruction. Although 
these are difficult issues to ponder, try to con-
sider the moral aspects of nuclear weapons as 
you read.

After you read about arguments for and 
against these weapons, you will examine three 
other challenges. The first challenge is how 
to help ensure that Russia’s large arsenal of 
nuclear weapons and weapons-usable mate-
rial is secure and safe. The second is the issue 
of other countries acquiring nuclear weapons, 
also known as proliferation. Finally, you will 

look at the threat of terrorists acquiring nucle-
ar weapons. 

What are the arguments in 
favor of nuclear weapons?

The principal argument for nuclear 
weapons today is that deterrence continues 
to protect the United States from aggression. 
The belief is that no country would risk its 
own existence by attacking another country 
that has nuclear weapons. Those who support 
nuclear weapons argue that nuclear weapons 
actually make the world safer, because coun-
tries are less willing to risk the use of force. 
They argue that nuclear weapons prevented 
the Cold War from boiling over into a hot war. 
Some supporters believe that if more countries 
had nuclear weapons, the risk of war between 
these countries would decrease. A fundamen-
tal assumption of this group is that countries 
and their leaders make rational decisions and 
that their primary purpose is to ensure their 
country’s survival.

Some people support developing smaller 
nuclear weapons whose primary purpose is 
not nuclear deterrence, but use in wartime. An 
example of this would be a “bunker-buster” 
weapon that could penetrate hundreds of feet 
below the earth’s surface to strike at a hidden 
command post or weapons storage site. Advo-
cates say this might be necessary to guarantee 
the destruction of hidden biological, chemical, 
or nuclear weapons.

Categories of Nuclear Weapons
The U.S. military categorizes nuclear weapons as strategic (long-range), intermediate (me-

dium-range), or tactical (short-range). Strategic nuclear weapons include land-based ICBMs 
(intercontinental ballistic missiles) capable of hitting a target six thousand miles away in thirty 
minutes or less; submarine based SLBMs (submarine-launched ballistic missiles), which general-
ly have shorter ranges and slightly less accuracy but are harder to attack than ICBMs; and gravity 
bombs in planes. Intermediate nuclear weapons are shorter-range versions of strategic weapons. 
Tactical nuclear weapons include nuclear land mines, artillery shells, anti-aircraft explosives, 
and other short-range systems. Some tactical weapons have explosive yields of a fraction of a ki-
loton, are actually smaller than some non-nuclear weapons, and could be concealed in a briefcase 
or backpack.
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What are the arguments against 
nuclear weapons?

There are numerous arguments against 
nuclear weapons. These arguments are based 
on the idea that deterrence cannot be relied 
upon to preserve the safety of countries. An 
important belief is that because imperfect hu-
man beings are involved, deterrence is not a 
fool-proof system. Below you will read about 
several cases of “human error” and nuclear 
weapons.

Accidents: Those who are opposed to rely-
ing on deterrence to prevent nuclear war argue 
that when human beings are involved, “acci-
dents happen.” Although countries take many 
measures to prevent accidents, there have been 
several dozen documented accidents involv-
ing nuclear weapons. None has resulted in a 
detonation of the weapon. For example, U.S. 
planes have crashed while carrying nuclear 
weapons. In one remarkable instance, a techni-
cian dropped a wrench down a missile silo 
that punctured the fuel tank of the missile. 
The missile burst through its 780-ton silo door 
and landed one thousand feet away—fortu-
nately, the nuclear warhead did not detonate.

Unauthorized Use: The United States, 
France, and the United Kingdom have devel-
oped sophisticated controls (including codes 
and other security methods) to prevent the 
unauthorized use of nuclear weapons. Even if 
a U.S. nuclear weapon was stolen somehow, 
many experts believe that it would be very 
difficult to bypass the safeguards and detonate 
the weapon. Russia also has strong safeguards 
built into its system to prevent unauthorized 
use. It is not known for certain what kind of 
controls China, India, or Pakistan have built 
into their weapons, but they are assumed not 
to be as good as those of the United States 
or Russia. In one hair-raising example in 
1966, Chinese military forces decided to test 
a nuclear missile against a test-site target in 
China. The government in Beijing was power-
less to stop them. The missile was launched 
and detonated successfully. If the military had 
decided to launch the missile against another 
country, it would have been able to do so.

