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aSciences Po (CERI)/Nuclear Knowledges, Paris, France; bDepartment of Political Science, Lund 
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ABSTRACT
How was the scope of nuclear weapons policy change immediately after the 
Cold War determined? Nuclear learning and worst-case thinking are common 
but not satisfactory answers. On the basis of primary sources in multiple 
languages, we posit that a particular temporalization of nuclear events in the 
beginning of the 1990s took place: nonproliferation timescaping. The Iraqi case 
of opaque proliferation was treated as the harbinger of future nuclear danger, 
while the breakup of the nuclear-armed USSR was depicted as not repeatable or 
not to worry about, and South African nuclear disarmament was reframed as 
a non-proliferation success.
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The period immediately following the end of the Cold War was seen by 
diplomats from many countries as a window of opportunity for new 
possibilities, including nuclear disarmament or new forms of coopera-
tion and development based on ‘peace dividends’.1 However, radical 
change did not follow. While the global number of nuclear warheads 
was considerably reduced from its peak in 1986 to the end of the 
1990s, this number still far exceeds civilization-ending possibilities, 
even without taking into account the climate effects of limited nuclear 
wars.2 Indeed, this numerical decrease overlapped with an increase in 
the destructive capabilities of existing weapons; if one considers the US 

CONTACT Benoît Pelopidas benoit.pelopidas@sciencespo.fr Sciences Po (CERI)/Nuclear 
Knowledges
1Kjølv Egeland, ‘Who Stole Disarmament: History and Nostalgia in Nuclear Abolition Discourse’, 

International Affairs 96/5 (2020), 7–8; Hebatalla Taha, ‘Misremembering the ACRS: Economic 
Imaginations and Nuclear Negotiations in the Middle East’, Global Affairs 7/3 (2021), 327–42.

2The total number of nuclear warheads in the world decreased from 58,336 in 1989 to 26,095 in 1998, 
a more than 55% reduction over a decade. Hans Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, ‘Global Nuclear 
Weapons Inventories, 1945–2013’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 69/5 (2013), 78.

JOURNAL OF STRATEGIC STUDIES                     
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2023.2290441

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the 
Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0987-5570
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9960-3108
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9552-9801
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01402390.2023.2290441&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-01-02


arsenal, the reduction of the number of warheads from the late 1980s 
to the late 1990s coincided with an escalation in aggregated 
lethality.3 Meanwhile, the legally recognised nuclear weapons states 
(NWS) relegitimised their stockpiles as ‘hedges against future 
uncertainties’,4 while the ‘real’ problem with nuclear weapons was 
defined as preventing ‘horizontal proliferation’.5 In those fundamental 
respects, the change that happened was less than radical. This paper 
scopes the possibilities of change, arguing that the dawn of an era of 
nuclear policy change turned into dusk in less than a decade.6

De-entrenchment of nuclear weapons is only possible if it is regarded 
as conceivable, so that actors can invest in the space of political con-
testation they imagine. In other words, not conceiving of alternative 
futures is enough to perpetuate entrenched policies. We therefore 
investigate the imagined futures that emerged and were made action-
able during this period, looking at the press, reports from international 
organizations and intelligence services. International organizations and 
intelligence services do not only shape state policy but also influence 
discussions on what is conceived as possible, while the press is a source 
of information and activation for citizens’ movements – which have 
been important drivers of nuclear arms control policies historically.7

We lay out three possible explanations for why different futures were 
considered or ignored, then assess their validity by comparing them to 
the historical record, consisting of written or oral primary sources in 
multiple languages. All three are characterized by a process of selection 
and treatment of available information to shape the future in which 
action will be designed. The first one, ‘nuclear learning’, consists of 
processing all available information from the past to define possible 
futures among which decisionmakers can choose; this includes informa-
tion about vulnerabilities. The second one, ‘worst-case thinking’, con-
siders that prudence demands that one assumes the worst about 
potential enemies’ intentions and capabilities, regardless of available 

3From 1989 to 1998, the number of US nuclear warheads decreased from 22,217 to 10,732, an 
approximately 30% decrease in the size of nuclear arsenals worldwide, but it resulted in a slight 
increase of the aggregated lethality of the US nuclear arsenal. Lynn Eden, ‘The U. S. Nuclear Arsenal and 
Zero: Sizing and Planning for Use – Past, Present, and Future’, in Catherine McArdle Kelleher and Judith 
Reppy (eds.), Getting to Zero: The Path to Nuclear Disarmament (Palo Alto: Stanford UP 2011), 69–89, at 
72.

4Brian C. Taylor, ‘“A Hedge Against the Future”: the Post-cold War Rhetoric of Nuclear Weapons 
Modernization’, Quarterly Journal of Speech 96/1 (2010), 1–24; Joseph Masco, ‘Nuclear Pasts, Nuclear 
Futures; or, Disarming Through Rebuilding’, Critical Studies on Security 3/3 (2015), 308–12.

5Nick Ritchie, US Nuclear Weapons Policy After the Cold War: Russians, ‘Rogues’ and Domestic Division 
(London: Routledge 2008); David Mutimer, The Weapon State: Proliferation and the Framing of Security 
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner 2000).

6We use nuclear policy to mean nuclear weapons policy throughout.
7Jeffrey W. Knopf, Domestic Society and International Cooperation: The Impact of Protest on U.S. Arms 

Control Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 1998).
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information. We show that neither of these common explanations 
match the imagined futures that were presented at the time. The 
learning and selection process of which possible futures are treated as 
plausible was not determined by an ‘objective’ assessment of available 
information. Instead, it is substantively shaped by an ideological process 
of timescaping, the third possible explanation, which connected specific 
pasts, presents and conceivable futures to build an imagined future of 
non-proliferation which closes political possibilities.8

While the importance of the framework of proliferation in the shaping of P5’s 
nuclear policy in the 1990s has been established, the temporal and ideological 
dimensions of the non-proliferation framing have not. This is our contribution 
to the debates on US grand strategy, the drivers of non-proliferation policy and 
the study of the constitutive role of imagined futures in policy.9

Empirically, we use three case studies to demonstrate our argument. This is 
not intended as a comprehensive study of all the possible (non-)nuclear 
futures that were conceivable during the early 1990s. However, the three 
selected case studies – South African disarmament, USSR state breakup, and 
Iraqi undetected pursuit – each offered a concrete and high-profile precedent 
for different nuclear futures. All three were discussed extensively by policy-
makers and in policy-adjacent spaces during the 1990s, yet only the latter of 
these precedents was internalized into mainstream policy timescaping. This 
required a specific temporalization of these three nuclear events that 
unfolded in the immediate post–Cold War: further instances of proliferation 
were temporalized as belonging to the future, while the other two cases were 
temporalized as one-off events belonging to the past.

