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The quest to regulate nuclear weapons offers a glimpse of interactions between states that were sworn enemies and
had had little in common due to incompatible economic and political systems. Yet, through diplomacy and the
influence of the United Nations, were able to avoid war and find ways to achieve progress in the most critical of
areas. It also gives us one possible answer to the question of why there has not been a third world war.

Although the US was the first state to successfully detonate a nuclear weapon, others soon followed – the Soviet
Union (1949), the United Kingdom (1952), France (1960) and China (1964). As the number of nations possessing
nuclear weapons increased from one to five, there were fears that these weapons would proliferate (spread rapidly).
This was not only a numbers issue. As the weapons developed, they became many orders of magnitude more
destructive. By the early 1960s, nuclear weapons had been built that could cause devastation for hundreds of
kilometres beyond the impact zone. Recognising the danger, the United Nations attempted in vain to outlaw nuclear
weapons in the late 1940s. Following that failure, a series of less absolute goals were advanced, most notably to
regulate the testing of nuclear weapons. Weapons that were being developed required test detonations – each
releasing large amounts of radiation into the atmosphere, endangering ecosystems and human health. By the late
1950s, diplomacy under a United Nations framework had managed to establish a moratorium (suspension) on
nuclear testing by the United States and the Soviet Union. However, by 1961 a climate of mistrust and heightened
Cold War tensions between the two nations caused testing to resume.

One year later, in 1962, the world came to the brink of nuclear war during the Cuban Missile Crisis when the Soviet
Union placed nuclear warheads in Cuba, a communist island nation-state approximately 150 kilometres off the
southern coast of the United States. Cuban leader Fidel Castro had requested the weapons to deter the United
States from meddling in Cuban politics following a failed US-sponsored invasion by anti-Castro forces in 1961. As
Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev (1962) put it, ‘the two most powerful nations had been squared off against each
other, each with its finger on the button.’ After pushing each other to the brink of a nuclear war, US president John F.
Kennedy and Khrushchev found that via diplomacy, they could agree to a compromise that satisfied the basic
security needs of the other. Over a series of negotiations, Soviet missiles were removed from Cuba in return for the
United States agreeing to remove missiles they had deployed in Turkey and Italy. As the two sides could not fully
trust each other due to their rivalry, the diplomacy was based (and succeeded) on the principle of verification by the
United Nations, which independently checked for compliance. Building further on the momentum, in July 1963 the
Partial Test Ban Treaty was agreed, confining nuclear testing to underground sites only. It was not a perfect solution,
but it was progress. And, in this case it was driven by the leaders of two superpowers who wanted to de-escalate a
tense state of affairs.

Although early moves to regulate nuclear weapons were a mixed affair, the faith that Kennedy and Khrushchev put in
building diplomacy facilitated further progress in finding areas of agreement. In the years that followed the Cuban
Missile Crisis, Cold War diplomacy entered a high watermark phase in what became known as a period of ‘détente’
between the superpowers as they sought to engage diplomatically with each other on a variety of issues, including a
major arms limitation treaty. In that climate, progress was made on nuclear proliferation.
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The Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (1970) – often known as the Non-Proliferation Treaty –
sought to channel nuclear technology into civilian uses and to recognise the destabilising effect of further nuclear
proliferation. It was a triumph of diplomacy. The genius of the treaty was that it was aware of the realities of the
international politics of the time. It was not a disarmament treaty as great powers would simply not give up their
nuclear weapons, fearful their security would be diminished. So, instead of pursuing an impossible goal of eliminating
nuclear weapons, the Treaty sought to freeze the number of nations that had nuclear weapons at the five states
which already possessed them. Simultaneously, those five nations were encouraged to share non-military nuclear
technology with other states – such as nuclear energy and nuclear medicine – so that others would not feel tempted
to pursue nuclear weapons. In short, those who had nuclear weapons could keep them. Those who didn’t have them
would be allowed to benefit from the non-military research and innovation of the existing nuclear powers.

Due to the well-considered design of the treaty and its enforcement, it has been highly successful. Following the end
of the Cold War, the Non-Proliferation Treaty was permanently extended in 1995. Granted, it has not kept the number
of nuclear nations to five, but there are still fewer than ten – which is far from the twenty or more projected before the
treaty entered into force. States with nascent nuclear weapons programmes, such as Brazil and South Africa, gave
them up due to international pressure. Today, only a small number of states are outside its bounds. India, Pakistan
and Israel never joined as they (controversially in each case) had nuclear ambitions that they were not prepared to
give up due to national security priorities. Underlining the weight of the Non-Proliferation Treaty, in 2003, when North
Korea decided to rekindle earlier plans to develop nuclear weapons, they withdrew from the treaty rather than violate
it. To date, North Korea remains the only state to withdraw from the Non-Proliferation Treaty.

The non-proliferation regime is not perfect of course – a situation best underlined today by North Korea. It is also a
system with an inherent bias, since a number of states are allowed to have nuclear weapons simply because they
were among the first to develop them, and this continues to be the case regardless of their behaviour. Yet, while
humankind has developed the ultimate weapon in the nuclear bomb, diplomacy has managed to prevail in
moderating its spread. When a state is rumoured to be developing a nuclear bomb, as in the case of North Korea, the
reaction of the international community is always one of common alarm. We call ideas that have become
commonplace ‘norms’ and non-proliferation has become one of the central norms within our global system.

About the author:

Dr Stephen McGlinchey is the Editor-in-Chief and Publisher of E-International Relations and Senior Lecturer of
International Relations at UWE Bristol. His publications include Foundations of International Relations (Bloomsbury
2022), International Relations (2017), International Relations Theory (2017) and US Arms Policies Towards the
Shah’s Iran (Routledge 2021, 2014). You can find him on twitter @mcglincheyst or Linkedin.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 2/2

http://www.tcpdf.org