False Alarms: There have been numer-

ous documented occasions when false alarms 
have led the U.S. military to believe that the 
United States was about to be attacked with 
nuclear weapons. (Russian and Soviet leaders 
have faced the same dilemma.) Military lead-
ers faced with such information are forced to 
advise the president of the impending attack. 
The president then has approximately fifteen 
minutes to decide whether to initiate a nuclear 
response—known as “Launch on Warning.” 

One such example occurred in 1979, when 
U.S. missile crews received warning that a 
massive nuclear strike was inbound from the 
Soviet Union. After viewing data from satel-
lites that did not detect the missiles, military 
leaders discovered that someone had acciden-
tally loaded a training tape that simulated the 
signals of a Soviet first strike into a computer. 

U.S. officials utilize numerous sensors and 
systems, but also rely on other information as 
well. For example, in another instance, U.S. 
sensors mistook the rising moon for a Soviet 
attack. They determined it could not possibly 
be accurate, because the Soviet leader Nikita 
Khrushchev was in the United States at the 
time.

Making the decision about nuclear re-
sponse becomes even more difficult in the 
event of a crisis. For example, during the 
Cuban missile crisis, radar operators detected 
what they thought was a missile launch from 
Cuba against the United States. The launch 
came just thirty minutes after Khrushchev 
announced that he would withdraw Soviet 
missiles from Cuba. The U.S. radar operators 
confirmed and then relayed their information 
to their commanders. Only after the missile 
was supposed to reach its target and there was 
no nuclear explosion, did officials realize that 
a training tape was feeding the radar operators’ 
monitors.

The Danger of State Collapse: In addi-
tion to concerns about human error, some 
worry about the danger of political instabil-
ity in nuclear weapons states. Observers note 
that several countries with nuclear weapons 
are likely sites of great political and social 
upheaval. Some worry that North Korea and 
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Pakistan run the risk of their nuclear arsenals 
falling into the hands of dangerous extrem-
ists, criminals, or terrorists if there is a coup or 
sudden change of government.

Now that you have examined some of the 
arguments about nuclear weapons, you will 
read about three challenges of nuclear weap-
ons: Cold War arsenals, proliferation, and 
nuclear terrorism.

Cold War Arsenals
The Cold War has ended and a nuclear 

war between the United States and Russia 
seems difficult to imagine. Although there 
are tensions between the two countries, U.S. 
and Russian leaders want a cooperative rela-
tionship. Nevertheless, each country’s large 
inventory of nuclear weapons puts it at the top 
of the other country’s foreign policy priority 
list. And although both countries have steadily 
reduced their nuclear arsenals since the end of 
the Cold War, the United States and Russia are 
always aware of changes to the other’s nuclear 
forces and policies.

What happened to the Soviet 
Union’s nuclear weapons?

Tactical nuclear weapons had been widely 
spread throughout the Soviet Union. But by 
early 1992, the authorities in Moscow had 
concentrated all of them in Russia. The stra-
tegic nuclear missiles presented a different 
problem, as most of them could not be easily 
moved. Eighty-five percent of the missiles 

were based in Russia, but that still left sizeable 
forces in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus. 
These weapons were a top concern to the U.S. 
and Russian governments. Following careful 
diplomatic negotiations (that included the 
United States), Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Be-
larus agreed to turn their nuclear arsenals over 
to Russia. 

Why do Russian nuclear weapons remain 
a high concern to the United States? 

Since the end of the Cold War, U.S. and 
Russian leaders have signed several treaties 
that reduce each country’s stockpiles of nu-
clear weapons. Today, Russia and the United 
States have approximately 16,200 of the some 
17,300 nuclear weapons in the world. Al-
though many of the warheads are in storage 
and are not ready to be used as weapons, some 
consider their presence alone to be the world’s 
greatest threat.

Significant parts of U.S. and Russian nu-
clear arsenals remain targeted at each other’s 
territory—even though there is no political 
reason that either country would use them in a 
surprise attack. While an accident is unlikely, 
if one did occur the consequences would be 
unimaginably disastrous.