To prove our hypothesis that non-proliferation timescaping overrode 
other modes of futuremaking, we investigated policy and journalistic discus-
sions of each case in exhaustive depth. We found a near-total absence of any 
discussion that located either repeated episodes of unilateral disarmament 
(the South Africa case) or nuclear state breakup (the USSR case) in any 
conceivable future. This absence does not prove our point on its own, but 
we show, through the Iraqi case study, how the fear of ‘horizontal prolifera-
tion’ became the hegemonic framing of future nuclear threats in a world 
where nuclear weapons are assumed to be eternally present.

In analysing the composition of these timescapes, the post–Cold War 
environment is pertinent because these three poorly predicted events 
happened at that time, which should have considerably widened the 
scope of possibilities in nuclear weapons policy. But the Iraqi case only 

8Barbara Adam, Timescapes of Modernity: The Environment and Invisible Hazards (London: Routledge 
1998).

9Inter alia Francis J. Gavin, ‘Strategies of Inhibition: US Grand Strategy, the Nuclear Revolution and 
Nonproliferation’, International Security 40/1, (2015).
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was considered as possibly repeatable in the future and more than that, 
was treated as the harbinger of things to come.

We focus on the period from 1990 to 1998, treating the Indian and Pakistani 
tests as the end of this political sequence. This period of nine years offers 
enough time to assess the possibility of a lesson-learning process. Furthermore, 
the Indian and Pakistani tests of May 1998 opened a new political and strategic 
moment as they shifted the debate about future nuclear possibilities.10

The article proceeds in three steps. We first outline three common expla-
nations for the scope of conceivable futures and show how different the 
nuclear weapons policy debate could have been in a timescape in which all 
three of the possibilities that materialised in the post–Cold War world were 
taken seriously, not just one. In the three following empirical sections, we 
identify how the three nuclear surprises of the time get assigned to different 
temporal validity. We conclude with implications for explaining nuclear 
weapons policy.

Explaining the scope of nuclear weapons policy possibilities after 
the end of the Cold War

This section lays out three possible explanations for the scoping of possible 
nuclear futures in the 1990s: imagining possible futures based on nuclear learn-
ing; worst-case thinking as a manifestation of prudence; and nonproliferation 
timescaping.11

The post–Cold War moment demonstrated that opaque nuclear pro-
liferation, unilateral nuclear disarmament and the breakup of a nuclear- 
armed state could happen; after all, they just did. Therefore, nuclear 
learning should have identified all three of these possibilities as repea-
table in the future. Since they did occur, the question is whether they 
will be repeated, but they certainly cannot be treated as inconceivable.

Another common explanation is that the scoping of possible futures is 
shaped by worst-case thinking,12 such as the accidental explosion of 
a nuclear warhead,13 or, for the earliest generation of strategists, nuclear 

10William Walker, A Perpetual Menace: Nuclear Weapons and International Order (London: Routledge 
2011), 149–55.

11On nuclear learning, Jeffrey W. Knopf, ‘The Concept of Nuclear Learning’, Nonproliferation Review 19/1 
(2012), 79–93; Mark S. Bell and Nicholas L. Miller, ‘The Limits of Nuclear Learning in the New Nuclear 
Age’, in Vipin Narang and Scott D. Sagan (eds.), The Fragile Balance of Terror: Deterrence in the New 
Nuclear Age (Ithaca: Cornell UP 2023). On worst-case thinking as an imperative of prudence in offensive 
realism, see Ken Booth and Nicholas J. Wheeler, Security Dilemma. Fear, Cooperation and Trust in World 
Politics (Basingstoke: Palgrave 2008), 34–38 and John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power 
Politics (New York: W. W. Norton 2001), 31–36.

12As expressed by Michael Quinlan, ‘The Future of Nuclear Weapons: Policy for Western Possessors’, 
International Affairs 69/3 (1993), 485–96.

13The absence of unwanted explosions of nuclear weapons so far cannot be explained by perfect control. 
Benoît Pelopidas, Repenser les choix nucléaires (Paris, Presses de Sciences Po 2022), 208–13, 283–91; 
Martin J. Sherwin, Gambling with Armageddon. Nuclear Roulette from Hiroshima to the Cuban Missile 
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attacks ‘out of the blue’. Such eventualities demand the retention of 
nuclear arsenals as an ‘insurance policy’. The breakup of a nuclear 
armed state is another potential worst-case scenario. However, while 
the policymaking community, press, and intelligence analysts worldwide 
agreed that this was a non-desirable outcome, it happened with the 
Soviet Union, which is not only a nuclear-armed state but the largest 
one. An approach of worst-case thinking should therefore include it 
among conceivable future possibilities but does not.

We propose a third possible explanation: non-proliferation timescaping. In 
this approach, conceivable and actionable futures are selected independently 
from what has happened. It can therefore ignore one or more of the events that 
have materialised as possible components of the future – without even having to 
explain why they will not be repeated. Non-proliferation timescaping is 
a component of the overarching ‘ideology of nuclear order’ which holds that 
limiting ‘horizontal proliferation’ in the short-term is the only way to nuclear 
disarmament in the long-term.14 This pervasive and powerful ideology took on 
‘common sense’ status during the Cold War. Influential policy elites have inter-
preted the end of the Cold War as a ‘lesson’ that NATO and the US specifically 
needed to maintain the nuclear dominance which had kept European peace and 
ultimately defeated Soviet communism – ostensibly only until such time as the 
world was safe for disarmament.15 As Egeland shows, maintenance of US nuclear 
weapons is a central tenet of the ideology of nuclear order,16 so the futures 
envisaged by non-proliferation timescaping entail US nuclear dominance. 
Similarly deliberate, overt attempts to shape the post–Cold War nuclear time-
scape around non-proliferation as opposed to disarmament were on show at the 
1995 NPT Review Conference, where the US pressured delegates who were 
wavering on the question of indefinite NPT extension.17

In the following three sections, we confront these three possible explana-
tions for the scoping of nuclear futures in the 1990s. We examine the value 
attributed to three nuclear weapons policy possibilities which have materi-
alised: unilateral nuclear disarmament from a state with a small nuclear 
arsenal, the breakup of a nuclear-armed state, and opaque nuclear 
proliferation.

