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In the near- and medium-term future, the United States will face a wide 
range of over-the-horizon nuclear challenges including ensuring state 
adherence to the terms of existing nuclear treaties and nonproliferation 
agreements; dealing with a menacing number of potential nuclear aspi-
rants seeking to join the nuclear club; engaging with friends and allies bent 
on unilateral military action to protect regional nuclear monopolies; and 
deterring increasingly alarming prospects of nuclear use. The case studies 
included in this volume tackle a number of nuclear challenges—termed 
“nuclear thresholds”—likely to be faced by the United States, its friends, 
and allies, and identify the most promising points of leverage available to 
American policymakers in confronting these threats.

Nuclear decisionmaking scholars have long recognized that nuclear 
aspirations and planning are often instigated within elite circles, but once 
put in motion come to fruition only through co-opting or keeping at bay 
or circumventing key competing constituencies within domestic popula-
tions and critical and opposed foreign governments (whether ally or adver-
sary). A major premise of this volume is that for policymakers and analysts 
to more accurately anticipate the likelihood of successful nuclear acquisi-
tion, or other critical nuclear decisions, identifying those key constituen-
cies within a polity of concern and assessing the internal socio-cultural 
drivers which shape their thinking and decisionmaking on weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) issues is essential. Distilling leverage points 
within the internal dynamics of those groups who may facilitate acquisi-
tion, or if properly motivated may act to oppose or constrain acquisition, 
is key to understanding options that can be engaged by policymakers when 
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confronted with a leadership cadre bent on nuclear acquisition and norm 
violation.

With decades of US engagement on WMD issues on display, the next 
generation of WMD aspirants will likely hedge against traditional US 
mechanisms for thwarting nuclear advances and potentially prepare to 
absorb an anticipated level of sanctioning. US counterproliferation efforts 
must become increasingly clever, tailored, and focused. Those efforts 
require an analytical tool which yields a high degree of granularity con-
cerning salient rewards and effective coercive measures applied in some-
times starkly diverse contexts. The United States may find itself confronting 
both an ally and a serious adversary seeking nuclear ownership within the 
same time frame. Such a situation would render generic sanctioning 
approaches difficult and likely counterproductive. These moments will 
require an analytical approach designed to yield individualized solutions 
with contours that fit each discrete situation with maximum impact. 
Providing this policy-relevant analysis will require an intimate knowledge 
of the national, sub-national, or transnational actor sets likely to weigh in, 
or with the potential to weigh in, on a country’s WMD decisionmaking 
and action.

This volume advances the strategic cultural research program we pre-
viously surveyed in a book titled Strategic Culture and Weapons of Mass 
Destruction: Culturally Based Insights into Comparative National 
Security Policymaking, published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2009. The 
present volume showcases insights made possible by rigorously applying 
key elements of the cutting-edge socio-cultural model (Cultural 
Topography Analytic Framework—CTAF) pioneered by our team. The 
CTAF model draws from the research paradigm of strategic culture 
employed in our earlier volume which was refined for use within the 
intelligence community as well as by academicians and regional experts 
seeking solutions to these nuclear challenges. Our authors employed the 
basic principles of that model here with an eye toward isolating those 
vectors of nuclear decisionmaking on which the United States might 
exert influence within a foreign state. The US response will require strat-
egies tailored to the perception of threat experienced by the actors in 
question, the value the actors place on their relationship with the United 
States, and the domestic context driving decisionmaking. Our volume 
offers a nuanced look at each actor’s identity, national norms, values, 
and perceptual lens in order to offer culturally focused insights into 
behavior and intentions. Additionally, each case study includes a set of 
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recommendations specifically tailored for use with that actor. As long-
time regional experts, our authors offer an honest and often self-critical 
assessment of what is likely to work within the US deterrence, assurance, 
and dissuasion toolkit and what is not.

Given these considerations, this volume explicitly sets out to do the 
following:

•	 To identify and consolidate recent developments in socio-cultural 
modeling and analysis, especially those related to strategic cultural 
analysis and country personality profiling;

•	 To develop and articulate terms of reference for validating and apply-
ing those analytical developments and scholarly research to the chal-
lenge of scoping emerging nuclear proliferation risks;

•	 To apply these new analytical frameworks to defining the emerging 
nuclear proliferation landscape, with particular emphasis on identify-
ing target decisionmaking vectors and narratives in countries of 
potential future nuclear proliferation concern, identified in this study 
as WMD aspirants;

•	 To provide novel and innovative insights to communities seeking to 
reduce WMD threats through deterrence, mitigation, and conse-
quence management, as well as through new arms control and non-
proliferation initiatives focused on those countries and leadership 
cadres at greatest risk of crossing the nuclear threshold.

This volume targets three wide audiences: students and scholars of 
international relations whose research and coursework touches on strate-
gic threats and nuclear decisionmaking, policymakers who must navigate 
the precarious and complex nuclear arena, and the intelligence analysts 
who must deliver timely new insights and hedge against surprise on the 
world’s deadliest question.

To scholars interested in growing and refining methodologies within 
the strategic culture paradigm, we offer novel treatment of the method-
ological conundrum that has long beset scholars of strategic culture and 
introduce an approach certain to provoke discussion.
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(PASCC) via Assistance Grant No. N00244-15-1-0033 awarded by the 
NAVSUP Fleet Logistics Center San Diego (NAVSUP FLC San Diego). 
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Sociocultural Approaches 
to Understanding Nuclear Thresholds

Kerry M. Kartchner

The phrase “nuclear threshold” has always referred primarily to that 
moment in a conflict when nuclear weapons are first used, when a conven-
tional war becomes a nuclear war.1 Beginning with the earliest literature on 
the advent of nuclear weapons, it was that instant when one side or the 
other, verging on the precipice of abject military and political collapse and 
in desperate fear for survival, and having exhausted all other options, com-
mits the “unthinkable,” and introduces nuclear weapons in order to radi-
cally alter the calculus of victory and defeat, thus instantly changing the 
terms of conflict even if it meant placing the future of humanity in jeop-
ardy.2 This literature assumed that this threshold would be crossed only in 
the midst of a conflict, and it sought to establish the normative conviction 
that nuclear weapons are somehow special and distinct from “conven-
tional” weapons, and their employment must be reserved for only the most 
dire and catastrophic circumstances, as a last resort. Extensive political, 
doctrinal, and diplomatic efforts have been engaged to reinforce this dis-
tinction, and to perpetuate the presumption against crossing the threshold 
of nuclear use, a prohibition sometimes referred to as the “nuclear taboo.”3

As nations beyond the United States and the Soviet Union acquired 
nuclear weapons, the attention of the international community turned 

K. M. Kartchner (*) 
Department of Political Science, Brigham Young University, Provo, UT, USA
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2 

increasingly to the task of preventing, slowing, or rolling back horizontal 
nuclear proliferation, and the phrase took on a second connotation, refer-
ring to the decision to acquire nuclear weapons, or at least a nuclear weap-
ons capability.4 As an example of the use of this meaning in a nonproliferation 
context, Israel was widely assumed to have “crossed the threshold” of 
nuclear acquisition as early as 1966,5 and successive nuclear tests by India 
and Pakistan in 1998 were interpreted to mean that those countries had 
crossed a “nuclear threshold.” More pertinent to the present era, North 
Korea’s nuclear tests have decisively established that it too has crossed the 
threshold of nuclear acquisition. Here the meaning, as indicated by the 
context, is clearly the acquisition of nuclear weapons capability (demon-
strated unambiguously in the case of India, Pakistan, and North Korea 
through the testing of nuclear devices, more ambiguously in the case of 
Israel). Nevertheless, now that India, Pakistan, North Korea, and presum-
ably Israel, have crossed the threshold of nuclear acquisition, further 
discussions of crossing nuclear thresholds in those regions plainly refer to 
the original meaning of crossing the threshold of nuclear use.6

The existing literature on nuclear decisionmaking has therefore focused 
largely on this second meaning, the issue of nuclear acquisition—on what 
factors contribute to or constrain a nation’s consideration of embarking 
on a program to acquire nuclear weapons, or, as Jim Walsh phrased it, “the 
process tucked between wanting and making a bomb.”7 Yet, the decision 
to acquire nuclear weapons may not be made in a single moment, and the 
path to such a decision is replete with other thresholds that must be 
crossed and re-crossed. The leaders of any given nation in these situations 
will have to consider crossing or not crossing many key thresholds; whether 
to develop peaceful nuclear energy capabilities, whether or not to join 
with the rest of the international community in complying with global 
nonproliferation norms, whether to establish and operationalize a deployed 
nuclear deterrent, whether to preemptively counter a regional rival’s 
nascent nuclear program, and, possibly in extreme cases, whether to break 
the taboo against actual use of nuclear weapons and launch a nuclear 
attack. Each of these thresholds will test a nation’s determination, organi-
zational prowess, and resources. But they will also be manifestations of 
that nation’s discursive constitution of its own identity, its own values, and 
its own place in the world of states.

Not only does the context convey the particular connotation meant by 
the phrase “crossing the nuclear threshold,” but usage of the two alternate 
meanings also depends on which community of scholars is employing the 
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term. Understandably, the meaning of threshold as nuclear acquisition is 
most widely used within the nonproliferation community, while the first 
meaning described above, to actually use nuclear weapons, is the province 
of the deterrence and strategic stability communities. In fact, within the 
nuclear nonproliferation community, a key issue at the foundation of any 
analysis of nuclear thresholds is the question of what exactly constitutes 
acquiring a “nuclear weapons capability,” and has been the subject of 
some dispute. It can mean either when a country has tested a nuclear 
device, or when it has accumulated sufficient fissile material (or “significant 
quantity”) through transfer or indigenous manufacture, to assemble a 
functional nuclear weapon.8

This chapter has five objectives. First, going beyond and supplementing 
the definitions given above, I introduce additional possible meanings of 
the concept of “crossing nuclear thresholds,” that supplement the original 
notion associated with both the cataclysmic decision to use nuclear weap-
ons and the decision to acquire nuclear weapons. The following chapters 
further develop these other possible meanings as well, including the 
threshold of using military force to preemptively counter the prospective 
nuclear acquisition of a regional rival, the threshold of the “culminating 
point of deterrence,” and the threshold of deploying operational nuclear 
weapons capability (often conflated with the nuclear weapons acquisition 
threshold).

Second, I discuss six types of nuclear thresholds that the authors in this 
volume have assessed from a sociocultural perspective. The idea and termi-
nology of “nuclear thresholds” are central to long-standing debates over 
the causes of nuclear weapons proliferation, but some of the meanings of 
these different uses of the phrase “crossing nuclear thresholds” have not 
been the subject of substantive definitional discourse, and therefore the 
ways these terms have been used is not always clear or consistent.9 This 
book is an attempt to provide more explicit definitions and examples for 
six different potential meanings of the phrase.

Third, I present a preliminary discussion of the notion that identity, 
values, norms, and perceptual lens can shape and contextualize a given 
country’s decisions regarding crossing nuclear thresholds, as will be fur-
ther developed by the contributing authors. Our approach is intended to 
employ these four dimensions to craft tailored policy options based upon 
the cultural profile of a given country’s nuclear decisionmaking culture.
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Fourth, I briefly situate the approach taken by this book’s editors and 
authors within the context of other recent literature and concepts that 
engage and explore ideational factors at play in nuclear decisionmaking.

Fifth, I preview the subsequent chapters and outline the overall struc-
ture of the book.

Crossing Nuclear Thresholds

For states pondering their nuclear future, nuclear thresholds can come in 
many forms. Invariably, the first threshold is acquiring some modicum of 
nuclear energy producing capability, to generate power or to produce 
medical isotopes, or to conduct fission experiments. But even this appar-
ently modest threshold poses daunting, time-consuming, and expensive 
technical, material, experiential, and institutional hurdles. No country that 
has crossed, or considered crossing, the threshold of nuclear acquisition 
since the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) entered into force in 
1970, has done so without first building at least a modest civil nuclear 
power or research infrastructure with the assistance of some other estab-
lished nuclear power.10 Since Eisenhower’s “Atoms for Peace” initiative in 
the 1950s, crossing the threshold of civilian nuclear power has had the 
consensual endorsement and support of the international community, and 
was enshrined in the NPT as an “inalienable right.”11 It has even taken on 
the symbology of modernity—it often seems that no country can consider 
itself truly modern if it has not partaken of the nuclear fruit. And, impor-
tantly, for those who chose to pursue this capability under the auspices of 
membership in the NPT, it has not required violating any international 
norm, so long as the pursuit of such capability was kept within the regula-
tory bounds of the international nuclear regime, closely monitored by the 
International Atomic Energy Agency. Indeed, membership in the NPT 
brings with it the benefits of technology transfer and assistance, training 
and experience, a knowledge of safety procedures, and other forms of 
material and managerial aid.12

So, taking into account our sociocultural focus, I offer this definition of 
the phrase “crossing the nuclear threshold”: it refers to that point in time 
where both constitutive sociocultural and political psychological factors 
converge with objective or structural military, institutional, diplomatic, 
and economic factors to lead a given state to choose one course of action 
over another (or, to choose inaction) with respect to its nuclear weapons 
aspirations. As used in this volume, “crossing the nuclear threshold” can 
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refer to any of several culminating moments in a state’s nuclear decision-
making process. These include whether to establish a latent civilian nuclear 
hedge against a future decision to develop nuclear weapons; to comply 
with or transgress international nuclear nonproliferation norms; to prolif-
erate or accept the transfer of sensitive dual-use nuclear technology; to 
preemptively attack or counter another state’s nascent nuclear program; to 
accept or extend nuclear assurances toward another state or state collec-
tive; or, in extremis, to break the nuclear taboo and use nuclear weapons. 
The editors and authors of the present volume understand that both situ-
ational (material) and dispositional (ideational) factors will bear on any 
such decision, but the emphasis of the following chapters is on the ide-
ational and contextual dynamics of identity, values, norms, and perceptual 
lens, and how these factors can sometimes transcend purely objective con-
siderations to decisively promote and shape nuclear weapons aspirations. 
After all, as another analyst concluded, “if a country has the political will, 
not even poverty or underdevelopment can keep it from building a nuclear 
weapons program.”13

Such thresholds might be approached quietly and covertly so as not to 
provoke a public outcry or diplomatic backlash, or with much fanfare, 
celebration, and national holidays. Crossing a given threshold does not 
necessarily imply irreversibility. Nearly any given decision can be undone, 
for purely domestic reasons, for resource constraints, through interna-
tional diplomacy and economic pressure, or bombing. Neither should it 
be assumed that these thresholds are mutually exclusive. A state may enter 
into the development of civil nuclear energy infrastructure for a host of 
reasons, including to implicitly pursue a hedging strategy. Of particular 
relevance to the subject of this book, this meaning is often reflected in the 
contemporary discourse over Iranian nuclear aspirations, specifically to 
whether or not Iran will acquire nuclear weapons.14 Intent here is crucial, 
and the elaboration and explication of intent is a major sub-theme of this 
volume.

For countries which contemplate crossing the first threshold by acquir-
ing nuclear weapons and contemplate going beyond the operation of a 
peaceful nuclear energy program, either to embark full throttle on a pro-
gram to acquire a nuclear weapons capability (as in the case of North 
Korea) or to establish a latent capacity to acquire nuclear weapons in the 
future (as prospectively in the case of Saudi Arabia, among others), a 
second threshold must be confronted: whether to breach commitments 
under the NPT; or, if not already a member of the NPT, to defy the well-
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established norms and accepted practices governing peaceful nuclear 
energy generation and normative presumption of nuclear nonprolifera-
tion, and thus to assume the role of a renegade, inviting the collective 
opprobrium of the entire international community. The obstacles and 
powerful disincentives to defying these broadly upheld international 
norms in pursuit of an illicit nuclear weapons program have sometimes 
been underestimated by the academic and policy communities, but addi-
tional scholarship has clarified and expounded the enormous hurdles and 
disincentives that confront the prospective nuclear norm-breaking state.15 
Here, the aspiring nuclear weapons state must surmount not only formi-
dable technical, material, and programmatic challenges but also political 
and diplomatic impediments, that have proven far more daunting in more 
instances than is sometimes realized. As noted above, the  international 
community has expended considerable effort to establish and reinforce a 
series of global norms against nuclear proliferation, under the rubric of 
the nuclear nonproliferation regime.

The 1970 NPT is considered the cornerstone of this regime, with its 
endorsement of nuclear weapons possession by the so-called P-5, or Nuclear 
Weapon States, and its prohibition on acquiring such weapons by all other 
states party to the treaty, designated as Non-Nuclear Weapon States. 
Nuclear scholar Maria Rost Rublee has underscored the powerful effect of 
this normative regime on promoting “nuclear forbearance.” As one possi-
ble answer to the mystery of why so few states have developed nuclear 
weapons. Rublee finds that a strong systemic impetus to accept and comply 
with the nuclear nonproliferation was created by the establishment of the 
NPT and its antinuclear norm. “The emerging antinuclear norm led to the 
development of the nuclear nonproliferation regime, which set forth a clear 
injunctive norm against nuclear proliferation; and then as states acceded to 
the treaty, the expanding regime established a descriptive norm against 
nuclear proliferation as well. The negotiations to create the regime, and the 
regime itself, communicated that a nuclear weapons program was a viola-
tion of international norms, instead of an act of national pride.” Rublee 
posits that “states complied with the nonproliferation regime because the 
benefits (technology transfer and assistance with nuclear energy programs) 
outweighed the perceived benefits of a costly nuclear weapons program.”16 
She further notes that “once states accede to the regime, they are tethered 
to it in a number of ways: a domestic bureaucracy is created and empow-
ered to advocate for the NPT, nuclear decisionmaking becomes no longer 
solely a function of security advisors but also involves those in the foreign 
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ministry, and elites fear that backing out of the NPT would result in a loss 
of international credibility and legitimacy.”17

Six Nuclear Thresholds

While many thresholds and hypothetical sub-thresholds, such as those 
described above, have been mentioned in the discourse of nuclear nonpro-
liferation in addition to the two meanings of use or acquisition of nuclear 
weapons, the chapter in this book address six specific thresholds, which are 
summarized below for the reader’s convenience, together with the central 
analytical question to be addressed with respect to each particular 
threshold.18

•	 Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons, or Nuclear Weapons Capability. This 
is what is most commonly meant when using the phrase “crossing 
the nuclear threshold.” It can entail either embarking on an effort to 
acquire nuclear weapons capability short of assembling operational 
weapons, or it can refer to actually acquiring deployable nuclear 
weapons. Our concern in this book is to ask, how do sociocultural 
factors inform or shape incentives for acquiring nuclear weapons or 
nuclear weapons capability?

•	 Nuclear Norm Violation. To cross the threshold of cheating on an 
arms control agreement, or of choosing to violate existing commit-
ments with international norms. This begins with decisions related 
to whether or not to sacrifice some degree of national autonomy by 
entering into and adhering to international nonproliferation regimes 
and norms, and then to whether to maintain that adherence by com-
plying with the terms of the regime, including those related to trans-
parency and verification. How do sociocultural factors reinforce or 
mitigate against international or domestic norm-adherence policies 
and behavior?

•	 Nuclear Counter-Proliferation. This threshold is taken by a state to 
actively deny acquisition of nuclear weapons to others through pre-
emptive attack. We ask what role do sociocultural factors play in stra-
tegic decisions to actively deny or counter the acquisition of nuclear 
weapons by neighboring states?

•	 Proliferation and Transfer of Nuclear Weapons. To cross the thresh-
old of transferring nuclear capability to another state or nonstate 
actor. How do sociocultural factors promote or inhibit motivations, 
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tendencies, or incentives to proliferate or transfer nuclear weapons or 
sensitive nuclear weapons technology?

•	 Operational Deployment of Nuclear Weapons. How do sociocultural 
factors help determine whether to proceed with overt deployment of 
nuclear weapons, or to deploy covertly (as presumably in Israel’s case)?

•	 Use of Nuclear Weapons. To cross the threshold of operationally 
deploying functional nuclear explosive devices, usually on ballistic 
missiles. This is the other most common use of the phrase “to cross 
the nuclear threshold.” In these so-far hypothetical situations, how 
do sociocultural factors influence decisions to use nuclear weapons, 
either in the sense of wielding nuclear weapons for deterrence and 
coercive purposes or in the sense of actually conducting attacks with 
nuclear weapons?

Sociocultural Analysis of Nuclear Proliferation

Scholarship on the dynamics of nuclear proliferation has come a long way 
since the classical dual notions of a security imperative coupled with a 
technological imperative.19 In an oft-cited categorization of the field of 
nonproliferation studies, Scott Sagan proposed grouping theories of 
nonproliferation into three models. The first is the security model, 
“according to which states build nuclear weapons to increase national 
security against foreign threats, especially nuclear threats.” According to 
this model, “states will seek to develop nuclear weapons when they face a 
significant military threat to their security that cannot be met through 
alternative means,” and that “nations will seek to enhance their security 
through acquiring nuclear weapons if they are technologically capable of 
procuring such weapons.”20 Second is the domestic politics model, “which 
envisions nuclear weapons as political tools used to advance parochial 
domestic and bureaucratic interests.” According to the third model, 
termed the norms model, “nuclear weapons decisions are made because 
weapons acquisition, or restraint in weapons development, provides an 
important normative symbol of a state’s modernity and identity.”21

In the intervening years, the field has grown to encompass a multiplic-
ity of additional theories, including:

•	 Supply-side and demand-side theories;
•	 Theories that incorporate the dichotomy between capability and 

willingness, or willingness and opportunity;
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•	 Normative theories, focusing on identity, prestige, and national 
pride;

•	 Psychological theories, addressing individual leadership predisposi-
tions and national identity conceptions;

•	 Theories of institutional capacity and organizational ability to man-
age large engineering projects;

•	 Pragmatist theories, addressing a state’s socially constructed politi-
cal, historical, and cultural contexts; and

•	 Constructivist sociocultural theories addressing a state’s internal dis-
cursive narratives.

These theories may be roughly divided between those that address 
objective factors (capacities and resources) and those that focus on ide-
ational factors (psychological predispositions and identity constructs). It is 
fair to say that while the majority of traditional scholarly research has been 
grounded in the security model, this list demonstrates the increasing 
attention to the ideational side of the research equation. The present vol-
ume does not necessarily set out to provide a critique of this literature, nor 
does it focus solely on nuclear proliferation per se, but is squarely situated 
in the ideational category with an emphasis on sociocultural factors that 
shape and inform nuclear aspirations, whether those aspirations are to 
acquire, use, or prevent the use of nuclear weapons.

Four Perspectives for Sociocultural Analysis

The chapters in this book contain case studies of selected countries, 
designed to illustrate the ways in which identity, values, norms, and per-
ceptions can shape and contextualize key nuclear decisions.22 We define 
each of these sociocultural concepts in the following terms, followed by a 
fuller discussion of each:

•	 Identity: The character traits a given group assigns to itself, the rep-
utation it pursues, the individual roles and statuses it designates to 
members, and the distinctions it makes between those people who 
are considered members of the group (“us”) and those who are not 
members of the group (“them”).

•	 Values: Deeply held beliefs about what is desirable, proper, and 
good that serve as broad guidelines for social life. Values include 
material or ideational goods that are honored or confer increased 
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status to individual actors or members of groups. These include both 
secular and sacred values.

•	 Norms: Accepted, expected, or customary behaviors within a society 
or group. Norms can be explicit or implicit; prescriptive or 
proscriptive.

•	 Perceptual Lens: Filters through which individual actors or mem-
bers of a group determine “facts” about themselves and others.

I discuss each of these in turn below.

Identity

The concept of identity has received a great deal of attention in the IR 
theory literature, especially with the need to better understand newly 
emergent post-Cold War state actors.23 One of our editors has defined 
identity as a “nation’s view of itself, comprising the traits of its national 
character, its intended regional and global roles, and its perceptions of its 
eventual destiny.”24 Our sociocultural approach “assumes that states form 
their interests, and their views of other actors, based on a normative under-
standing of who they are, and what role they should be playing.”25 And it 
holds identity to be the predominant cultural trait, from which is derived 
the other three core analytical constructs in our framework—values, 
norms, and perceptual lens.

Collective identities should not be understood as fixed or invariant, but 
may shift in agreement and disagreement about the meanings and priori-
ties they confer on alternative national goals and role conceptions. To give 
one example, Greg Giles, in his survey of Israeli strategic culture, notes the 
presence of three “sub-cultures,” each competing for their own respective 
policy preferences and notions of Israel’s national sense of purpose. The 
security subculture “believes that Israel is locked in a battle for survival with 
its Arab neighbors, and that a major Israeli military defeat would mean 
annihilation of Israeli Jews.” The conflict subculture “assumes that the 
Jewish-Arab conflict is just another incarnation of historic anti-Semitism.” 
The peace subculture “sees the Jewish-Arab conflict as no different from 
any other negotiable dispute and is unconnected to the persecution of 
Jews in the past.”26

Identity can be a powerful factor in a state’s deliberations over whether 
to pursue nuclear weapons. One recent study of factors underlying nuclear 
proliferation places identity at the center of its analysis. According to 
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author Ursala Jasper, “nuclear decision-making of states follows from the 
intersubjectively shared beliefs and narratives regarding the country’s 
identity, its self-perception or its position vis-à-vis significant others.”27 
Status is an important element of a state’s identity. State identity concep-
tions are, in part, a function of self-perceived status, relative to others in 
the region and on the world stage. For some states, nuclear weapons are 
the ultimate status symbol. Historian Beatrice Heuser confirms this view, 
and argues that nuclear weapons:

are the ultimate guarantee that a traumatising [sic] historical experience they 
have had will not repeat itself; to some, they serve important domestic pur-
poses; to some, they are the magic that keeps wars at bay; to some, they 
symbolise [sic], or indeed incarnate, ultimate evil. In the 1950s and early 
1960s, nuclear weapons were symbols of modernity, and successful nuclear 
tests were celebrated with naïveté, champagne and celebration cakes much 
like successful space-rocket launches even more recently than that. Nuclear 
weapons have a certain cachet which other WMD lack; they are political as 
well as military instruments, and can be made to convey a series of political 
signals, from noli me tangere (“touch me not”) to a claim to superpower 
status which no other existing weapons system presently confers.28

This theme of nuclear weapons as symbols of a nation’s status and 
reflective of its own conception of national identity is developed in Jacques 
E.C.  Hymans’ book, The Psychology of Nuclear Proliferation: Identity, 
Emotions, and Foreign Policy.29 In this book, Hymans develops a concept 
of “National Identity Conception,” or NIC. According to Hymans, what 
sets leaders with “definite nuclear weapons ambitions apart from the many 
who do not harbor such ambitions” “…is a deeply held conception of 
their nation’s identity,” which Hymans terms “oppositional nationalist.” 
Hymans inserts an emotional element into his framework. Leaders who 
adhere to or reflect this identity “see their nation as both naturally at odds 
with an external enemy, and as naturally its equal if not its superior. Such 
a conception tends to generate the emotions of fear and pride—an explo-
sive psychological cocktail.” Hymans believes that leaders driven by fear 
and pride “develop a desire for nuclear weapons that goes beyond calcula-
tion to self-expression.”30 Thus, an individual’s understanding of the 
nation’s ‘true’ identity—his or her sense of what the nation naturally 
stands for and its rightful status in comparison to others in its regional or 
international arena—has a powerful influence on the decision to cross the 
threshold of nuclear acquisition.
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Values

The second component of our basic analytical framework involves those 
sorts of goods—both material and immaterial—that society values more 
highly than others.31 Values can include protecting and defending terri-
tory, or pursuing “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Values can be 
ascertained from studying foundational or canonical texts and narratives. 
Leaders’ explicit endorsement of key national values can strengthen their 
legitimacy to rule.

A study of values includes those ideational or material values which 
confer increased status on members of the group. Ideational goods may be 
thought of in terms of those personal or state characteristics that are con-
sidered “honorable” and are therefore status enhancing. Highly valued 
material goods may confer the same status-enhancing benefit. Identifying 
these sorts of “values” within a society is key for the development of salient 
foreign policy levers. The discovery of highly valued ideational “goods,” 
for instance, provides a window into the sort of public political praise that 
would effectively “reward” a state or substate actor for cooperative behav-
ior. A lack of understanding on this front can lead to counterproductive 
mirror imaging: concepts that constitute high praise in one culture (e.g., 
willingness to compromise) may backfire when applied as an attempt at 
public compliment for another. The same may be said of threats: unless 
threats target key ideational or material values, they are unlikely to alter 
behavior. A nuanced understanding of material values aids the design of 
foreign policy levers in the same way. Salient material rewards are those 
that are tailored to the specific value orientation of the society or actor set 
targeted. Threats to highly valued material components of the society 
(“smart sanctions”) capture attention in ways that generalized and sweep-
ing threats may not.