Why are U.S. officials concerned 
about Russia’s nuclear materials?  

A Russian nuclear attack is no longer the 
chief concern of U.S. security officials. Rather, 
most of them fear that Russia’s transforma-

The Nuclear Taboo
Today, there are some who advocate developing small nuclear weapons for use against small 

military targets, for example weapons storage sites buried deep underground. Supporters of these 
weapons say that they would not be used against cities, nor would they be used to threaten the 
destruction of another society.

The development of new kinds of nuclear weapons worries others who believe that the de-
structive power of nuclear weapons created an understanding that these weapons should never 
be used; there should be a taboo against their use. They argue that such a weapon, if used, would 
break the nuclear taboo and make the use of nuclear weapons acceptable military practice. They 
worry that such a development might lead to the use of larger, more destructive weapons and 
encourage other countries to develop nuclear weapons.
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tion from an authoritarian Soviet government 
weakened Moscow’s grip over its nuclear 
weapons program. 

Russian nuclear materials are scattered 
throughout a vast web of military installations, 
weapons laboratories and assembly factories, 
research institutes, nuclear power plants, 
naval fuel depots, nuclear waste storage facili-
ties, and other sites.

According to estimates, Russia possesses 
170 tons of plutonium and 750 tons of highly 
enriched uranium. Less than ten pounds of 
weapons-grade plutonium is needed to make a 
small nuclear bomb. An even smaller amount 
would be sufficient to poison the water supply 
of a large city and kill thousands of people.

Nuclear weapons experts fear that nuclear 
research centers and power plants are vul-
nerable to would-be smugglers of nuclear 
materials. Within Russia, criminal gangs have 
attempted to gain access to nuclear materi-
als and sell them on the international black 
market. A few pounds of plutonium could be 
worth millions of dollars.

What was the Cooperative 
Threat Reduction program?

One way to reduce the threat of stolen or 
illegally sold nuclear weapons is to go directly 
to the source. Between 1991 and 2012, the 
United States spent $7 billion on the Coopera-
tive Threat Reduction program throughout 
the former Soviet Union. The program helped 

dismantle, dispose of, 
and safely store nuclear 
weapons materials. The 
program, also known as 
“Nunn-Lugar” for the 
U.S. senators who initiat-
ed it, was mostly funded 
by the United States. The 
program deactivated over 
seven thousand nuclear 
warheads and destroyed 
hundreds of interconti-
nental ballistic missiles 
(ICBMs), missile silos, 
submarine-launched bal-
listic missiles, bombers, 

and nuclear test tunnels since 1991. In late 
2012, the Russian government announced that 
it would not participate in the program any 
longer. The United States is interested in find-
ing new ways to work with Russia to secure 
Russia’s nuclear weapons materials.

Beginning in 1994, the United States 
and other countries also provided more than 
$1 billion to establish and support the In-
ternational Science and Technology Center 
in Moscow. The Center provided civilian 
employment to scientists and engineers of 
the former Soviet Union who helped build 
weapons of mass destruction. The goal was to 
prevent Russian nuclear scientists from selling 
their skills abroad, a serious concern when the 
new Russian economy struggled, particularly 
during the 1990s. As Russia’s economy has 
strengthened, the Russian government has 
come to see the program as unnecessary and 
announced it would end the program.

Many of the scientists who were once 
elite members of the Soviet Union’s nuclear 
program now work at private companies that 
offer their services to industrializing countries. 
Iran has been a leading customer. The United 
States has maintained steady pressure on the 
Russian government to cooperate more in the 
effort to curb Iran’s nuclear program.

Important Post-Cold War U.S.-Russian  
Nuclear Weapons Agreements

Treaty Name Date
Deployed Nuclear  
Weapons Allowed

Start (Strategic Arms 
Reduction Treaty)

1994
Russia: 6,000

U.S.: 6,000

SORT (Strategic  
Offensive Reductions 
Treaty)

2003
Russia: 1,700-2,200

U.S.: 1,700-2,200

New START 2012
Russia: 1,550 by the year 2018

U.S.: 1,550 by the year 2018
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Why did the United 
States withdraw from 
the Anti-Ballistic 
Missile Treaty?