Crisis (New York: Knopf 2020), 4–6, 25, 77, 466; Len Scott, ‘The Essential Inevitability of Worrying about 
the Bomb: New Writing on the Cuban Missile Crisis’, Intelligence and National Security 37/3 (2022), 458– 
60.

14Kjølv Egeland, ‘The Ideology of Nuclear Order’, New Political Science 43/2 (2021), 208–30; Pelopidas, 
Repenser les choix nucléaires, chap. 1 and 6.

15We thank Reviewer 1 for drawing this point to our attention. See George P. Shultz, William J. Perry, and 
Henry A. Kissinger, ‘Deterrence in the Age of Nuclear Proliferation’, Wall Street Journal, 7 Mar. 2011; also 
Quinlan, ‘The Future’.

16Egeland, ‘Ideology’, 215.
17Julia Preston and R. Jeffrey Smith, ‘The Nuclear Treaty: Product of Global Full-Court Press by U.S.’, 

Washington Post, 14 May 1995; Susan B. Welsh, ‘Delegate Perspectives on the 1995 NPT Review and 
Extension Conference’, Nonproliferation Review 2/3 (1995), 1–24.
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How South Africa’s nuclear disarmament was rendered ‘unrepeatable’ 
and turned into a non-proliferation success

The idea that its nuclear programme was ‘unique’ and immanent to apartheid 
underpinned the idea that South Africa’s disarmament was unrepeatable and 
made it compatible with a narrative of non-proliferation. A process of learning 
from available information cannot account for this timescaping. Similarly, neo- 
realist worst-case thinking cannot account for South African disarmament. It 
would have directed post-apartheid South Africa to hedge against future uncer-
tainties by reviving its nuclear weapons programme. While South Africa retained 
fuel cycle capabilities, nuclear weapons expertise, and a stockpile of highly 
enriched uranium, South Africa has shown no interest in rearmament.

Under apartheid, a techno-nationalist myth propagated regarding the 
‘indigeneity’ of the programme, made possible by Afrikaner 
resourcefulness,18 under conditions of unprecedented international ‘iso-
lation’. This posited that the bomb was unique in its autochthony, 
removed from the usual transnational exchanges of expertise and mate-
rial which facilitate nuclearization.19 This falsehood persisted in part 
because non-proliferation advocates in the US and Europe have been 
keen to distance themselves from the assistance given to apartheid South 
Africa.20 During the early 1990s, scholarship accepted and reproduced 
claims about ‘indigenous’21 technological capabilities and the ‘unique’ 
nature of the South African case.22 The practically unanimous conclusion 

18Saul Dubow, A Commonwealth of Knowledge: Science, Sensibility, and White South Africa (Oxford: Oxford 
UP 2006).

19Tom Vaughan, ‘South Africa and Nuclear Order: Between “Local” Technopolitics and “Global” 
Hegemony’, doctoral dissertation, Aberystwyth Univ., 2021.

20Rob Gillette, ‘Uranium Enrichment: With Help, South Africa Is Progressing’, Science 188/4193 (1975), 
1090–92; Anti-Apartheid Movement, ‘Nuclear Collaboration with South Africa: Britain’s Profile’, 
Working Paper (London: United Nations Seminar on Nuclear Collaboration with South Africa 
24 Feb. 1979), MSS AAM 1499, Archive of the Anti-Apartheid Movement, 1956–1998, Bodleian 
Library, University of Oxford; Sasha Polakow-Suransky, The Unspoken Alliance: Israel’s Secret 
Relationship with Apartheid South Africa (New York: Pantheon 2009); Or Rabinowitz and Nicholas 
L. Miller, ‘Keeping the Bombs in the Basement: U.S. Nonproliferation Policy toward Israel, South 
Africa, and Pakistan’, International Security 40/1 (2015), 4; Anna Konieczna, ‘Nuclear Twins: French- 
South African Strategic Cooperation (1964–79)’, Cold War History 21/3 (2021), 283–300.

21David Albright and Mark Hibbs, ‘South Africa: The ANC and the Atom Bomb’, Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists 49/3 (1993), 39–40; Frank V. Pabian, ‘South Africa’s Nuclear Weapon Program: Lessons for U.S. 
Nonproliferation Policy’, Nonproliferation Review 3/1 (1995), 1–19.

22Darryl Howlett and John Simpson, ‘Nuclearisation and Denuclearisation in South Africa’, Survival 35/3 
(1993), 164; Waldo Stumpf, ‘South Africa’s Nuclear Weapons Program: From Deterrance to 
Dismantlement’, Arms Control Today 25/10 (1995), 3. A related claim by apartheid-era scientists held 
that Pretoria’s nuclear doctrine was uniquely irrational. This has also been refuted, but it further 
encouraged the conclusion that South Africa’s armament and disarmament could not be understood 
through existing theoretical frameworks and bore no applicable lessons to future cases. Noel Anderson 
and Mark S. Bell, ‘The Limits of Regional Power: South Africa’s Security Strategy, 1975–1989’, Journal of 
Strategic Studies 46/2 (23 Feb. 2023), 419. Vipin Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era: Regional 
Powers and International Conflict (Princeton: Princeton University Press 2014), 232–43. We thank 
Reviewer 1 for this insight.
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was that there were, therefore, no lessons to be learned regarding 
disarmament.23

By contrast, surveying ‘repentant nuclear proliferants’, Spector drew expli-
cit connections to Iraq and the extent to which the South African case high-
lighted the need to prevent proliferation by Iraq and other similar regimes.24 

South Africa’s disarmament was actually a cause for concern. It highlighted 
the urgent need for new ‘far-reaching’ non-proliferation measures and ‘a 
significant realignment of existing international non-proliferation 
practices’.25 Albright and Hibbs worried that former South African personnel 
would join foreign nuclear programmes, or that undeclared South African 
nuclear inventory could be exported.26 Albright noted the ‘natural concern 
that a dangerous technology will pass into new, untested hands’.27 Pabian 
discussed several ‘lessons for US non-proliferation policy’, ignoring 
disarmament.28 Quinlan saw South African disarmament as a ‘cautionary 
reminder’ of the importance of non-proliferation and continued US nuclear 
armament.29