Recent work in social and cognitive psychology finds that not all values 
have equal trade-off value and that certain values termed “sacred values,” 
or sometimes called “protected values,” are so deeply held and revered, 
and constitute such strong moral obligations, that they transcend normal, 
secular reasoning, and are therefore highly resistant to exogenous pres-
sure. That is, holders of sacred values are strongly averse to using tradi-
tional utility-based models to reason about these values.32 In fact, analysts 
have found that when holders of such sacred values are pressured to 
compromise or surrender these values, it can result in a “backlash” effect 
that causes the holder of the value to become further entrenched in 
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clinging to that value, and less likely to be willing to resolve disputes based 
on that value. According to two important social psychologists, “while a 
secular value can easily be substituted with another value, tradeoffs involv-
ing sacred values result in strong negative emotions and moral outrage.”33 
Research into the decisionmaking dynamics of these sacred values has 
found the following:

•	 Sacred values may be critically involved in sustaining seemingly 
intractable cultural and political conflicts;

•	 Sacred values appear to be intimately bound up with sentiments of 
personal and collective identity;

•	 Sacred values resist material tradeoffs;
•	 Sacred values show insensitivity to quantity and calculations of loss 

versus gain;
•	 Protected values were more likely to be associated with moral obliga-

tions to act rather than moral prohibitions against action; and
•	 People motivated by protected values appear to show “quantitative 

insensitivity,” that is, in tradeoffs situations they are less sensitive to 
the consequences of their choices than people without protected 
values.34

Sacred values can include the pursuit of nuclear weapons possession, or 
the development of a latent capacity for creating nuclear weapons, or sim-
ply the desire to establish a civilian nuclear power infrastructure, wherein 
such programs are deemed “inalienable rights,” and are resistant to inter-
national pressures for restraint. In a 1997 study of Iranian public opinion, 
a team of social psychologists found that “a relatively small but politically 
significant portion of the Iranian population believes that acquiring nuclear 
energy has become a sacred value, in the sense that proposed economic 
incentives and disincentives result in a ‘backfire effect’ in which offers of 
material rewards or punishment lead to increased anger and greater disap-
proval. This pattern was specific to nuclear energy and did not hold for 
acquiring nuclear weapons.”35

Norms

Norms are a third component of our basic sociocultural framework, and 
have been generically defined as “accepted and expected modes of behav-
ior.”36 These are rules, or laws, that govern proper behavior of actors 

  Introduction: Sociocultural Approaches to Understanding… 



14 

within a given identity group. Norms and identity can be closely related. 
Norms can be “constitutive” of identity by defining actions that either 
enable members of the group to relate to each other or cause members of 
other groups to recognize a particular identity. Or norms can be “regula-
tive” and specify boundaries of proper behavior within a given rule system, 
including, for example, standard operating procedures.37 Norms can con-
strain elite behavior by delimiting the range of acceptable behavior neces-
sary to maintain ruling legitimacy. Again, contrasting a political realist 
perspective with a sociocultural constructivist approach, Theo Farrell 
states:

What matters most for realists is the material structure of world politics. 
States do what they have the power to do. For constructivists, states do what 
they think most appropriate. In so doing, states are guided by norms that 
define the identities of the main actors in world politics (i.e. modem, bureau-
cratic, sovereign states) and define the formal rules and accepted practices of 
the international game. When culturalists look at the impact of domestic 
norms on state form and action, they invariably find norms producing dif-
ferences in what states do. Thus, norms peculiar to national communities 
and organization are seen as shaping uniquely national military styles and 
organizational ways of war.38

It is these norms that shape “uniquely national military styles” that we 
are most concerned with here, especially those norms that shape unique 
styles in nuclear decisionmaking. It can be argued that the most important 
nuclear norms are the following:

	1.	 The nonproliferation norm: avoiding and preventing the horizontal 
proliferation of nuclear weapons.

	2.	 The disarmament norm: the commitment to engage in good faith 
negotiations leading toward the complete elimination of nuclear 
weapons.

	3.	 The right to civil nuclear energy norm: the freedom to pursue the ben-
efits of nuclear energy for economic or other uses.

	4.	 The non-use norm, or “nuclear taboo”: the presumption that nuclear 
weapons will never be used, or will only be used as a last resort, and 
never in a first-strike or preemptive manner.

	5.	 The responsible nuclear stewards’ norm: the notion that Nuclear 
Weapon States have a duty to ensure the safety, security, and reliability 
of their nuclear arsenals.
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	6.	 The extended deterrence norm: the expectation that a nuclear-armed 
state will provide nuclear assurances to its allies.

	7.	 The nuclear safety culture norm: the requirement to ensure the safety 
and reliability of civilian nuclear power operations.

Another specific manifestation of norms in the international arena will 
figure prominently in the chapters of this book—the normative presump-
tion against the use of nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons. According 
to social scientists Richard Price and Nina Tannenwald, “the reluctance 
manifested by states in employing these weapons [nuclear and chemical] is 
a product of normative boundaries on action—in this case, global norms 
adopted at the domestic level.”39

Perceptual Lens

The fourth component of our basic sociocultural framework is the percep-
tual lens through which cultures interpret the world around them. One of 
our editors has earlier defined and explained perceptual lens as “beliefs 
(true or misinformed) and experiences or the lack of experience that color 
the way the world is viewed.” She further explained that “behavior is based 
on the perception of reality, not reality itself. Perceptions of ‘fact,’ of our 
own histories, of our image abroad, of what motivates others, of the capa-
bilities of our leadership and our national resources, and other security-
related ideas, all play a strong role in forming what each regime believes to 
be rational policy.”40

Several factors have been shown to color, or distort, perceptions of 
national security issues. First, the perceptions of virtually every country are 
subject to some form of ethnocentrism. Each views itself as the center of 
the universe in some aspect or character trait, or superior in some way to 
all other countries, or as the source of ancient wisdom available for dis-
patching to other less wise countries, or as the vanguard of the “true” 
religion or the “final” ideological paradigm, or as the champion of human 
rights, or the guardian of the sacred places. Second, each country sees 
what other countries say or do through the prism of its own self-interest, 
and its own presumed universal centrality, and will tend to see the state-
ments or actions of other countries, no matter how proximate or distant, 
as aimed at them, even if the offending state had no intention of directing 
those declarations or actions against that state. Third, virtually all states 
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will believe that their own perceptions and threat assessments are peremp-
torily the most valid.

Fourth, national myths will represent the perceptual lenses through 
which members of a nation will process their own values and status. 
Nations tend to culturally process what constitutes “victory” or “defeat.”41

Noted international relations and social psychology scholar Robert 
Jervis has summed up several of the most important key aspects of image 
and perception in international relations.42 Jervis has been largely respon-
sible for promoting the notion among international relations theorists, as 
well as in social and political psychology circles, that decisionmakers’ per-
ceptions of the world and of other actors diverge from reality in detectable 
patterns referred to as perceptual biases. Jervis has further argued that 
serious potential instabilities arise if an aggressor believes that the status 
quo powers are weak in capability or resolve, so therefore states must often 
go to extremes in policy or polemic declarations because moderation or 
conciliation will be seen as weakness. What cultures or nations learn from 
key events in international history is an important factor in determining 
images that shape the interpretation of incoming information. It is a com-
mon misperception to see the actions of others as more centralized, 
planned, and coordinated than they really are. Additionally, actors exag-
gerate the degree to which they play a central role in others’ policies. More 
recently Jervis has compiled his professional observations in a new book, 
titled How Statesmen Think: The Psychology of International Politics.43 
Jervis opens by saying that “[m]any consequential foreign policy deci-
sions—including ones that shape the world, such as Britain’s decision to 
fight on after the fall of France in 1940 … are deeply contested, and know-
ing only the external situation does not tell us why different individuals 
came to different conclusions, let alone who prevailed. We need to look 
inside the ‘black box’ of the state to study the goals, beliefs, and percep-
tions of the decisionmakers.”44

Complementary Approaches in Recent Literature

The present volume joins a small but growing number of other recent 
academic efforts to promote and explore the impact of ideas, beliefs, val-
ues, norms, perceptions, rituals, narratives, practices, and other ideational 
phenomena on the nuclear decisionmaking of the state. While the contri-
butions of this emerging body of literature do not necessarily all share a 
common analytical framework, they do share three common premises. 
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First, they all entail a certain dissatisfaction with the adequacy of the domi-
nant realist paradigm in the study of international relations. As one author 
puts it, certain dominant assumptions of this school of thought have led 
to the “consolidation of a realist orthodoxy in security studies that has left 
little room for alternative approaches.”45 Second, they all focus on the 
situational, nonlinear, and interactional dynamics at play in a state’s discur-
sive formulation of policy goals, motivations, preferences, and outcomes. 
Third, they all recognize the constitutive importance of some form or 
combination of identity, values, norms, and perceptual lenses.

In The Politics of Nuclear Nonproliferation, Swiss scholar Ursala Jasper is 
primarily concerned with the question of nuclear restraint, or why certain 
states elected to forgo nuclear weapons, despite the realist tenet which 
assumes that, faced with an anarchical international system prowling with 
existential threats, states will automatically and reflexively seek to increase 
their objective means of security. Her primary premise is that “nuclear deci-
sionmaking of states follows from the intersubjectively shared beliefs and 
narratives regarding the country’s identity, its self-perception or its position 
vis-à-vis significant others.”46 Her two main case studies are Switzerland and 
Libya, two states that consciously embarked on nuclear weapons develop-
ment efforts, only to choose to reverse that decision, under widely varying 
circumstances. She sets out to open the ‘black box’ of state decisionmaking, 
and to try to understand how “in a deeply political process—narratives and 
frames regarding its identity, threat perception, preferences or position in 
the international system emerge and shift… These narratives embody the 
cognitive-ideational basis for state action.” In Jasper’s analytical construct, 
the state’s “place in the world” is discursively constructed, and “state 
action—and a state’s security and nuclear policies—is shaped by socially 
shared political, historical and cultural imaginaries and narratives.”47 Jasper’s 
analytical approach is to identify key participants and their major contribu-
tions to the nuclear discourse, and to outline the broader sociopolitical and 
cultural environment in which the nuclear discourse is embedded. She fur-
ther urges analysts “to pay tribute to human agency, reflexivity and historical 
contingency, rather than parsimony, causality, and universality.”48

The theme of stressing ideational factors is also taken up in a recently 
published book by John Baylis and Kristan Stoddart, The British Nuclear 
Experience: The Role of Beliefs, Culture, and Identity.49 Baylis and Stoddart 
consider that although traditional approaches that states seek to enhance 
their security and prestige “have some merit, they are somewhat limited in 
their explanatory power, and that much more can be gleaned from looking 
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at beliefs, culture and identity factors which lay at the heart of the British 
nuclear experience from the Second World War until today.”50 They hold 
that “[n]uclear weapons are seen as part of a broader self-identity of Britain 
playing a vital role in maintaining international peace and protecting uni-
versal values.”51 These authors find that nuclear weapons possession has 
underpinned Britain’s “core identity as a ‘force for good’ in the interna-
tional system, and nuclear weapons reinforce an interventionist foreign 
policy that supports universal values of peace and freedom and the Rule of 
Law.” Possession of nuclear weapons enables Britain to maintain credibil-
ity with its regional peers and to underwrite its special relationship with 
the United States. It also supports Britain’s aspirations to be seen as “a 
responsible and leading defender of Western Europe.”52 However, while 
Baylis and Stoddart support Hymans’ thesis relating to National Identity 
Conceptions that were held by key individuals in historically decisive lead-
ership positions, they argue that with respect to the British case, “[h]igh-
level decisions relating to the acquisition of atomic and thermonuclear 
weapons were taken by small ad hoc groups of ministers and not by prime 
ministers on their own.”53 In other words, the relevant and pivotal national 
identity conceptions were shared by groups of decisionmakers acting in 
concert, and not necessarily by individuals acting in their sole capacity.

Middle East scholar Norman Cigar, in a recent publication titled Saudi 
Arabia and Nuclear Weapons: How Do Countries Think about the Bomb?, 
examines the cultural mindsets and social discourses that would be rele-
vant to a possible Saudi Arabian decision in the future to pursue a nuclear 
weapons capability. His main thesis is that “should Iran at any time decide 
on a nuclear breakout, then Saudi Arabia would very likely follow suit.”54 
Cigar surveys leading theories of motivations for acquiring nuclear weap-
ons, and concludes that none of them in and of themselves adequately 
explains those factors that would impact Saudi Arabia’s potential nuclear 
aspirations, or the sociocultural and intersubjective processes that would 
be necessary to formulate and promulgate a Saudi decision to cross the 
threshold of nuclear acquisition. Cigar asserts that “[t]he case of Saudi 
Arabia, in particular, confirms the significance of a country’s identity, 
political, and ideological foundation, and national interests, in shaping 
threat perceptions, objectives, and policy and, in particular in stimulating 
and legitimizing the need to acquire nuclear weapons.”55 As long as Iran 
restrains from crossing the threshold of nuclear acquisition, so will Saudi 
Arabia. Nevertheless, Cigar holds that Saudi Arabia has been developing 
the basic justifications, institutional components, and political conditions 
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for a potential nuclear capability, and that these preparations and their 
potential future culmination can only be fully understood through a socio-
cultural perspective that takes into account factors of identity, values, 
norms, and perceptual lens.

Overview of the Volume

The remainder of this book is organized as follows. In Chap.  2, “The 
Cultural Topography Analytic Framework,” Jeannie Johnson and Marilyn 
Maines walk the reader through the development of the Cultural 
Topography Analytic Framework, describe the sociocultural analytical 
shortcomings it is meant to remedy, and explain the process of employing 
it as a research method. At the core of the Cultural Topography Analytic 
Framework is the goal of explicating the key identity factors, values, 
norms, and perceptual lens of the state contemplating crossing a nuclear 
threshold, and then designing a tailored set of traditional and nontradi-
tional foreign policy levers for interlocutors to use to impact that decision. 
The chapter briefly introduces the reader to the field of strategic culture 
and its early contributions to the nuclear policy literature. The authors 
highlight continuing deficiencies within this methodological field, includ-
ing failures to account for shifts in national behavior over time, and an 
inability to reconcile or anticipate which of the several and often compet-
ing national security narratives within a particular regime will dominate 
decisionmaking on the nuclear issue. The authors’ model is designed both 
to remedy deficiencies and to illuminate new, untapped or underutilized 
sources of information for identifying and understanding emerging 
threats.

Chapter 3, “Iran’s Strategic Culture: Implications for Nuclear Policy,” 
Nima Gerami, addresses the threshold of norm compliance. Gerami strikes 
a note of caution in his chapter concerning the prospects for preserving 
compliance with the 2015 nuclear agreement—the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA)—between Iran and the P5+1. He explains that 
Iran sees itself as “a great civilization on par with global superpowers” 
with “a legitimate interest in scientific development”; two aspects of 
national narrative which “fuel its sense of entitlement to advanced nuclear 
fuel cycle technologies.” In theory, as JCPOA restrictions begin to expire, 
Iran could “scale up its enrichment program to the point where it would 
have sufficient capacity to produce nuclear weapons in the span of a few 
weeks, should it choose to do so.” Thus, Gerami emphasizes, “[d]espite 
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robust monitoring and verification measures in place to detect such a 
breakout, the question of Iran’s nuclear intent will grow increasingly 
important over the next decade” [emphasis added]. Gerami affirms the 
salience of examining cultural context in any assessment of nuclear intent: 
“cultural factors are likely to play a significant and complementary role 
alongside other indicators in determining Iran’s propensity to cheat on 
the JCPOA and its ability to overcome longstanding ideological hostilities 
with the West.”

In Chapter  4, “Prospects for Proliferation in Saudi Arabia,” J.  E. 
Peterson examines the Saudi deliberations over crossing the threshold of 
acquiring a latent nuclear capability, as a prelude to a possible future 
nuclear acquisition. He reviews complex narratives, historic culture, and 
decisionmaking processes inside Saudi Arabia and assesses a low probabil-
ity that the Kingdom will act to acquire nuclear arms in the near term. His 
assessment is based on an operational cultural narrative that combines 
both push and pull factors concerning nuclear acquisition and hinges to a 
significant extent on the Kingdom’s relationship with the United States. 
Triggers within the security threat matrix that may flare Saudi motivation 
to acquire nuclear capability include concern over regional disintegration, 
Israeli provocation, continued Iranian belligerence and involvement in 
regional crises, and deterioration of the JCPOA or evidence of direct 
Iranian provocation or interference in Gulf States’ domestic affairs. 
Peterson argues, however, that the Saudi reaction will likely hinge 
primarily on perceptions of the United States as a reliable security partner 
and its valuing of this relationship.

Chapter 5, “Israeli Strategic Culture and the Iran ‘Preemption Scare’ of 
2009–2013,” by Greg Giles, illustrates how the threshold of counter-
proliferation can take many forms, from enacting and imposing sanctions 
and other penalties designed to dissuade a country from crossing the 
nuclear threshold, to more decisive military action. Giles offers a useful 
and unconventional take on the Israeli nuclear question by focusing on its 
commitment to protecting its ostensible regional nuclear monopoly—
with unilateral acts of military force if necessary—and US efforts to steer 
and moderate potential Israeli action. Giles succinctly captures the basic 
elements of Israel’s operational cultural narrative as they relate to the 
Begin Doctrine: support within Israel for the use, if necessary, of military 
force to preemptively destroy enemy nuclear facilities. Giles highlights a 
specific set of critical cultural factors which have consistently functioned 
within Israel’s operational cultural narrative on nuclear issues. To demon-
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strate these crucial cultural points, Giles details the decisionmaking pro-
cess behind the military strike on nuclear facilities in Syria and Iraq—showing 
that each of the criteria within Israel’s operational cultural narrative for 
nuclear issues was met. Giles draws a sharp line of contrast with Netanyahu’s 
proposed military action against Iran (2009–2013) in which these criteria 
were not met. Israel’s decisionmaking process on nuclear action provides 
a number of leverage points for US policymakers given the prominent role 
of the US-Israel alliance within its strategic culture.

In Chapter 6, “Cultural Underpinnings of Current Russian Nuclear 
and Security Strategy,” noted Israeli scholar Dima Adamsky addresses 
aspects of deterrence thresholds. He contextualizes this analysis by track-
ing Russian strategic culture from the Soviet period through the current 
day. His argument is that this culture is marked more by continuity than 
discontinuity. His chapter captures several specific categories of Russian 
security thinking: the balance of moral-psychological and material factors 
in the culture of war, a holistic approach to strategy, theory-driven military 
innovations, the Russian management and learning style, and Russia’s his-
toric siege mentality. Adamsky’s chapter interweaves an analysis of Russian 
strategic culture with descriptions of the current Russian geopolitical 
threat perception, the architecture of its nuclear community, and the evo-
lution of Russian nuclear and cross-domain coercion strategies over the 
last two decades. He cautions that Russia’s siege mentality and inclination 
to accept conspiratorial theories color its perceptual lens. Imagined threat 
perceptions may encourage Moscow to interpret particular events through 
the lens of past associations, draw flawed conclusions from connecting 
unrelated events, attribute nonexistent aggressive intentions and capabili-
ties to its adversaries and consequently result in overreaction.

In Chapter 7, “Ukraine’s Nuclear Culture: Past, Present, and Future,” 
Ekaterina Svyatets maps Ukraine’s social circles and values in order to 
explain Ukrainian restraint regarding crossing the threshold of seeking a 
nuclear weapons option, despite its inheritance at the breakup of the 
Soviet Union of facilities and residual (or latent) capabilities to do so. 
Ukraine’s nuclear decisionmaking posture has historically been caught 
between desires to act as a team player and to position itself as a “Western” 
state, alongside realities requiring a sufficient defense against Russia on its 
border. Svyatets examines the aspects of Ukrainian identity, social and 
security norms, values, and public memory of its nuclear age to identify 
those cultural factors which are likely to strengthen Ukraine’s nonprolif-
eration stance and those that are likely to push against it. As Ukraine’s 
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security woes continue to flame, so too will its wistful narratives of nuclear 
capability. Svyatets makes clear where the United States and the West at 
large have a critical window of opportunity to intervene by providing 
Ukraine the incentives it is looking for to remain a “team player” and to 
forgo a trip down the nuclear path.

In Chapter 8, “North Korea’s Strategic Culture and Its Evolving 
Nuclear Strategy,” Shane Smith, unenviably tasked with addressing one of 
the most opaque and inaccessible regimes on the planet, acknowledges 
that North Korea has crossed the nuclear acquisition threshold and now 
possesses enough fissile material to build “anywhere from six to about 
thirty weapons” and that its leader, Kim Jung Un, has declared his inten-
tion to “ceaselessly develop nuclear weapons technology to actively 
develop more powerful and advanced nuclear weapons.” Over the horizon 
projections indicate that “sooner or later it will be able to target South 
Korea, Japan and the United States” with the United States as its “primary 
nuclear target.” The question of acquisition has already been answered. 
The critical decisions ahead for North Korea are “the shape, size, and 
character of its arsenal” and scenarios for nuclear use. Smith examines 
North Korea’s identity narratives which have increasingly featured nuclear 
weapons in a dominant role as well as North Korean perceptions of threat 
which hold that the United States is bent on destroying North Korea and 
the distinct Korean identity. The result for Pyongyang is an inclination 
toward exaggerating its nuclear accomplishments and capabilities, a 
scenario made more dangerous by an extreme authoritarian system which 
cedes unconstrained nuclear power to Kim Jung Un himself. The mindset 
within North Korea is consistently conditioned to expect “a final war 
against imperialism” and has been imbued with the notion that “their 
military is more courageous, spirited, and resilient than that of their oppo-
nents and that using nuclear weapons is the surest way to defeat its ene-
mies.” Smith warns that consistent exposure to this narrative may mean 
that North Koreans actually come to believe it, and “become emotionally 
committed to an irrational optimism about the prospects of waging and 
prevailing in a nuclear conflict.” With these warnings as backdrop, Smith 
offers carefully constructed advice to would-be interlocutors on the 
nuclear question.

Finally, in Chapter 9, Jeffrey Larsen examines the outlook and implica-
tions of the varied case studies and nuclear thresholds contained in this 
volume, with a focus on how understanding the cultural factors involved 
in nuclear decisionmaking adds to the analytic process. Decisions on 
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whether the identified nuclear thresholds will be crossed depend to a large 
extent on US understanding of the decisionmaking process of states 
involved and US ability to craft creative diplomatic strategies to influence 
that process.

Notes

1.	 In fact, this is the definition of the phrase given in two popular modern 
dictionaries. The Oxford Dictionary defines “nuclear threshold” as “a point 
in a conflict at which nuclear weapons are or would be brought into use.” 
A similar definition is provided in the Collins English Dictionary. Available 
at https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/dictionary/english/nuclear-
threshold, accessed 26 August 2017.

2.	 This distinction dates from the very dawn of the nuclear age. See Bernard 
Brodie, et al., The Absolute Weapon: Atomic Power and World Order (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1946).

3.	 See, for example, the thorough treatments of this taboo threshold in Nina 
Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and the Non-Use of 
Nuclear Weapons Since 1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007); and T.V.  Paul, The Tradition of Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons 
(Stanford University Press, 2009). An excellent essay on US nuclear trends 
that may jeopardize this taboo is given in George H. Quester, “The End of 
the Nuclear Taboo?” in Jeffrey A. Larsen and Kerry M. Kartchner, eds., 
Limited Nuclear War in the Twenty-First Century (Stanford University 
Press, 2014), pp. 172–190.

4.	 A third meaning, used in the phrase “to raise or lower the nuclear thresh-
old,” refers to actions and rhetoric exchanged during a crisis for the pur-
pose of escalation management intended to make the use of nuclear 
weapons either easier and more likely to be undertaken, or to make that 
use less likely. This meaning, while it has important nuclear policy implica-
tions, is outside the scope of this book.

5.	 Avner Cohen, “Crossing the Threshold: The Untold Nuclear Dimension 
of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War and Its Contemporary Lessons,” Arms 
Control Today, June 2007. Available at: https://www.armscontrol.org/
act/2007_06/Cohen, accessed 26 August 2017.

6.	 This is the clear meaning in, for example, “Pakistan Seen Ready to Cross 
Nuclear Threshold.” Available at https://www.theatlantic.com/interna-
tional/archive/2011/06/pakistan-seen-readying-to-cross-nuclear-
threshold/239817/, accessed 26 August 2017.

7.	 Jim Walsh, “Surprise Down Under: The Secret History of Australia’s 
Nuclear Ambitions,” The Nonproliferation Review (Fall 1997), p. 14.
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8.	 Jacques E.C. Hymans, “When Does a State Become a ‘Nuclear Weapon 
State’? An Exercise in Measurement Validation,” Nonproliferation Review, 
Vol. 17, No. 1 (March 2010), pp. 161–180. Available at https://www.
nonproliferation.org/wp-content/uploads/npr/npr_17-1_hymans.pdf, 
accessed 26 August 2017. See also, Jacques E.C. Hymans and Matthew 
S. Gratias, “Iran and the Nuclear Threshold,” The Nonproliferation Review, 
Vol. 20, No. 1 (2013), pp.  13–38. Available at: http://www-bcf.usc.
edu/~hymans/Hymans%20and%20Gratias%20Nonproliferation%20
Review%20FINAL-1.pdf, accessed 26 August 2017. Hymans and Gratias 
argue that ballistic missile testing is a proxy for nuclear weapons testing, 
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testing should be considered the definitive “threshold” of nuclear weapons 
acquisition.
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nuclear thresholds in Jacques E.C. Hymans and Matthew S. Gratias, “Iran 
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Hymans%20and%20Gratias%20Nonproliferation%20Review%20
FINAL-1.pdf, accessed 13 August 2017. Hymans and Gratias make a case 
for using the occurrence of a nuclear test as the point at which the nuclear 
“rubicon” has been crossed, as opposed to the accumulation by a state of 
a “significant quantity” of bomb-making material.

10.	 Matthew Kroenig, Exporting the Bomb: Technology Transfer and the Spread 
of Nuclear Weapons (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2010); and 
Matthew Fuhrmann, “Taking a Walk on the Supply Side,” Journal of 
Conflict Resolution, Vol. 53, Issue 2 (January 2009), pp. 181–208.

11.	 Article IV, para. 1. The term is used in the secular sense of irrevocable, not 
in the US Constitutional sense of “God given,” although some countries 
may be tempted to invoke that connotation.

12.	 Maria Rost Rublee, Nonproliferation Norms: Why States Choose Nuclear 
Restraint (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009), p. 202.

13.	 Ibid., p. 201. See also Feroz Hassan Khan’s story of the extreme sacrifices 
nations can make in pursuing nuclear weapons in Eating Grass: The Making 
of the Pakistani Bomb (Stanford University Press, 2012).

14.	 Note the reference to “a subtle debate going on [in Iranian elite circles] 
regarding the wisdom of crossing the nuclear threshold” in Ray Takeyh, 
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Chapter 2

The Cultural Topography Analytic 
Framework

Jeannie L. Johnson and Marilyn J. Maines

This chapter walks the reader through the development of the Cultural 
Topography Analytic Framework (CTAF), describes the analytical shortcom-
ings it is meant to remedy, and explains the process of employing it as a 
research method. At the core of the CTAF is the goal of isolating the key 
identity factors, norms, values, and perceptions of state actors contemplating 
crossing a nuclear threshold, and then designing a tailored set of foreign 
policy levers for interlocutors to use to impact or influence that decision. 
Perhaps the most significant contribution of the CTAF is the guard it pro-
vides against dangerous mirror imaging in our policy forecasting and con-
comitant nuclear counterproliferation and deterrence strategy. The CTAF 
allows users to examine nuclear decisionmaking by countries of concern from 
a non-US, non-Western perspective and then to craft a diplomatic approach 
effectively tailored to that country’s identity, values, beliefs, and norms.

This chapter briefly introduces the reader to the field of strategic cul-
ture and its early contributions to the nuclear policy literature. We 
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highlight continuing deficiencies within this methodological field, includ-
ing failures to account for shifts in national behavior over time, and an 
inability to reconcile or anticipate which of the several and often compet-
ing national security narratives within a particular regime will dominate 
decisionmaking on the nuclear issue. Our model is designed both to rem-
edy deficiencies and to unearth new, untapped or underutilized sources of 
information for identifying and understanding emerging threats.

The CTAF approach, which was used to conduct research for the case 
studies in this volume, was developed by combining two cutting-edge 
models in sociocultural analysis that were both originally designed to sup-
port intelligence analysts in the US Intelligence Community. The first 
model, the Cultural Topography Framework (CTops), was designed by 
Jeannie Johnson and Matthew Berrett at the CIA to isolate and assess 
primary sociocultural influences impacting the decisionmaking and behav-
ior of a key actor on a selected policy issue.1 The second model, the 
Cultural Analytic Framework (CAF), was developed for the National 
Counterproliferation Center by the Center for Advanced Study of 
Language (CASL) at the University of Maryland (Joseph Danks, Marilyn 
Maines, John Walker, Kathy Faleris, and Anne Wright) in 2011, to specifi-
cally assess nuclear decisionmaking. The CTAF draws elements from each, 
integrating the cultural mapping approach from CTops with a weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) focus and a new process for development of 
tailored policy responses to the proliferation behavior of over-the-horizon 
states from the CAF. In order to understand the methodological advan-
tages offered by this combined approach, it is useful to briefly examine the 
growing pains of the strategic culture paradigm from which the models 
were drawn.

