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Nuclear weapons are the most powerful and destructive weapons held in the aresenals of any
modern states. Since the creation of the nuclear bomb, many have feared that a nuclear war could
lead to the end of life on earth as we currently know it. The Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of
Nuclear Weapons (NPT) is the central organisation working towards maintaining nuclear peace
and preventing the further spread of nuclear arms (Graham 2004, 285). The NPT’ s main focus is
preventing further nuclear proliferation (Ford 2007, 403).

The reasons why states have sought nuclear weapons since the Second World War (WW2) are
explored below. In particular, this analysis focuses on state survival, national prestige, and ‘great
power’ status theories, which are the most prominent theories used in explaining nuclear
proliferation. Additionally, the issues related to non-proliferation and reductions to current
nuclear weapon stockpiles are discussed.
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State Survival Theory

Nuclear proliferation refers to the spread of nuclear weapons and the technology used to produce
such weapons, and to the process by which a state develops and/or comes into possession of
nuclear weapons (US Department of Defence 2005). The first nuclear fight for survival ended in



1945 when the United States (US) used two nuclear bombs against Japan to bomb the cities of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki (Carroll 2007). However, after WW2 the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics (USSR) accelerated its nuclear development program, due to fears that the US and
their Allies would attack them (Holloway 1995, 271-273). This highlights states working
towards gaining nuclear arms in the interest of their survival, and this initiated the Cold War. The
concept of ‘survival’ within an anarchic world is a strong argument in understanding a state’s
desire to seek nuclear arms.

Realists generally believe that states must fight for their own survival; this is due to their theory
that the world is in a state of anarchy (Mearsheimer 2006, 71-88). During WW2, the US, United
Kingdom (UK), Germany, Japan and the USSR all had nuclear weapon programs at various
stages of development (Burr and Richelson 2001, 62). The side to ‘develop a nuclear bomb first
would have the ability to win the war, and survive’ (Holloway 1981, p. 163).

Carranza (2006, 502) argues that using nuclear weapons to defend a state can be a positive
action, as other states are less likely to be aggressive towards a nuclear-armed state. This
highlights the benefits of proliferation, and supports the survival theory. Another reason for less
potential aggression from other states is due to the fear that just one single nuclear exchange
between two states could lead to devastating effects (Starr 2011). However, a downside to one
state having nuclear weapons is that other states may feel threatened by this and actively seek
nuclear weapons themselves (Sidel et al. 2007, 1591).

The Cold War saw an acceleration of states that sought to gain nuclear weapons in the interest of
their survival (Holloway 2010, 379). In particular, for the UK and France, this was due to their
doubts that the US’s guarantee of nuclear protection to North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
(NATO) member states could be relied upon (Pifer 2011, 13-16). A secondary argument relates
to ‘great power’ status as the reason for both the UK and France seeking nuclear weapons
(Gowing 1974); this will be discussed further later. Because of doubts relating to NATO, the UK
and France moved forward with their own nuclear weapons programs to have better control over
their own survival (Hill et al. 1995, 19). The necessity for the UK’s nuclear weapons program
has been questioned on numerous occasions. For example, Hill et al. (1995, 19) argue that the
UK’s nuclear weapons had absolutely no influence at all during the Cold War, and did not deter
any potential enemies. This highlights that a state’s survival by means of nuclear weapons is not
always necessary, but this does not necessarily remove the desire for proliferation. This could at
times be seen as the state survival theory being used as an excuse or a fear campaign to gain
public support for nuclear development (Doyle 2013, 10).

In Eastern and Southern Asia, China started a nuclear arms survival race, involving India and
Pakistan. In the face of the Korean War and the Taiwan Straits Crisis, China started developing
nuclear weapons in 1954 (Burr and Richelson 2001, 69). This was seen as a deterrent for the US
and later the USSR (Stephan 1996). Roberts et al. (2000) argue that China is often forgotten in
the nuclear weapons world, and that China’s nuclear program ultimately led to India and then, in
turn, Pakistan developing their own nuclear arsenals. The survival theory in this case is
supported by China’s No First Use Policy, whereby they have pledged to only use their nuclear
arsenal in retaliation to nuclear attack from another state (Nuclear Files 1995). However, China’s



credibility as to whether they would honour their No First Use Policy has been questioned,
placing their defensive/survival intentions in question (Ullman 1972, 66).