Such claims reappeared in South African and US policy circles. In 1994 the 
African National Congress (ANC) held a conference in Cape Town to assess 
the lessons of the South African nuclear programme. Activist Renfrew Christie 
noted: ‘[T]he criminal Apartheid State [sic] [. . .] was so scared [. . .] that it felt it 
needed the possibility of instant death for millions’.30 The implication is that 
South Africa’s armament and disarmament was an aberration because its 
nuclear weapons were an outgrowth of apartheid. Albright stated that ‘South 
Africa is unique in that it is the only country that had nuclear weapons and 
decided to give them up’, but spoke on future ANC non-proliferation obliga-
tions rather than more disarmament. Energy analysts and nuclear personnel 
also repeated former apartheid-era claims that South Africa’s uranium enrich-
ment process was globally ‘unique’.31 This process was developed in secret 
co-operation with West Germany.32 Though the conference 

23Kostenko briefly discusses how Ukrainian officials looked to South Africa for technical lessons on the 
process of disarmament, but concludes that the Ukrainian situation was so different that these did not 
apply. Yuri Kostenko, Ukraine’s Nuclear Disarmament: A History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press 2021), 77–78.

24Leonard S. Spector, ‘Repentant Nuclear Proliferants’, Foreign Policy 88 (1992), 21–37; Pabian, ‘South 
Africa’s Nuclear Weapon Program’.

25Ibid., 36.
26Albright and Hibbs, ‘South Africa’, 37.
27Albright and Hibbs, 37.
28Pabian, ‘South Africa’s Nuclear Weapon Program’.
29Quinlan, ‘The Future’, 487.
30Renfrew Christie, ‘The Military Dimensions of Nuclear Development in South Africa’, in Proceedings of 

the Conference on Nuclear Policy for a Democratic South Africa (Western Cape: The Nuclear Debate: 
Policy for a Democratic South Africa, Cape Town: The Environmental Monitoring Group 1994), 157–62.

31Anton Eberhard, ‘Options for Energy Policy and Planning in South Africa: Where Does the Nuclear 
Industry Fit In?’, in Proceedings (1994), 41–42.

32Carlo Patti, ‘The Forbidden Cooperation: South Africa – Brazil Nuclear Relations at the Turn of the 
1970s’, Revista Brasileira de Política Internacional 61/2 (2018), 1–17.

THE JOURNAL OF STRATEGIC STUDIES 7



recommendations affirmed a notionally pro-disarmament position,33 there 
was no discussion on how learning from the South African case might assist in 
this end, against a general acceptance of its uniqueness. Instead, the impor-
tance of preventing future proliferation was affirmed.34

US policy and media highlighted this uniqueness. A 1991 Washington 
Post interview broadcast a claim by the head of the South African Atomic 
Energy Commission that ‘there [had] been no co-operation with Israel, 
Iraq, or any other country’, and the Post noted that ‘no Western intelli-
gence service has established for certain whether South Africa ever 
[produced nuclear weapons]’.35 This was inaccurate.36 The New York 
Times highlighted ‘doubts about whether South Africa has fully 
accounted for its bomb-grade uranium’ and threats regarding the pro-
liferation of missile technology.37 The Times elsewhere concluded that the 
primary significance of ‘South Africa’s renunciation of the Bomb [sic]’ was 
that it gave ‘impetus to global efforts to stop the spread of nuclear 
arms’.38

Pilat, in a report for Los Alamos National Laboratory, noted that the South 
African case was ‘intriguing’ because of its ‘unique and extraordinary’ process 
of dismantling a ‘national-indigenous’ nuclear weapons programme.39 

‘Lessons’ concerned preventing and ‘rolling back proliferation’ of future 
emergent nuclear states, rather than the wider question of future 
disarmament.40 A report for the US Air Force similarly accepted the diagnosis 
of uniqueness and limited the lessons to be learned to non-proliferation.41 

These lessons were internalised by the International Atomic Energy Agency 
and global non-proliferation apparatus too.42

The most authoritative statement that disarmament was the past (and 
non-proliferation was the future) came during the NPT Review Conference in 
1995, when Pretoria secured the indefinite extension of the treaty without 

33ANC/Environmental Monitoring Group, ‘Recommendations to the ANC Science & Technology Policy 
Division Arising from the ANC & Alliance Delegates’, in Proceedings (1994), 233–37.

34Denis Goldberg, ‘A Nuclear Policy for a New, Democratic South Africa’, in Proceedings (1994), 215–30.
35David B. Ottaway, ‘South Africa Said to Abandon Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons’, Washington Post, 

18 Oct. 1991.
36See Jeffrey T. Richelson, ‘U.S. Intelligence and the South African Bomb’, The National Security Archive, 

13 Jun. 2006, https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB181/index.htm; Jeffrey T. Richelson, ‘The 
Vela Incident: Nuclear Test or Meteorite?’ National Security Archive, 5 May 2006, https://nsarchive2. 
gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB190/.

37Bill Keller, ‘South Africa Says It Built 6 Atom Bombs’, New York Times, 25 Mar. 1993.
38New York Times, ‘Opinion: South Africa’s Unexploded Bombs’, 27 Mar. 1993.
39Joseph F. Pilat, ‘Virtual Nuclear Weapons’ (California: Los Alamos National Laboratory 1997), 6–9.
40Ibid.
41Roy E. Horton, ‘Out of (South) Africa: Pretoria’s Nuclear Weapons Experience’, Counterproliferation 

Series (Colorado: USAF Institute for National Security Studies, Aug. 1999), 33, 36.
42Robin Möser, ‘“The Major Prize”: Apartheid South Africa’s Accession to the Treaty on the Non- 

Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, 1988–91’, The Nonproliferation Review 26/5–6 (2020), 559–73; 
Andre Buys, ‘Proliferation Risk Assessment of Former Nuclear Explosives/Weapons Program 
Personnel: The South African Case Study’ (Pretoria: University of Pretoria 2007), http://nautilus.org/wp- 
content/uploads/2012/01/Buys-research-report-final.pdf.
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time-limited commitments on the nuclear weapons states to disarm.43 

Diplomat Jean DuPreez recalled ‘a can-do feeling if you think about what 
was accomplished from South Africa [disarmament]’,44 but believes South 
Africa ‘gave away’ the only leverage on disarmament that anti-nuclear states 
held: Pretoria’s original demand that further extensions would be periodic, 
rolling, and ‘green lit’ by a future Review Conference vote. ‘Did we take the 
right decision? [. . .] You can look back on it and you can shoot it down, as 
I have’.45 This outcome demonstrated that South Africa itself saw the ‘lessons’ 
to be learned from the nuclear programme concerned non-proliferation, 
rather than using the experience to identify possibilities for disarmament.46 

Howlett and Simpson are exceptions when they note, only in passing that: 
‘South Africa has created a precedent for other states that might be inclined 
to disarm’.47 Together, these processes represent a foreclosure of nuclear 
futures and an extension of ‘nuclear eternity’48 which is not accounted for by 
either nuclear learning or worst-case thinking. They manifest non- 
proliferation timescaping at work.