Growing Pains in the Strategic Culture Paradigm

Conceptualizing and operationalizing the study of strategic culture con-
tinues to be a complex undertaking, and scholarship has produced several 
divergent veins for carrying out the task.2 Contrasting methodological 
approaches are one notable outgrowth of this plurality of thought; a point 
criticized by some3 but defended by the field’s proponents as an inevitable 
stage of “big concept” development—one similar to that faced by the 
traditional fields of international theory in grappling with empirical means 
of measuring and assessing such indispensable concepts as “power” and 
“wealth.”4
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The term “strategic culture” was first coined by nuclear scholars in the 
1970s. The concept came about as a theoretical supplement to, and 
improvement upon, the international relations theories of realism and 
neorealism. Its first operational definition was generated by Jack Snyder, 
who captured it as the sum total of ideas, conditioned emotional responses, 
and patterns of habitual behavior that members of a national strategic com-
munity have acquired through instruction or imitation with each other with 
regard to nuclear strategy.5 Ken Booth, a first-generation strategic culture 
scholar, outpaced Snyder’s enthusiasm for his own concept and carried the 
idea forward, arguing that it represented a more historically accurate 
explanation of nations’ nuclear and security policy than that of the rational 
actor and game theory constructs proposed by neorealism. The central 
theoretical argument posited by Booth and contemporary first-generation 
strategic culturalists took issue with neorealism’s foundational presump-
tion of states as “black box” actors whose actions could be mapped and 
projected simply by applying the formulaic parameters of a universal ratio-
nality. The claim that any state presented with the same stimuli in the 
security decisionmaking sphere, ceteris paribus, will come to the same con-
clusions and follow the same course of action clearly dismisses the signifi-
cance of any internal state dynamics, privileging instead the belief that all 
states and their security apparatuses operate on a predictable calculus of 
cost-benefit analysis geared toward a ubiquitous goal of shoring up rela-
tive security and power.6 Booth argued that the neorealist assumption of a 
“universal rationality” tread dangerously into ethnocentric mirror imag-
ing, likely to lead to critical misperceptions and a failure to understand 
another nation’s behavior in its own terms, including those “irrationali-
ties” of action that did not fit into the observer’s rational code.7

Not all strategic culture scholars find their discipline incompatible with 
the core tenet of realism and realpolitik. First-generation strategic culture 
scholar Colin Gray insists that the basic assumption of realism—that the 
world is occupied by rational actors pursuing their own interests—is not at 
odds with a strategic culture approach. It is the notion that rational deci-
sionmaking takes on the same universal character, measuring costs and 
benefits in similar ways regardless of domestic politics, history, and culture, 
that strategic culture scholars take to task. Scholars pursuing strategic cul-
ture employ an alternative assumption: that rationality—the weighing of 
costs and benefits—be understood as culturally encoded. As this volume 
will demonstrate, what is desired and valued by one national group may be 
dismissed out of hand by another; a strategic ploy or operational tactic 
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seen as advantageous to one actor may be taboo or a weapon of last resort 
for another. Nuclear decisionmaking at every stage of the cycle may be 
influenced by culturally bounded realities which set initial acquisition 
motives, development thresholds, and rationale for expanding or renounc-
ing nuclear ambitions at different points for differing actors. As a conse-
quence, the foreign policy levers available to influence a state’s nuclear 
decisionmaking are not likely to be received in identical ways across cases. 
Impacting the rational calculus of another state requires understanding 
the identities, mindsets, traditions, and outlook that underpin their nuclear 
decisionmaking.

The study of culture’s place in influencing the security process may be 
theoretically applied at any level of the decisionmaking chain, including 
key security institutions and subnational groups, but strategic culture 
scholarship has notably concentrated on state-based analysis.8 Critics of 
national strategic culture profiles have pointed out that attempts to pro-
vide a comprehensive portrait of an enduring national strategic culture 
may lead to unhelpful overgeneralizations and mask important 
undercurrents.9 They are right. The strategic culture of any nation state 
comprises competing narratives. Strategic culture, then, is best understood 
as a bundle of narratives, some held at the national level and some culti-
vated within particular organizations. Which of these is dominant at any 
point in time and for any particular issue is driven by a number of impact-
ing factors including the nation’s most recent formative events, the sway of 
particularly charismatic political figures, popular perceptions of the nation’s 
future security, and a national sense of status and role on the world stage.

The field of strategic culture has done much to illuminate both the 
influence of national culture and the influence of the bureaucratic cultures 
within a nation’s strategic community on its security policy decisionmak-
ing. Noted deficiencies within this field of work are failures to account for 
shifts in national behavior over time or to anticipate which of the several 
layers of sometimes contradictory cultural narratives within a security 
community will influence actor decisionmaking on any particular issue.10 
In order to provide policymakers with enhanced clarity on the range of 
likely behaviors within a regime, sociocultural analysis must not only iden-
tify the variety of subcultures within any particular polity, it must enable 
assessments of their interplay in order to identify the operative—or domi-
nant—cultural narrative for any particular issue.11

At the end of our last volume, Strategic Culture and Weapons of Mass 
Destruction: Culturally Based Insights into Comparative National Security 
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Policymaking, our team began to develop a practical framework for refin-
ing strategic culture research toward these ends. This volume further 
develops that framework, which has been applied and tested by case-study 
drafters in several workshops. The advances made since that time have 
improved the methodological tool set of the strategic culture approach 
with an eye toward higher utility for policymakers.

In addition to identifying and understanding national and subnational 
nuclear narratives, a policymaker must have some sense of where his or her 
nation might wield influence along another actor’s nuclear decisionmak-
ing timeline in order to craft and apply effective policy. Toward that end, 
the CTAF includes focused analysis of a national actor’s internal 
decisionmaking processes with specific focus on identifying those decision 
vectors most open to influence by the United States or US partners. 
Intrinsic to the research process is an evaluation of key actors with poten-
tial to influence nuclear decisionmaking: individuals as well as group actors 
such as the nation’s scientific community, or key components of its mili-
tary, that are positioned to act as enablers or important obstructers to a 
nuclear threshold decision. Based on this intimate look at the national and 
subnational narratives surrounding the nuclear issue, the decisionmaking 
pathways a nuclear decision is likely to travel, and the subnational actors 
most likely to exert influence, analysts are prepared to offer pointed and 
evidence-based policy recommendations. With these in hand, a policy-
maker is better positioned to craft an assurance, dissuasion, or deterrence 
strategy tailored to effectively engage the identity, values, norms, and per-
ceptual lens of key actors within the state of concern. Nuclear threshold 
decisions in the near and medium term are likely to involve attempts to 
influence the nuclear decisions of both allies and adversaries simultane-
ously. The blanket counterproliferation and deterrence strategies pursued 
in the past will not suffice.

The Cultural Topography Analytic Framework

The CTAF focuses on “moving to the left” in examining nuclear decision-
making. The methodology strives to discover cultural factors that pertain 
to foreign decisions on nuclear weapons development as early as possible 
on the weapons development timeline. The intent is to allow analysts to 
concentrate their efforts chronologically earlier (“move to the left”) in the 
nuclear weapons development or acquisition cycle, potentially recognizing 
movement toward proliferation or other nuclear activity at the plans and 
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intentions stage. The analytic goal is to provide US policymakers with 
maximum time and flexibility to apply appropriate levers to deter or 
dissuade such activity. Cultural information on the identity (including role 
conception), values, norms, and perceptual lens of the country of concern 
may provide the key to selecting salient levers before a nuclear threshold is 
crossed (see Fig. 2.1).

The CTAF process consists of five interconnected steps that take 
researchers through the analytic process of (1) identifying an issue of stra-
tegic interest, (2) identifying key actors in the nuclear weapons decision 
process, (3) identifying and exploring cultural influences impacting the 
thinking and behavior of those actors from four research angles: identity, 
norms, values, and perceptual lens, (4) evaluating and assessing the 
strength and impact of the identified cultural factors in relation to key 
actors to determine which factors are most critical to the nuclear threshold 
decision, and (5) based on these findings, developing a robust set of tradi-
tional and nontraditional foreign policy levers, selected and tailored to 
have maximum influence on the key nuclear decisionmakers within the 
country of concern (see Fig. 2.2).

Fig. 2.1  Nuclear weapons development or acquisition timeline. Used with per-
mission of the University of Maryland

Fig. 2.2  Basic steps of the Cultural Topography Analytic Framework
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Step 1: Identify an Issue of Strategic Interest

In order to provide higher utility to policymakers than that offered by the 
often “portrait-like” national profiles sometimes found within the strate-
gic culture literature, the CTAF process begins sociocultural research with 
a policy question. By identifying a particular issue of strategic interest or 
concern, analysts are better able to isolate relevant cultural data and pro-
vide clearer forecasting about the ways in which cultural influences are 
likely to weigh in on decisionmaking. The narrower the issue, the more 
targeted the cultural research, and the more likely it will yield actionable 
data. The issue selected may reflect a frequently asked question that needs 
examination from a new angle, or a question that policymakers are not 
asking—perhaps due to ethnocentric blinders, habit, or limited knowledge 
of the region—but should be.

For the purposes of this volume, our authors were asked to examine a 
particular strategic interest: the range of possible nuclear actions in the 
state they covered. Their preliminary research for Step 1 created a field of 
both plausible near- and medium-term nuclear actions and unearthed the 
range of nuclear narratives found in national discourse.

In proliferation studies of nuclear intentions, the most commonly asked 
questions, which are also those of greatest strategic importance, are 
focused on the specific stage of the nuclear weapons development timeline 
a country of concern has already reached or the next specific nuclear 
threshold(s) to be crossed. This is the challenge that is most urgently fac-
ing the policymaker, and why the CTAF methodology is designed to move 
this assessment as much to the left on the nuclear weapons development 
timeline as possible, while a country is in very early stages or still consider-
ing a nuclear program. Chances to influence that decision and ensure that 
the state remains compliant with the Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) are 
greatest before the state has invested substantially in beginning a weapons 
program or has actually crossed significant nuclear thresholds.

As basic research is done into the existing history of the nuclear pro-
gram within the country of concern at this first stage, the CTAF approach 
focuses on identifying key nuclear narratives that have been used across 
time within the country in promoting or debating taking initial nuclear 
steps. Of greater interest, however, are the current or emerging narratives 
used by key decisionmakers for gaining support for nuclear development 
from both key stakeholders and the general population, as well as any 
competing nuclear narratives held by various individuals and groups within 
the program. These narratives are often rich sources of cultural elements 
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that are used to justify why a desired nuclear step is necessary for a particu-
lar state at this time in history. Nuclear narratives also may serve as basic 
signposts that identify the goals of the nuclear program from a sociocul-
tural perspective. In identifying these nuclear narratives, it is also critical to 
identify which individuals or groups hold or support that narrative.

From this field of both plausible nuclear intentions and key nuclear nar-
ratives, analysts are asked to select a potential nuclear threshold for 
focused study. The selection process may be driven by diverse concerns: 
that a particular nuclear threshold is the most likely next step along an 
acquisition timeline, because it is the threshold most dangerous for US 
policy and therefore of peak concern, or because it is an understudied 
“wild card” that deserves further attention.

As presented in Chap. 1, a “nuclear threshold” is that point in time 
when a given state chooses one course of action over another (or, chooses 
inaction) with respect to its nuclear weapons aspirations, including whether 
to establish a latent civilian nuclear hedge against a future decision to 
develop nuclear weapons, to comply with or transgress international 
nuclear nonproliferation norms, to proliferate or accept the transfer of 
sensitive dual-use nuclear technology, to preemptively attack another 
state’s nascent nuclear program, to accept or extend nuclear assurances to 
another state or state collective, or in extremis, to break the nuclear taboo 
and militarily employ nuclear weapons.

Figuring out the specific “nuclear threshold” under consideration by 
the county of concern in each case study is the essential goal of Step 1. 
This decision provides the basis for narrowing the focus of the approach in 
Step 2 where decisions are made by authors on directing research toward 
particular actors or groups within the state. The inverse might also occur. 
As researchers get deeper into understanding nuclear narratives emanating 
from various groups within the state, they may determine that the original 
“nuclear threshold” selected is not actually the primary concern and switch 
to a different emphasis based on the insights which have surfaced during 
their research process.

This brings us to a critical point that we wish to emphasize about use of 
our methodology. The CTAF is meant to be a looping method—circling 
back to earlier steps in order to refine the issue under consideration. For 
example, it may be necessary to refine or change an issue of strategic inter-
est (nuclear threshold), narrow focus to a few key actors or expand it to 
new ones, or redirect research to include some previously understudied 
narratives. This process should continue so long as it is productive in refin-
ing the forecasting utility of the cultural data available.
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Step 2: Select Key Actors (Individuals or Groups) for Focused 
Study

In order to identify the nuclear narratives likely to dominate in the deci-
sionmaking process and isolate decision vectors which may present oppor-
tunities for US influence, analysts must catalog and assess the likely role of 
actors and groups involved in national security decisionmaking for the 
country of concern. The term “actor” includes individuals, government 
organizations, nongovernmental groups, or other sub-elements of a soci-
ety that play a role in policy processes. This would include the primary 
decisionmakers related to the initiation of a nuclear weapons development 
program or some other nuclear threshold, as well as their inner circle of 
trusted advisors, family members, key scientists, and military and political 
leaders. Of particular concern are any sub-state actors who may be open to 
US or allied influence and are positioned to act as enablers to a nuclear 
agenda, or conversely, any potential obstructers who may delay or prevent 
achievement of nuclear goals.

Analysts or academic researchers using the CTAF methodology are 
encouraged to first examine the overall structure of influential individuals 
and organizations operating within a country’s nuclear program and then, 
after some basic research, to focus in on a select number of individuals or 
groups that seem to be most central to the decisionmaking process and 
apply the deeper sociocultural analysis techniques to those actors and 
groups. It is useful to keep in mind that as more data is identified through 
research, initial selections may change or new individuals or groups of 
importance may be revealed, changing the original presumed outline or 
structure of the nuclear program.

In exploring the sociocultural factors that impact the most significant 
individuals and groups, analysts may wish to look at both (1) primary actors 
and (2) secondary actors engaged in the nuclear development process. 
Primary actors are the key decisionmakers related to the initiation of a 
nuclear weapons development program, as well as their inner circle of 
trusted advisers, key scientists, and critical military and political leaders. For 
most over-the-horizon or threshold nuclear states, as well as for states with 
existing nuclear weapons programs, this is the level where most decisions 
are made. Secondary actors are those supporting actors that impact the 
primary decisionmakers in either a positive or negative way. While second-
ary actors do not usually have actual decisionmaking authority, they can 
significantly accelerate or delay a chosen course of action and at times pre-
vent a country of concern from crossing a nuclear threshold. In countries 
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with strong dictators, such as the Soviet Union under Stalin or North Korea 
under Kim Jong Un, secondary actors may have little impact on nuclear 
decisionmaking, with the political leader and only a very few trusted advi-
sors having any real authority.

There is also a set of distinct roles related to the nuclear development 
process that actors may perform. This division is based upon the individu-
al’s position, responsibilities, expertise, and tasks. These roles were 
originally developed in the Follow-the-People approach, which is widely 
used within the Intelligence Community.12 Analysts may find these subcat-
egories useful in thinking through how a particular actor or group fits into 
the decisionmaking process relevant to the specific nuclear threshold.

•	 Decisionmakers. National-level leaders and other actors who deter-
mine WMD-related strategic requirements, policies, threat percep-
tions, goals, and resource allocations.

•	 Influencers. Actors who can affect choices made by decisionmakers 
on WMD-related strategic requirements, policies, threat percep-
tions, goals, and resource allocations.

•	 Doers. Technical, managerial, and nontechnical actors involved in 
the research, development, testing, and evaluation (RDT&E), and 
production of WMD, to include associated materials, technologies, 
equipment, and processes.

•	 Enablers. Actors who support the intentions of the primary 
decisionmaker(s) and can impact choices made in regard to nuclear-
related strategic requirements, policies, threat perceptions, goals, 
and resource allocations. Enablers may also have control over some 
critical aspect of nuclear program support or logistics.

•	 Users. Actors who are involved in the doctrine, planning, use, and 
security of WMD.

•	 Obstructers. Actors who might exert influence to prevent or delay 
decision or actions by the primary decisionmaker(s). These actors 
might include political or scientific opponents or rivals, individuals or 
groups that oppose nuclear weapons for ethical or religious reasons, 
or actors who were previously part of the inner circle and were later 
excluded.

•	 Latents. Actors who possess the expertise, experience, and personal 
connections to support a WMD program, but for a variety of reasons 
(such as retirement, illness, falling out of favor) are not currently 
doing so.
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In applying a culturally based analytic model, it is important for the 
analyst to examine the interaction among the various actors, sub-groups, 
and organizations within the country of interest and to develop insights 
into what cultural influences may be underlying or driving actions sur-
rounding a nuclear threshold decision. This applies both to countries just 
starting down the nuclear path and to countries with threshold or estab-
lished programs. The many competing currents operating at the subna-
tional level may have a significant impact on the direction and pace of a 
nuclear program, a nation’s willingness to disband, freeze, or roll back a 
nuclear program or the willingness of weapons-capable states to assist 
over-the-horizon states in acquiring nuclear capabilities. As each nuclear 
threshold is approached, there are discernable cultural factors that deter-
mine whether or not that threshold will be crossed (see Fig. 2.3).

Fig. 2.3  Types of actors potentially involved in nuclear weapons decisions. 
Circles in light gray depict actors in traditional official roles or positions. Circles in 
dark grey represent actors in nontraditional roles or positions. Used with the per-
mission of the University of Maryland
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Step 3: Research Key Actors from Four Perspectives—Identity, 
Norms, Values, and Perceptual Lens

After selecting a few key actors for focused study, analysts gather cultural 
data by exploring four distinct veins of research: identity, norms, values, 
and perceptual lens. These four categories do not represent an exhaustive 
list of important cultural factors but are useful as a starting point in exam-
ining culture from four policy-relevant perspectives  (see Fig.  2.4). The 
categories each inspire a distinct set of research questions and represent 
reoccurring conceptual themes across the sociocultural analytic field. We 
will first introduce the definition employed for each of the four conceptual 
categories followed by a set of “research prompts” we found useful as 
starting points. We will then offer a set of sourcing ideas recommended by 
the CTAF design and employed by our authors to unearth data in the four 
research categories.

Fig. 2.4  Explore the cultural data from four perspectives. Used with the permis-
sion of the University of Maryland
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Category 1: Identity. The character traits a given group assigns to 
itself, the reputation it pursues, the individual roles and statuses it desig-
nates to members, and the distinctions it makes between those people who 
are considered members of the group (“us”), and those who are not mem-
bers of the group (“them”).

Research Prompts Related to Identity:

•	 Which factors surrounding this issue would cause this actor’s identity 
to be threatened? Alternatively, which might provide the United 
States common ground for co-option?

•	 Is group cohesion strong along identity lines in response to this 
issue? What would cause the group to fracture or to unite behind a 
common front?

•	 What individual roles and statuses might group members seek to 
protect?

Category 2: Norms. Accepted, expected, or customary behaviors 
within a society or group. Norms can be explicit or implicit, prescriptive or 
proscriptive.

Research Prompts Related to Norms:

•	 Does this issue place social institutions or common practices under 
threat?

•	 To what extent are national norms and preferences in sync with pre-
vailing global norms on this issue?

•	 Which practices are likely to be pursued from habit, or bureaucratic 
inertia, even if seemingly out of step with current security realities?

•	 Which practices are compatible with US interests on this issue?
•	 Would US proposed changes in this policy area offer group members 

a way out of increasingly unpopular normative practices? Which 
members?

Category 3: Values. Deeply held beliefs about what is desirable, 
proper, and good that serve as broad guidelines for social life. Values 
include material or ideational goods that are honored or confer increased 
status to individual actors or members of groups. These include both secu-
lar and sacred values.
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Research Prompts Related to Values:

•	 What is considered “honorable” behavior at the national or subna-
tional level in this issue area?

•	 Which local values may be in conflict with the US approach to this issue?
•	 Which values might be coopted in moving US interests forward?
•	 Where might value differences between target groups present an 

opportunity to exploit cleavages?

Category 4: Perceptual Lens. Filters through which individual actors 
or members of a group determine “facts” about themselves and others.

Research Prompts Related to Perceptual Lens:

•	 What are the preconceived notions of this group concerning the 
behavior and character of the United States?

•	 What are the group’s beliefs about the future?
•	 What hurdles must US policymakers overcome in messaging to this 

group on this issue?

Research Strategies

Identifying and isolating cultural factors is not a simple process. They are 
rarely expressed overtly and instead must often be inferred from state-
ments, decisions, actions, or inactions of actors or by their responses or 
reactions to specific information, situations, or events. Identifying cultural 
factors can require a significant time investment spent sifting and cycling 
through existing source material as well as identifying gaps or new leads 
that require the development and review of additional sources. The ques-
tion of which sources will yield reliable data and which are available for 
analysis is dependent on the country of concern. In their initial article on 
the Cultural Topography method, Jeannie Johnson and Matthew Berrett 
offer a number of innovative research strategies for identifying cultural 
factors, which are discussed below.13

Examine Historical Narratives. To identify cultural influences of his-
torical importance to individuals or groups, the analyst should pay close 
attention to specific references made when the issues relevant to the ana-
lytic charge are addressed, whether in political rhetoric, private conversa-
tions, lessons used in school, or expressions from the artistic community. 
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Physical manifestations such as architecture, street names, statues, and 
memorials demonstrate which aspects of a nation’s history it chooses to 
preserve and celebrate. Finding and understanding the selection of heroes 
allows insight into national values. Of particular interest are those symbols 
that people voluntarily display in their homes.

Tap into the Population. Cultural influences can be identified in 
interviews or surveys with targeted focus groups. “Key informants” or 
sources with extensive knowledge of local culture are often interviewed by 
ethnographers and anthropologists. Looking for the conventional wisdom 
of a group or “the things everyone knows” is another way of seeking out 
cultural factors. Examining local newspapers and publications can also 
reveal issues of concern to the population. Tracking rumors or gossip net-
works in local areas as well as online discussions and blogs are windows 
into cultural narratives.

Examples in Case Studies. Author Nima Gerami highlights the social media 
output of national hero and Iranian Qods Force Commander Soleimani, for 
instance—one of the most influential voices within Khameni’s inner circle—
and offers analysis of his recently published memoirs.

Analyze Content of Texts. Key texts within the nuclear domain 
include doctrinal manuals as well as legends, songs, rhymes, fables, and 
anecdotes from a country’s history. Military texts are essential sources of 
information on the values, identity, and acceptable methods of achieving 
security within a regime. Other doctrinal texts, including telegrams, mili-
tary orders, descriptions of training regimes, diaries, memoirs, and com-
munications between military leaders, may reveal national aspirations over 
time as well as accepted norms for achieving them.

Examples in Case Studies. Dima Adamsky’s meticulous analysis of Russian 
military texts, both formal and informal, yields profound insights into the 
Russian cognitive style in national security decisionmaking and draws out 
the way in which nuclear use norms have been integrated into regular mili-
tary practice.

Track Political Rhetoric. The key to utilizing political rhetoric effec-
tively is understanding, in local context, the role it plays in communicating 
with the population. A first step in weighing the value of political rhetoric 
within a nation is to track its correlation with actual behavior in the past. 
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Tracking across time and across politicians may yield useful generalizations 
about government speeches as indicators of sincere goals and security 
objectives.

Examples in Case Studies. Nearly all authors within this volume place appro-
priate emphasis on political rhetoric as a key indicator of potential nuclear 
narratives. Nima Gerami is careful to make the point that Iran’s adherence 
to the Islamic doctrine of taqiyya—a Shiite practice of deliberately disguis-
ing one’s genuine beliefs in order to protect the Shia sect from adversaries—
permits Iranian leaders to lie when faced with existential threats, including 
potentially the nuclear program. Shane Smith dissects political speeches pro-
duced by the Kim regime within North Korea with the same care, and warns 
that given the cultural identity cultivated in the North as the “sole vessel” of 
the true Korea, rhetorical threats to turn Seoul into a “sea of fire,” now 
commonplace, cannot be dismissed out of hand.

Observe Public Behavior. Public reactions to state leaders’ actions 
and decisions may highlight areas of agreement or congruence between 
the populace and leaders based on shared beliefs, values, and ideals. 
Disaffection may be demonstrated in the form of protest, local complaints, 
or biting humor directed at political officials. Support may be manifested 
through strong turnout for state events and parades, voluntary display of 
state insignia, or robust membership in state-related organizations. To 
understand identity distinctions within large regions, analysts might sys-
tematically note patterns in social ceremonies and rituals. Humor can also 
serve as a direct source of cultural concerns, and analysts are encouraged 
to note what an individual or group finds funny and who or what is con-
sistently ridiculed. Language is also an indispensable source of cultural 
information and even rudimentary knowledge of the language of the 
country of interest can provide insights into what a population values as 
well as provide linguistic signposts for public opinion.

Examples in Case Studies. Gregory Giles offers close observation of Israeli 
political norms across time in order to distill a set of indispensable practices 
for security action. He posits these as a “litmus test” of sorts, a set of criteria 
that must be met in order for Israel to pursue military action. J.E. Peterson 
examines the role of public opinion in Saudi decisionmaking and identifies 
where tracking public opinion on this issue may prove useful, and where it 
will not.
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Evaluate the Output of the Media and the Artistic Community. 
Depending on the level of freedom enjoyed by news, entertainment, and 
artistic producers within a nation, these three sources may yield significant 
insights into the core identity, norms, and values of actors or actor sets. 
Controlled media may still offer material for cultural analysis, as state pro-
paganda illuminates the identity, norms, values, beliefs, ideals, and atti-
tudes that the state hopes to achieve and the narrative that it hopes the 
populace will accept. In a free state, the content of political debates and 
assessments in the press can identify cleavages in the strategic and political 
culture. A free press can also serve as a reliable watchdog for norms viola-
tions within a state. As a commercial organization, the media must present 
a worldview that is comfortable to its audience and in agreement with 
societal values. Entertainment media—including plays, television come-
dies, and dramas—can also reveal much about the values, ideals, and 
beliefs of the populace and attitudes toward changes underway in society.

Examples in Case Studies. Ekaterina Svyatets tracks national mythmaking of 
the Chernobyl disaster across multiple popular mediums including novels, 
movies, and video games targeting Ukraine’s youth, and examines the way 
in which these narratives impact public thinking on nuclear issues today.

Step 4: Assess Impact of Cultural Factors on Key Actors

In Step 4, the analyst must determine which factors within an actor’s iden-
tity, norms, values, and perceptual lens are likely to weigh in on the nuclear 
threshold decision of concern. The approach to data gathering and analy-
sis recommended by the CTAF is rooted in interpretivist research methods 
and Grounded Theory: seeking an “insider” understanding of a particular 
group through the collection of “rich data.”14 Data collection and analysis 
occur simultaneously in order to identify cultural traits and catalog the 
emergence of patterns. Categories become “saturated” when the explora-
tion of new data sources consistently validates previous findings rather 
than offering surprises or new insights. Analysts and researchers assess the 
range of cultural factors which surfaced in the research process in order to 
identify patterns which emerged across multiple sources and featured as 
prominent themes within the four research categories. Those cultural 
traits that consistently surfaced across multiple datasets and coalesced into 
narratives that interwove aspects of identity, norms, values, and/or per-
ceptual lens will have achieved three key thresholds: relevance vis-à-vis the 
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nuclear threshold issue, robustness—weightiness in the decisionmaking of 
a selection of key actors—and, perhaps most important, the likelihood of 
a cultural factor or trait to provoke a behavioral response (cooperative or 
conflictual) to US policy on this issue. The robustness and salience of a 
particular cultural factor may be manifest by its frequent appearance across 
multiple data sources, by its prominence within the discourse of key deci-
sionmakers, by the multiple ways it is manifest across the four categories of 
research, or by a strong path dependency born of bureaucratic habit that 
shows little sign of being interrupted. Analysts are asked to provide a sense 
of robustness for each cultural factor highlighted and examine the sce-
narios under which it is likely to play a particularly influential role in a 
nuclear threshold decision.

Having accumulated a large amount of cultural data, analysts must now 
evaluate that body of data and set some of it aside, honing the data down 
to those cultural factors that are considered most significant. Assessment 
of cultural factors that are significant is based upon how likely these factors 
are to impact key actors in regard to the nuclear decisionmaking process, 
and how heavily these factors can contribute to a profile of the actor or 
group in terms of behavioral patterns and primary or sacred values held by 
that individual or group. Understanding these factors is critical ground-
work for the development of a tailored set of levers or diplomatic approach 
in the next step of the methodology.