After China’s first nuclear tests in 1964, India started pushing forward with nuclear
development, with their program starting in 1967, and first test in 1974 (Perkovich 1999, 15).
There are many arguments for why India wanted nuclear weapons, mainly focused on the
concept of state survival. For example, Riedel (2012) believes that the 1962 Himalayan border
war between India and China was the most influential factor in India’s decision to develop a
nuclear arsenal. This can be seen to emphasise India’s desire for nuclear weapons as a decision
based on the state’s survival. Furthermore, in 1972 Pakistan (Perkovich 1999, 19) started
working towards obtaining a nuclear capability due to India’s nuclear program and, in particular,
the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War that cost Pakistan a lot of territory. These tensions led Pakistan to
nuclear development in fear of their state’s survival in case of further war with India (Haqqani
2005, 91). It could be argued that China, India and Pakistan all had very reasonable grounds to
seek nuclear weapons, due to past wars and ongoing security concerns.

National Prestige Theory and North Korea

It has been argued that many authoritarian regimes seek nuclear weapons for national prestige,
often thought to be a way of becoming an international player (O’Neill 2006, 1). For example,
North Korea’s recent nuclear weapons proliferation and tests are believed by some to be for
national prestige, both internationally and domestically (O’Neill 2006, 4). Kim argues that the
domestic factor in North Korea’s case is a way for Kim Jong-II and, since his death, Kim Jong-
un to show the military and citizens their strength (2014, 218-219). Ji (2009, 8) states that ‘the
interests of the military and Kim Jong-Il are inevitably concentrated on the nuclear weapons
program to assure the survival of his regime’. ‘Survival of his regime’ can be seen to extend to
gaining national prestige from proliferation through continued power.

However, many disagree with the national prestige theory in the case of North Korea’s
motivation for nuclear weapons. For example, Faulkner (2010) argues that North Korea’s nuclear
program is centred on their Military First Policy and rewarding loyal military leaders with the
funding and resources necessary to produce nuclear weapons. This could imply that Kim Jong-1l/
Kim Jong-un sought nuclear weapons as a means to maintain power, by keeping military leaders
happy. For North Korea, it can be argued that national prestige maybe an internal prestige, one
based on keeping the regime in power.

Many also see North Korea’s nuclear program as at least partly due to state survival. This
argument is in line with North Korea’s official reasoning behind its nuclear program (Kerr,
Hildreth, and Nikitin 2016, 20-21). The US and South Korea have been cited by the North
Korean government as the biggest threats to their survival (Kerr, Hildreth, and Nikitin 2016, 20-
21). Gebru (2015, 350) believes that no one theory explains North Korea’s intentions; rather a
mixture of reasons are most likely behind their ongoing nuclear program. This includes national
prestige theory, which could be being used to support the North Korean government’s public
projection of their state’s world power status to the North Korean people.

‘Great Power’ Status



Gowing (1974) has argued that both the UK and France entered their respective nuclear
programs because of ‘great power’ status theory. Gowing (1974) describes ‘great power’ status
as the phenomenon of past powerful states looking to regain/retain at least a minimal amount of
their past or current power. The two world wars saw the end of both France and the UK’s former
‘great power’ status, and each are argued to have seen nuclear weapons as a needed factor of
current and future ‘great powers.” Pifer (2011, 4-6) believes that there were genuine fears about
NATO?’s reliability, but the desire to retain some power was also a factor in seeking nuclear
arms. Another factor was that the US was seen as having too much control over NATO which,
considering both states’ previous levels of military power, left them feeling powerless (Chalmers
and Walker 2002, 4).

As mentioned previously, there has been much debate in the UK about the necessity for and the
effectiveness of its nuclear weapons. Debates have arisen in the UK regularly, especially
whenever renewal and reinvestment is necessary for the UK’s Trident nuclear weapons system.
Gowing (1974) has repeatedly argued that if the UK ended Trident it would lose its most
powerful military asset. Moreover, Chalmers and Walker (2002, 5) have stated that the loss of
Trident would mean that the UK would lose status which, it can be argued, is the fear of loss of
‘great power’ status.