How the possibility of a break-down of a nuclear-armed state became 
inconceivable

The Soviet Union was the largest nuclear-weapons state of the history of the 
nuclear age. But in 1991 it broke up into fifteen states, four of which inherited 
at least a part of its arsenal: Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan and Russia. The 
possibility of the breakup of a nuclear-armed state then became undeniable. 
At the same time, Islamabad was completing its nuclear weapons pro-
gramme. Pakistan had experienced five military coup attempts and three 
successful ones in the previous four decades.49 In the UK, such a scenario was 
particularly possible because of the rise of the Scottish National Party (SNP) 
which is in favour of independence and opposed to nuclear weapons and 
because, since 1998 and the cancellation of the programme of tactical 
weapons, the only leg of the UK nuclear arsenal has been based in 
Scotland.50 Therefore, worst-case thinking as well as unbiased consideration 

43Michal Onderco and Anna-Mart van Wyk, ‘Birth of a Norm Champion: How South Africa Came to 
Support the NPT’s Indefinite Extension’, Nonproliferation Review 26/1–2 (2019), 23–41.

44Michal Onderco, ‘Oral History Interview with Jean DuPreez’, Wilson Center, 4 Apr. 2018, 26, https:// 
digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/177446.

45Onderco, ‘Oral History Interview with Jean DuPreez’, 26–29.
46Egeland, ‘A Theory of Nuclear Disarmament’.
47Howlett and Simpson, ‘Nuclearisation and Denuclearisation in South Africa’, 171–72.
48Benoît Pelopidas, ‘The Birth of Nuclear Eternity’, in Sandra Kemp and Jenny Andersson (eds.), Futures 

(Oxford: Oxford UP 2021), 484–500.
49Vipin Narang, ‘Strategies of Nuclear Proliferation: How States Pursue the Bomb’, International Security 

41/3 (2017), 135; Feroz Hassan Khan, Eating Grass: The Making of the Pakistani Bomb (Palo Alto: 
Stanford UP 2012), 189–90; 232–33.

50Nick Ritchie, ‘Nuclear Identities and Scottish Independence’, Nonproliferation Review 23/5–6 (2016), 
653–75.
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of all available information from all past nuclear vulnerabilities would have 
led anyone to worry about this possibility and plan for it, not just for ‘loose 
nukes’. This did not happen.

Proponents of nuclear learning may suggest that the Cooperative Threat 
Reduction programme and the transfer of the Soviet arsenal to Russia were 
successful, indicating that one would be able to handle future such events 
and therefore not include them in the set of worst-cases.51 This is not 
convincing given that the ‘success’ was known and established only in 
the second half of the decade since the process of restitution of the Soviet 
nuclear arsenal remaining on Ukrainian soil lasted four years. We are taking 
the Ukrainian case as yardstick because it was the longest and the most 
convoluted of the three processes of restitution of the Soviet arsenal to the 
Russian Federation.52 We have found no sign of such worry or contingency 
planning for the repetition of such cases.

In academia, in spite of the rise of a literature on the challenges of 
command and control over as well as safety of nuclear weapons,53 the 
‘community was uninterested’ in fleshing out the scenario of breakup of 
a nuclear-armed state post–Cold War which is now most often consid-
ered: that of the UK.54 This possibility was not conceived as 
significant.55 The leading pessimist regarding the consequences of pro-
liferation, Scott Sagan, contemplates the repetition of the types of 
nuclear-related events that occurred in the USSR in 1991 but only 
when it comes to ‘accidents if nuclear weapons have to be moved out 
of states in haste’. He also considers overreaction by the Pakistani 
military, preventive war or even a civil war within a nuclear-armed 
state but not the breakup of the state.56 The other main book of the 
1990s about the limits of control over nuclear weapons, Bruce Blair’s 
Logic of accidental nuclear war, only includes one sentence stating that 

51Interview with a former UK Defense official at the time, 9 Dec. 2021.
52William Potter, ‘The Politics of Nuclear Renunciation: The Cases of Belarus, Kazakhstan and Ukraine’, 

Occasional Paper (Henry L. Stimson Center), 22, Apr. 1995, 17; Nikolaï Sokov, ‘Ukraine: A Post-Nuclear 
Country’, in William Potter and Gaukhar Mukhatzhanova (eds.), Forecasting Nuclear Proliferation in the 
21st Century (Stanford: Stanford UP 2010), 265.

53On the challenges of command and control and safety, Bruce G. Blair, Strategic Command and Control: 
Redefining the Nuclear Threat (Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press 1985); The Logic of Accidental 
Nuclear War (Washington: Brookings Institution Press 1993); Scott D. Sagan, The Limits of Safety: 
Organizations, Accidents and Nuclear Weapons (Princeton: Princeton UP 1993); Peter D. Feaver, 
Guarding the Guardians: Civilian Control of Nuclear Weapons in the United States (Ithaca: Cornell UP 
1992); Bradley A. Thayer, ‘The Risk of Nuclear Inadvertance: A Review Essay’, Security Studies 3/3 (1994), 
428–93.

54Interview with William Walker, 22 Nov. 2021.
55We found one article at the very end of the decade, which is never cited in the field: Ameen Jan, 

‘Pakistan on A Precipice’, Asian Survey 39/5 (1999) 699–719.
56Scott D. Sagan, ‘The Perils of Proliferation: Organization Theory, Deterrence Theory, and the Spread of 

Nuclear Weapons’, International Security 18/4 (1994), 66–107; Sagan, ‘More will be worse’, 84–85. On 
the other side of the debate, Kenneth Waltz dismisses the possibility of breakup of a nuclear-armed 
state entirely on page 10.