Assessment of Cultural Factors in Case Studies

Emerging from this analytical process, our authors offered compelling 
insights across each of the four research categories. For instance, Nima 
Gerami identifies “regional aspirations” as a feature of Iran’s identity and 
one which is critical to understanding its nuclear posture. Iran perceives 
itself as both the vanguard of Shia and Sunni Islam and culturally superior 
to its Arab neighbors, resulting in “an intrinsic right to regional hege-
mony.” This sense of destiny and superiority has led Iran to engage in 
revisionist policy. Indeed, it is part of its identity role conception that Iran 
“play[s] a transformative role in regional and world affairs” and leads the 
“axis of resistance.” Such an identity means that Iran will place limited 
stake in the status quo, likely including international norms on nuclear 
behavior, especially where those are seen as cementing unjust and unequal 
global relationships. In fact, Gerami argues, Iran possesses a strong sense of 
role regarding the need to restore equality between powerful and weak 
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countries, both to obtain justice and to defeat the arrogance of foreign 
interventionist powers.

This is starkly juxtaposed with Ekaterina Svyatets’ assessment of cultural 
factors that influence Ukraine’s identity as diplomatic, norms-abiding, and 
Western-leaning; “a young state striving to become a Western state.” 
Ukraine’s desire to solidify identity credentials as a Western state means 
that it is predisposed toward cooperation in Western-led institutions such 
as the NPT. Not only do national identity narratives reinforce this theme, 
critical subnational narratives do as well. Ukraine’s scientific community 
prides itself on its leadership in the nonproliferation movement. Svyatets 
concludes that only a clear and present threat to Ukrainian sovereignty 
from its Russian neighbor will likely have sufficient force to displace 
norms-abiding and Western-leaning Ukrainian narratives on this issue.

The case study which perhaps highlights most effectively the centrality 
of cultural factors (from both identity and perceptual lens categories) in 
nuclear decisionmaking is Shane Smith’s work on North Korea. Nuclear 
weapons have come to play an indispensable role in Pyongyang’s identity 
narrative which casts North Korea as “the decisive element in the world 
system, if not the center of the universe.” This extraordinary perceptual 
lens, founded largely on state-born constructions, cannot be dismissed for 
its delusionary qualities. The belief in the singularity and ancientness of the 
North Korean people is inextricably linked with the way the state perceives 
its right to nuclear weapons and its relationship to their use. Nuclear weap-
ons hold special acclaim in the national narratives of the Kim regime. 
Referred to as the “nation’s life” and a “national treasure,” there is little 
doubt that these are inexorably intertwined with North Korean sense of 
self. Nuclear weapons have become the crown jewel of Pyongyang’s 
defense system and a fulfillment of both Juche—North Korea’s political 
ideology—and Songun—Kim Jong Il’s military first policies. With pride, 
North Korea openly celebrates its status as a “nuclear state.” Smith’s 
assessment of the North Korean identity and security narratives and their 
congruence with the possession of nuclear weapons leads to a strong note 
of caution regarding any hope of rolling the program back.

Smith points out that the strong tie between nuclear capacity and 
national identity has impact on the North Korean perceptual lens. The 
centrality of nuclear success to the North Korean narrative is likely to lead 
the regime to “exaggerate nuclear accomplishments and capabilities.” 
This may not be confined to overstatement and braggadocio for foreign 
consumption, but may be a form of exaggeration that creates internal 
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delusion about actual capabilities. Smith provides evidence of an ill-
informed perceptual lens resulting from the internal dissembling endemic 
to communication norms necessary to survive in North Korea, noting that 
the regime’s “brand of personal despotism likely exceeds that of Stalin’s 
Soviet Union and any other country in modern times” resulting in “no 
dissent, no loyal opposition, and no ‘conversation’ with the Supreme 
Leader in North Korea.” The outcome is that nuclear narratives, even 
those held by the regime’s foremost decisionmaker, may be divorced in 
significant and important ways from reality.

Smith explores the nuclear threshold of “use” through these North 
Korean lenses, but the North Korean case is not the only one which pro-
vides pause regarding the “use” threshold. Dima Adamsky provides care-
ful analysis of military norms and notes that, for Russia, nuclear strategy 
is not in a class by itself, but is an integrated component across military 
domains. Strategic and nonstrategic nuclear weapons are treated in mind-
set and practice as a unified arsenal. Russian military exercises incorporate 
nuclear and non-nuclear aspects of strategy in an integrated effort to shape 
the decisionmaking process of an adversary. Despite “practice” with such 
strategies, Russia lacks “a set of norms or explicit methodology … for 
identifying when to cross the nuclear use threshold.”

Gregory Giles’ assessment of cultural factors also pays special attention to 
norms, examining those Israel has come to espouse as critical prerequisites 
to military action. These include demonstrating that an existential threat 
exists, satisfying a last resort/no choice threshold for military action, correct 
constitutional processing of the deliberation and decisionmaking, and a per-
suasive case that the security problem can indeed be solved militarily. Giles 
demonstrates that by carefully tracking the success or failure of an issue in 
meeting the built-in requirements of these norms, one might reasonably 
project the likelihood of unilateral military action. Giles shows that Israel’s 
unilateral attacks on Iraqi and Syrian nuclear facilities were validated through 
this process and the proposed attack on Iran’s nuclear facilities was not.

Giles also points to the high value Israeli leaders place on the special 
relationship with the United States. This particular value acts as a “deal 
breaker” in the deliberation process if unilateral military action to protect 
Israel’s nuclear monopoly would do the relationship with the United 
States serious harm. J.E. Peterson notes the same value playing a role in 
Saudi deliberations about nuclear acquisition. The Saudi Kingdom places 
great value on its relationship with the United States but little inherent 
value on the nuclear nonproliferation regime as an inviolable global norm. 
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Peterson argues that international law would lose in a clash of wills with 
Saudi self-conceptions of identity, including its sense of divine mission and 
self-image as a major power in the Middle East and Islamic world. Within 
this integrated profile of cultural factors (values and identity), “a nuclear 
policy might be regarded as an assertion of the KSA’s national right,” 
alongside “an inability to comprehend why the nonproliferation regime 
should apply to the KSA.”

This brief synopsis of highlights from across case study chapters demon-
strates the ways in which cultural factors unearthed within the four catego-
ries during the research process offer insights into the nuclear deliberation 
process and helps anticipate tipping factors which may compel one narra-
tive on nuclear matters to displace another. Offering policymakers an antic-
ipatory look at scenarios which may plausibly play out within countries of 
critical interest is the necessary antecedent to crafting salient policy levers.

Step 5: Develop a Tailored Set of Policy Levers to Impact Nuclear 
Decisionmaking

The objective of Step 5 of the CTAF is to examine the most significant 
cultural factors identified and assessed for each key actor and then create 
a tailored set of foreign policy levers that could be effectively applied to 
deter or dissuade a nuclear threshold decision. To impact or influence 
foreign actors involved in nuclear weapons decisions, we need to try to 
understand what these actors are thinking and, as much as possible, to 
think as they do, outside our traditional Western understanding of deci-
sions and responses. Analysts often fail to ask “Why?” in regard to under-
standing cultural motivation of foreign actors. This question should be 
of primary concern when trying to understand culture’s influence on 
decisionmaking. Historically, the United States has been less successful 
in understanding other nations’ cultures and leadership intentions 
because of the challenges involved in taking on the cultural perspectives 
of foreign decisionmakers. The underlying purpose for understanding 
the cultural influences that shape actors’ behavior within a state behavior 
in regard to nuclear decisionmaking is to be able to design a tailored set 
of levers and a foreign policy approach that will prevent the country of 
concern from crossing a specific nuclear threshold—dissuading state 
actors from nuclear aspirations, freezing the progress of that state at a 
particular level, or rolling back the program to an earlier or more limited 
level.
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What Is a Lever?

Webster’s Dictionary provides a succinct and ultimately useful definition 
of a lever as “an inducing or compelling force or tool.” Another definition 
of lever might include the traditional references to the application of “car-
rots and sticks” in an effort to bring about desired political decisions or 
behavior. Our authors were asked to consider a wide range of possible 
lever “types,” some traditional and some less so.

The use of less traditional levers is often coined soft power, a term 
defined by Joe Nye as “the ability to get what you want through attraction 
rather that coercion or payments.”15 Soft power is based on the attractive-
ness of a country’s culture, political ideas, and policies and is often con-
trasted with hard power, which is the more traditional, established use of 
inducements (carrots) and threats (sticks). With the emergence of the 
concept of smart power in the aftermath of the US invasion of Iraq in 
2003, ideas concerning the mixed application of many different types of 
levers were explored further.16 Proponents of smart power prefer that 
international organizations play a major role, as opposed to reliance on 
unilateral state actions. Smart power also includes the strategic use of 
diplomacy, persuasion, and capacity building, alongside the hard power of 
coercion in order to project power and influence, resulting in a rich base-
line set of possible levers to influence political behavior. Smart power 
gained further endorsement as a political approach from Hillary Clinton 
during her confirmation hearing for Secretary of State when she stressed 
that “We must use what has been called smart power—the full range of 
tools at our disposal—diplomatic, economic, military, political, legal, and 
cultural—picking the right tool, or combination of tools, for each situa-
tion. With smart power, diplomacy will be the vanguard of foreign pol-
icy.”17 As part of the soft power discussion, Nye also calls out cultural 
diplomacy as a prime example of soft power or “the ability to persuade 
through culture, value, and ideas.”18 Cultural diplomacy is based on the 
recognition and understanding of cultural dynamics and specifically 
includes the exchange of ideas, information, art, lifestyles, value systems, 
tradition, beliefs, and other aspects of culture. Cultural diplomacy is a very 
important concept in relationship to the CTAF, as it brings into practice a 
strategic diplomatic approach that is built on identification of cultural fac-
tors that impact an individual decisionmaker.

Foreign policy levers are most often located across three categories: (1) 
diplomatic, (2) economic, and (3) military, each of which offers a range of 
options to policymakers seeking to prevent or delay nuclear development. 
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Traditional levers of foreign policy are well known and typically applied at 
the state level against the leadership elite, who generally have nuclear deci-
sionmaking authority. Unlike traditional foreign policy levers, less tradi-
tional or unofficial levers may be applied against many different levels of 
social strata within the country of concern and are more likely to involve 
nongovernmental, private organizations.

Although the actual decision to cross a nuclear threshold is normally 
made by small, selective groups of political elites behind closed doors, 
other groups or social strata can also have significant influence on the pri-
mary actors or decisionmakers. Even when a solitary actor or decision-
maker is positioned to make the final nuclear decision, that individual will 
usually need the support and buy-in of other elite decisionmakers, as well 
as of other supporting actors in order to be able to carry out the decision. 
Additionally, the primary actor or decisionmaker at some point will usually 
want the support of the general population of the country. In a nominally 
democratic society, moving nuclear decisions to fruition will require skill-
ful political maneuvering. In a more authoritarian society, the buy-in and 
support can be co-opted or coerced. Historically there are some obvious 
cases where strong, authoritarian leaders have almost total control of the 
nuclear decisionmaking process—Stalin in Russia, Qaddafi in Libya, and 
Kim Jong Il and his son Kin Jong Un in North Korea. In most cases, how-
ever, the primary decisionmaker operates under the influence of a close 
circle of advisors. Regardless of regime type or who makes the final nuclear 
decision—single actor or small group—there are nontraditional culture-
based levers which can be applied at various levels of society. These will be 
included primarily in the “diplomatic” section, but may be found in the 
other two categories as well.

Levers can be positive or negative and are designed to either reward or 
punish a state for its nuclear behavior. Table 2.1 provides a baseline list of 
potential foreign policy levers, some fairly standard and some more inno-
vative. This list is not intended to be all-inclusive but provides a starting 
point for consideration and analysis.19 Our authors were asked to consider 
which of these levers might be effectively employed against the nuclear 
threshold issue of concern, and which, given the cultural predisposition of 
the actors in question, may backfire.

Using Less Direct Approaches to Influence Nuclear Decisions

Many of the less traditional levers suggested in this list fall under the cat-
egory of “messaging,” which the authors define as “using multiple forms 
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Table 2.1  Foreign policy levers

Diplomatic levers
 � 1. Promises of strategic security or protection offered to a country or group in 

exchange for desired decisions or behavior.
 � 2. Public diplomatic recognition in an international forum of a country or group as a 

respected, responsible state adhering to norms of international behavior.
 � 3. Diplomatic alliances or bilateral agreements that provide unique diplomatic support 

or recognition as a US ally or diplomatic partner in some key initiatives.
 � 4. Assistance in obtaining leadership positions in multinational organizations such as 

the United Nations.
 � 5. Unusual honor or respect afforded during a state visit, including visits by the US 

president, Secretary of State, or other high officials to that country and attendance at 
state dinners/joint speeches and press conferences with country leaders during visits to 
the United States.

 � 6. Opening or expansion of a US Embassy or diplomatic mission within a country.
 � 7. Provision of humanitarian aid or assistance in nation building and/or 

democratization.
 � 8. Key speeches or visits by admired and popular US nonofficial figures, such as 

doctors, social leaders, and philanthropists. In some cases, visits or performances of US 
artists and musicians who are known to be admired by the actor or his society could 
have impact.

 � 9. Use of Internet websites, wikis, and chat rooms to inspire discussion around issues of 
concern, including religion, governance, environmental issues, and antinuclear/global 
security.

 � 10. Use of online social networking capabilities to identify key individuals likely to 
support US goals and development of these online networks.

 � 11. Targeted e-mail campaigns designed to reach key segments within the society of 
concern that may be sympathetic to US goals.

 � 12. Offers of educational opportunities and training within the country of concern 
targeting particular groups. These may be better received if offered by private groups 
or NGOs.

 � 13. Holding international technology and nonproliferation conventions and 
conferences in countries that appear to be supportive of US, UN, and IAEA 
nonproliferation goals or are countries in which support needs to be shored up.

 � 14. Foreign exchange programs, including trips and visits to the United States for 
actors or groups that appear to be supportive of US nonproliferation goals.

 � 15. Praising and shaming. Nonofficial articles or publications from widely recognized 
journalists, authors, or technical experts openly praising positive actions taken by a 
group or country of concern or criticizing that group or country for undesirable 
negative actions.

 � 16. Establishment of long-term educational opportunities in the United States for 
individuals selected by the key decisionmaker(s) within the country of concern.

(continued)
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Table 2.1  (continued)

 � 17. Inclusion of selected key leaders from the country of concern in US conferences, 
working groups, or other international efforts to combat proliferation as a method of 
strengthening the relationship.

 � 18. Work with trusted partners within the NPT regime to include the country of 
concern in various NPT initiatives and committees, with frequent outreach by other 
NPT supporters, making them part of the global solution.

 � 19. Threats to cut off or suspend diplomatic alliance or bilateral agreements.
 � 20. Exertion of diplomatic pressure on other countries to prevent or deter those 

countries from supplying needed equipment or material to a country.
 � 21. Cut-off or suspension of humanitarian aid or assistance in nation building or 

democratization.
 � 22. Closing of US Embassy or diplomatic mission within a country.
 � 23. Suspension of all diplomatic relations with a country.
Economic levers
 � 1. Promises of economic assistance or internal development within a country in 

exchange for desired decisions or behavior.
 � 2. Accordance of “most favored nation” status in regard to trade agreements.
 � 3. Encouragement of US businesses and companies to invest or open offices or begin 

operation within a country.
 � 4. Provision of desired information technology or advanced scientific equipment that 

will advance a country’s level of development.
 � 5. Provision of cash payments or financial incentives to ensure desired behavior.
 � 6. Provision of desired popular culture and/or luxury items to key actors or 

decisionmakers, through nonofficial channels.
 � 7. Technical and financial support in regard to alternative energy sources and internal 

environmental concerns. This will probably be best received if provided by private 
organizations rather than directly from the US government.

 � 8. Threats of application of economic sanctions if undesirable behavior of a country 
continues or expands.

 � 9. Efforts to secure multinational economic sanctions through UN resolutions 
sponsored by the United States and its allies against the country.

 � 10. Cut-off or cessation of specific trade agreements or suspension of sales of desired 
information technology or advanced scientific equipment to a country.

 � 11. Enactment of economic sanctions unilaterally by the United States against the 
country.

 � 12. Freezing financial assets of a country.
Military levers
 � 1. Bilateral military alliance with the United States or guarantee of military support if 

the county is attacked.
 � 2. Sales of conventional military equipment that is deemed significant or necessary to 

the country for national protection.
 � 3. Military-to-military exchange meetings and agreements between US and foreign 

military forces (e.g., US naval ship visits).

(continued)
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of communications media—including press, radio and television, music, 
films, and various Internet applications (websites, e-mail, chat rooms, 
wikis, blogs, social networks, games, and alternative reality sites)—to con-
vey messages that the US wants heard.” Nearly all US foreign and security 
policy institutions are currently engaged in attempts at public diplomacy—
targeting messages toward the population of a particular state in addition 
to, or rather than, its elite. Whether termed “strategic messaging,” “public 
affairs,” “outreach,” or “information operations,” these efforts tend to 
employ multiple forms of communications media in an attempt to shape 
narratives within foreign populations.

The recent explosion in communications technology offers a wide 
range of options for conveying messages that the United States wants 
heard. Regardless of a nation’s political, economic, religious, or cultural 
perspective, US popular culture has gradually worked its way into almost 
every corner of the world to become firmly established as a global phe-
nomenon. Due to this widespread awareness of US culture, many oppor-
tunities exist to send messages on desired behavior through existing public 
and private media. Exploiting such a huge window of opportunity will 
require careful focus of effort to ensure effective use of limited resources.

Key questions to consider in regard to crafting messages designed to 
reach members of the state of concern, including key decisionmakers:

	1.	 What media outlets are most likely to impact desired segments or strata 
of society within the country of concern?

Table 2.1  (continued)

 � 4. Training and education of foreign military personnel at US national war colleges, 
other military training facilities, or in country by US officials.

 � 5. Nomination or US support for entry into multinational military alliance such as 
NATO or other appropriate alliance.

 � 6. Provision of US peacekeeping forces or military personnel functioning in an advisory 
role to the country to secure internal stability.

 � 7. Threat of preemptive military action against specific facilities existing or being 
constructed within a country.

 � 8. Military interdictions of shipments of equipment or material during delivery or 
transshipment of the equipment or material to a country.

 � 9. Cut-off or suspension of supply or sales of US military equipment to the country.
 � 10. US enactment of military blockade or no-fly-zone restrictions against the country.
 � 11. US invasion of the country or use of kinetic force/military attack.

Used with the permission of the University of Maryland
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	2.	 Based on identified cultural factors, who could best deliver a message?
	3.	 Through what types of media should the message be conveyed?
	4.	 What individuals and organizations do each strata of the society admire?
	5.	 What are the major cultural factors currently valued by the society, 

both internal and foreign?
	6.	 What is the zeitgeist of popular culture in the society of concern? Can 

this be used to convey a US message?
	7.	H ow do various strata of society perceive the United States?
	8.	 Could the message be better delivered by a proxy rather than directly 

by the United States?

One aim of messaging is to establish a relationship that scholars within 
the social psychology field have termed “identification.” As discussed by 
Maria Rost Rublee in Nonproliferation Norms, identification takes place 
when an individual actor or small group responds positively to attempts at 
influence because the actor or group wants to establish or maintain a sat-
isfying relationship with the influencer.20 As the actor or group identifies 
with the admired other, the behavior desired by the other is adopted 
because it is associated with the desired relationship. The original actor 
may not personally believe in the new behavior but adopts it to ensure the 
continuation of the relationship.

In proliferation theory and literature, this concept is particularly rele-
vant when evaluating the motives of various states that have adopted the 
norms and expected behaviors of the NPT. Nations or actors seeking 
friendship or advantageous relationships with the United States—alliances 
or security guarantees, financial or technical support, or social rewards—
may outwardly take desired nonproliferation steps at a level Rublee calls 
“social conformity,” while still secretly harboring nuclear or WMD inten-
tions. This type of behavior could apply to other areas of international 
security as well, where actors or states follow the lead and expected behav-
ior of a strong economic or political state, without actually subscribing to 
underlying beliefs and goals.

Key questions to consider in regard to whether an actor or group is 
complying with expected behavior norms due to identification, while still 
holding other beliefs and motivations, include:

	1.	 What is the default position of the actor or group along the prolifera-
tion timeline?

	2.	 Does the actor or group face an immediate threat to survival? A regional 
threat?
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	3.	H ow far can security guarantees or other desired support objectives 
move the actor or group to the left in terms of nuclear/WMD goals?

	4.	 What individuals and organizations within the country are most like to 
be open and receptive to US overtures?

	5.	 Is the actor or group operating in a country that is relatively homoge-
neous on this issue? Are there exploitable cleavages between groups?

	6.	 Are there attitudes held by the general public in the country that are 
compatible with US goals? Antagonistic to US goals?

	7.	 To what extent is this state initiating nonproliferation and counterpro-
liferation measures within the global community? Do effective nonpro-
liferation measures require nudging from external actors?

Identification, over time, may lead to internalized acceptance of nuclear 
norms advocated by the influencer state, a transformation that construc-
tivist scholars term “persuasion.”21 Persuasion is achieved when the prefer-
ence of an actor or group in nuclear decisionmaking has been altered at an 
intrinsic level. The actor, group, or state has become convinced that the 
desired behavior is in the nation’s best interest and makes a genuine 
change in preference. In the case of our subject matter, decisionmakers’ 
beliefs are transformed to the extent that they are persuaded of the inher-
ent value in stepping back from a nuclear threshold. Therefore, the actor 
or group is no longer demonstrating desired behavior merely to secure 
continued acceptance by the influencer state, but because the actor or 
group genuinely believes the behavior to be a higher order principle and/
or in the nation’s best interest. From our case studies in this volume, 
Ukraine is the state that best exemplifies successful persuasion, and is far-
thest along the path of fully buying in to the NPT nonproliferation goals. 
Israel and Saudi Arabia, both close allies of the United States, demonstrate 
strong identification with the United States, but maintain their own inde-
pendent beliefs and intentions.

Key questions to consider in regard to whether an actor or group is 
complying with expected behavioral norms due to persuasion and internal 
acceptance of influencer norms include:

	1.	 What is the current position of the actor or group along the prolifera-
tion timeline? Has the actor or group made recent progress to the right 
or has it been frozen for some time in its current position?

	2.	 What individuals and organizations within the country advocate, of 
their own accord, public positions aligned with US nonproliferation 
policy goals?
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	3.	 Is the actor or group operating in a country that is socially and cultur-
ally ready to forgo nuclear weapons development?

	4.	 Does this actor or group express public disappointment, even in 
admired others, when they perceive failures in living up to NPT 
standards?

	5.	 Are there remaining oppositional elements of society that would wish 
to continue development of a nuclear weapons capability?

	6.	 What are the “sacred values” of the population in the country? How do 
nuclear weapons feature within this set of “sacred values”?

	7.	 Are state or sub-state actors initiating nonproliferation measures on 
their own without external prodding?

	8.	H ave critical state actors adopted identities founded in nonprolifera-
tion or nonuse narratives or institutions?

Where specific actors reside along the “identification” and “persua-
sion” spectrum when the United States is cast as the key influencer proves 
critical in an evaluation of which decision vectors are most promising for 
US intervention and which policy levers are most likely to prove fruitful. 
Attempts to evaluate the efficacy of certain lever “types” (i.e., economic 
sanctions or threats to close diplomatic channels such as embassies) with-
out reference to the character of the relationship between the state in 
question and the United States can lead to misguided notions about the 
potential effectiveness of some frequently employed diplomatic, eco-
nomic, and military tools.

As our case studies demonstrate, an effective US response to near- and 
medium-term nuclear threshold issues requires understanding the percep-
tions of threat experienced by the actors in question, the value the actors 
place on their relationship with the United States, and the domestic socio-
cultural context driving decisionmaking.

Conclusion

The CTAF represents a new addition to the methodological tool set of the 
strategic culture approach with a focus on creating greater utility for poli-
cymakers by identifying and understanding national and subnational 
nuclear narratives, and providing a sociocultural window into another 
country’s nuclear decisionmaking process. Additionally, the CTAF places 
specific focus on identifying those decision vectors most open to influence 
by the United States or US partners.
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First, the CTAF focuses on examining nuclear decisions of countries of 
concern, chronologically earlier (“move to the left”) on the nuclear weap-
ons development timeline, potentially recognizing movement toward 
nuclear thresholds at the plans and intentions stage. The authors of this 
volume believe that the plans and intentions stage is the part of the nuclear 
weapons decisionmaking process that is most impacted by cultural influ-
ences. Focusing on this early stage, therefore, provides US policymakers 
with maximum time and flexibility to apply appropriate levers to deter or 
dissuade such activity. Providing cultural insights into plans and intentions 
is also an area of proliferation theory where sociocultural analysis or stra-
tegic culture can best supplement existing approaches to decisionmaking.

Second, intrinsic to the research process of our methodology is a focus 
on key actors—both individuals and groups—with potential to influence 
nuclear decisions. Rather than defaulting to the state-based approach 
favored by most authors writing within the strategic culture paradigm, the 
CTAF approach looks beyond the state leader to secondary actors, includ-
ing trusted advisors, inner circle members, military comrades, or scientific 
partners—those with the ability to influence the primary decisionmaker. 
Emphasis is placed on identifying critical influencers or obstructers with 
the ability to advance, delay, or thwart nuclear ambitions.

Third, looking at cultural data across the four categories brings a holistic 
approach to understanding the full scope of forces that influence nuclear 
decisionmaking within the state of concern. Understanding the identity, 
norms, values, and perceptual lenses that shape the thinking and behavior of 
key decisionmakers opens a new vantage point to policymakers and allows 
them to look beyond the traditional western frame of reference in interpret-
ing actions and narratives of state actors in regard to nuclear thresholds.

Fourth, based on this intimate look at the national and subnational nar-
ratives surrounding the nuclear issue, including pathways a nuclear deci-
sion is likely to travel, CTAF users are able to offer pointed and 
evidence-based policy recommendations. With a tailored set of levers and 
policy options in hand, a policymaker is better positioned to craft an assur-
ance, dissuasion, or deterrence strategy specifically designed to engage 
foreign leaders on the diplomatic level.

As noted at the outset of this chapter, the United States faces a near- 
and medium-term global nuclear landscape in which it is attempting to 
influence the nuclear threshold decisions of allies and adversaries simulta-
neously. The blanket counterproliferation and deterrence strategies pur-
sued in the past will be insufficient to deal with very different types of 
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diplomatic challenges posed by the two groups. On the one hand, the 
United States will be confronting adversary states, such as Iran with a fairly 
advanced nuclear program currently put on hold, or North Korea which 
has recently taken important steps toward full nuclear weaponization and 
deployment capabilities; and on the other hand will be facing allies, such 
as Israel which already has a nuclear capability and is intent upon protect-
ing its monopoly in the Middle East, or Saudi Arabia which may be tipped 
toward a decision on developing an indigenous nuclear capability to coun-
ter Iran. This variety of nuclear threshold challenges and diverse interlocu-
tors will require creative, culturally aware and carefully tailored policy 
options, which our approach seeks to provide.
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Chapter 3

Iran’s Strategic Culture: Implications 
for Nuclear Policy

Nima Gerami

This chapter assesses the principal drivers of Iran’s strategic culture and 
their broader implications for the country’s nuclear decisionmaking and 
policies in light of the comprehensive nuclear agreement reached on July 
14, 2015, between Iran and the P5+1 (the United States, United Kingdom, 
France, Germany, Russia, and China). The nuclear agreement, formally 
known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), is intended 
to verifiably prevent Iran from producing sufficient fissile material—either 
weapons-grade uranium or plutonium—for a single nuclear weapon for at 
least 10 to 15 years.

If fully implemented by all states parties, the physical constraints and veri-
fication provisions of the JCPOA, supplemented by national intelligence 
efforts, would effectively extend Iran’s “breakout” capacity to one year and 
reduce the probability of an Iranian bomb until at least 2030.1 Nevertheless, 
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the JCPOA does not eliminate the risk that Tehran might seek to increase 
its enrichment levels and stocks of enriched uranium to achieve a “thresh-
old” nuclear weapons capability—the ability to quickly develop nuclear 
weapons at a time of its choosing—after 15 years, when all of the physical 
constraints on Iran’s enrichment capacity imposed by the JCPOA will be 
lifted. At that point, the central question will become whether Iranian lead-
ers can be deterred from making the decision to cross the threshold and 
build nuclear weapons, in abrogation of the country’s nonproliferation and 
safeguards commitments under the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).

In the near term, there is considerable uncertainty about whether the 
JCPOA will remain intact, given heightened US-Iran tensions following 
the election of US President Donald J. Trump. On October 13, 2017, the 
Trump administration rolled out its strategy to push back against Iran’s 
regional ambitions and “deny the regime all paths to a nuclear weapon.”2 
In unveiling this strategy, President Trump announced he would not recer-
tify the JCPOA as required every 90 days under the Iran Nuclear Agreement 
Review Act (INARA), leading to speculation about US intent to withdraw 
from the deal.3 Other signatories to the JCPOA, including France, 
Germany, and the United Kingdom, have urged Washington to maintain 
its commitment to the nuclear deal, noting that the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) has “repeatedly confirmed Iran’s compliance with 
the JCPOA through its long-term verification and monitoring program.”4

Iran, for its part, has dismissed efforts to renegotiate the JCPOA and 
signaled it will continue to implement the deal notwithstanding the US 
move toward decertification, provided that other signatories remain com-
mitted to the deal and do not cooperate with any US attempt to reimpose 
sanctions. In the event that the JCPOA ultimately falls apart, however, the 
United States and its international partners will need to consider possible 
implications and appropriate steps to prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear 
weapons. In this context, a more comprehensive understanding of Iranian 
decisionmaking will enable policymakers to better anticipate Iran’s actions 
and interact with its leaders in a clear, compelling manner.