French nuclear weapons are often cited by the French Government as being central to the state’s
autonomy (Yost 1996). The French have in recent times had less public call for disarmament
than the UK. However, France did face tough internal and external criticism during their 1990s
nuclear testing in the South Pacific (Siskin 2014, 190). In recent times, France has also been
pressured about trusting NATO, like all other European Union states (Siskin 2014, 199-200).
However, there is no indication that France would consider disarming its nuclear weapons
(Siskin 2014, 203).

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Issues

Past attempts towards achieving nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament of nuclear weapons
have had some success, although this has been limited. Nuclear disarmament has occurred in
South Africa, Kazakhstan, the Ukraine and Belarus, with each state giving up nuclear weapon
possession (Global Security n.d.). South Africa’s motivation for holding nuclear weapons was
the threat from Soviet and Soviet-backed states. When this threat abated, such as when the
Cuban military in Angola was no longer a threat in the late 1980s and early 1990s, they disarmed
(Pabian 1995). This highlights South Africa’s desire to seek nuclear weapons as due to the need
for survival, with disarmament occurring once the threat to their survival ceased to exist.

In the case of Kazakhstan, the Ukraine, and Belarus, all three inherited nuclear weapons upon
separation from the USSR (Woolf 1996). Kiernan (2008) believes that the main reason for these
three states giving up nuclear weapons was the economic incentives offered by the West and a
desire for acceptance from the world in the post-Cold War era. In addition, Brazil and Argentina
agreed to end their nuclear programs after years of each state being suspicious of the other’s
program (Kiernan 2008, 19-20). Although neither state ever produced nuclear weapons, this is
thought to be a good non-proliferation outcome, through the peaceful end of a nuclear arms race.



The number of nuclear weapons in existence has been dramatically reduced, peaking at
approximately 65,000 in 1985-86 (Webster 2012) and reduced to approximately 10,000 in 2014
("Nuclear Notebook" 2016). This could be seen to be a positive move towards disarmament,
compared to the Cold War years. Although nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament have been
successful to a certain degree, no other nuclear powers that developed their own nuclear weapons
have completely disarmed, other than South Africa (Sidel and Levy 2007, 1592). Hence,
although there has been success in disarmament, it is argued that complete disarmament and non-
proliferation is highly unlikely.

The prospect for non-proliferation and, furthermore, the total removal of all nuclear weapons by
all nuclear weapon states, is argued by many to be an impossible task (Snider 1995, 95-96). One
reason for this is that nuclear-armed states, such as the US and Russia, are signed up to the NPT,
yet they still possess nuclear weapons (UNODA n.d.). Butcher (2010) believes that until these
nations make larger reductions in their nuclear arsenals, attempts at countering states looking
towards proliferation may be difficult. This is because no other state seeking nuclear arms would
take seriously another state with nuclear weapons requesting that they discontinue their program.

The US and Russia signed the ‘New Start’ treaty in 2010 to work towards having only 1500
active nuclear weapons between them, although new nuclear development continues (Shear
2010). A key example of this was the US’s 2012 defence budget, which allowed funding for
modernisation of their nuclear weapons arsenal (Kristensen 2012). This can be seen to highlight
the gradual reductions that are being made, but also the degree of difficulty faced in gaining total
disarmament and non-proliferation. Thus, reductions of nuclear arsenal can be seen as positive,
but current nuclear modernisation, as seen in the US, could overshadow hopes of total nuclear
disarmament and hamper efforts to stop further states seeking nuclear weapons.

Conclusion

State survival is arguably the principal reason that states have sought nuclear arms. The
proliferation of nuclear weapons has in turn led other states to seek nuclear weapons for their
own state’s survival. The main period in history that this nuclear arms race occurred was during
the Cold War. Although, analysing national prestige theory also raised that North Korea may
have at least in part used this theory in its desire for nuclear weapons. However, this does not
completely extinguish the state survival theory and proliferation as a means for ongoing
authoritarian rule in North Korea. ‘Great power’ status for the UK and France was also
highlighted as a likely factor in each state seeking nuclear arms. This continues, especially in the
UK, which has had high levels of criticism of its continued nuclear weapons. Finally, while some
progress has been made in both preventing further states from seeking nuclear arms, and
reductions in nuclear stockpiles, it has also had limitations. Nuclear states, especially the US and
Russia, can be seen as central in leading the way by example if stopping proliferation is to be
achieved. However, to lead by example, these states would need to actively move towards



completely removing their nuclear weapons capabilities, which is not at all likely, at least not in
the near term!
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