10 B. PELOPIDAS ET AL.



‘a collapse of responsibility at the highest level cannot be dismissed’, 
but it is not quite the breakup of nuclear-armed state, and this con-
sideration only applies to Russia.57

The landmark study on this issue in the UK, Uncharted Waters, by William 
Walker and Malcolm Chalmers, was published after the end of our period of 
study but the research for it started well within it, as one of the two authors 
told us.58 Following from a 1992 article on the consequences of the breakup 
of the Soviet nuclear arsenal published in International Affairs,59 Walker 
moved to Scotland and the University of Saint Andrews in 1996. After twenty 
years away from Scotland, he observed that the nationalist movement had 
transformed from a cultural movement into a political one. Even if the 
ongoing process of devolution was meant to make it impossible for the 
SNP to govern, he observed that ‘it might happen and no one had thought 
about it’. However, he observed that people in the government and the 
military, on the contrary, were interested, but ended up suppressing the 
possibility and the argument. The process of discussion between 1996 and 
2001 leads him to conclude that: ‘No one had thought about it before’.60

US, UK and Israeli government circles do not seem to have considered that 
possibility either or to have treated it as worthy of serious planning.61

Serious concern about the breakup occurred mainly later, especially after 
May 2007 when the SNP became the largest party in the Scottish Government 
to general surprise (the proportional-representation electoral system imposed 
on Scotland by the 1998 Scotland Act was supposed to make this impossible). 
That happened [. . .] shortly after the UK Parliament’s vote in March 2007 to 
renew the Trident system (4 new subs) which would operate out of the Scottish 
bases, as before. In the debate prior to the Trident decision [. . .] vulnerability to 
Scottish independence was largely ignored.62

Long-time scholar of the Soviet nuclear legacy William Potter told us that: 
‘most scholars (and US policy makers) regarded the case of the breakup of the 
Soviet Union as sui generis’ and therefore as unrepeatable.63 This is consistent 
with the experience of William J. Perry, who was deputy US secretary of 
defense and then secretary of defense from 1993 to 1997. He told us that 
he ‘is not aware of anyone seriously thinking of [the breakup of a nuclear- 
armed state or unilateral nuclear disarmament in the future]’.64 There may be 
very rare mentions such as Joe Pilat’s (1997) report on Virtual nuclear 

57Blair, The Logic of Accidental Nuclear War, 86
58Interview with William Walker, 22 Nov. 2021.
59William Walker, ‘Nuclear Weapons and the Former Soviet Republics’, International Affairs 68/2 (1992), 

255–277.
60Interview with William Walker, 22 Nov. 2021.
61For the UK, interview with a former UK Defence official at the time, 9 Dec. 2021, who described a low 

level of concern. For Israel, email correspondence with Ariel Levite, 15 Dec. 2022.
62Correspondence with William Walker, 26 Nov. 2021.
63Correspondence with William Potter, 28 Nov. 2021.
64Correspondence with William J. Perry, 29 Aug. 2022.
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weapons in which he notes that: ‘The cases of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and 
Ukraine are in many respects unique, but they represent a development 
that may reappear in the future – the collapse of a nuclear-weapon state – 
and are important from that perspective’.65 But no institutional planning or 
expert advice seems to have taken that into consideration.

As a result, the possibility of breakup of a nuclear-armed state was not part 
of the lessons learned by the Western policy and intelligence community 
after it happened to the largest and supposedly strongest state. This event 
was simply categorised as belonging to the past, which facilitated the perpe-
tualization of nuclear arsenals and a prime focus on their non-proliferation. 
Indeed, as Mariana Budjeryn eloquently shows, key US officials, in public and 
in private regardless of whether they were in favour of an increase of the 
number of nuclear weapons-states, treated the post-Soviet nuclear legacy 
problem as a problem of ‘proliferation’.66 Contrary to what nuclear learning or 
worst-case thinking would have expected, this possibility was simply made 
invisible and reduced to something compatible with the hegemonic time-
scape of the time: non-proliferation.

How Iraqi ‘opaque proliferation’ became the harbinger of the future 
nuclear threat

Unlike the previous two examples, the Iraqi case was temporalized as the 
form of future nuclear threats. Nuclear analysts singled out features of the 
Iraqi case to discuss the dangers of proliferation. Iraq was discussed in 
reference to a clandestine nuclear programme that will not be detected in 
time. This imagined future is discernible through sources from the 1990s, 
including reports by governments, militaries, intelligence agencies, and inter-
national organizations, seeking to extract policy lessons regarding the failure 
of intelligence on Iraq. We focus on key international actors, namely the US, 
Israel, France, and the IAEA, whose security discourses are echoed in the press 
and in academic literature.

Iraq is not the first case of secret nuclear proliferation. Avner Cohen and 
Benjamin Frankel highlight the Israeli case of nuclear opacity as a model that 
was being replicated in the 1990s, including by Iraq, described as an ambig-
uous case.67 They suggest that, unlike the first generation of proliferators, 
the second do not publicly explode a nuclear device or openly integrate 
nuclear forces in the military doctrine, although this cannot be proven 

65Pilat, ‘Virtual Nuclear Weapons’, 12. The author told us that he was not aware of other studies on that 
topic. Correspondence with Joseph F. Pilat, 19 Sep. 2022.

66Budjeryn, ‘Non-Proliferation and State Succession’.
67Avner Cohen and Benjamin Frenkel, ‘Opaque Nuclear Proliferation’, Journal of Strategic Studies 13/3 

(1990), 14–44.
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empirically given that Iraqi proliferation was not complete (and North Korea 
did not pursue nuclear opacity).

Iraq differs significantly from the cases that preceded it, particularly 
Israel, in terms of how it was dealt with, particularly how it became an 
iconic example of proliferation. US officials, for example, seem to have 
been reluctant to confront Israel about the nuclear project, opting not to 
engage in active efforts to prevent Israeli proliferation, and they have 
generally continued to shield Israel from international critique surround-
ing its nuclear programme.68 The Iraqi case, in contrast, became the 
example for the international community about the dangers of prolifera-
tion in the 1990s.69 Writing in 1990, prior to the Gulf War, Frankel 
suggested that changes in the international system are likely to encou-
rage proliferation, as actors are no longer able to align themselves to or 
depend on a superpower for their security.70 The structural changes of 
the end of the Cold War and the supposed decline in vertical prolifera-
tion, he argues, are the driving force behind a new distinct threat of 
opaque proliferation, and while there were anxieties about proliferation 
in previous decades, the 1990s marked an escalation and intensification 
with regard to this threat.