This chapter examines the nexus between Iran’s strategic culture and its 
nuclear program. It also evaluates the policy implications of adopting more 
tailored approaches to deter Iran in an increasingly volatile Middle East. 
Proponents of using strategic culture as an analytic framework advocate a 
“know thy enemy” approach, in which a better understanding of adversarial 
states allows policymakers to develop tailored deterrence strategies designed 
to influence or alter state behavior. This logic currently underlies many US 
policy decisions on the Middle East, yet little scholarly research has tested the 
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extent to which a state’s strategic culture actually impacts foreign policy deci-
sions, particularly decisions concerning the development and use of weapons 
of mass destruction (WMD). Despite significant growth in the field over the 
past few decades, strategic culture theory is often unwieldy, ill-defined, and 
difficult to operationalize and implement from a policy perspective.5

Previous work on Iran’s strategic culture has refuted the notion that Iran 
is “irrational” and formulates policy solely on religious-ideological grounds. 
Instead, scholars have characterized Iran as an anti-status quo power with a 
defensive military doctrine that seeks to minimize risk, preserve plausible 
deniability, prevent conflict escalation, and enhance its deterrence capabilities. 
In his examination of Iran’s “way of war,” Michael Eisenstadt identifies key 
elements of Iran’s strategic culture as indirection, ambiguity, incrementalism, 
and strategic patience.6 Rather than being guided solely by religion, Iranian 
leaders base decisions upon the principle of maslehat (expediency) and 
national interest, according to Eisenstadt.7 Indeed, one could argue that tra-
ditional realist theory explains much of Iran’s behavior and preference for 
pragmatic policies that maximize its national interest. Strategic culture schol-
ars have contended that their framework is not intended to supplant tradi-
tional theories of international relations but instead to supplement our 
understanding of state behavior on another level. Like Iran, Alastair Ian 
Johnston observes that China possesses a dual strategic culture, “one a sym-
bolic or idealized set of assumptions and ranked preferences, and one an 
operational set that had a nontrivial effect on strategic choice.”8 Thus, a state 
may exhibit classic elements of realpolitik in its decisionmaking processes 
while remaining bound by the parameters of its unique strategic culture.

Nevertheless, religion, ideology, and culture do shape the parameters of 
Iranian decisionmaking. While Iran is a rational state actor, Matthew McInnis 
argues that religion and ideology provide a framework within which the 
country’s leaders make national security decisions and justify their policies.9 
Iran’s penchant for asymmetric warfare, for example, may be derived 
partly from Shia narratives of martyrdom, injustice, and the need to confront 
stronger, immoral powers, as well as from a cultural preference for ambiguity 
and indirectness. The concept of taqiyya in Shiism, whereby adherents lie 
about their faith to enemies if their lives are at stake, also provides a religious 
justification for dissembling.10 Moreover, Islam has significantly influenced 
Iranian notions of grand strategy, deterrence, and victory, thereby providing 
the “national objectives for which the use of violence is permissible.”11 
Iranian attitudes toward war are therefore “less goal-oriented than western 
concepts,” and, as Gregory Giles asserts, “defeat is not necessarily equated 
with failure.”12 Victory is defined as outlasting the enemy in the long term, 
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and religious narratives of sacrifice and jihad, or holy war, fuel Iran’s ability 
to tolerate substantial losses for the sake of resisting external oppression.13

This chapter seeks to build on previous studies and apply a more sys-
tematic approach to analyzing Iran’s strategic culture, drawing on the 
Cultural Analytic Topography Framework. The first section of this chapter 
outlines the history of Iran’s nuclear program from the pre-revolutionary 
era to present. The next section identifies key individuals and institu-
tions—or “keepers” of Iran’s strategic culture—which influence nuclear 
decisionmaking. The third section highlights how elements of Iran’s stra-
tegic culture—including its identity, values, norms, and perceptual lens—
shape the way Iranian leaders perceive threats, respond to aggression, and 
formulate nuclear policies. The final section suggests possible traditional 
and nontraditional points of leverage to enhance US policy efforts to 
engage and deter Iran. Whatever the fate of the JCPOA, cultural consid-
erations are likely to become increasingly important in discerning Iran’s 
nuclear intent and, in the long term, determining  whether its leaders 
believe their national interest is best served by pursuing nuclear weapons.

Origins and Evolution of Iran’s Nuclear Program

During the rule of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, Iran first established its 
nuclear program in 1957 on the basis of a civil nuclear cooperation agreement 
with the United  States, under the auspices of President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 
Atoms for Peace program. Iran was among the first countries to sign the NPT 
in 1968 and concluded a safeguards agreement with the IAEA in 1974.

Ironically, the same nationalist narrative that characterized the Shah’s 
nuclear ambitions prefigured the Islamic Republic’s present-day claims 
about its inherent right to pursue nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. The 
Shah’s vision of transforming Iran into a modern, industrialized state—
coupled with the oil shock of 1973–1974 and subsequent search for alter-
native power sources—accelerated Iran’s pursuit of nuclear energy.14 In 
1974, the Shah established the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran (AEOI) 
to start a “full-fledged nuclear power industry” with a virtually unlimited 
budget.15 As part of its peaceful nuclear cooperation agreement with the 
United States, Iran sent officials and AEOI scientists to American universi-
ties for training.16 These officials—including current AEOI head Ali Akbar 
Salehi and Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif—play a leading role in 
Iran’s nuclear decisionmaking and implementation of the JCPOA today.

Although the Shah publicly disavowed nuclear weapons, his insistence 
on mastering the complete nuclear fuel cycle and acquiring plutonium 
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reprocessing capabilities aroused US suspicions about Iran’s long-term 
nuclear ambitions.17 The Shah eventually agreed to forgo plans to build a 
plutonium processing plant and ship spent nuclear fuel to the United 
States, but these negotiations were cut short by political turmoil that cul-
minated in the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

After the overthrow of the Shah, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
announced the formation of the Islamic Republic and instituted velayat-e 
faqih (guardianship of the jurist), the Shia doctrine granting absolute politi-
cal and religious authority to the Supreme Leader. The new revolutionary 
government inherited a sizeable nuclear infrastructure that became a symbol 
of the excesses and irresponsibility of the ancien régime. After acceding to 
power, one of Khomeini’s priorities was to reevaluate Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram and associated business contracts with the West. Against the backdrop 
of the seizure of the US Embassy in Tehran and the 444-day hostage crisis 
that ensued, American and other foreign companies ceased nuclear coopera-
tion with Iran. The new head of the AEOI, Fereydoun Sahabi, recom-
mended the Islamic Republic’s abandonment of all nuclear power plants 
under construction for “political, economic, social, human, and technical 
reasons.”18 By 1980, the Islamic Republic announced the official suspension 
of large parts of the country’s nuclear power program, stating that its con-
struction had begun under the Shah “on the basis of colonialist and imposed 
treaties” and constituted a symbol of Iran’s dependence on the West.19

Despite the Islamic Republic’s initial opposition to the nuclear program and 
the exodus of nuclear scientists after the revolution, nuclear research continued 
unabated.20 The devastating impact of the Iran-Iraq War and the interna
tional community’s failure to condemn Iraq’s use of chemical weapons likely 
contributed to Tehran’s decision to begin chemical weapons research 
and  restart its nuclear program as a potential  deterrent against Baghdad.21 
Iran’s efforts to achieve the full nuclear fuel cycle evolved in five discrete phases:

•	 Phase I: Decision to Restart the Nuclear Program and Initiate 
Procurement (1984–1988).

In a high-level meeting in 1984 at the Presidential Palace in Tehran, 
then President Ali Khamenei announced that Supreme Leader Khomeini 
had decided to secretly restart Iran’s nuclear program in order to “secure the 
very essence of the Islamic Revolution from the schemes of its enemies, 
especially the United States and Israel.”22 In 1985, Iran began pursuing a 
gas centrifuge enrichment program and took steps leading to the acquisition 
of centrifuge enrichment technology. Henceforth, the Islamic Republic 
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began procuring key components for a domestic enrichment program from 
the A. Q. Khan network in Pakistan and upgrading the Tehran Research 
Reactor (TRR) with fuel purchased from Argentina.

•	 Phase II: Accelerated Procurement and Enrichment Activities 
(1988–2002).

Despite Khomeini’s death in 1989, Iran expanded its uranium mining and 
conversion capabilities, indigenous heavy water production plant, and 
enrichment program. In 1990, Iran signed a nuclear cooperation agree-
ment with China and secretly imported uranium hexafluoride (UF6)—the 
feedstock for enrichment—one year later. Between 1994 and 1996, Iran 
purchased additional design drawings and components for P-1 centrifuges 
from the Khan network. In 1995, Iran secured a contract with Russia to 
complete the reactor unit at Bushehr.23 Six years later, Iran initiated con-
struction of a clandestine enrichment facility near Natanz.

•	 Phase III: Public Disclosures and International Diplomacy 
(2003–2006).

In 2002, an exiled Iranian opposition group, the National Council of 
Resistance of Iran, publicly disclosed the existence of sites at Natanz and 
Arak that had been constructed in contravention of Iran’s NPT safeguards 
commitments. The EU-3—France, Germany, and the United Kingdom—
initiated a series of negotiations ultimately resulting in Iran’s agreement to 
enhance safeguards (the IAEA’s Additional Protocol) and to temporarily 
suspend its nuclear fuel cycle-related activities. However, negotiations 
became deadlocked over the EU-3’s insistence that Iran give up enrich-
ment. By 2005, Supreme Leader Khamenei ordered the resumption of 
uranium conversion activities and the IAEA referred Iran’s nuclear dossier 
to the United Nations (UN) Security Council.

•	 Phase IV: Deepening Internal Divisions and International Tensions 
(2006–2012).

In 2006, the United States, Russia, and China joined EU-3 diplomatic 
efforts with Iran, forming the P5+1. During the next two years, additional 
UN Security Council sanctions resolutions were imposed on Iran, including 
restrictions on arms imports and exports, financial services, and civil nuclear 
assistance. These sanctions may have played a role in slowing Iran’s nuclear 
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progress by limiting access to foreign materials and assistance. The alleged 
US-Israel Stuxnet cyberattacks in 2009 and 2010 also disrupted centrifuge 
operations at Natanz.

Upon taking office in 2009, US President Barack Obama signaled a 
willingness to engage with Iran as part of a dual-track policy of diplomacy 
and coercive sanctions. The United States supported an IAEA-brokered 
fuel swap agreement to refuel Iran’s TRR, but this initiative broke down 
after the deal failed to garner support from Tehran’s divided political fac-
tions. The turmoil following Iran’s disputed presidential election in 2009 
and increased technical progress in the nuclear realm, including the enrich-
ment of up to 20% at Natanz, further complicated US outreach efforts 
toward the Iranian government.

In May 2010, Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad attempted a last-
ditch effort to revive TRR negotiations through a Joint Declaration signed by 
Iran, Brazil, and Turkey, but the United States did not support the proposal 
because it did not satisfactorily address Iran’s production of 20% enriched 
uranium and accumulation of low-enriched uranium (LEU). Increased US 
and European Union (EU) financial sanctions and the oil embargo in 2011–
2012 further isolated Iran from the international banking system and embar-
goed roughly 40% of Iran’s oil exports. Amidst mounting tensions, the 
United States held secret bilateral nuclear talks with Iran in Oman in 2011.

•	 Phase V: From “Resistance” to “Heroic Flexibility” (2012–Present).

The election of Iranian President Hassan Rouhani—who ran on a platform 
of economic reform and constructive engagement with the West—renewed 
momentum for nuclear negotiations. The US-Iran negotiating channel ran 
alongside formal Iran-P5+1 talks, which were renewed in 2012 in Istanbul, 
Turkey. The P5+1 pursued a confidence-building agreement to compel 
Iran to freeze its production of 20% enriched LEU, including activities at 
the Fordow enrichment facility, and to reduce its existing stockpile of LEU 
by either shipping the material abroad or converting it to fuel.

The dual-track negotiations led to the interim Joint Plan of Action in 
Geneva in November 2013, three months after Rouhani’s inauguration. 
For the first time, Supreme Leader Khamenei publicly supported the 
negotiations and permitted direct talks with the United States under the 
banner of “heroic flexibility.” After nearly two years of intensive negotia-
tions, the final JCPOA was announced in Vienna on July 14, 2015. The 
detailed, 159-page nonproliferation agreement imposed physical con-
straints and verification provisions to prevent Iran from producing suffi-
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cient fissile material for nuclear weapons for 10 to 15 years in return for 
the comprehensive lifting of all nuclear-related sanctions.24

In short, the JCPOA constrains Iran’s nuclear weapons option until 
2030 through a combination of physical limits on fissile material production 
at declared facilities and robust inspection and verification provisions. The 
JCPOA, however, also allows Iran to retain a substantial nuclear infrastruc-
ture—including virtually all of the physical infrastructure associated with its 
uranium enrichment program—and the technical capacity to expand its 
enrichment program after the agreement’s key restrictions expire. While the 
JCPOA increases the probability that the IAEA would detect any new covert 
nuclear facilities in Iran, the agreement is less likely to deter or detect small-
scale illicit activities not involving nuclear material, such as research on 
nuclear weapons or the production of non-nuclear weapons components.25

Iran’s decision to accept temporary constraints on its enrichment pro-
gram and halt alleged weapons-related efforts raises fundamental questions 
about nuclear intent: does the JCPOA signal a strategic shift in Tehran to 
forgo nuclear weapons altogether or a tactical decision to hedge?26 JCPOA 
proponents argue the nuclear agreement will ultimately undermine advo-
cates of nuclear weapons inside Iran by reducing the threat of military con-
flict with the United States and increasing the benefits of economic 
integration. JCPOA opponents, on the other hand, claim the agreement will 
legitimize Iran’s status as a nuclear threshold state and neither fundamentally 
alter Tehran’s hostility toward the West nor address its destabilizing regional 
behavior.27 In the long term, the nuclear issue will remain a key policy con-
cern requiring a deeper understanding of Iran’s unique strategic culture and 
the impact of cultural factors on Tehran’s future nuclear calculus.

Iran’s Nuclear Decisionmaking

Iran’s national security and nuclear decisionmaking takes place within mul-
tiple, overlapping political institutions heavily influenced by informal power 
networks. The Supreme Leader, who is formally selected by the Assembly of 
Experts (Majlis-e khobregan), sets the overall direction and tone of policy 
guidance at the strategic level. The Supreme Leader appoints six clerics to 
the Guardian Council (Shura-ye negahban-e qanun-e asasi) as well as the 
head of the judiciary, who appoints the other six clerics on the Council. The 
Guardian Council is charged with ensuring all legislation accords with 
Islamic law and approving the qualifications of candidates for the presidency, 
parliament (Majlis), and Assembly of Experts. The Expediency Discernment 
Council (Majma’-e tashkhis-e maslehat-e nezam) is responsible for resolving 
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disputes between the Majlis and the Guardian Council. The Supreme 
Leader is the head of the armed forces, namely the regular military (Artesh) 
and the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (Sepah-e pasdaran-e enqelab-e 
eslami or IRGC). The IRGC reports directly to the Supreme Leader rather 
than the president, though the president and Majlis exercise a degree of 
control through oversight of the national budget.

The Supreme Leader retains ultimate say in all policy decisions, including 
those surrounding the nuclear program, but he rules through consensus. 
Despite Iran’s deeply divisive domestic politics, substantive matters of 
national security and foreign policy such as the nuclear program tend to 
elicit relatively greater levels of elite and mass consensus coordinated through 
the Supreme National Security Council (Shura-ye ali-ye amniyat-e melli or 
SNSC) and its representatives, implemented by the president, and overseen 
by the Majlis (as reflected in Fig. 3.1). Constitutionally, the SNSC embodies 
the highest decisionmaking body in Iran. In practice, however, the IRGC 
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Fig. 3.1  A strategic overview of Iran’s national security decisionmaking process. 
The dotted line represents a special, direct relationship of power and influence. 
Author’s own work
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represents the single most influential group of individuals in national secu-
rity matters.28

The core group of traditional decisionmakers is relatively insulated 
from turnover resulting from elections or regional and international devel-
opments, providing some sense of regime stability and continuity. 
Nonetheless, the formal apparatus of power overlaps with, and at times is 
subordinated to, an informal and complex network of multiple individuals 
and factions (equivalent to interest or pressure groups), including charitable 
foundations (bonyads), think tanks, clerical seminaries, IRGC veteran 
groups, and miscellaneous individuals who amass power based on reli-
gious status and education, political affiliation, kinship, military service, or 
personal wealth.

Traditional Keepers of Iran’s Strategic Culture

The SNSC formulates national security policy at the strategic level, coor-
dinates the implementation of these policies among various institutions, 
and oversees other government entities. Its formal membership, with oth-
ers invited on an ad-hoc basis, includes the head of the executive (SNSC 
chairman); heads of the legislative (Majlis speaker) and judicial branches; 
chief of the Supreme Command Council of the Armed Forces; Ministers 
of Foreign Affairs, Interior, and Intelligence and Security; Commanders of 
the IRGC and the Artesh; representative of the  Planning and Budget 
Organization; and two representatives of the Supreme Leader, one of 
whom is the SNSC secretary and, in practice, serves as the national secu-
rity advisor.

Of prevailing national security issues, none are as sensitive as Iran’s 
nuclear program. Rouhani served as Khamenei’s representative to the 
SNSC and its secretary for nearly two decades (1989–2005). After the 
public disclosures of Iran’s clandestine nuclear efforts in 2002, a pyramidal 
structure for nuclear decisionmaking was put into place via the SNSC, with 
committees at the director, deputy, and ministerial levels. Representatives 
of the ministerial committee within the SNSC secretariat, known as the 
Supreme Nuclear Committee, were appointed by the Supreme Leader but 
are also Iran’s highest level decisionmakers (i.e., the Council of Heads).

While there is careful deference to the Supreme Leader’s wishes on all 
policy matters, Iranian officials often seek consensus in decisionmaking as 
a means of sharing the responsibilities and risks associated with sensitive 
national security policies. Before and since the conclusion of the JCPOA, 
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Rouhani and his nuclear negotiating team have insisted that Khamenei 
knew the details of secret bilateral talks with the United States—a shifting 
narrative since negotiations were well under way before Rouhani was 
elected president (and apparently without his knowledge).29

The Supreme Leader retains absolute authority on the nuclear issue, 
though he often maintains distance from specific policy decisions to pre-
serve ambiguity and avoid blame for failure. While different presidential 
administrations may have varying tactics and ideological preferences, 
Iranian officials ultimately rely on the Supreme Leader to validate and 
legitimize the country’s nuclear policies. In turn,  the Supreme Leader 
relies on the IRGC as his power base to safeguard the regime against inter-
nal and external threats.

The IRGC is an unelected organization wielding considerable eco-
nomic and political power in domestic and national security affairs, far 
surpassing that of other institutional actors. IRGC ideological fealty to the 
revolution has made it the chief custodian of sensitive weapons systems, as 
opposed to the Artesh (indeed, the Ministry of Defense is not even 
included in SNSC permanent membership). IRGC leaders typically do not 
take public sides in regime infighting, but their views, generally aligned 
with those of the Supreme Leader, carry significant weight in national 
security decisionmaking.

IRGC Qods Force Commander Qassem Soleimani—one of the most 
influential voices in Khamenei’s inner circle—has gained public notoriety 
in recent years as the face of Iran’s regional campaigns in Iraq, Syria, and 
Yemen. Once a shadowy figure, Soleimani has become a national hero 
whose photos on Twitter and Instagram show him evading Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) attacks and near-death experiences in Iraq as well 
as brazenly traveling to Russia in defiance of international sanctions. His 
memoirs are replete with photos of Soleimani posing with Shiite brethren 
in solidarity against the West.30 IRGC leaders tend to publicly support an 
unbridled nuclear program—without technical constraints imposed by the 
West—to promote an image of strength and deter Iran’s regional adver-
saries.31 While most IRGC officials initially contested nuclear negotiations, 
the Supreme Leader stifled criticism of the deal by calling on officials to 
demonstrate unified support for the JCPOA. Rouhani further promised 
the IRGC that sanctions would be “cancelled”—an attractive prospect for 
an organization facing resource constraints in Iraq, Syria, and else-
where throughout the region. IRGC Commander Ali Jafari in July 2015 
clarified the organization’s position: “First, I have to state one more time 
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there is not one official in the Islamic Republic that is opposed to a good 
deal in the negotiations. Therefore, the foreign media have tried to create 
untrue polarization on the issue of the nuclear negotiations in the coun-
try.… For me, as a military official, what is more important than anything 
else.… is the protection and promotion of Iran’s defensive abilities.”32

In contrast, the AEOI oversees the civil side of the nuclear program and 
is primarily concerned with Iran’s scientific and technical prowess in order 
to justify its research and development budget. Current AEOI head Salehi 
played an important behind-the-scenes role in shepherding US-Iran nego-
tiations, having served in three successive administrations (first 
as  Ambassador to the  IAEA, later  Minister of Foreign Affairs, and 
now AEOI head). The nuclear dossier under the purview of AEOI was 
reassigned to the SNSC after the 2002 revelations.

Iran’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs is primarily concerned with the inter-
national ramifications of Iran’s nuclear program and reluctant to sacrifice 
economic and political opportunities for the country’s nuclear capabilities. 
The Foreign Ministry, however, plays only an ancillary role in national 
security matters, mainly serving as the conduit for negotiations that led to 
the nuclear deal and ongoing discussions with the P5+1 and IAEA on 
JCPOA implementation issues. Under the Rouhani administration, 
Foreign Minister Zarif has been responsible for conducting nuclear nego-
tiations in consultation with the SNSC, but he has little if any authority 
over technical aspects of Iran’s nuclear program. During Rouhani’s sec-
ond term, the Foreign Ministry is poised to expand its influence over the 
nuclear file and a bill is being considered in the Majlis that would transfer 
responsibility for the JCPOA to the Ministry’s political department.33

Politicization of the nuclear issue in recent years has exacerbated inter-
nal political divisions, making it a lightning rod in the broader debate 
among Iran’s elite about the core tenets of the Islamic Republic and its 
place in the world. Personal rivalries, bureaucratic infighting, and the 
Supreme Leader’s ambiguous guidance on the nuclear issue further com-
pound this problem, creating a political environment that could poten-
tially make implementation of the JCPOA difficult to sustain over the long 
term.

Nontraditional Keepers of Iran’s Strategic Culture

Nontraditional actors also have a crucial role in shaping the nuclear debate 
in Iran. These actors are clerics, businessmen (bazaaris), political scien-
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tists, intelligentsia, and former government officials who remain con-
nected to powerful Iranian leaders and therefore continue to exert 
influence on political decisionmaking from behind the scenes. Individual 
influence within this system depends on proximity to the Supreme Leader, 
revolutionary or clerical credentials, and the ability to build a strong coali-
tion of supporters from diverse political backgrounds. Prominent exam-
ples of nontraditional keepers of Iran’s strategic culture include Hossein 
Shariatmadari, editor-in-chief of the hardline daily Kayhan and unofficial 
mouthpiece of the Supreme Leader; Ayatollah Mahmoud Hashemi 
Shahroudi, widely considered the primary candidate to succeed Khamenei 
and his chosen replacement for the late Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsajani as the 
chair of the Expediency Council; Javad Larijani, close advisor to Khamenei 
and brother of Ali Larijani (current Majlis speaker) and Sadegh Larijani 
(judiciary head); and Ali Akbar Velayati, the Supreme Leader’s advisor on 
international affairs and head of the Center for Strategic Research, an 
influential think tank based in Tehran.

Characteristics of Iran’s Strategic Culture

The characteristics of Iran’s strategic culture, outlined in Fig. 3.2, provide 
insight into how Iranian leaders process information, formulate and imple-
ment policy, and engage with the international community. Encompassing 
these traits, and as a provisional simplification, Iran’s strategic culture can 
broadly be defined as a revolutionary technocratic type with a dualistic view 
of itself as an Islamic (revolutionary-clerical) country and a technocratic 
republic that shapes the discursive boundaries and manner in which the 
country’s security policies and threat perceptions are framed. This tension 
is exemplified by recent power shifts in Tehran between technocrats, cur-
rently led by President Rouhani, and relative hardliners represented in 
Iran’s conservative-dominated Majlis alongside elements of the judiciary, 
armed forces, and clerical establishment.

The following examination of Iran’s strategic culture elucidates how 
Iran perceives threats and prioritizes competing policy objectives. The 
subsequent sections explore how these traits shape Iranian nuclear deci-
sionmaking and offer policy implications for effectively engaging and 
deterring Iran. These sections benefit from previous research on Iran’s 
strategic culture as well as analysis of Persian-language memoirs and 
speeches made by senior Iranian political and military figures, including 
Khamenei, Rouhani, Rafsanjani, Salehi, Jafari, and Soleimani.
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Dualism Permeates Iranian Identity

Dualism has permeated Iranian identity since pre-Islamic, Zoroastrian 
times (600 BCE–650 CE). Zoroastrianism was one of the first monothe-
istic religions to distinguish between opposing forces of good and evil. In 
modern Iran, the Islamic Republic derives legitimacy from nationalism 
and religion, particularly Twelver Shia Islam and the divine rule of the 
Supreme Leader. The inherent dichotomy between Iran’s nationalist and 
Islamic identities has, at times, created tension within the political system.34 
Iranian leaders resolve this tension through adherence to the principle of 
maslehat (expediency), which allows them to forgo certain Islamic obliga-
tions in order to preserve the regime’s political power.35 According to this 
cultural norm, national security priorities may supersede religious ideol-
ogy temporarily, though the two are often mutually reinforcing.

Iranian officials since the 1979 revolution have rejected Hobbesian 
notions of statecraft and embraced aspirations of becoming the spiritual 
leader of the Islamic world. Iran’s perception of itself as the vanguard of 
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Fig. 3.2  Characteristics of Iran’s revolutionary technocratic strategic culture. 
Author’s own work
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Shia and Sunni Islam translates into a desire to play a transformative role 
in regional and world affairs. Iranian nationalism and its revolutionary 
brand of Islam fuels military adventurism in the region, but Iran’s effective 
use of soft power allows it to build long-term influence by translating mili-
tary gains into strategic advantages.36

Strategic Patience Is Rewarded

Iranian culture values strategic patience, or long-term gains, in its deci-
sionmaking process and formulation of national security policies. Iran’s 
foreign policy and military doctrine advocate imposing costs on enemies 
through strategies of delay, attrition, and reliance on soft power to build 
long-term influence. Strategic patience is further reflected in the Islamic 
Republic’s political structure insofar as senior officials—most notably the 
Supreme Leader—have held unelected positions continuously since the 
Iran-Iraq War.37

Iran’s concept of strategic patience is based on ancient Persian notions 
of time as spiritual, infinite, and nonlinear.38 The Zoroastrian view of 
zaman (time) is associated with the Persian deity Zurvan, the father of the 
god of eternally returning time. When the Arabs invaded the Persian 
Empire in the seventh century CE, they brought with them the idea of 
dahr—the infinite extension of time—which entered Persian folklore and 
Sufi references to all-pervading time and irreversible fate.39 Historical 
examples of the benefits of strategic patience include the eventual selection 
of Imam Ali as the fourth caliph after he was passed over following the 
death of the prophet Mohammad; Iran’s persistence in retaining the 
Persian script after the Arab conquest; and the eventual co-optation of 
Iran’s Macedonian, Mongol, and Arab conquerors and the successful pres-
ervation of Iranian identity.40

Iran’s long-term approach to decisionmaking translates into a prefer-
ence to avoid conflict escalation and respond indirectly to perceived acts of 
aggression. This proclivity for indirect conflict is in line with Iran’s reliance 
on asymmetric warfare to defeat more powerful adversaries. In practice, 
the result is a leadership culture seeking to avoid offensive military opera-
tions unless they are intended to punish the aggressor as a means of rees-
tablishing deterrence.41 For example, although Saddam Hussein initiated 
the war with Iran in 1980, Khomeini rejected the Iraqi offer of ceasefire in 
1982 and decided to prolong the war, thus generating a war of attrition. 
During the US-led war against Iraq in 2003, Iran gradually wore down 
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coalition forces through proxy attacks using Explosively Formed Projectiles 
(EFPs) and Improvised Rocket-Assisted Munitions (IRAMs), contribut-
ing to the eventual drawdown of the multinational force in Iraq in 2007 
and the complete withdrawal in 2011. After Saudi Arabia invaded Bahrain 
in 2011 to suppress Shiite uprisings, Iran waited six months to retaliate 
before implementing the thwarted plot to assassinate the Saudi ambassa-
dor in Washington, DC.

