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The Book Project 
The causes and consequences of U.S. nonproliferation policy. 
 
Core argument on consequences: 

  
 Strengthened U.S. nonproliferation policy largely explains  the 
 decline in proliferation in recent decades. 

 
 Most importantly, a credible threat of sanctions established  in the 
 1970s has  deterred proliferation by states within U.S. sphere. 

 
 Because of effective deterrence at the threat stage, imposed  U.S. 
 sanctions have usually failed. 

 



The Question for Today 

What are the causes of U.S. nonproliferation policy? 
 
More specifically: 
 

 Why did the United States strengthen its 
 nonproliferation policy after 1964, abandoning 
 selective proliferation schemes and concluding the 
 Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT)? 



The Punchline 

Chinese nuclear test of 1964 caused policy shifts by 
increasing fears of nuclear domino effects. 
 
These fears convinced policymakers proliferation could 
not be contained to individual cases of allied or unaligned 
states and had to be enforced across the board. 
 
In order to prevent enemies and other dangerous states 
from going nuclear, it is necessary to prevent friends. 



Outline 
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Existing Explanations 
Superpowers agreed on the NPT once they realized nuclear 
acquisition made their allies more autonomous (Coe and 
Vaynman). 

 
Superpowers concluded NPT as a universalistic façade designed 
to prevent India and FRG from going nuclear (Swango). 



The Argument 
Increased fears of nuclear domino effects caused by 1964 Chinese test were a 
crucial motivating factor. 
 
Following recent work, I assume that U.S. policy is designed to protect or 
improve U.S. geopolitical position. 
 
However, proliferation by allied or unaligned states—if it could be contained—
may not interfere with this goal in many cases. 
 
Moreover, efforts to enforce nonproliferation against allies/unaligned states could 
undermine U.S. geopolitical position. 
 
Strong belief in domino effects critical to explaining why U.S. enforces 
nonproliferation even against allied and unaligned states. 
 
U.S. opposes allied proliferation in order to prevent proliferation by adversaries. 



Adversary States 
Proliferation in adversary states is very bad. 
 
Cons 
–  Limits capacity of U.S. to use force in disputes. 
–  Immunizes state against conquest or regime change. 
–  Poses direct threat to U.S. and its allies. 

 
Pros 
–  May cause state to moderate its behavior. 



Allied States 
Not nearly so clear in allied states. 
 
Cons  

–  May increase allied autonomy.  
–  Could embroil U.S. in unwanted nuclear conflict. 
–  Ally may someday become enemy. 

 
Pros 

–  Strengthen deterrence against shared adversary. 
–  Allows U.S. to free up conventional and nuclear forces. 
–  Avoids the potentially high costs of enforcing nonproliferation. 

	  



Unaligned States 
Similarly unclear in unaligned states. 
 
Cons 
–  May someday become enemy. 
–  May embroil U.S. in nuclear conflict (unlikely). 
–  May directly threaten the U.S. (unlikely). 

 
Pros 
–  Still may be a shared enemy. 
–  Preventing proliferation may require unwanted U.S. security 

commitments. 



The Role of Domino Fears 
If proliferation could be contained in individual cases: 
 

 1) U.S. would consistently oppose proliferation by adversaries. 
   

 2) Selectively oppose/aid/allow proliferation in allied or  unaligned 
 states depending on the mix of pros and cons in that case. 

 
A strong belief in nuclear domino effects—that proliferation cannot be 
contained to individual states—is necessary to explain why the U.S. 
opposes proliferation across the board. 
 
In order to prevent enemies from going nuclear, U.S. must prevent friends. 



Where Do Fears Come From? 
Strongest triggers are tests by new nuclear states:  
 

 1. U.S. has often viewed tests as the “proof” of proliferation. 
 

 2. Tests are salient and force nonproliferation onto the agenda. 
 
Tests will cause largest increase in nuclear domino fears: 

  
 1. They occur in previously non-nuclear region. 
  
 2. Emerging nuclear power is relatively poor/weak, making 
 proliferation appear more feasible. 



III. Empirics on the  
Causes of U.S. Policy 

Observable Implications: 
 1) Fears of domino effects should be higher after the Chinese 
 nuclear test when compared to before the test. 
 2) U.S. nonproliferation policy should move from selective toward 
 universal after the Chinese nuclear test. 
 3) Policymakers should emphasize fears of nuclear domino 
 effects as motivations for tightened policies in 1964-68. 

 
I use archival documents and secondary sources as evidence: 

 Foreign Relations of the United States 
 Digital National Security Archive 
 National Security Archive 



Establishing a Baseline: 
Eisenhower Administration 

Under Eisenhower: 

–  Enthusiasm for nuclear sharing. 

–  NATO Stockpile Plan gives European allies effective control 
over U.S. nuclear weapons. 

–  MLF introduced as a precursor to a European nuclear force. 

–  Atomic Energy Act amended to allow aid to British program. 
 
–  Domino effects perceived to be relatively weak. 



Establishing a Baseline: 
Eisenhower Administration	  

Pressuring France over its nuclear program “would sacrifice 
everything that we had built up in NATO.”  
—Eisenhower, NSC meeting, 1957.  
 
Eisenhower “felt there was a great difference between NATO 
countries and other countries. He could conceive of nothing 
worse than permitting Israel and Egypt to have a nuclear 
capability, as they might easily set out to destroy one another…
He could go along with the views of the Secretary of State until 
NATO countries came into the picture, at which point he found 
himself agreeing with the JCS”  
—NSC meeting, 1959. 