For many analysts and policymakers, the Iraqi case became proof that 
the nonproliferation regime can never be completely assured.71 The 
future they imagined was one in which states, especially in the Third 
World, would pursue nuclear weapons programmes. Participation in 
nonproliferation structures is not a guarantee; signers cannot be 
trusted, and there are no means of enforcement. Nonproliferation was 
broken, and Iraq is seen as the case that exposed this.72 The Iraqi case 
alone, argued Albright and Hibbs, warrants ‘modifications to the body 
of international norms, rules, and agreements which constitute the 
nuclear nonproliferation regime’.73 Policy communities invoked ‘Iraqi 
deception’, concluding that the international community had been 
delusional regarding the country’s intentions.74 This narrative of 
naiveté reflected a need to adopt a more vigilant stance in the 

68Michael J. Engelhardt, ‘A Nonproliferation Failure: America and Israel’s Nuclear Program, 1960–1968’, 
The Nonproliferation Review 1/3 (2004), 56–69.

69Zachary S. Davis, ‘The Realist Nuclear Regime’, Security Studies 2/3–4 (1993), 79–99.
70Benjamin Frankel, ‘An Anxious Decade: Nuclear Proliferation in the 1990s’, Journal of Strategic Studies 

13/3 (1990), 1–13.
71Tim Trevan, ‘UNSCOM Faces Entirely New Verification Challenges in Iraq’, Arms Control Today 3 (1993), 

11–15; Peter Zimmerman, ‘Iraq’s Nuclear Achievements: Components, Sources, and Stature’, 
Washington, Congressional Research Service, 1993; Leonard S. Spector, ‘Deterring Regional Threats 
from Nuclear Proliferation’, Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War College, Feb. 1992.

72Allison L. C. De Cerreno, ‘Iraqi Proliferation’, New York Times, 22 Nov. 1997; Gary Miholllin and Gerard 
White, ‘Proliferation in Disguise’, New York Times, 18 Jul. 1994.

73David Albright and Mark Hibbs, ‘Iraq’s Quest for the Nuclear Grail: What Can We Learn?’ Arms Control 
Today 6 (1992), 3–11.

74John M. Deutch, ‘The New Nuclear Threat’, Foreign Affairs 7/4 (1992), 120–34.
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future – when future cases of opaque horizontal proliferation would 
undoubtedly be uncovered. Academic scholarship similarly adopted the 
language of ‘rogue states’ and ‘deviants’ to describe the threat of 
proliferation.75

In addition to being projected forward, the Iraqi threat was projected 
backward, which further demonstrates the ideological dimension of this 
timescaping. Scholars, experts, and policymakers justified Israel’s bombing 
of the Iraqi reactor in 1981 as a successful strategy that resulted in buying 
time.76 The attack is depicted as prescient, able to predict Iraqi nuclearization 
all along, even if it drove the programme underground.77 This continues until 
the present day, in both academic literature and Israeli military reports, which 
refer to this notion of delay.78 Since Israel’s military action against Iraq was 
criticised heavily, including by the United States,79 Iraq’s subsequent prolif-
eration attempt in the 1990s was thus seen as vindicating the strike.80

Like in South Africa, the concern was that even after the dismantlement of 
the Iraqi programme, ‘human assets’ would live on as an imminent prolifera-
tion risk. This was mentioned explicitly in French and US national security 
discussions in 1993.81 Meanwhile, the mere existence of nuclear expertise was 
thus made into a threat – what is described by Pelopidas as ‘capacity 
determinism’.82 According to this logic, nonproliferation efforts must address 
both capability and possibility.

Deriving similar lessons, international agencies and actors called for the 
establishment of a more robust non-proliferation regime. The head of the IAEA 
at the time, Hans Blix, called for an expansion of IAEA powers and authority, 
including internal IAEA reforms vis-à-vis the Third World specifically, where 

75Deborah Yarsike Ball and Theodore P. Gerber, ‘Russian Scientists and Rogue States: Does Western 
Assistance Reduce the Proliferation Threat?’ International Security 29/4 (2005), 50–79; Glenn Chafetz, 
‘The End of the Cold War and the Future of Nuclear Proliferation: An Alternative to the Neorealist 
Perspective’, Security Studies 2/3–4 (1993), 146; Michael Mandelbaum, ‘Lessons of the Next Nuclear 
War’, Foreign Affairs (1995), 22–37. Scholars still invoke this typology of certain states as rogue, radical, 
pariah, outcast, etc.

76Efraim Karsh and Martin Navias, ‘Iraqi Military Power and its Threat to Regional Stability’, Harvard 
International Review (1991), 14–60.

77Begin Center, ‘Operation Opera’. The website contains letters of thanks to Israeli military leaders for the 
attack, such as Dick Cheney’s. Regarding the claim about the strike’s paradoxical effect, see Målfrid 
Braut-Hegghammer, Unclear Physics: Why Iraq and Libya Failed to Build Nuclear Weapons (Ithaca: 
Cornell UP 2016), chapter 3.

78Uri Sadot, ‘The Campaign Against Osirak: Findings fom Saddam’s Palace’, 21 Aug. 2013, Ma’acharot 
450, Israeli Defense Forces; Steven E. Lobell, ‘Preventive Military Strike or Preventive War? The 
Fungibility of Power Resources’ Cambridge Review of International Affairs, published online 
11 Mar. 2021; Uri Sadot, ‘Osirak and the Counter-Proliferation Puzzle’, Security Studies 35/4 (2016), 
646–76; Oren Shahor, Outside the Box (Tel Aviv: Netanel Semrik Publishing House 2017), 202.

79UN Security Council Resolution 487, 19 Jun. 1981.
8027th session of the twelfth Knesset, 20 Feb. 1991, Jerusalem, https://fs.knesset.gov.il/12/Plenum/12_ 

ptm_531716.PDF, 2351.
81US Congress Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs, ‘Proliferation Threats of the 1990s: Hearing 

Before the Committee on Governmental Affairs, 103rd Congress, First Session, 24 Feb. 1993’, 134; 
Pelopidas, Repenser les choix nucléaires, 43.