More recently, Iran demonstrated strategic patience by avoiding the 
opening of a new front against Israel following the January 2015 air strikes 
in Syria that killed IRGC Brigadier General Mohammad Ali Allahdadi and 
the son of former Lebanese Hezbollah Commander Imad Mughniyeh.42 
After Saudi Arabia’s execution of Shiite cleric Sheikh Nimr al-Nimr, which 
was widely perceived as Saudi escalation given the proxy war in Yemen, 
Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif claimed “Iran has no desire to escalate ten-
sion” and refused to break or downgrade diplomatic relations with Saudi 
Arabia.43 Similarly, Iran chose not to escalate tensions with the United 
States on the eve of Implementation Day of the JCPOA in January 2016, 
when it captured and released 10 US naval officers who had strayed into 
Iranian territorial waters in the Persian Gulf.44

Furthermore, Iran has demonstrated strategic patience by not dashing 
to the bomb but instead pursuing a deliberately gradual approach vis-à-vis 
the nuclear issue, which was resolved after nearly a decade of negotiations 
with the EU-3, P5+1, and United States. Iranian officials have stated on 
numerous occasions that engagement with the P5+1 was intended to buy 
time to advance Iran’s nuclear fuel cycle capabilities and to protect the 
program from military attack.45 In memoirs of his time as Iran’s chief 
nuclear negotiator, Rouhani recounts that he “strongly believed and still 
believes that success in the important nuclear issue will not be gained 
except through patience, careful scrutiny, pragmatism, and prudence. 
Undoubtedly, the use of these principles, both in policymaking and in 
practice, requires untiring efforts and abundant patience.”46

Iran Has a Historical “Right” to Hegemony

Iran’s strategic culture is defined by its longevity and resilience as a 
Persian nation and ancient civilization. Iran has a long history of not 
only surviving foreign conquests but also exerting influence over its 
invaders. The cultural and scientific achievements of Iran’s Achaemenid 
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Empire survived its conquest by Alexander the Great, who adopted 
many Persian customs in order to rule more effectively. Iran resisted the 
Arab conquest of the Sassanids in the middle of the seventh century 
CE, as well as the subsequent conversion to Islam from Zoroastrianism, 
by largely keeping the Persian language intact. In modern history, Iran 
maintained its national identity during the Anglo-Soviet occupation 
following World War II, which deposed the Shah and installed a new 
ruler in Iran until the 1979 revolution.47 Iran, moreover, continued 
efforts to nationalize critical oil and transportation infrastructure, 
despite the 1953 Anglo-American coup against the popularly elected 
Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh. To this day, Iranian law pro-
hibits any foreign entity from owning a majority share of infrastructure 
projects. Iranian narratives of resistance against Western intervention 
are therefore deeply embedded in the popular consciousness and rooted 
in historical experience.48

The idea that Iran is culturally superior to its Arab neighbors and has 
an intrinsic right to regional hegemony is deeply ingrained in Iranian 
identity. Iranian officials argue the Islamic Republic should be the domi-
nant power in the region by dint of history, religion, geography, demog-
raphy, and natural resources.49 This translates into Iran’s desire to control 
the Gulf militarily and assert its vital interests against regional adversar-
ies.50 Most recently, this tendency has manifested itself in Iranian support 
to Shiite groups in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and elsewhere through-
out the region.

In this context, it is not surprising that Iranian officials frame the nuclear 
issue in nationalist terms and as an affirmation of Iran’s rightful place in 
the world. In August 2015, Iranian Defense Minister Hossein Dehghan 
described the nuclear deal as a source of Iranian national pride: “Today, 
Iran has attained such status that the superpowers have surrendered to it 
because of its majesty, its steadfastness, its resistance, and its unity. Despite 
their great pride, the regime of arrogance [the West, led by the United 
States] sat humbly behind the negotiating table and obeyed the rights of 
the Iranian nation.”51 Likewise, Rouhani has acknowledged that the 
Iranian  government deliberately tried to cultivate nationalist sentiment 
around the nuclear program: “propaganda should be concentrated on cre-
ating national pride, not just in the ability to acquire nuclear technology, 
but also in the ability to protect it from enemy threats while protecting 
national security.”52
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Resistance Is Key to Action and Power

The notion that Iran is destined to lead the so-called “axis of resistance” is 
deeply infused in its national identity and bolsters Iran’s self-image as the 
vanguard of the Islamic world. This axis comprises Shiite proxy groups in 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine, Bahrain, and Yemen, as well as Sunni 
extremist groups such as Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad. By rely-
ing on this network to support its foreign policy objectives abroad, Iran is 
able to effectively leverage soft and hard power, while maintaining a veneer 
of plausible deniability. Iranian military officials boast frequently that Iran 
now controls four Arab capitals in Damascus, Baghdad, Beirut, and Sanaa. 
They refer to Syria as the “golden ring” in the axis of resistance, owing to 
its strategic importance as the key access route for weapons shipments to 
Hezbollah in Lebanon.53 Iran will fight to preserve this axis, notwith-
standing mounting casualties of IRGC officers in Syria, because it is a 
central tenet of Iran’s defense against Israel and overall national security 
strategy.

Another mode of Iranian resistance is self-sufficiency and economic 
development. Since the revolution, Iranian leaders have emphasized the 
need for the Islamic Republic to distance itself from foreign powers and to 
become self-reliant through scientific advancements.54 The slogan that 
came to characterize the revolution, “na sharq, na gharb” (neither East 
nor West), underscores Iran’s perceived need for strength through self-
reliance. For this reason, historic figures such as Ibn Sina, Biruni, and Razi 
have become sources of national pride for Iranians as great scientists, 
mathematicians, philosophers, and physicians.

Iran’s relative military and economic insecurity fuels its search for 
regional strategic depth and preference for self-reliance. The Supreme 
Leader’s decree in 2014 for Iran to establish a “resistance economy” 
emphasized subsidy reforms to optimize energy consumption, increase 
employment, and target the promotion of export goods. Khamenei also 
reiterated the importance of resistance in his open letter to Rouhani fol-
lowing the adoption of the JCPOA:

In conclusion, as it has been notified in numerous meetings to you and 
other government officials and also to our dear people in public gatherings, 
although the lifting of sanctions is a necessary job in order to remove injus-
tice [imposed on people] and regain the rights of the Iranian nation, eco-
nomic overture and better livelihood and surmounting the current 
challenges will not be easy unless the economy of resistance is taken seri-
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ously and followed up on entirely. It is hoped that this objective will be 
pursued with full seriousness and special attention would be paid to enhanc-
ing national production. You should also watch out so that unbridled 
imports would not follow the lifting of sanctions, and particularly importing 
any consumer materials from the United States must be seriously avoided.55

World Order Is Unjust, Victimizes the Weak

Iran’s history of invasion by foreign powers reinforces its belief in the 
need to restore equality between powerful and weak countries, obtain 
edellaat (justice) for the mustazafun (victims) of aggression, and defeat 
the mustakbirun (arrogant) foreign interventionist powers. Khomeini’s 
rejection of gharbzadegi (Westoxification) in the early years of the revolu-
tion helped justify the concept of velayat-e faqih and immediately influ-
enced all aspects of governance, including the nuclear program which 
came to symbolize the embodiment of the Islamic Republic’s anti-imperi-
alist narrative. Indeed, some studies have shown that a small but politically 
significant portion of the Iranian population believes the nuclear program 
has become a sacred value, in the sense that it represents Iran’s defiance of 
Western efforts to prevent it from acting autonomously.56 More broadly, 
gharbzadegi—a cultural norm popularized ironically by secular Marxist 
writer Jalal Al-e Ahmad—has become a staple of post-revolutionary lexi-
con by remolding traditional Islamic tenets and heroes into religious dia-
lectics about class struggle and universal moral values.

This narrative encompasses Shia notions of injustice and Iran’s histori-
cal experience of invasion by foreign powers. Iranian leaders appeal to this 
sense of historical injustice  to gain support for “resistance” against the 
West.57 Similarly, Iranian officials are quick to allege Western double stan-
dards in international affairs and will insist on a fair playing field as a pre-
condition to negotiations. Appealing to populist ideologies also allows 
Tehran to justify its policies domestically and abroad. Khamenei in a 
2007 speech explains:

Why, you may ask, should we adopt an offensive stance? Are we at war with 
the world? No, that is not the meaning. Over the issue of the colonial poli-
cies of the colonial world, we are owed something. Over the issue of provok-
ing internal conflicts in Iran and arming with various types of weapons, the 
world is answerable to us. Over the issue of proliferation of nuclear weapons, 
chemical weapons, and biological weapons, the world owes us something.58
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Iranian leaders’ perception of victimhood and an unjust world order 
manifests itself at times in a paranoid view of world politics.59 Political 
polemics in Iran are replete with terms such as tuteh (plot), jasouz (spy), 
khatar-e kharejeh (foreign danger), and nafouz-e biganeh (alien influence). 
Khomeini and later Khamenei frequently warned that Western powers, 
particularly the United States and United Kingdom, were plotting to 
destroy Iran from within through subversive elements or sotun-e panjom 
(the fifth column).60 This worldview and deep mistrust of foreign powers 
underlies all decisionmaking, prompting Iranian leaders to view interna-
tional institutions, such as the IAEA, as Western mechanisms designed to 
subjugate developing nations by any means.

Impact of Strategic Culture on Iran’s Nuclear 
Policy

Since there is no official document defining Iran’s nuclear policies, nuclear 
decisionmaking often reflects competing visions for the Islamic Republic 
that stem from notions of identity, values, and cultural norms. 
Fundamentally, Iranian officials are divided over whether the country 
should focus on internal development or pursue external expansion.61 
These divisions are manifested in Iranian arguments that an overt nuclear 
weapons program would endanger regime security and that the country 
has paid high costs to build a civil nuclear power program alone.

In Rouhani’s own account, internal political divisions over Iran’s 
nuclear strategy first emerged following the Iran-Iraq War.62 One camp 
claimed Iran should be hefz-mahvari (preservation-oriented)—focused on 
internal development and defending against existential threats—while the 
other argued Iran should be bast-mahvari (expansion-oriented)—focused 
on regional expansion and exporting revolutionary values.63 The nuclear 
deal may indicate that Rouhani has persuaded the Supreme Leader to at 
least temporarily focus on improving Iran’s deteriorating economy  and 
expanding its power projection in the region while accepting some con-
straints on the nuclear program. The focus on improving Iran’s economic 
development, however, does not appear to have significantly affected 
Iran’s support for regional conflicts.

Iran’s strategic culture reveals deep-seated concerns about its ability 
to manage multiple conflicts and growing regional isolation despite the 
growing perception among Gulf Arab states that the nuclear deal has 
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emboldened Iran. Iranian leaders value regime survival and internal sta-
bility above all else. To that end, Iran’s main strategic goals are to miti-
gate its relative isolation while deterring potential attacks from Israel 
and neighboring Gulf Arab rivals. A sense of relative insecurity can be 
seen in much of Tehran’s behavior, including its search for greater stra-
tegic depth in the region and preference for asymmetric deterrence 
capabilities.

Deterrence Is the Best Defense

Iran’s military doctrine is defensive, with long-standing norms of seeking 
to deter enemies through a combination of proxy and asymmetric war-
fare, ballistic missile capabilities, and threats couched in bombastic rhet-
oric. Given its conventional military inferiority relative to Israel and the 
West, Iran has focused on developing asymmetric warfare capabilities 
through proxy networks, terrorist attacks, naval exercises, cyber opera-
tions, and the expansion of its ballistic missile program. Iran relies on 
Hezbollah in Lebanon and Shiite proxy groups in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen 
to deter the West from intervening in regional conflicts. Similarly, Iran 
conducts regular naval exercises to show the West that it is capable of 
closing strategic waterways such as the Strait of Hormuz or Bab al-Man-
dab Strait. Iran is improving the range and accuracy of its ballistic mis-
siles, which can strike any strategic target within the region, to deter 
Israel and Gulf Arab states from attacking major Iranian cities or nuclear 
sites.

While Iran lacks an official deterrence doctrine, it has adopted the idea 
of baazdarandegi, the closest approximation to the Western concept of 
deterrence. Baazdarandegi is a vague term in Iranian discourse that is 
often used interchangeably with defa (defense) or talafi (retaliation or 
revenge).64 This Islamist notion of deterrence, while influenced by the 
Cold War, focuses on outlasting enemy attacks, inflicting high potential 
costs on adversaries, and maintaining the illusion of strength and power.65 
In this context, preserving Iran’s reputation and aberu (saving face) is 
critical for its deterrence and defense posture. Iranian leaders may feel 
compelled to respond to threats—particularly if they are perceived as 
posturing—to avoid the reputational costs of failed deterrence. Building 
a strong deterrence against Iran therefore necessitates an understand-
ing of Iran’s strategic values and priorities, which might conflict with 
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Western cultural assumptions, in order to create a threat that Iranian lead-
ers will perceive as credible and intolerable.

At the height of the Iran-Iraq War in 1984, then President Khamenei 
told political and security officials in Tehran that a nuclear arsenal would 
serve as a “deterrent in the hands of God’s soldiers.”66 In a revealing inter-
view in October 2015, Rafsanjani also confirmed that senior Iranian offi-
cials considered developing a nuclear deterrent capability during the 
Iran-Iraq War, but claimed the idea was never realized: “When we first 
began, we were at war and we sought to have that possibility for the day 
that the enemy might use a nuclear weapon. That was the thinking. But it 
never became real.”67 He added, “Our basic doctrine was always a peaceful 
nuclear application, but it never left our minds that if one day we should 
be threatened and it was imperative, we should be able to go down the 
other path.”68

Iranian military leaders have emphasized the importance of baazdaran-
degi fael (active deterrence) in formulating the country’s five-year defense 
plan and intimidating Iran’s adversaries. This focus seems to track most 
closely with the Western concept of deterrence by denial—the notion that 
Iran has the ability to inflict considerable damage on its adversaries, not in 
counter-attack, but in defense of the homeland or its allies. IRGC Qods 
Force Commander Soleimani in his memoirs claims, “[to] attack is the 
best means of defense,” a strategy that he appears to be implementing in 
Iraq, Syria, and Yemen.69 Ali Fadavi, IRGC Naval Commander, praised 
Iranian deterrence following the conclusion of the JCPOA: “[the West] 
perceived the Iranian nation’s resistance and steadfastness in the eight-year 
Holy Defense [Iran-Iraq War] and thus the power of the Islamic Republic’s 
deterrence allows it to attack its enemies.… The will of our enemies to 
destroy the existence of the Islamic Republic grows stronger and more 
robust every day, but the power of our deterrence enables us to prevent 
enemy attacks.”70 Similarly, Yadollah Javani, a senior advisor to Khamenei 
in the IRGC, interpreted the nuclear deal as testament of the power of 
Iran’s deterrence strategy:

So far the Americans have not attacked, because of Iran’s deterrence, which 
is steadily increasing. A decade ago, the Americans were stronger than they 
are today, and the Islamic Republic of Iran was weaker. In the past decade, 
the power of America and its allies in the region has eroded, while the power 
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of the Islamic Republic and its allies has only increased. Therefore, the 
regional upheavals during the past decade have worked in Iran’s favor, and 
to the detriment of the US. Thanks to the nuclear agreement, this process 
will not take a turn for the worse for Iran, but could only add special might 
to it.71

In the wake of the JCPOA, Iran has sought to enhance its conventional 
deterrence posture by conducting a series of short- and long-range ballis-
tic missile tests. In October 2015, a Special Commission of the Majlis set 
up to review the JCPOA recommended that Iran bolster its military capa-
bilities to fight against “US-created terrorism” and reiterated Iran’s right 
to self-defense against potential attacks on its nuclear program.72 To that 
end, Iran publicized its long-range ballistic missile tests, despite continued 
UN sanctions and potential reprisals by the international community. In 
response to the threat of new US ballistic missile designations, Rouhani 
decried US actions and publicly ordered the Defense Ministry to expand 
Iran’s ballistic missile program in December 2015.73 Rouhani wrote in a 
letter to Defense Minister Dehghan published on the state news agency 
IRNA, “As the US government is clearly still pursuing its hostile policies 
and illegal meddling.… the armed forces need to quickly and significantly 
increase their missile capability.”74

While affirming its commitment to the nuclear deal, the Rouhani 
administration has repeatedly threatened to walk away from the JCPOA if 
the United States continues to impose unilateral sanctions on Iran’s mis-
sile program. Rouhani has warned Iran will forcefully respond to perceived 
threats and “return to our previous situation in a much stronger position,” 
a subtle indication that Iran is willing to resume nuclear activities if the 
JCPOA falls apart.75 In further defiance of US actions, the Majlis in August 
2017 passed a bill allocating $303 million to Iran’s ballistic missile pro-
gram and another $303 million to the Qods Force to “combat the adven-
turous and terrorist actions of the United States in the region.”76 The bill 
was proposed after the Trump administration signed a law imposing new 
sanctions on Iran over its missile program the same month, underscoring 
Iran’s propensity to react to perceived threats in a proportionate manner. 
Iran’s strategic culture and official statements indicate it will continue to 
seek new ways to deter its adversaries, whether through nuclear or conven-
tional military means.
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Ambiguity Complicates Decisionmaking Process

Ambiguity is a cultural norm that defines Iranian political life and allows 
its leaders to balance religious ideology with geostrategic realties. Iranians 
refer to this ambiguity in the political system as do-gohanehgi (duality)—
the idea that every policy decision has two faces or sides, one that is seen 
and the other that is hidden.

Iranian officials use ambiguity as a tool to increase uncertainty about 
the country’s military capabilities and to create a psychological deterrent. 
The Supreme Leader has claimed on several occasions that Iran is not 
seeking nuclear weapons, while alluding to the fact that Iran has the tech-
nical prowess to pursue such a capability should it choose to do so. In a 
speech in April 2015, Khamenei declared, “We are not after nuclear weap-
ons.… A nuclear weapon is a source of trouble for a country like ours—I 
do not want to expand upon this matter. So, nuclear achievements are very 
important and pursuing this industry and industrializing the country is a 
very important task.”77 More recently, AEOI head Salehi and President 
Rouhani argued that Iran remains committed to the JCPOA, while threat-
ening to resume enrichment and other nuclear-related activities at “a more 
advanced level than at the beginning of negotiations” in response to US 
sanctions against Iran.78 Iran has used such vague threats to maintain a 
position of nuclear opacity, while demonstrating a firm resolve to maintain 
advanced nuclear capabilities and expand its ballistic missile program, 
which could be used as a means to deliver nuclear weapons.

Tehran’s policy of nuclear ambiguity potentially complicates efforts to 
establish a regional security architecture to deter and contain Iran’s nuclear 
ambitions in a post-JCPOA environment. US allies in the Persian Gulf 
increasingly perceive that Washington has reconciled itself to Iran’s even-
tual acquisition of nuclear weapons, both advancing Tehran’s goal of gain-
ing recognition as a latent nuclear weapons state and increasing the risk of 
miscalculation and instability in the region. The 2016 decision of several 
Gulf Arab states, led by Saudi Arabia, to sever diplomatic relations with Iran 
following protests against the Saudi Embassy in Tehran does not augur well 
for efforts to engineer a rapprochement between Iran and Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) member states—Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates—in the post-JCPOA environment. 

Islam and Shia Martyrdom Bolster Regime Legitimacy

Iranian officials cultivate the image of Iran as a dangerous, radical state 
willing to absorb heavy costs in the name of martyrdom and revolutionary 
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values. Iran’s religious rhetoric increases the potential for miscalculation 
and inadvertent escalation of conflicts, particularly with Iran’s Sunni Arab 
neighbors. It also complicates US deterrence efforts against Iran, since 
Israel and many Gulf Arab states perceive a nuclear-capable Iran as unpre-
dictable and undeterrable.

This perception is strengthened by Iran’s adherence to the Islamic doc-
trine of taqiyya—a Shiite practice of deliberately dissembling or disguising 
one’s religious or political beliefs in order to protect the Shia sect from 
mainstream Sunni Islam and perceived adversaries. Taqiyya permits Iranian 
leaders to lie, potentially about the nuclear program, when faced with exis-
tential threats. The Supreme Leader’s religious fatwa banning Iran’s pro-
duction or use of nuclear weapons could thus be recanted if deemed 
politically expedient.

Iranian leaders espouse a worldview attributing great importance to 
future gain, even at great risk, in keeping with the religious and ideological 
values of the regime. Iranian religious attitudes toward war are less goal-
oriented than in the West and tend to praise struggle and adversity as a 
sign of commitment to the Shia faith. In the context of the nuclear pro-
gram, Iran is willing to sacrifice blood and treasure to attain the technical 
capability it seeks, as evidenced by Iran’s declaration that its assassinated 
nuclear scientists were “martyrs” who would attain great rewards in the 
afterlife.

Martyrdom is a value integral to Shia Islam—an honor accorded to 
those who give their life to defend faith, defeat not necessarily equated 
with failure. Iranian officials claim Iran is a melat-e shahid parvar (nation 
of martyrs) to energize the regime’s support base, intimidate Iran’s ene-
mies, and strengthen the country’s deterrent posture.79 During the Iran-
Iraq War, Iranian leaders used martyrdom, tales of Ashura, and the Battle 
of Karbala to increase recruitment and inspire young volunteers to launch 
human wave attacks on Iraqi positions. In 1985, Khomeini framed the 
decision to keep fighting Iraq in ideological terms: “It is our belief that 
Saddam wishes to return Islam to blasphemy and polytheism.… if America 
becomes victorious.… and grants victory to Saddam, Islam will receive 
such a blow that it will not be able to raise its head for a long time.… The 
issue is one of Islam versus blasphemy, and not of Iran versus Iraq.”80 The 
IRGC advanced under the slogans “War, War until Victory” and “The 
Road to Jerusalem Goes through Karbala,” while paramilitary Basij 
volunteers signed admission forms that were called “Passports to Paradise” 
and wore keys around their necks to open the doors of heaven when  
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they were “martyred”.81 Iran continues to use religious narratives and 
images of martyrdom today to encourage Iranian and foreign proxy forces 
to deploy to conflicts in Iraq and Syria.

National Interests Supersede Revolutionary Ideals

Iranian officials adhere to the religious principle of maslehat, which states 
that Iran can forgo certain Islamic obligations in order to preserve regime 
stability.82 Khomeini articulated the principle of maslehat in a series of let-
ters to then President Khamenei and the Guardian Council in December 
1987 and January 1988, in which he asserted the Supreme Leader had the 
authority to suspend observance of Islamic precepts in order to preserve 
the Islamic Republic. The Supreme Leader established the Expediency 
Council in February 1988 to help discern when national security interests 
superseded religious ideology and to resolve disputes between the Majlis 
and Guardian Council. This was the first time the Islamic principle allow-
ing Muslims to suspend the five pillars of faith was applied to Iran’s politi-
cal sphere.83 In conjunction with maslehat, velayat-e faqih provides the 
Supreme Leader with the authority to determine which policies are com-
patible with Islamic values and to suspend some Islamic obligations if 
necessary.

A potential consequence of maslehat is that it could be used to justify 
the development or use of WMD. Despite Khamenei’s fatwa—report-
edly issued in October 2003—proscribing the development, stockpil-
ing, and use of nuclear weapons, Iranian officials could choose to ignore 
or overrule this religious decree if they deemed it was in the national 
interest.84 When Khomeini drank from the “poisoned chalice” and 
agreed to the ceasefire that ended the Iran-Iraq War in 1988, he revealed 
in a letter released by former President Rafsanjani in September 2006 
that Iran considered developing “a substantial number of laser and 
atomic weapons” as a practical necessity to win the war.85 Similarly, 
despite frequent claims that the development or use of chemical weap-
ons is haram (forbidden), Iranian officials considered developing these 
weapons in response to Iraq’s use of chemical warfare. As Majlis speaker 
and acting commander-in-chief of the armed forces, Rafsanjani stated in 
a 1988 speech to military officers, “Chemical and biological weapons 
are the  poor man’s atomic bombs and can easily be produced. We 
should at least consider them for our defense.”86 In spite of Khamenei’s 
nuclear fatwa,  Iran carried out a “coordinated effort” to design and 
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conduct tests relevant to nuclear weapons until the end of 2003 and 
conducted “feasibility and scientific studies” until 2009, according to 
the IAEA.87

While national security exigencies may temporarily supersede religious 
ideology, the two are mutually reinforcing. Ideology determines the tenor 
of Iran’s foreign policy priorities and goals, but pragmatism prevails in the 
implementation of these strategies at a tactical level. As political scientist 
Kamran Taremi puts it:

Islam has set down the national objectives for which the use of violence is 
permissible. It has also dictated a defensive military strategy based on deter-
rence by denial using conventional forces. In addition, it has driven Iran to 
rely as far as possible on its own resources for its defense. Moreover, it has 
defined the meaning of victory on the battlefield and spelled out the factors 
which give the armed forces the strength to defeat the enemy. It is uneven 
because most of the impact of ideology can be seen at the level of national 
goals, military strategy, and to some extent at the level of operational strat-
egy. But its effects on battlefield tactics have been minor. As one descends 
the ladder of strategy, the influence of ideology diminishes.88

The fundamental issue, then, becomes discerning when Iran’s national 
interests trump ideological concerns, assuming there is little to no overlap 
between the two. Iran tends to forsake values and ideological preferences, 
such as the Supreme Leader’s red line on negotiations with the United States, 
when Iran perceives it is facing an immediate or credible threat. Iran’s Deputy 
Foreign Minister and senior nuclear negotiator Abbas Araghchi, in an off-
the-record meeting with state radio and television officials following the 
JCPOA, revealed that Iran had engaged in backchannel negotiations with 
the United States since 2003 due to fears of an imminent military invasion:

People may not know the details, but our friends in the military and Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) know that.… we were worried every 
night that they might install the necessary equipment for attacking all over 
Iran the next morning.… In meetings with our military friends, they were 
showing military bases on the map and explaining which planes were on 
standby at which bases, and attacking Iran required nothing but Mr. 
Obama’s political will.”89

Moreover, Iran has frequently engaged in direct backchannel talks with 
the United States over the years, despite its enmity toward the West. 
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Zalmay Khalilzad, former US Ambassador to Iraq (2005–2007), revealed 
in his memoirs that he met with then Iranian Ambassador to the UN 
Javad Zarif to discuss the US decision to invade Iraq prior to March 2003. 
The United States, according to Khalilzad, tacitly signaled its intention to 
refrain from attacking Iran while seeking an Iranian commitment to “not 
fire on US aircraft if they accidentally flew over Iranian territory” and to 
help “encourage Iraqi Shia to participate constructively in establishing a 
new government in Iraq.”90 Zarif allegedly agreed to this condition and 
US and Iranian interlocutors continued to meet until May 2003 to dis-
cuss terrorism and a possible prisoner exchange for al-Qaeda members 
residing in Iran. In 2006, Iranian officials again planned to meet with a 
US delegation to discuss postwar Iraq, but the talks were cancelled at the 
last minute. Talks on Iran’s nuclear program began in Oman in 2009 at 
the end of the Bush administration and gained traction under the Obama 
administration until the culmination of the JCPOA in 2015. This channel 
was also used to negotiate the release of American citizens taken hostage 
by the IRGC.91

Backchannel negotiations have been critical to US efforts to message 
Iran and deescalate tensions. Tehran backed away from its threats to close 
the Strait of Hormuz in response to new oil and gas sanctions in January 
2012, after President Obama allegedly sent a secret message to Iran’s 
Supreme Leader warning that closure of the strait would cross a “red line 
that would provoke an American [military] response.”92 More recently, 
Iran reversed a decision to send a convoy with military aid destined for 
Houthi rebels in Yemen, despite the Saudi naval blockade, after learning 
that a US carrier strike group was following the Iranian vessels.93 These 
examples highlight Iran’s prioritization of national security concerns over 
religious ideology when faced with credible military threats.

Proportionate Responses Preferable to Escalation

Iran tends to adopt a tit-for-tat mentality and prefers to respond in-kind 
if attacked.94 This norm was evident during the Iran-Iraq War, when 
Tehran responded proportionately to Iraqi air strikes against Iranian cit-
ies by launching rockets and missiles at Iraq in what became known as 
the “War of the Cities.”95 In February 2012, Iran avenged the assassina-
tions of its nuclear scientists through a series of planned terrorist attacks 
against Israeli diplomats in Turkey, Georgia, India, and Thailand. 
Starting in January 2012, Iran launched a wave of cyberattacks against 
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the US financial sector, in response to sanctions and the alleged 
US-Israeli Stuxnet cyberattack against Iran’s nuclear program. Iran also 
conducted a data-deletion attack against the computer network of 
Aramco—the Saudi state-owned  oil company—in response to the 
strengthening of multilateral oil and gas sanctions against Iran. Iran’s 
preference for proportionality favors symbolically similar modes of retal-
iation that send a warning to adversaries.96 Thus, Iranian leaders may 
believe they are calibrating their response to send a message to the West, 
while Western leaders perceive these actions to be aggressive and 
escalatory.97

The need to respond in-kind to perceived aggression is balanced by 
Iran’s concerns about regime stability and its limited military capabilities. 
Iranian leaders prefer to limit escalation by engaging in low-intensity, 
proxy, and asymmetric warfare in order to manage risk and avoid direct 
confrontation. For example, Tehran did not follow through on its threats 
to close the Strait of Hormuz in December 2011, fearing potential mili-
tary retaliation by the United States. According to IRGC Commander 
Jafari, Iran enriched its stocks of uranium up to 20% as part of “a strategy 
to gain leverage” in nuclear negotiations with the West. It subsequently 
reduced its enrichment levels in exchange for technical concessions under 
the JCPOA.98 Iran also delayed completion of the heavy water reactor at 
Arak and converted its stockpile of 20% enriched uranium to fuel plates for 
the TRR, presumably to avoid crossing Israeli red lines that could provoke 
an attack.