In 2002, the United 
States withdrew from the 
1972 Anti-Ballistic Mis-
sile Treaty with Russia 
so that it could begin to 
test and deploy missile 
defense systems. The 
purpose of the systems 
is to protect the United 
States and it allies 
against a small number of 
missiles, either acciden-
tally launched against the 
United States or from a 
country with only a few 
intercontinental ballistic 
missiles, for example, 
China or North Korea. 

Reactions to missile defense are similar 
to those when the Strategic Defense Initia-
tive was proposed by President Reagan some 
twenty years earlier. Critics note that tens of 
billions of dollars have been spent, but that 
tests of the systems have often resulted in fail-
ure. Others worry that missile defenses could 
provoke a new arms race with China. The Rus-
sian military believes that it could change the 
equation of deterrence in favor of the United 
States because it could be used against Russian 
missiles. The Russian government strongly op-
poses U.S. missile defense programs. 

Preventing Nuclear Proliferation
Nuclear proliferation is the spread of 

nuclear weapons to other countries. Since the 
United States exploded the first nuclear weap-
on in 1945, it has tried to keep these weapons 
out of other countries’ hands. Only seven 
countries have declared that they have nuclear 
arsenals: the United States, Russia, Great Brit-
ain, France, China, India, and Pakistan. Most 
experts believe that Israel has nuclear weap-
ons, although Israel has never admitted this. 
North Korea exploded small nuclear devices in 
2006, 2009, and again in 2013.

Many experts believe that the spread of 
nuclear weapons increases the chance that 
they will be used by one country against 
another. They also believe that proliferation 
increases the probability of an accident, of un-
authorized use of these weapons, or of nuclear 
weapons falling into the hands of terrorists. 

A few experts argue that it makes little dif-
ference to the United States how many other 
countries have nuclear weapons. They argue 
that nuclear weapons can help keep the peace 
among other countries just as they did be-
tween the United States and Soviet Union.

Some believe that the spread of nuclear 
weapons is inevitable. On the other hand, 
South Africa’s decision to give up its nuclear 
weapons in 1990 and Libya’s decision to open 
its doors to arms inspectors encourages some 
and suggests that controlling proliferation is 
possible. 

Some countries that seek nuclear weapons 
also argue that efforts to limit proliferation 
are made by large powerful states that already 
have the security benefit of having nuclear 
weapons at their disposal. They argue that 

A Russian shipyard worker uses a cutting torch to break down a section of a 
Russian Oscar Class nuclear submarine in Severodvinsk, Russia. This Russian 
ballistic submarine was dismantled as part of the Nunn-Lugar/Cooperative 
Threat Reduction program.  
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they also have a right to protect their own 
security with nuclear weapons. 

At the heart of international efforts to 
prevent proliferation are international arms 
control agreements. Two of the most important 
ones are the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) and the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 
(CTBT). While the United States is a member 
of the NPT, the U.S. Senate has refused to 
ratify the CTBT.

What is the role of the NPT in preventing 
the spread of nuclear weapons?

Through international agreements, the 
international community has tried to limit 
the spread of nuclear weapons. Central to this 
effort is the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT), designed to limit the spread of nuclear 
weapons and weapons technology—189 coun-
tries have joined the treaty. The NPT is the 
most widely adhered-to arms control treaty. 

The treaty requires those countries that 
had manufactured and exploded a nuclear 
weapon before 1967 (China, France, Russia, 

the United Kingdom, and the United States) 
not to give nuclear weapons or any nuclear 
weapons technology to any non-nuclear 
weapons country and to reduce their weapons 
stockpiles. The non-nuclear weapons coun-
tries agree not to acquire or produce nuclear 
weapons in exchange for the right to acquire 
nuclear equipment, materials, and knowledge 
for peaceful purposes. All countries that are 
parties to the NPT agree to submit to monitor-
ing by the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA).