Establishing a Baseline: 
Kennedy Administration 

Under Kennedy, shifts in favor of nonproliferation: 
–  Limited Test Ban Treaty. 
–  PALs installed on U.S. weapons in Europe. 
–  Negotiations begin on NPT. 

 
However: 
–  JCS, Rusk, and others remained ambivalent. 
–  Administration refuses to give up the MLF. 
–  Kennedy decides to aid French and British programs. 



Kennedy Administration 
9/61: State Department memo recommends aiding India to conduct a 
nuclear test because “it would be desirable if a friendly Asian power beat 
Communist China to the punch.” 
 
6/63: NIE concludes that domino effects after China unlikely: 
 

 “India probably would not embark on a nuclear weapons program on 
 the basis of a Chinese detonation of a nuclear device… Japan also 
 would feel an increased sense of pressure, but would be more reluctant 
 than most other countries to develop a weapons capability.” 

 
7/63: Rusk says to Harriman that abandoning the MLF “would cause great 
confusion among our allies and wreck NATO.” 
 
Kennedy tells Harriman he “wished to avoid any clause [in NPT] which 
would prohibit us from giving weapons to France if we so desired.”  



1964-1968: 
Johnson Administration 

Ambivalence continues in early Johnson administration. 
 
June 1964: 
 



Chinese Nuclear Test 

October 1964 Chinese test increases urgency of nonproliferation. 
 

 
 



Gilpatric Committee Debate 
On one side, U.S. officials favor case by case approach to 
nonproliferation, MLF, and possible nuclear sharing in Asia: 
 
–  Dean Rusk, Secretary of State 
 
–  George Ball, Under Secretary of State 

–  Walt Rostow, Director of Policy Planning 

–  John McCloy, chairman of CFR 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Arguments for a Selective Policy	  

	  
	  
	  
Ball suggests “pool of nuclear weapons which could be drawn 
upon by India or Japan for use by their dual purpose delivery 
vehicles” (Gavin 2004-2005). 
 
Rostow calls for “a country-by-country approach to 
nonproliferation, including a renewed push for the MLF…and 
possibly even an Asian MLF designed to satisfy nuclear 
ambitions among U.S. allies in the Pacific” (Brands 2006). 

	  



McCloy to Gilpatric, January 1965 



Gilpatric Committee Debate 

 
On the other side of the debate, important actors favor across the 
board nonproliferation policy and abandoning MLF: 
 
–  Roswell Gilpatric, ex Dep. Sec. of Defense 

–  Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 

–  Robert McNamara, Secretary of Defense  
 

 



8/64 ACDA Paper 	  





Arguments for a Universal Policy 
McNamara decisively backs Gilpatric and ACDA, arguing “that 
‘selective proliferation,’ as he characterized the MLF, would 
prove impossible to control” (Brands 2006, 98). 



Committee Recommendations 
Specific recommendation include: 
–  Nonproliferation treaty w/ Soviets. 
–  Comprehensive test ban treaty. 
–  Regional nuclear free zones. 
–  Limiting supply of nuclear technology. 
–  Security guarantees and sanctions to contain proliferation. 
–  Sharp limits to MLF. 
–  Opposition to British and French arsenals. 
–  Downgrade role of nuclear weapons in defense posture. 



Committee Recommendations 

Rationale for recommendations: 
 
–  Proliferation threatens U.S. geopolitically. 

–  U.S. effort had a good chance of success w/ Soviet help. 
 
–  Domino effects mean proliferation cannot be contained and 

nonproliferation must be evenly applied. 





Policy Shifts 
Indian interest in nuclear weapons helps convince USG that domino 
effects were happening and NPT needed. 
 
McNamara, 1966: “the growing pressures for proliferation in India 
indicates that we should reconsider our position on the 
nonproliferation treaty. I suggest that we consider language in our 
draft treaty which would make clear that the United States and other 
nuclear powers would each maintain a veto over its weapons.”  
 



Policy Shifts	  

June 1965: Johnson orders development of 
nonproliferation program. 
 
By late 1966, agreement on NPT reached. 
 
MLF is killed & replaced with Nuclear Planning Group, 
which substitutes joint consultation for joint control. 
 
NPT opened for signature in 1968. 
	  



Alternative Explanations 
Fears of allies becoming autonomous were present, but don’t explain 
temporal change. 
 
Many policymakers were willing to allow allies to acquire nuclear 
weapons but decided it could not be contained. 
 
U.S. officials were worried about India acquiring nuclear weapons, but 
mostly because of what would come next: 
 
1966: LBJ noted, “the urgency of some action in connection with the 
possibility of India making a decision to go nuclear… this had great 
significance for the United States and the world and might, if India 
made such a decision, promote great instability in view of the fact that 
others would undoubtedly follow.” 
	  
	  



Conclusion 
Beliefs about nuclear domino effects are central to the changing 
character of U.S. nonproliferation policy. 
 
Limitations/areas for future research: 

  Can be hard to tell whether domino fearsà policy preferences 
  or policy preferences à strategic use of domino arguments. 
   
  Does this hold for other states’ nonproliferation policy? 

 
  More systematic theorizing and tests on the origins of   
  nuclear domino fears. 



Thanks! 