Iran values plausible deniability as part of its strategy for avoiding direct 
military confrontation. Iran has relied on Iraqi Shiite militants, Lebanese 
Hezbollah, Hamas, and other militant proxies to carry out attacks against 
its adversaries worldwide. In the cyber realm, Iranian officials use Virtual 
Private Networks (VPNs), fraudulent websites, and covert influence oper-
ations to deny responsibility for cyberattacks against the West and Saudi 
Arabia. Iran’s most sophisticated cyberattack to date—the data-deletion 
attack in 2011 that destroyed billions of dollars’ worth of equipment at 
Aramco—was carried out in the name of a fabricated group of Saudi 
hackers.

In the nuclear realm, Iran has sought to respond proportionately to 
perceived threats, even though its rhetoric on the issue often seems inflam-
matory. After the US Congress passed new sanctions against Iran in 
August 2017, for example, the latter threatened to abrogate the JCPOA 
but ultimately decided to respond with reciprocal sanctions against US 
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entities. When Iran announced a package of “16 retaliatory measures” in 
response to US actions, members of Iran’s JCPOA Oversight Committee 
explicitly stated that they sought to respond in a “proportional” manner.99 
In an interview on state television, Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister 
Araghchi also promised that Iran would deal with the US sanctions in a 
“prudent and calculated” way.100

Combination of Soft and Hard Power Most Effective for Resisting 
Enemies

Iranian officials rely on anti-imperialist rhetoric to gain credibility with 
discontented Arab peoples, enabling them to extend regional influence 
through militant proxy networks.101 Iran’s axis of resistance allows it to 
span Shia-Sunni sectarian divides in pursuit of broader foreign policy 
objectives.102 According to Iranian presidential advisor and former 
Intelligence Minister Ali Younesi, Iran has established a sphere of influ-
ence spanning China to the Persian Gulf: “Currently, Iraq is not only part 
of our civilizational influence, but it is our identity, culture, center and 
capital.… Because Iran and Iraq’s geography and culture are inseparable, 
either we fight one another or we become one.”103 In July 2015, the 
IRGC-affiliated Javan website also declared:

It is not unreasonable that America believes that our military capabilities do 
not surpass its own, but it fears [Iran’s] soft power, which is stronger than 
military bombardment.… This soft power has two main avenues: a covenant 
between the nation and the Imam [Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini].… and 
an alliance with the countries of the region [that is based on] emotion and 
faith. The Iraqi nation is an example of this alliance; there, America sacri-
ficed 4,400 troops and ousted Saddam [Hussein], but the friends of the 
Islamic Revolution [of Iran] sat on Saddam’s throne and did not in any way 
allow [the Americans] to seize power there. This soft power cannot carry 
out a military assault, which is why the Islamic Revolution’s increasing 
might has caused America to transform itself, due to fear, from a stupid 
enemy into a relatively clever one.104

The axis of resistance is the most distinctive feature of Iran’s foreign 
and military policies and reflects its dualist identity. As a cultural norm, 
Iran prefers to exercise soft power rather than hard power in these efforts 
but employs both with vigor. The network projects Iranian influence and 
ideas while providing Tehran with clandestine means to project power, 
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deter perceived adversaries, and compete with rivals. While Iran’s conven-
tional military power is primarily defensive, Iran projects offensive power 
through asymmetric warfare and proxy networks.

Iran’s emphasis on guarding against cultural infiltration and controlling 
the public narrative plays an instrumental role in shaping Iranian attitudes 
toward the nuclear program. The overwhelming majority of Iranians sup-
port the nuclear energy program, according to recent polls, probably in 
part because of the high degree of censorship surrounding the issue.105 
The SNSC continues to issue strict guidance to Iranian media to refrain 
from criticizing the country’s nuclear policies and even threatened to fine 
Kayhan, a hardline daily with close ties to Khamenei.106 This atmosphere 
of secrecy complicates analysis of Iran’s nuclear intent because the issue is 
highly compartmentalized and Iranian officials have only recently begun 
discussing it in the public sphere.107

Rationalism and Heroic Flexibility Key for Survival

Iranian officials value mantiq (rationality) and “heroic flexibility” in for-
eign policy decisionmaking and international negotiations. Rationality in 
Iranian culture has a slightly different meaning from the Western equiva-
lent, emphasizing spiritual and intellectual enlightenment over calculated, 
hard power considerations. In Rouhani’s account of negotiations with the 
EU-3 during his tenure as chief nuclear negotiator (1989–2005), he 
alludes to the value of mantiq, stating: “the Europeans adopted a much 
more logical approach to the issue.”108 In the aftermath of the JCPOA, 
conservative and reformist Iranian editorials alike claimed the agreement 
was a signal that the United States had adopted a “more rational” approach 
to its policies toward Iran.

Iran’s preference to appear rational and credible in international nego-
tiations prompts it to periodically demonstrate flexibility on sensitive polit-
ical issues, such as on the nuclear program. In a series of interviews with 
the Iranian foreign policy magazine Diplomat, AEOI head Salehi recounted 
that in 2011 he had persuaded the Supreme Leader to agree to backchan-
nel negotiations with the United States on the nuclear issue by arguing, “If 
we do not go [to the talks with the Americans] the credibility of the Islamic 
Republic will be at risk.”109 Salehi further claimed he had told Khamenei, 
“If we reach a conclusion, then nothing, and if not, we will be in the same 
situation.… and we will know that the establishment has taken all measures 
to solve things peacefully, and people will also know that the establishment 
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was ready for negotiations and that it was the Americans who refused.”110 
In response, the Supreme Leader noted that the United States was not a 
trustworthy partner but eventually agreed to the backchannel under the 
following conditions: “First, that negotiations should be held at a level 
below that of foreign ministers, meaning the foreign ministers of the two 
countries should not meet. Also, that negotiations should not be held for 
the sake of negotiations.… and that negotiations should only be about the 
nuclear issue and not political relations and the like.”111

In September 2013, Khamenei invoked heroic flexibility to justify the 
necessity of accepting a nuclear deal with the West to reduce sanctions 
levied against Iran: “I support the strategic effort that I called ‘heroic flex-
ibility’ years ago. This tactic works well when you need to understand and 
grasp the intentions of your opponent.… [when] a wrestler allows himself 
to be compromised, [he] does not forget who his opponent is nor what his 
main goal is.”112 Iranian views on heroism are also often deeply inter-
twined with religious narratives about revered Quranic figures, such as 
Imam Hussein’s peace treaty with the second caliph of the Ummayid clan.

The cultural norm of heroic flexibility is directly at odds with the 
radical image Iran’s hardliners perpetuate to deter the country’s 
regional adversaries. By appealing to the notion of sarnavesht (destiny), 
heroic flexibility allows Iranian officials to save face when conceding to 
adversarial demands in order to ensure regime survival. Importantly, 
the concept of heroic flexibility bridges factional divides in Iran, since 
moderates prefer a flexible, rational approach to interactions with the 
international community and hardliners gravitate toward heroic dis-
plays of strength.

Policy Implications and Recommendations

Iran’s strategic culture has a profound impact on its foreign policy behav-
ior and nuclear decisionmaking. While there are limits to the predictive 
value of strategic culture analysis, cultural factors are likely to grow increas-
ingly important in discerning Iran’s nuclear intent in the latter years of the 
JCPOA, when key restrictions on Iran’s enrichment capacity begin to 
expire, or in the event that the deal collapses altogether. The question will 
then become whether Iran perceives that its status as a nuclear threshold 
state affords it an adequate level of deterrence to respond to real or imag-
ined threats.

  N. Gerami



  93

Iranian leaders perceive threats, deterrence, and power through a dif-
ferent cultural lens than their foreign counterparts. Absent serious 
acknowledgment of cultural differences, Iranian leaders are likely to per-
ceive threats where there are none and miscalculate when it comes to US 
red lines. The risk of failed signaling and ineffective deterrence between 
Iran and the United States is particularly high at present, given mixed 
messages emerging from the Trump administration and  increasing rhe-
torical bluster on both sides. The Trump administration’s decertification 
of the JCPOA and continuing efforts to tighten sanctions against Iran’s 
IRGC Qods Force and missile program have only further antagonized 
Iranian leaders while doing little to effectively constrain Iran’s military 
power or regional aspirations.

The United States has already started to move away from a “carrot and 
stick” approach to Iran, which has not worked in the past and contravenes 
Iran’s strategic culture and sense of national pride. A review of Rouhani’s 
memoirs and of statements made by Zarif, Araghchi, and Salehi during the 
nuclear negotiations indicate Iran does not respond well to transactional 
approaches to foreign policy. For example, Iran long refused to halt its 
nuclear activities in exchange for sanctions relief and only agreed to do so 
after the international community tacitly recognized Iran’s right to enrich 
uranium.113 After adopting the JCPOA, Iran also waited to take irrevers-
ible steps to alter its nuclear program—such as removing the calandria, or 
reactor core, from the Arak heavy water reactor—until the IAEA publicly 
closed its 12-year investigation into the “possible military dimensions” 
(PMD) of Iran’s nuclear program. Despite the fact that closure of the 
PMD file was not a necessary condition for Iran to reach 
JCPOA  Implementation Day and obtain sanctions relief, the Supreme 
Leader declared the IAEA must immediately close the file to demonstrate 
there were no lingering questions about the weapons-related aspects of 
Iran’s nuclear program. These examples demonstrate Iran’s concerns 
about respect, mutual trust, and international recognition of Iran’s right-
ful place in the world.

Lessons learned from the negotiations, as well as a better understand-
ing of Iran’s strategic culture, help inform a more comprehensive approach 
to influencing Iranian decisionmaking in a post-JCPOA environment and 
beyond. This approach relies on smart power—the combination of hard 
and soft power tactics—and applies both traditional (diplomatic, eco-
nomic, and military) and nontraditional (cyber, strategic messaging, covert 
influence) levers of influence in concert. A key challenge for US policy-
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makers going forward will be to redefine Iran’s role in an international 
system that Iranian officials view as unjust and inherently opposed to 
Iran’s national interests. Tailoring US transparency measures to ensure 
they take into account Iranian norms and values—by engaging Iran as an 
equal power broker, demonstrating flexibility, and respecting Iran’s 
national dignity—is an important first step toward attaining this goal. To 
that end, the following policy recommendations are designed to counter 
Iranian influence while also preventing regional tensions from escalating 
further:

Conduct Strategic Messaging and Limit Transactional Engagement. 
In the soft power realm, appeals to Iran’s sense of greatness and percep-
tion that it should play a larger role on the world stage resonate among 
keepers of its strategic culture. Regardless of their political affiliation, all 
Iranian officials believe Iran can and should play an influential role on the 
world stage. The Obama administration understood this aspect of Iran’s 
strategic culture and sought to influence Iranian leaders by bringing Iran 
into multilateral talks on Syria and emphasizing the important role Iran 
could play in bringing peace and stability to the Middle East. Indeed, Iran 
is less likely to play the spoiler role in multilateral talks if it feels that it has 
a “seat at the table.” Inclusion of Iran in multilateral fora, however, is 
likely to alienate Washington’s traditional allies such as Israel and Saudi 
Arabia absent significant reassurances of continued US aid. 

Parallel direct talks with Iran have also occasionally undermined prog-
ress made in these multilateral settings. Rather than focusing on direct 
bilateral engagement, which have often devolved into US officials seeking 
talks with Iran merely for the sake of continuing open lines of communica-
tion, it would be preferable to encourage increased Iranian participation in 
multilateral fora and to initiate new regional security dialogues in coordi-
nation with European allies, Russia, or the Gulf. When possible, the 
United States should rely on regional partners with close relations to Iran, 
such as Oman and Iraq, to help signal US intentions and broker agree-
ments on sensitive issues.

Washington and its allies could take incremental steps to show that it is 
serious in partnering on these issues, such as by providing Tehran with 
credible information on terrorist plots inside Iran. Moreover, the United 
States should explore the possibility, in the aftermath of the nuclear deal, 
that Iran could transform into a “half religious, half civil society” state that 
is more responsive to the overwhelmingly moderate proclivities of its pop-
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ulace.114 The United States, through multilateral fora, should engage with 
the Iranian people by encouraging the growth of civil society in Iran 
through greater press freedoms, the reduction of Internet controls, and 
open political dialogue. US leaders must take care, however, to avoid 
directly commenting on Iranian domestic politics, as Iranian leaders are 
likely to view any overt attempts at reform as part of a US “cultural inva-
sion” aimed at regime subversion.115 The Trump administration’s vocal 
support for widespread Iranian protests on economic issues in 
January  2018, for example, have only bolstered the Supreme Leader’s 
claim that the United States is responsible for domestic unrest in Iran.

In  line with Iran’s strategic culture, Washington should also avoid 
transactional engagement with Tehran that provides the regime with 
resources and a veneer of legitimacy without “prompting any improve-
ment in Iranian polices on matters of core importance to the United States 
and its allies.”116 In the long term, engagement with Iran should not sim-
ply continue for the sake of engagement itself, but rather aim to gradually 
influence Iran’s behavior by appealing to its national interests and allaying 
fears that fuel the security dilemma in the region.

Demonstrate Resolve, Credibility, and Strategic Patience. Iran will 
not be deterred through messaging alone; it must also observe consistent 
patterns in policymaking that indicate the United States will follow 
through on its threats every time. In order for deterrence to be effective, 
Tehran must believe that it risks a credible military response for defined 
acts of aggression. Zalmay Khalilzad, the former US Ambassador to Iraq, 
claims the United States failed to prevent Iran from gaining influence in 
Iraq because the US did not “combine diplomatic engagement with forc-
ible actions [that] could have shaped Iran’s meddling decisively.”117 The 
United States and its allies should also avoid responding reflexively to 
Iran, instead acting patiently and methodically to address Iranian chal-
lenges to American interests. In short, the United States must learn to play 
the long game with Iran.

Overt military threats are likely to backfire either because Iranian lead-
ers do not believe they are credible or because they empower hardliners 
and bolster anti-American narratives. These threats must also be backed 
up with action, such as maneuvering of ships near Iranian waters, insofar 
as Iranian leaders tend to view verbal threats more as insults than as secu-
rity dilemmas. Critically, military maneuvering with minimal, restrained 
rhetoric, would send a strong message to Iranian leaders without forcing 

  Iran’s Strategic Culture: Implications for Nuclear Policy 



96 

them to respond for fear of losing face. At the same time, US military 
leaders must recognize tripwires that could provoke Iran to lash out and 
calibrate force accordingly. US strikes that killed senior IRGC officials in 
Syria or Yemen, for example, whether deliberate or inadvertent, 
would probably provoke Iran to retaliate against US military forces in the 
region. US strikes against Iranian-backed Houthi targets in Yemen or 
Shiite militia in Syria, in contrast, would not likely  provoke the same 
response. In its dealings with adversaries, Iran accepts the use of force 
when it is circumspect, proportionate, and in response to a clearly defined 
provocation.

Hold Iran Accountable for Plausibly Deniable Actions. Iranian 
officials calibrate policy decisions to avoid provoking a direct military 
response, often by creating ambiguity and a veneer of plausible deniabil-
ity through reliance on extensive proxy networks. This ambiguity allows 
Iran to avoid responsibility for its actions and blame Western plots 
instead, in line with its paranoid style of politics. Iranian leaders may be 
deterred from taking particularly aggressive actions, however, if they 
believe their actions will be publicly exposed and risk retaliation. To that 
end, the United States and its allies should make public, whenever pos-
sible, specific details and evidence of Iranian involvement in arming 
proxy groups, illicitly acquiring and proliferating weapons, conducting 
cyber or terrorist attacks, exacerbating sectarian tensions, and generally 
contributing to instability in the Middle East. Iran must be held account-
able for its direct and indirect actions, including those of its proxies, in 
order to deter it from perpetuating asymmetric warfare against its 
neighbors.

Increase Support to Allies and Strengthen Existing Regional 
Security Structures to Counter Iranian Influence. The United States 
should strengthen regional security initiatives  and expand provision of 
defensive military equipment to regional allies, particularly in the area of 
missile defense. In support of these efforts, Washington should consider 
extending a security umbrella to the region, expanding intelligence shar-
ing and joint collection operations with Arab states, and encouraging 
nascent Arab-Israel cooperation to counter Iranian influence and proxy 
forces in the region. US allies in the region would also benefit from capa-
bilities that will help them defend against Iranian asymmetric warfare in 
the proxy, terrorist, and cyber realms. Moreover, the United States must 
demonstrate its commitment to freedom of navigation in the Persian Gulf 
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and Strait of Hormuz by increasing its forward operating naval presence 
in the Gulf and making it clear to Tehran that Washington will not coun-
tenance any Iranian or Iranian-backed proxy attacks on international 
shipping.

Conclusion

Iran’s strategic culture provides the lens through which Iranian leaders 
perceive risk and formulate nuclear strategy. As a revolutionary techno-
cratic state, Iran has a unique dualistic view of itself as an Islamic and 
secular power pursuing legitimate national security interests. Iran’s stra-
tegic culture posits that it must resist hard and soft power threats, as it 
has done historically, by whatever means possible, even at the risk of 
violating religious principles. Therefore,  Iran will employ vague lan-
guage, deception, or fatwas when necessary to maintain a strong deter-
rent posture and prevent its adversaries from discerning its true strategic 
objectives.

At the same time, Iranian leaders may not be in a rush to determine the 
ultimate objective of the nuclear program or to develop nuclear strategies 
and postures. Given Iranian views of time as nonlinear and infinite, Iranian 
leaders probably prefer to play the long game when it comes to making 
important policy decisions that have a corresponding high amount of risk. 
Iran’s penchant for ambiguity may also extend to its internal decisionmak-
ing processes, with many Iranian officials themselves unsure of the nuclear 
program’s ultimate objective. If this is the case, it will be extremely diffi-
cult for the United States or its allies to gain any definitive insight into 
Iran’s over-the-horizon nuclear plans and intentions.

Regardless of intent, Iran’s strategic culture also dictates that its leaders 
will approach any eventual decision to cross the nuclear threshold with 
great caution. Iran’s history of tactical flexibility and preference for indi-
rect confrontation suggests it will avoid crossing nuclear red lines, particu-
larly if there is a high degree of certainty that it will be caught—and 
punished—for cheating. However, Iran’s views of itself as a great civiliza-
tion on par with global superpowers and its legitimate interest in scientific 
development will fuel its sense of entitlement to advanced nuclear fuel 
cycle technologies. Despite Tehran’s accession to numerous nonprolifera-
tion treaties and enhanced IAEA monitoring under the JCPOA, Iranian 
leaders will likely seek ways to circumvent what they view as Western-
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prescribed rules and norms, due to their deep mistrust of the Westphalian 
international system.

If fully implemented by all states parties, the JCPOA will effectively 
prevent Iran from developing a nuclear weapon for the next 10 to 15 years. 
But the JCPOA also leaves substantial physical nuclear infrastructure 
intact, thereby affirming Iran’s status as a nuclear threshold state. After key 
JCPOA restrictions begin to expire, Iran could in theory scale up its 
enrichment program to the point where it would have sufficient capacity 
to produce nuclear weapons in the span of a few weeks, should it choose 
to do so. Despite robust monitoring and verification measures in place to 
detect such a breakout, the question of Iran’s nuclear intent will grow 
increasingly important over the next decade.

While cultural factors cannot definitively predict Iran’s strategic behav-
ior and are only one of several kinds of variables that impact its complex 
nuclear calculus, they are likely to become increasingly important indica-
tors of Iran’s nuclear intent in a post-JCPOA environment or in the event 
that either side decides to abrogate the deal. Iran is unlikely to forgo a 
nuclear weapons option, as long as it remains strategically isolated in the 
region and perceives a need to project power, influence, and self-reliance. 
Absent direct intelligence on Iran’s nuclear intentions, cultural factors are 
likely to play a significant and complementary role alongside other indica-
tors in determining Iran’s propensity to cheat on the JCPOA and its abil-
ity to overcome long-standing ideological hostilities with the West.

Given the current political climate in the United States and Iran, as well 
as uncertainty surrounding the future of the nuclear deal itself, the pros-
pects for a gradual US-Iran rapprochement post-JCPOA have diminished. 
Anti-American sentiment, meanwhile, remains deeply rooted in Iran’s 
strategic culture, both as a symbol of resistance against oppression and as 
a byproduct of internal political machinations aimed at garnering hard-
liner support. The uptick in arrests of Iranians accused of working for a US 
“espionage network,” as well as increased hostilities between Iranian- and 
American-backed elements in Syria, are further indicators of a negative 
trajectory in US-Iran relations.

For these reasons, it is critical to understand the cultural factors under-
lying Iran’s strategic calculus. Iranian officials view the nuclear issue as a 
symbol of Iran’s resistance against the West and a source of pride for the 
nation. The nuclear program represents not only Iran’s technical achieve-
ments but also its ability to influence international affairs. The culmination 
of the JCPOA validated Iran’s approach to the nuclear negotiations, in 
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which it successfully employed tactics such as ambiguity, proportionality, 
and strategic patience. While the future of the deal remains uncertain, 
key questions concern how Iran’s strategic culture will continue to evolve 
and whether the next generation of Iranian leaders will share the same 
values and attitudes shaping Iran’s current nuclear strategy.
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Chapter 4

Prospects for Proliferation in Saudi Arabia

J. E. Peterson

Speculation regarding the acquisition of nuclear weapons by the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia (KSA) has been percolating for at least several decades. To 
date, there is no reliable evidence that any attempt has been made to either 
purchase such weapons or to begin a process to produce them. In addi-
tion, most of the speculation has been made by observers who either have 
little understanding of the KSA beyond the headlines or have an ideologi-
cal ax to grind—or both.

While there remains a possibility of Saudi Arabian proliferation—no 
matter how remote as viewed at present—the decision to take that path is 
made difficult by both the complicated structure of Saudi society and poli-
tics (which runs contrary to popular wisdom) and the complex matrix of 
variables that the Saudi leadership must consider. While some of these are 
purely political, a rich variety of cultural determinants also factor in the 
mix.

Regarding KSA intent, a number of fundamental points need to be kept 
in mind. First, although the kingdom is an authoritarian monarchy with 
ultimate power resting with the king, various actors within KSA possess a 
variety of contributory roles and carry variable importance and weight in 
any debate over Saudi domestic and foreign policies, including nucleariza-
tion. Decisionmaking in KSA is tightly controlled within a small central 
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elite and public input is limited to diffused perception of public opinion, 
generally through traditional filtered means. There is no single view or 
homogeneity of opinion on many issues. Furthermore, leadership, elite, 
and public opinion may evidence opposing viewpoints. The multiplicity of 
issues bearing on nuclear attitudes is likely to make KSA decisionmaking 
unclear. With regard to the impact on the United States, it should be 
noted that for some years, KSA-US relations have been strong and trou-
bled at the same time. This underlying factor introduces ambiguity into 
relations as well as lessens the range of options available regarding a single 
issue.

Background on Saudi Nuclear Interest

Contentions that the KSA has been developing nuclear capability, includ-
ing delivery systems, geared particularly toward weapons capability can be 
dated back more than 30  years. A key assumption in these allegations 
relates to the kingdom’s purchase a quarter of a century ago of Chinese 
missiles. KSA acquired some 50–60 CSS-2 “East Wind” ballistic missiles 
from China about 1987. These were theoretically nuclear-capable but 
they had been modified to carry non-nuclear warheads. Their purchase 
and installation were kept completely secret, especially from the United 
States. A strongly worded American official complaint provoked Saudi 
reaction, ending with the US ambassador to Riyadh Hume Horan being 
declared persona non grata.

One of the earliest of the contentions that KSA was seeking nuclear 
capability occurred in 1994 when KSA diplomat Muhammad al-Khilawi 
sought asylum in the United States with allegations that KSA had been 
seeking to share Iraqi nuclear technology for 20  years and that in the 
1970s KSA had bankrolled the Pakistani bomb project. Additional docu-
ments asserted by Khilawi claimed that KSA had tried to buy nuclear reac-
tors from China. He subsequently claimed that KSA had two undeclared 
research reactors but offered no proof. Khilawi’s allegations were never 
backed up by hard evidence.1

Then in 1999, according to journalist Simon Henderson, the KSA’s 
minister of defense Prince Sultan bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz allegedly visited 
Pakistan’s Kahuta uranium enrichment and missile assembly factory. This 
was said to prompt a formal diplomatic complaint from the United States.2 
A few years later (2003), Britain’s Guardian newspaper reported that KSA 
was carrying out a strategic review, including the acquisition of nuclear 
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weapons, in response to allegations of an Iranian nuclear program. Options 
being considered were said (1) to acquire a nuclear capability as a deter-
rent, (2) to maintain or enter into an alliance with an existing nuclear 
power that would offer protection, and (3) to try to reach a regional 
agreement on having a nuclear-free Middle East.3

Around the same time, journalist Arnaud de Borchgrave reported that 
KSA and Pakistan had concluded a secret agreement providing KSA with 
nuclear weapons technology in exchange for cheap oil. This was said to be 
arranged by Crown Prince ‘Abdullah during his 2003 trip to Islamabad 
and President George H.W. Bush was said to have confronted Pakistan’s 
prime minister, Pervez Musharraf, over the Saudi nuclear issue at Camp 
David in the same year. The allegation was denied by both the US and 
Saudi Arabian governments.4 It should be noted that many of these allega-
tions were made or promoted by individuals and organizations that were 
hostile to KSA, and thus their veracity is of considerable doubt.