Three Components  
of the NPT

1. Prevents the spread (proliferation) 
of nuclear weapons to countries that do 
not have them.

2. Requires countries with weapons to 
work towards disarmament.

3. Gives countries the right to 
have peaceful nuclear programs and 
technology.

The U.S. nuclear powered ballistic missile submarine, USS Alabama with tugboats in Puget Sound, Washington. 
The submarine can carry up to 190 nuclear warheads on missiles with a range of more than seven thousand 
miles.
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Today, India, Pakistan, North Korea, and 
Israel are the only countries with nuclear 
weapons that are not parties to the NPT. 
Therefore, they do not consider themselves 
to be bound to the agreements in the treaty. 
North Korea, originally a member of the NPT, 
announced its withdrawal from the treaty in 
2002 in order to pursue a nuclear weapons 
program.

The treaty specifies that countries with 
nuclear weapons must pursue nuclear disar-
mament. Many non-nuclear states who have 
given up their right to nuclear weapons claim 
that nuclear weapons states do not take seri-
ously the provision requiring them to disarm. 
Other critics note that North Korea was able 
to withdraw from the treaty too easily and the 
treaty did not prevent Iran from secretly violat-
ing the terms of the agreement for nearly two 
decades. Supporters state that the treaty has 
prevented President Kennedy’s fear of twenty-
five nuclear-weapons states from coming into 
existence.

Supporters of international arms control 
agreements assert that although the agreements 
may not be perfect, the United States is still 
more secure with such treaties in force than 
without them. Arms control supporters believe 
that when agreements need to be strengthened, 
the United States should work with the UN 
and other countries to craft better agreements, 
rather than renouncing them. 

What is the CTBT?
For more than thirty years, the United 

States participated in diplomatic efforts to 
negotiate an end to nuclear tests. Not only do 
tests cause environmental damage through 
radioactive fallout, but they allow countries 
to see if the weapons work—which allows 
these countries to add them to their military 
arsenals. The first treaty came after the Cuban 
missile crisis and banned testing of nuclear 
weapons in the atmosphere, outer space, and 
underwater. It was known as the Limited Test 
Ban Treaty of 1963. Only the United States, the 
Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom signed 
this treaty.

Since 1945, there have been more than two 

thousand nuclear tests. Although anti-nuclear 
grass-roots organizations had pushed to end 
all testing for more than forty years, progress 
towards a comprehensive treaty came after the 
Cold War. With strong support from President 
Bill Clinton (1993-2001), the United States, the 
other four declared nuclear weapons states, 
and sixty-six other states signed the Compre-
hensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), which seeks 
to end all nuclear weapons testing. 

In spite of the Clinton administration’s 
support of the agreement, the United States 
Senate rejected the ratification of the treaty in 
October 1999. Some U.S. senators argued that 
the United States must be able to continue to 
develop and test nuclear weapons to ensure 
that they work. Nevertheless, the United States 
maintains its own moratorium (ban) on testing, 
though it is not obligated to do so by treaty.

Supporters of the CTBT argue that a 
prohibition on nuclear testing makes it more 
difficult for countries who want to acquire 
nuclear weapons to do so, because they can-
not be sure if the weapons will actually work. 
(Today, the United States is able to do all of 
the analysis to maintain its warheads without 
actually testing them.) 

What other steps have been taken 
to control proliferation?

In 2003, the United States introduced 
the Proliferation Security Initiative. It is not 
an arms-control agreement, but a coopera-
tive international enforcement effort to stop 
the spread of nuclear weapons and materials 
that could be used to make nuclear weapons. 
Concern about illegal shipments from North 
Korea, for example, have led countries to 
put a high priority on coordinating efforts to 
stop shipments of nuclear-related materials. 
Governments coordinate their diplomacy, law-
enforcement, military, and financial resources 
to counter the spread of nuclear weapons.

In 2004, the UN Security Council passed 
Resolution 1540. It is applicable to all states, 
and therefore represents a broader group than 
the Proliferation Security Initiative. It calls on 
states to take specific steps to institute controls 
to prevent terrorists and others from acquir-
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ing nuclear, chemical, and 
biological weapons. In 
it, all states also agree to 
strengthen and fully im-
plement all international 
arms control agreements.