82Pelopidas, Repenser les choix nucléaires, chapter 2.
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proliferation was deemed an acute problem. He even called for changing the 
NPT, but only to address this concern of horizontal proliferation, leaving intact 
dynamics that enable vertical proliferation.83 To uncover clandestine nuclear 
activities, the IAEA insisted on the importance of human information and the 
limits of technology.84 The 93 + 2 programme – implemented immediately after 
the events in Iraq – sought to enhance the agency’s ability to uncover concealed 
proliferation.85 The press reiterated these statements on the importance of strict 
measures for credibility,86 and the emphasis that warnings previously described 
as alarmist turned out be true.87 Themes of ‘nuclear eternity’ also permeate the 
press – with common expressions such as not being able to put the genie back in 
the bottle.88 While potential Iraqi proliferation is described as a unique threat, it is 
also treated as a precedent that may alter the rules and norms surrounding 
nuclear weapons in international politics.89

In the 1987 US National Security Strategy, which was 41 pages-long, 
there were three references to the spread or proliferation of nuclear 
weapons and WMDs. On threats to the US, proliferation is mentioned in 
the final paragraph, alongside many other threats. In the 1991 US 
National Security Strategy, which was 34 pages-long, there were 31 
references to the spread of nuclear weapons, and a whole separate 
section dedicated to stemming proliferation, which outlines lessons 
from the Gulf crisis. Iraq is mentioned several times throughout this 
section as a violator of global norms against WMDs.

The presence of a secret nuclear weapons programme in Iraq is itself not 
unprecedented. But the timing of the discovery, after the end of the Cold War, 
structured how the Iraqi case was dealt with and ultimately projected it into 
the future. Despite the other unprecedented events that took place during 
this time, the Iraq case became the ultimate example of worst-case thinking 
around horizontal proliferation.

83Hans Blix, ‘Verification of Nuclear Nonproliferation: The Lesson of Iraq’, Washington Quarterly 14/4 
(1992), 57–65; Hans Blix, ‘Verification of Nuclear Non-proliferation: Securing the Future’, IAEA Bulletin 
36/4 (1994), 2–5; Hans Blix, Statement to the 35th Session of the General Conference of the IAEA, 
16 Sep. 1991; Hans Blix, Statement to the 46th Session of the United Nations General Assembly, 
21 Oct. 1991; R. Jeffrey Smith, ‘Iraq’s Secret A-Arms Effort’, Washington Post, 11 Aug. 1991.

84J. Jennekens, R. Parsick, and A. von Baeckmann, ‘Strengthening the International Safeguards System’, 
IAEA Bulletin, 1, 1992, 6–10.

85David A. Fischer, ‘New Directions and Tools for Strengthening IAEA Safeguards’, Nonproliferation Review 
3/2 (1996), 69–76; Mark H. Killinger, ‘Improving IAEA Safeguards Through Enhanced Information 
Analysis’, Nonproliferation Review 3/1 (1995), 43–48; Diamond Howard, ‘IAEA Approves’93 + 2’protocol; 
Awaits Adoption by Member States’, Arms Control Today 27/3 (1997), 27 + 30.

86Judith Miller, ‘Gingrich Questions Clinton’s Policy on Iraqi Arms Inspection’, New York Times, 
29 Aug. 1998.

87William J. Broad, ‘Warning on Iraq and Bomb Bid Silenced in ’89’, New York Times, 20 Apr. 1992.
88William J. Broad, ‘Iraqi Atom Effort Exposes Weakness in World Controls, Success Shocks Experts, 

Baghdad’s Gains Cast Doubt on Feasibility of Halting Nuclear Arms’ Spread’, New York Times, 
15 Jul. 1991.

89Barry R Posen, ‘US Security Policy in a Nuclear-Armed World or: What if Iraq had had Nuclear Weapons?’ 
Security Studies 6/3 (1998), 7.
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Conclusion

The post–Cold war period was marked by three poorly anticipated types 
of nuclear events: opaque proliferation (Iraq), the breakup of a nuclear- 
armed state (the Soviet-Union) and the dismantlement of an existing 
nuclear arsenal (South Africa). Focusing on 1989 to 1998, this paper 
discussed how these three possibilities were dealt with in the policy-
making and intelligence communities, the press, and by international 
organizations.

Normatively, we are not making a claim about whether lessons should be 
learned from history and are fully aware of tragic understandings of history, 
suggesting that no lesson can and should be learned.90 We are simply 
observing that the activity of strategic planning requires making choices 
about conceivable futures, which in turn requires deciding whether particular 
types of events may happen again or not. Similarly, justifying nuclear weap-
ons policies in the public sphere requires references to future horizons, based 
on what is deemed conceivable and what is not.

We have shown that the post–Cold war timescape of perpetualization of 
nuclear weapons and reframing of them as hedges against the future was the 
result of particular gestures of temporalization of the above-mentioned three 
events. While the Iraqi case of opaque proliferation was treated as the harbinger 
of future nuclear danger, the breakup of a nuclear-armed state was treated as 
belonging to the past and either not repeatable or not to worry about, and South 
African nuclear disarmament was treated as belonging to the past and reframed 
as a non-proliferation success. These choices cannot be characterized as nuclear 
learning from all available information about the nuclear past or clever predic-
tions, given that none of those events was repeated in the last three decades. 
They cannot be treated as worst-case thinking either since they exclude multiple 
possibilities which could have been labelled as such. Instead, these imagined 
futures are compatible with a specific ideology around nuclear ordering and 
proliferation. They enabled arguments and possibilities and closed others or 
made them invisible by assigning temporal value to them. We are certainly not 
claiming that the gesture of temporalisation we described exhausted the hege-
monic timescape of the 1990s. This timescape also required that the new knowl-
edge about the limits of control and safety over nuclear weapons and the role of 
‘luck’ in the outcome of the 1962 Cuban Missile crisis91 be treated as either 
irrelevant or belonging to the past and that an acute sense of nuclear 

90William Bain, ‘Are there any Lessons of History? The English School and the Activity of Being 
a Historian’, International Politics 44 (2007), 513–30.

91James G. Blight, Bruce J. Allyn, and David A. Welch, with David Lewis, Cuba on the Brink: Castro, the 
Missile Crisis, and the Soviet Collapse (New York: Pantheon 1993); Sagan, Limits of Safety; James G. Blight 
and David Welch, On the Brink: Americans and Soviets Reexamine the Cuban Missile Crisis (New York: Hill 
& Wang 1989); Raymond Garthoff, Reflections on the Cuban Missile Crisis (Washington: Brookings 
Institution Press 1989).
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vulnerability remain elusive to the leaders. Those aspects should be addressed as 
well.92 Until then, we would maintain that it is crucial to include temporal choices 
regarding nuclear weapons policy possibilities in the assessment of the strategic 
and military consequences of the immediate post–Cold War period.93 And that 
the act of deciding which possible futures are deemed worthy of consideration 
based on which lessons from the past is the ultimate act of power.
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