Three Proliferation 
Cases
Iran—A Hard Case

The United States 
government worries that 
Iran has a program to 
develop nuclear weapons. 
The Iranian government 
denies it is developing 
weapons, but claims that 
as a signer of the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) it has the right to 
develop nuclear materi-
als for peaceful purposes. 
(All countries that have signed the NPT are 
allowed to acquire equipment, materials, and 
knowledge for peaceful purposes. For ex-
ample, NPT countries may develop nuclear 
materials for nuclear power plants or medical 
purposes.) The dilemma for the international 
community is that it is difficult to distinguish 
between “good atoms” for peaceful purposes 
and “bad atoms” for military purposes. 

In a move supported by Washington and 
Europe, Russian officials proposed supply-
ing Iran with fuel for its nuclear power plants 
that could be used only for peaceful purposes. 
Nevertheless, in 2009 Iran admitted that it 
had a secret uranium enrichment plant. In 
2011, a UN report stated that Iran’s nuclear 
program could have a military dimension. 
These events have heightened concern around 
the world. France, Germany, and the United 
Kingdom have negotiated closely with Iran to 
encourage it to end its nuclear program. Iran’s 
leaders have staunchly defended Iran’s right 
to a nuclear energy program. Iran’s hostile 
language towards Israel has also heightened 
international anxiety about Iran’s intentions.

“Iran does not have a right to 
nuclear military capacity, and 
we’re determined to prevent that. 
But it does have a right to civil 
nuclear power if it reestablishes 
the confidence of the international 
community that it will use its 
programs exclusively for peaceful 
purposes.”

—Secretary of State Hillary Clinton,  
July 15, 2009

In 2010, Iranian nuclear enrichment facili-
ties sustained damage from a sophisticated 
computer virus, known as Stuxnet. The origins 
of the virus are unknown, but some experts 
believe that Israel and the United States were 
behind the attack. In addition, several key Ira-
nian nuclear scientists have been assassinated 
in Tehran. Tensions between the United States 
and Iran are high and even raise the possibil-
ity of a military confrontation. How should the 
United States deal with Iran? Is Iran develop-
ing a nuclear weapon? Is the U.S. experience 
with Iraq relevant when thinking about this 
issue?

Anti-aircraft guns guarding the Natanz nuclear facility, Iran.
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Pakistan: The “Wal-Mart” of Nuclear Proliferation
Abdul Qadeer Khan, thought of as the father of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program and a 

national hero in Pakistan, was the leader of an international smuggling ring that sold nuclear 
weapons plans and technology for nearly two decades. Khan’s network sold the equipment and 
knowledge needed to produce nuclear weapons to Iran, North Korea, and Libya during the 1980s 
and 1990s. Shortly after Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, Khan offered to sell equipment and bomb 
plans to Iraqi nuclear officials. The former head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, 
Mohamed el Baradei, called Pakistan the “Wal-Mart of private sector proliferation.” The former 
director of the Central Intelligence Agency, George Tenent, said that Khan was “at least as danger-
ous as Osama bin Laden.” 

Libya’s renunciation of its nuclear program in 2003 led to further discoveries about Khan’s 
network. The Pakistani government initially resisted arresting Khan, but succumbed to interna-
tional pressure in early 2004. Khan received a conditional pardon, but is under house arrest and 
prevented from speaking to outsiders. Khan insisted that he acted alone and without government 
approval. Many suspect that the Pakistani government may have known and even approved what 
he was doing and is therefore anxious to avoid the public spectacle of a trial and public state-
ments by Khan.

India and Pakistan—A New Cold War?
Since 1947, India and Pakistan have 

fought three wars across the LoC—the Line of 
Control that separates Indian from Pakistani 
Kashmir. Both India and Pakistan claim the 
land that was divided by the partition of India 
in 1947. After the partition, millions of Mus-
lims, Hindus, and Sikhs were displaced from 
their homes. Up to a million were killed in 
ensuing violence. Since 1947, more than thirty 
thousand soldiers have died in Kashmir. 

In 1974, India conducted its first nuclear 
test, which it called a “peaceful nuclear explo-
sion.” In response, Pakistani President Zulfikar 
Ali Bhutto stated that, if necessary, Pakistanis 
would “eat grass” in order to develop nuclear 
weapons of their own. On May 11 and 13, 
1998, India tested five nuclear devices. On 
May 28 and 30, 1998, Pakistan successfully 
conducted its first nuclear tests. Neither Paki-
stan or India have signed the NPT.

In recent years, India and Pakistan have 
made some progress toward better relations, 
but tensions and violence continue to flare as 
do concerns about the threat of nuclear con-
flict. Whether India and Pakistan can resolve 
the problem of Kashmir remains to be seen. 

In addition, there is worry about Pakistan’s 
contribution to the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons. Evidence has emerged that Pakistani 
scientists have provided both their expertise 
and equipment to North Korea’s and Iran’s 
nuclear weapons programs during the 1990s. 
While some scientists may have acted without 
the government’s knowledge, it is likely that 
Pakistan’s government authorized much of this 
activity. 

Another worry is that weapons may fall 
into the hands of extremists in Pakistan. The 
presence of the Taliban and al Qaeda there 
has many experts worried. They believe that 
the greatest security threat today is Pakistan’s 
nuclear weapons. 

“I am gravely concerned about the 
situation in Pakistan, not because 
I think that they’re immediately 
going to be overrun and the Taliban 
would take over in Pakistan; I am 
more concerned that the civilian 
government there right now is very 
fragile.... [W]e have huge strategic 
interests, huge national security 
interests, in making sure that 
Pakistan is stable and that you don’t 
end up having a nuclear-armed 
militant state.”

—President Barack Obama, April 29, 2009
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North Korea 
In the fall of 2002, North Korea stunned 

U.S. officials when it admitted that it had 
been continuing work on a nuclear weapons 
program for years, violating a 1994 agree-
ment—known as the Agreed Framework—not 
to develop weapons. North Korea noted that 
the United States had also failed to live up to 
its half of the 1994 agreement, which was to 
help North Korea produce two nuclear reac-
tors for electric power. North Korea expelled 
the International Atomic Energy Agency’s 
(IAEA) weapons monitors from its borders, 
announced that it was beginning production 
of nuclear materials, and declared that it was 
withdrawing from the Nuclear Non-Prolifera-
tion Treaty. 

In August 2003, six countries—the United 
States, Russia, China, South Korea, North 
Korea, and Japan—met in the first of a series of 
meetings to negotiate an end to North Korea’s 
nuclear program. Delegates met frequently 
over the next few years in what became known 
as the “six-party talks.”

Despite the efforts of the international 
community, North Korea announced to the 
world in February 2005 that it had nuclear 
weapons. In July 2006, it conducted missile 
tests and conducted its first nuclear test in Oc-
tober 2006. North Korea conducted its second 
nuclear test on May 25, 2009, and a third in 
February 2013. Leaders around the world re-
soundingly condemned North Korea’s action. 
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There are also suspicions that North Korea has 
shared nuclear weapons knowledge and equip-
ment with Iran and Syria.  

“North Korea’s nuclear weapons and 
ballistic missile programs constitute 
a threat to U.S. national security and 
to international peace and security.... 
The danger posed by North Korea’s 
threatening activities warrants 
further swift and credible action by 
the international community. The 
United States will also continue 
to take steps necessary to defend 
ourselves and our allies.”

—President Barack Obama,  
February 12, 2013

North Korea, an isolated country with few 
allies, made it clear to the world that it con-
tinues to pursue a nuclear weapons program. 
This is despite nearly two decades of high-
level international talks aimed at convincing it 
to renounce the program. 

U.S. President Obama has stated that 
North Korea’s actions are a threat to interna-
tional peace. Experts believe that North Korea 
has not yet developed the capacity to launch 
a nuclear weapon via missile, but long-range 
missile tests in 2012 increased fears that North 
Korea is closer to being able to launch a nucle-
ar weapon at another country. Analysts believe 
that North Korea has enough weapons-grade 
plutonium for six to eight nuclear weapons.  

Terrorism
While no one knows if any terrorist group 

has acquired nuclear weapons, all are aware 
that any nuclear explosion would dwarf the 
devastation of the terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2001. Experts disagree on the 
likelihood of terrorists acquiring a nuclear 
weapon. Most agree that the central idea of the 
nuclear era—deterrence—is not likely to pre-
vent terrorists from using a nuclear weapon. 
Terrorist groups differ from states in that they 
can be mobile and difficult to identify. There-
fore, the threat of massive retaliation, a central 

part of deterrence, is unlikely to stop a terror-
ist from acting.

“At various times from at least as 
early as 1992, Osama bin Laden and 
others, known and unknown, made 
efforts to obtain the components of 
nuclear weapons.”

—Justice Department indictment for the 
1998 U.S. embassy bombings in Africa

How might terrorists acquire 
a nuclear weapon?

There are several ways that a terrorist 
organization might acquire a nuclear weapon. 
Terrorists might choose to steal one. In one 
example from 1977, a German terrorist group, 
the Baader-Meinhof gang, attacked a U.S. 
military base in Germany and engaged in a 
gun fight with U.S. soldiers. They were unsuc-
cessful and retreated before they could steal a 
weapon.

Although nuclear weapons facilities are 
generally well-guarded, experts point out that 
weapons are more vulnerable to theft when 
they are being transported from place to place. 
Another period of vulnerability might occur 
if a country experiences a coup, collapses, or 
loses control of its military.

Terrorist organizations might also try to 
buy a nuclear weapon. There is concern that 
North Korea, a country desperate for cash, 
might sell a nuclear weapon. 

Finally, many worry that terrorists might 
try to produce their own bomb. Some experts 
point out that if a terrorist organization ob-
tained the necessary materials, it might be able 
to produce a nuclear device. Others are not so 
sure that terrorists would be able to produce 
a bomb. Even if terrorists could not produce a 
nuclear explosion, there is a concern that they 
could place radioactive materials around a 
conventional bomb. If this “dirty bomb” were 
to explode, it would shower poisonous radio-
active materials over the surrounding area.

How might terrorists use a nuclear bomb?
Most experts believe it unlikely that ter-
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These questions highlight some of the debates surrounding 
nuclear weapons. In the coming days you will have an 

opportunity to explore three options for U.S. policy on these 
issues. Each of the options in the next section is based on a 
distinct set of values or beliefs. Each takes a different perspective 
on the U.S. role in the world and the role of nuclear weapons 
in security policy. You should think of the options as a way 
to help you better understand the contrasting strategies that 
people in the United States may use to craft future policy.

In the end, you will be asked to create an option that reflects 
your own beliefs and opinions about where U.S. policy should be 
heading. You may borrow heavily from one option, combine ideas 
from two or three options, or take a new approach altogether. You 
will need to weigh the risks and trade-offs of whatever you decide. 

rorists would deliver a nuclear weapon using 
conventional military means—launching a 
missile or dropping a bomb from a plane. 
However, they worry that a nuclear device 
could be smuggled into the United States, per-
haps hidden in one of the tens of thousands of 
cargo containers entering U.S. shipping ports 
daily. 

In 2002, the U.S. government launched a 
new electronic cargo security program capable 
of tracking containers shipped from Asia and 
Europe into the United States. Critics warn 
that despite these measures, U.S. vulnerability 
remains significant.

Since the terrorist attacks of September 
2001, attention to perceived security threats 
has dramatically increased. Greater resources 
are devoted to intelligence gathering and law 
enforcement. Still, some argue that the United 
States remains seriously under-prepared for 
another attack.

How does the threat of terrorism affect 
thinking about nuclear weapons?

The world has lived with the existence of 
nuclear weapons for more than sixty years. 
During this time, there have been vigorous 
debates about their morality and whether they 
actually helped keep the peace with the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War. The threat of ter-
rorism has reinvigorated the debate about the 
role these weapons play in the world.  

While the future of nuclear weapons 
remains to be seen, today the theory of deter-
ring a nuclear attack by threatening a massive 
response seems less than useful against an 
elusive terrorist group. Are nuclear weapons 
so dangerous that countries should work to 
eliminate them, or do they still have a pur-
pose? Should states work to prevent the spread 
of nuclear weapons among other states? How 
can the world best prevent terrorists from ac-
quiring and using a nuclear weapon?