In 2005, reports surfaced that the KSA was about to sign a “small-
quantity protocol” with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
that would restrict IAEA inspections of the kingdom’s nuclear status. 
Although the protocol had been arranged for many developing countries, 
the United States sought to persuade the KSA to withdraw their protocol 
request and to submit to independent verification of its nuclear status on 
a voluntary basis. Riyadh declined and its request was approved. This 
attention emerged despite the fact that there still was no evidence that 
Riyadh was indeed pursuing a nuclear weapons strategy of any sort.5

These reports circulated at a time when it became known that KSA was 
in fact interested in pursuing a nuclear energy program, as was the case 
with a number of other Arab states. Indeed, the kingdom had established 
an Atomic Energy Research Institute as early as 1988.6 The KSA joined 
the IAEA’s board of governors on 20 September 2007 and the KSA and 
the United States signed a memorandum of understanding on civil nuclear 
energy cooperation on 16 May 2008.7

Hints that the kingdom was continuing its interest in civil nuclear 
energy continued through the following years. The KSA minister of water 
and electricity declared in 2009 that the kingdom was thinking about 
building a pilot plant, apparently with French assistance. Nevertheless, the 
realization of any plans remained a long time off.8 To this end, nuclear 
cooperation agreements were signed with the United States (2008), South 
Korea (2011), China (2012), and Jordan (2014) and discussions were 
underway with another six to eight countries.
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In the midst of this more general concern about nuclear energy and 
possible weaponization, fears that Iran was seeking to produce nuclear 
weapons acquired prominent attention. Saudi Arabia has been one of the 
most vocal opponents of Iran’s acquisition of such weapons and this factor 
has in turn raised concern about Saudi intentions. These were stoked by 
the comments in 2011 of Prince Turki al-Faysal, a former Saudi head of 
intelligence and ambassador and the brother of the then-foreign 
minister:

We are committed to a Middle East Zone Free of Weapons of Mass 
Destruction, but if our efforts and the efforts of the world community fail 
to bring about the dismantling of the Israeli arsenals of nuclear, chemical 
and biological weapons and the prevention of Iran acquiring the same by 
failing to construct such a Zone, then why shouldn’t we at least, and as a 
duty toward our nations and our peoples, study, seriously, all of the available 
options, including acquiring WMDs so that future generations will not 
blame us for neglecting any course of action that will keep looming dangers 
away from us?9

This led The Times of London shortly afterward to declare that the KSA 
planned, in case of an Iranian nuclear test, to immediately launch a twin-
track nuclear weapons program by purchasing weapons and converting its 
civil nuclear program, with hints of upgrading the kingdom’s aging 
Chinese missiles.10 Two years later, the BBC reported on the possibilities 
that the KSA had arranged with Pakistan to hold nuclear weapons for 
release to the KSA on demand, together with rumors that Pakistan had 
delivered Shaheen mobile ballistic missiles to KSA but without warheads. 
The BBC followed up its story by declaring that the KSA embassy in 
London had refused to deny the story while lamenting the failure of the 
UN to make the Middle East a nuclear-free area [read Iran] and warning 
that the “lack of international action has put the region under the threat 
of a time bomb that cannot be refused by manoeuvring around it.”11 Saudi 
concerns were echoed by the words of Prince Turki al-Faysal in South 
Korea in 2015: “Whatever the Iranians have, we will have, too.” This was 
said to be same message given to President Obama at Camp David.12 
Jamal Khashoggi, a well-known and connected Saudi journalist, added 
that “I think Saudi Arabia would seriously try to get the bomb if Iran did. 
It’s just like India and Pakistan. The Pakistanis said for years they didn’t 
want one, but when India got it, so did they.”13
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The effect of the Iran nuclear threat was to spur the KSA into more 
focused action regarding nuclear energy. Multinational discussions with 
Iran renewed KSA frustration with the “stalled” 123 nuclear agreement 
with United States, which had been foundering on US insistence on for-
bidding the KSA to enrich uranium or reprocess plutonium. As an appar-
ent consequence, the King Abdullah City for Atomic and Renewable 
Energy (KA-CARE) announced a deal with Russia for help in building the 
16 nuclear reactors.14 In another seeming signal of Riyadh’s intention to 
develop alternative nuclear arrangements, a letter of intent was signed 
with France just a few days later on 24 June for the construction of two 
nuclear reactors, as part of a larger arms deal.15

All of this material fed into Saudi—and Gulf—reactions to the signing 
of the JCPOA. A report out of Russia claimed that the KSA might be the 
first foreign purchaser of a Russian missile system capable of carrying 
nuclear warheads.16 According to the New York Times, before the May 
2015 Camp David summit with Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) lead-
ers, the KSA indicated that it wanted a formal “defense treaty with the US 
pledging to defend them if they came under external attack.”17 Jamal 
Khashoggi contended that oil exports would immunize the KSA from any 
international pressure over nuclear plans.18 Abdullah Al Shayji of Kuwait 
University wrote that the Iran deal “will not calm our fears. On the con-
trary it could be even more a destabilizing factor in our region. GCC 
states need to forcefully make the argument and insist that their fears and 
skepticism should be addressed both strategically and militarily.”19 In large 
part, the Gulf fears of Iranian nuclear intentions formed just one aspect of 
a larger threat perception. As a Saudi columnist wrote, “Probably the most 
important question is whether our problem with Iran is limited to the 
nuclear deal. Many feel that the problem has its roots in Iran’s political 
policies in the region. Tehran seems to insist on intervening in internal 
Arab affairs and inciting sectarianism in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Bahrain, and 
Yemen.”20 The Gulf worried in particular about the absence from the 
JCPOA of any mention of missile systems. This was expressed at the 
US-GCC foreign ministers summit in August 2015, when the six states 
endorsed the JCPOA deal.21 This was thought to be in return for addi-
tional military equipment, especially missile defense systems. There has 
been some fear that KSA aggressiveness in its campaign in Yemen (assisted 
by four of the five other GCC members) is a direct result of its perception 
of Iranian interference in Yemen and its encirclement of the GCC.
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Saudi and Gulf reactions in turn fueled American concerns over possi-
ble Saudi intentions. For many, Saudi comments constituted a blustering 
intended to force America’s hand vis-à-vis Iran. For example, former US 
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates said in an August 2015 speech that the 
Iran deal “will provoke other countries in the region to pursue equivalent 
nuclear capabilities, almost certainly Saudi Arabia.”22 The discussion 
reached a nadir, however, with a silly column by Fareed Zakaria in the 
Washington Post that snorted “Oh, please! Saudi Arabia cannot build a 
nuclear weapon. Saudi Arabia has not even built a car … Saudi Arabia can 
dig holes in the ground and pump out oil but little else.”23

The JCPOA was certainly a major spur driving King Salman to 
Washington in September for talks with President Obama, only a few 
months after he had declined an invitation to join his fellow GCC rulers at 
Camp David. During the meeting, the JCPOA and Iranian activities in the 
Middle East were prominent topics of discussion, along with the situation 
in Yemen and Syria, terrorism, Lebanon, global climate change, and bilat-
eral relations—but seemingly remained a low-key topic. Obama’s only 
spoken reference to the JCPOA came in his opening remarks: “We’ll dis-
cuss the importance of effectively implementing the deal to ensure that 
Iran does not have a nuclear weapon while counteracting its destabilizing 
activities in the region.” King Salman did not mention Iran in response. 
The joint statement was similarly low-key: “The two parties affirmed the 
need to continue efforts to maintain security, prosperity and stability in 
the region and in particular to counter Iran’s destabilizing activities. In 
this regard, King Salman expressed his support for the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA) between Iran and the P5 + 1 countries, which 
once fully implemented will prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon 
and thereby enhance security in the region.”24 The downplaying of the 
issue may have been due to such factors as Obama’s difficulty in getting 
Congressional approval for the deal, the KSA’s acquiescence already (as 
signaled in the earlier GCC approval), the US sweetening the sting by 
offering new arms deals and assistance to the KSA in Yemen, and US 
silence on domestic reforms in the KSA.

An interesting development was the seeming emergence of a tacit alli-
ance between the KSA and Israel regarding the Iranian threat. Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu emphasized Arab opposition as an 
argument against Congressional approval of the Iran deal, suggesting a 
new front of common interests between Israel, the KSA, Egypt, and 
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Jordan. However, any movement beyond common rhetoric seems unlikely 
as long as Israeli-Palestinian relations remain unsettled.25

Saudi Perceptions of Threat and of the United 
States as Partner

Threats Through the Saudi Perceptual Lens

While there would be multiple rationales behind any Saudi impetus to 
acquire nuclear capability, undoubtedly the principal driver would be the 
panoply of external threats that the kingdom perceives surrounding it in 
what has been referred to as an encirclement syndrome. Some perceived 
threats are regarded as more serious than others. Security perceptions are 
inevitably colored by the defensive nature of the Saudi regime’s attitude. 
KSA leaders and elites display an easily provoked prickliness about a wide 
range of issues. Reasons for this may include the fact that the KSA was 
never colonized and so retains a strong sense of unfettered independence. 
At the same time, its religious origins—in particular the puritanical 
Wahhabi or salafi interpretation of Islam—combine with its guardianship 
of Islam’s Holy Places to provide the KSA—in self-perception—with an 
unchallengeable voice of legitimacy. This may lead to actions that on the 
surface may appear high-risk or even counter-productive. Examples 
include the secret purchase of Chinese missiles in the 1980s, economic 
threats to Britain whenever a dispute arises over treatment of British citi-
zens in the KSA, or the KSA’s lobbying for a seat on the UN Security 
Council and then abruptly rejecting it when offered.

Yemen has long been seen as a source of insecurity and the KSA has 
taken the lead in the fighting there. But the nature of the threat is more 
one of spreading instability and the influx of Yemenis seeking work as well 
as radicals and terrorists; it is not an existential threat. Nor is that true of 
the Horn of Africa, another source of worry; particularly Somalia’s frag-
mentation and Eritrea’s weakness.

To the northeast, Israel has been a source of worry for more than a half-
century due to the continued antagonism resulting from the never-ending 
Arab-Israeli conflict. The KSA opposes Israel’s occupation of the West 
Bank and decries its treatment of Palestinians. Mutual antagonisms persist 
because of (from the Saudi point of view) the gradual shift in Israeli poli-
tics to the right, personified in the leadership of Ariel Sharon and now 
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Benjamin Netanyahu, with its rejection of a Palestinian state, unwilling-
ness to share Jerusalem, and continued strife with Palestinians in occupied 
territories. Beyond this, however, there is also a fear, no matter how subli-
mated, of the Israeli nuclear threat.

Still, the most serious threat perception by Riyadh (and its fellow GCC 
members), by far, is that posed by Iran. Officially expressed KSA concerns 
about Iran date back at least to the 1979 Iranian revolution but have 
intensified in the last four years. There are a number of layers to this con-
cern, which is voiced particularly by Saudi elite but is also shared to a large 
extent by the country’s citizenry. The most fundamental factor in the two 
countries’ shared antipathy is probably the long cultural/political antago-
nism between Persians and Arabs, stretching beyond the Islamic era. There 
is a history of Persian expeditions to and occupation of territory on the 
Arab side of the Gulf that reverberates in the Arab popular imagination 
today and gives added emphasis to imagined Iranian designs on Bahrain 
and indignation at the extension of Iranian control over the disputed 
islands of Abu Musa and the two Tunbs near the entrance to the Gulf. The 
islands, along with final demarcation of the Iranian-Iraqi border, were the 
last boundary disputes between the two littorals, thus removing what had 
been a contentious subject.

Beyond that, the new Islamic Republic of Iran’s revolutionary Islamist 
rhetoric and its actively threatening the status quo in the Gulf and the 
Middle East complicated Arab perceptions in the aftermath of the Iranian 
Revolution. Sectarian divisions between Sunnis and Shi‘ah had always 
existed but were of relatively minimal significance in the pre-1979 atmo-
sphere. But the Iran-Iraq War deepened sectarian as well as political divi-
sions and created Sunni popular suspicions of a Shi‘ah expansion of 
influence and of indigenous Shi‘ah elements of the population as a poten-
tial or real fifth-column. This was particularly true in the KSA, where the 
prevailing creed of Wahhabism reflected a deep antipathy to the heterodox 
Shi‘i strain of Islam. Spontaneous outbursts of dissidence in the Shi‘ah 
areas of the KSA’s Eastern Province, inspired in 1979–1980 by the Iranian 
revolution, were put down with ferocity. The kingdom’s long and deep 
hostility toward Shi’ism combines with a suspicion of Iranian imperialism 
in its antagonistic relations with its trans-Gulf neighbor.

In recent years, the hostility of the Iranian revolutionary regime toward 
Sunni Arab regimes—real and perceived—and support for dissident move-
ments has pushed a quickening war of rhetoric. Apart from the hostilities 
in Syria, this rivalry was amplified in the Saudi-Iranian proxy war in 
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Yemen.26 Saudi enmity reached a crescendo with its warnings about Iranian 
nuclear ambitions and Riyadh fought hard with Washington against the 
JCPOA agreement. But, failing to achieve their goal of disruption, the 
Saudis gamely acquiesced in its implementation, albeit while continuing to 
press for increased US defense arrangements.

A final driver revolves around an emerging intensification of the old 
encirclement fears, particularly as the immediate region seems to descend 
into chaos. Diffuse threats emanate from numerous sources, including 
both hostile states and even more hostile movements. The Huthis of 
Yemen and their allies are in the forefront of KSA foes at present but they 
are hardly capable of striking seriously at the kingdom—nor do they seem 
to have any desire to expand hostilities beyond defense of their home area. 
A far more potent threat is posed by Da‘ish (also known as ISIS or ISIL) 
in Syria and Iraq. While a Da‘ish assault on KSA territory does not seem 
likely, there is a real threat that has been partially realized already of Da‘ish 
teams carrying out terrorist actions within the kingdom.

Contrary to much Western opinion, the KSA regards both al-Qa‘idah 
and Da‘ish as serious threats.27 It follows that the greater the danger of 
extremism is to attracting Saudi youth—as well as the blowback to terror-
ist activities within the KSA—the more Saudi leadership will be inclined to 
act against extremist groups with whatever means at its disposal. Recent 
Saudi activism in the Yemen campaign might just possibly signal a greater 
resolve to act unilaterally against Da‘ish centers in Syria and Iraq.

Following on from the perception of encirclement, the KSA can also be 
quite protective of the smaller Gulf States, an attitude engendered partly 
because it is vulnerable to a soft underbelly along the Gulf and even more 
because in Saudi eyes, these states should have been incorporated into the 
Third Saudi State but were prevented from doing so because of the British 
presence. This has led to KSA peremptory attitudes and pressure vis-à-vis 
its fellow GCC members (as well as taking such controversial stances as 
sending troops to Bahrain in the aftermath of the 2011 demonstrations). 
As a consequence of this overbearing attitude, the other five GCC mem-
bers have generally been reticent to strengthen GCC political functions 
for fear that it would increase Saudi domination.

The above movements of course do not constitute a threat against 
which nuclear weapons capability would be of any use. But they do con-
tribute to a broader and more diffuse uneasiness that more specific state-
derived threats help to provoke. In this sense, Saudi perceptions of the 
general situation may parallel the Pakistani example: Islamabad’s push to 
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create nuclear weapon capability seemed to be prompted generally by its 
perceived location in an uncertain neighborhood and specifically by Indian 
proliferation.

As remarked above, the KSA does have an ancillary desire and legiti-
mate aspiration because of its expanding requirements for electricity and 
fuel for utilities to acquire nuclear energy facilities and has taken opening 
steps toward such an end. It is certainly not outside the realm of possibility 
that the kingdom might expand that goal to include nuclear weapons 
capability either overtly or covertly as a consequence of its perception of 
the direct and diffuse threats outlined above.

Perceptions of the United States

Real enemies or serious external threats from nearly all compass points are 
present and are perceived by the KSA as becoming increasingly serious. 
This fuels the citizenry’s suspicion of outsiders and leads to widespread 
stereotypes. Northern Arabs are suspect because they believe themselves 
to be culturally superior, they are in the KSA only to earn money and 
leave, and they promote dangerous ideologies (secular radicalism in the 
past; Islamist extremism at present). Westerners are suspect because of lax 
morals and imperialist designs. Asian expatriates are perceived as being 
little more than menial laborers and threaten cultural contamination.

Attitudes to the United States are mixed. On the positive side, the two 
countries enjoy a long-standing economic partnership based on a number 
of key factors. The foundation factor was the exploitation of oil for decades 
by an American company that also played a pivotal role in early develop-
ment; the company, although Saudiized, still exists as Saudi ARAMCO 
(Arabian-American Oil Company). The oil company connection was then 
strengthened by the development role of the US government from World 
War II on, first in providing loans when sorely needed and then through a 
wide range of development assistance. The two countries continued to 
share common interests in preserving the international oil structure and, 
as the KSA began to build a surplus from its oil revenues, it heavily invested 
it in US Treasury bonds. The KSA and the United States remain major 
trading partners.

More positive attitudes revolve around political and security coopera-
tion. The United States and the KSA have tended to share worldviews: 
anti-Communism, anti-Islamist extremism, a laissez-faire global economy. 
For decades, the KSA has relied upon huge purchases of American  
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weapons and other military purchases of US goods and services. This is 
often seen as a quid pro quo for the extension of a US security umbrella 
over the kingdom and its GCC neighbors. It also includes the exchange of 
security and political information on common issues. But it is debatable 
whether these common outlooks would be strong enough to provide the 
KSA with sufficient assurance of security and to dissuade it from acquiring 
the bomb if it looks as though Iran did.

In some respects, a cultural affinity has developed as well. A voracious 
appetite exists for American media, fashion, fast food, and so on in Saudi 
Arabia. A pro-American attitude is commonly retained by many Saudis 
who have studied in the United States.

However, there are a multitude of negative reactions to the United 
States. These can be grouped into several clusters. One revolves around 
religious and moral objections. There is a deep belief among many or most 
Saudis that Western culture is immoral and does not respect the family 
(Saudi students en route to the United States receive lectures from reli-
gious figures on this subject, thus reinforcing the antipathy of some). 
Religiously conservative elements may display a disdain for non-Muslims. 
Anecdotal observation indicates that perceptions are widespread and 
growing that Americans are anti-Arab and anti-Muslim. These perceptions 
grow with the reaction of some Americans to every terrorist attack world-
wide by expressing increased hostility toward Muslims in the United 
States, which is widely reported in the United States and the Middle East. 
Beyond that, there is a deep belief that the US acts as an imperialist power, 
imposing its will on others and carrying out policies that serve its interests 
while indiscriminately harming others.

Some of these attitudes relate more directly to security concerns and 
the belief that the United States is not a reliable partner in security mat-
ters. This can be expressed in the observation that when the going gets 
tough, the United States gets going—and the examples of American 
involvement in and then quick retreat from Lebanon, Somalia, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan are brought up. Many Saudis remain strongly perturbed by 
the American-led invasion of Iraq, an act that devastated the country and 
put radical Shi‘ah in power. More recently, the United States has failed to 
take effective action in Syria and seems to be content to allow Bashshar 
al-As‘ad to remain in power. Finally, there is chafing over the impression 
that the United States regards the KSA as a very much junior partner and 
is not sufficiently attentive to the kingdom’s needs and priorities.
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More directly, there is frustration throughout most of Saudi society 
over core Middle East concerns. The United States is seen as not objective 
on Arab-Israeli matters. Second, the United States seems too willing to 
deal with Islamist (not extremist) movements, such as the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt. Thirdly, the nuclear agreement with Iran threatens 
Saudi security directly and the United States’ role in seeking it and accom-
plishing it demonstrates its indifference to Saudi concerns.

Key Players and Decisionmaking Norms

Decisionmakers

Clearly, the king is the actual decisionmaker, including in the nuclear 
arena. He has the final say in establishing all policies and his decisions can-
not be challenged by anyone. But it is a mistake to call him, as is often 
done in the West, an absolute monarch. The Saudi monarchy is built on 
its tribal ethos, which in its pure form demands access, consultation, and 
feedback. Even though the KSA has evolved into an authoritarian monar-
chy, these principles still play a significant role in the modern state. The 
long-term legitimacy of the regime depends heavily on building and main-
taining consensus on major issues. Of course, the value of such consensus 
varies on the importance of the constituent group with whom the king 
and his advisers interact.

Not surprisingly, the top-most and most important elite in consensus-
building consists of the senior members of the royal family. Despite inter-
nal differences and rivalries, they form a corporate group that maintains 
the survival of the royal family and the regime. Their overriding credo may 
be said to be, in paraphrasing Benjamin Franklin’s words, to hang together 
instead of hanging separately. Some individuals—such as those of the same 
mother (e.g., the so-called Sudayri Seven who produced Kings Fahd, 
‘Abdullah, and Salman) or sons (most notably recently, Muhammad b. 
Salman, son of present King Salman who has named him minister of 
defense and heir apparent)—may carry considerable weight with the king. 
Alternatively, internal rivalries within the family may isolate individuals, 
especially when combined with their personality. Pertinent examples 
include Talal b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (a son of the modern kingdom’s founder 
but outspoken in the past and present) or Bandar b. Sultan (son of a late 
crown prince who served as the KSA’s ambassador to the United States for 
more than a decade but has been banished to the political wilderness).28 

  J. E. Peterson



  121

Some mention also should be made of the role of the other members of 
the extensive royal family. Most do not hold government positions and 
many are engaged in commerce. They may not be actively involved in 
decisionmaking except for issues that involve the royal family as a whole. 
But they certainly may unite to oppose a decision that seemingly threatens 
the position of the family or the “Saudi” in Saudi Arabia.

Perhaps next in importance to the senior royal family is the senior bureau-
cratic elite. This sector can be considered more or less non-ascriptive since 
its members increasingly receive their positions because of competence and 
education. This can even hold true for those members who are also from the 
royal family, such as the late Sa‘ud al-Faysal, the country’s foreign minister 
for decades. Although the members of the elite do not make major decisions 
themselves, they play an influential role in shaping policy (particularly in the 
economy and some aspects of foreign affairs) by framing policy alternatives 
and consequences for the actual decisionmakers.

The religious establishment constitutes another ring in the circles sur-
rounding the supreme decisionmaker, the king. This group, the ulama, is 
not composed of direct decisionmakers because the role of the religious 
establishment in the centuries-old partnership with the Al Sa‘ud has been 
to safeguard the morals of the people rather than oversee policy (as is the 
case in Iran). Although they are not the decisionmakers themselves, they 
do play a major role in the decisionmaking process because the state 
depends on them to rubber stamp policies via fatwas (religious opinions) 
and to vouchsafe the religious legitimacy of the regime. As a consequence, 
few major decisions are taken without considering the collective opinion 
of the clerics. Any government decision that contravenes clerical wishes 
(expressed before decisions are made and nearly always in private) is almost 
inevitably accompanied by another decision that meets with clerical 
approval.29 The backing of the religious establishment has remained of key 
importance because of such factors as the need for the ulama to sanction 
the presence of Christian troops in the country before and during the 
1991 Kuwait War, the emergence of a “loyal opposition” of independent 
ulama in the 1990s, and the emergence of first al-Qa‘idah and then Da‘ish 
that both deny the Saudi monarchy’s religious legitimacy and actively 
attempt to undermine the government through terror campaigns within 
the KSA.

In many countries, the military establishment plays a strong and con-
straining role vis-à-vis the government, even where it does not control it. 
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This is not the case in Saudi Arabia. All senior military officers are selected 
by the inner circle of the regime and the organization, placement, and use 
of the armed forces is directly controlled by the king and his advisers. 
While most of the senior positions are held by commoners, the Al Sa‘ud 
has been careful to sprinkle members of the royal family and its cadet 
branches throughout the services as a check on other officers and to keep 
the family informed.

Decision Influencers

It can be argued that the previous groups could equally be called deci-
sion influencers. The difference, for the sake of argument here, is that the 
first groups generally play some more or less direct role in shaping or steering 
policy while the following groups provide feedback that the ruling elite 
interprets and considers.

The commercial elite has enjoyed something of a symbiotic relationship 
with regime. Although, generally speaking, of lower social standing than 
decisionmakers (since prominent merchant families rarely possess impec-
cable tribal genealogies), it forms an important part of the increasingly 
complex contemporary social milieu. Collectively, the merchants hold 
enormous economic weight. Individually, they are close to various senior 
figures in the regime.30 It should be noted as well that members of mer-
chant families also constitute a considerable cross-section of educated cad-
res and the bureaucratic elite. In earlier years of the oil age, merchant 
families had an edge in education over other members of society and a 
broader worldview because of travel and family “internships” abroad (such 
as India). When the kingdom began to fashion a modern government, 
members of merchant families were ideally placed to hold senior positions 
first. They remain well-represented in government circles.

The middle class continues to grow in size and importance. Increasingly, 
it forms the backbone of the new Saudi society and proportionally the 
most non-ascriptive sector. Prominent subsectors include mid-level gov-
ernment officials, intellectuals (including university faculty), small mer-
chants, professionals, and military officers. The support of the middle class 
in regard to public opinion is an essential building block of KSA’s rulers. 
While the class enjoys virtually no formal participation (apart from appoint-
ments to the Majlis al-Shura and elections to local councils), it does exer-
cise considerable influence or restraint as a key source of public opinion. It 
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is no over-statement to say that middle-class support is essential for the 
regime in both the short- and long-run.

Another key sector in the formation and leading of public opinion is 
that of the dissident clerics (particularly the Sahwah movement). It is 
important to note that they have been dissident but not disloyal. The state 
can and has co-opted prominent figures (most notably Salman al-‘Awdah), 
as well as placating some by modifications of policy and also punishing 
recalcitrants. In contrast to state-supported clerics, dissidents keep the 
state grounded in perceived moral values and force the regime to defend 
and modify certain policies.

Intellectuals are capable of drawing international attention to contro-
versial issues but they are essentially powerless to exact meaningful change 
(except perhaps over the very long-term given receptive monarchs). Public 
attitude to their stances and actions, particularly those often misleadingly 
characterized as “liberals,” seems largely neutral or indifferent.

The most-feared segment of the future is that of the burgeoning legions 
of youth. The KSA has a huge and growing problem with restless youth, 
many of whom are unemployed and chafing against societal restrictions. 
Not surprisingly, it is the segment of the population that is most suscep-
tible to extremist recruitment. Altogether, these groups have the potential 
to help shape national attitudes on nuclear issues or, at the very least, to 
coalesce public opinion in opposition to nuclear decisions.

Regime Opponents

Some mention should be made of regime opponents. In decades past, 
these would have been secular leftists, whether Arab nationalist or Marxist. 
In the past decade or two, however, opponents are essentially restricted to 
members of or sympathizers with Islamist extremist groups. The Saudi 
role in the formation and operation of al-Qa‘idah is well-known—and 
equally well overstated. It is no secret that many of the rank and file of 
Da‘ish are also Saudi. Equally overstated and simplified is the contention 
that the Saudi dominant creed of Wahhabism created Islamist extremism, 
whether the Taliban, al-Qa‘idah, or Da‘ish. Al-Qa‘idah and Da‘ish are 
sworn enemies of the Al Sa‘ud regime: the former carried out a pervasive 
campaign of terrorism within the KSA during 2003–2007 and Da‘ish has 
begun in the last few years to commit its own acts of terrorism. The goal 
of both groups is to create instability in the country that will cause the Al 
Sa‘ud to fall. There is a direct security impact to their actions but as they 
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are not states but groups, straightforward military action is not an option. 
Their role as decision influencers is justified by their ability to influence the 
opinion of conservative and disaffected sectors of citizenry, to recruit 
among disaffected youth, and to collect funds from sympathetic citizens.

Decisionmaking Norms

Whether decisionmakers or decision  influencers, actors within Saudi 
society tend toward a common set of norms in state decisionmaking. A 
principal approach to politics is consensus-building. For this reason, it 
often seems to take very long to reach any decision. Generally, criticism 
or outspokenness is not accepted within the family, and therefore it is 
not accepted within society. Consequently, it is vastly preferable to 
achieve consensus within whichever circle is involved rather than risk 
confrontation.

Consensus and respect for authority form the foundation at the heart 
of the KSA’s legitimacy. Most policies are enacted by the king after a con-
sensus has been established among sociopolitical elites. The initial approach 
to disobedience and dissidence is to seek to “reform” the individual and 
bring him or her back into the fold and re-integrate them into harmonious 
society, as has been done with both clerical and liberal dissidents. But 
refusal to cooperate can provoke severe responses. The attitude to the 
Shi‘ah is (mostly) benign neglect, owing to Sunni (and particularly 
Wahhabi) negative perceptions of Shi‘ah. As a consequence, most Saudis 
are politically quiet. Few demonstrations occur, partly because participants 
face quick prosecution and partly because it contravenes the principles 
above.

Tradition and conformity are overwhelmingly desired attributes. 
Whatever an individual does or says is observed and known throughout 
his/her social circle. Negative talk or behavior brings shame on the family 
as well as the individual. As a consequence, personal relations are the glue 
that holds society together. Inability or unwillingness to cooperate risks 
exclusion and personal hardship. While this social reality certainly has its 
negative aspects, it also serves to bind society together and create a near 
uniformity of support for the state.31 Consequently, open opposition to a 
state nuclear policy is very unlikely apart from dissidents abroad.

One of the fundamental tenets of Saudi politics and society is the legiti-
mating requirement for access, consultation, and feedback. This follows 
on from the shared tribal ethos of the society, as perpetuated by the state. 

  J. E. Peterson



  125

Nearly all senior members of the royal family, many senior government 
officials, and most major merchants hold a regular majlis or gathering, 
often weekly, at which anyone generally can appear and take part in the 
discussion of the evening. While many of these majlises have no political 
focus, they provide a forum where diverse subjects of interest and issues of 
the day can be discussed. Information or feedback is thus permitted to 
flow up to the country’s leadership.

While it is very unlikely that the question of whether the KSA should 
pursue nuclear weapons acquisition would be broached in a majlis, it is far 
more possible that discussion of Iran’s nuclear program would be the sub-
ject of discussion. In this way, national leadership would have an opportu-
nity to ascertain popular views pertaining to nuclear weapons, their utility, 
and desirability. While such views may have a political aspect, they are even 
more likely to display sentiments, whether culturally or religiously based, 
regarding the moral, as well as practical, implications of ownership and use 
of nuclear weapons. Either in or outside of a majlis, there may be some 
opportunity for educated Saudis and senior bureaucrats to articulate their 
positions on weapon of mass destruction (WMD) as part of an informal 
consultation process, in supplement to their formal roles.

Social status in the KSA at present is both ascribed and mobile. At the 
top, the ruling family (and ancillary families) forms a virtual caste, which 
is enforced through marriage restrictions. In the last few decades, social 
status has been increasingly infiltrated by wealth (through commerce) and 
education (through government service). The traditional elite of the Al 
al-Shaykh and religious notables is increasingly seen by growing numbers 
of citizenry (and probably most of the ruling family) as a still-necessary 
nuisance. Intellectuals are not well respected: they tend to be seen as either 
essentially irrelevant or as suspect dissidents. Another traditional elite 
comprising tribal leadership has lost position as tribes matter less in active 
political and many social affairs, despite the continuing fact that tribes 
retain social importance and identity.

The social hierarchy, although buffeted, still prevails. There is still tre-
mendous respect for authority, which remains stirred but fundamentally 
intact. It is not acceptable to publicly question one’s elders but one must 
defer to their judgment. This may be one result of a learning-by-rote edu-
cation: traditional norms are instilled and questioning is frowned upon. In 
this regard, much or most of the population undoubtedly would passively 
accept a decision by the government to acquire nuclear weapons.
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The influence of the royal family is enhanced further by its quasi-
monopoly of the media (television and radio are state-owned while the 
private sector in media, both local and international, is owned by the elite 
and supports the government). Pro-government attitudes are constantly 
reinforced, both in media (TV, radio, and newspapers) but also in educa-
tion (political, cultural, and religious indoctrination). The state is the 
source of all authority and therefore “truth.” The majority of citizens 
accept the state’s stated rationales, at least in foreign affairs. The “correct 
word” of the state is reinforced repeatedly in all media. Furthermore, a 
prominent historical myth promoted by the regime invokes the glory of 
the Arabs and the manifest destiny of the KSA led by the Al Sa‘ud. Nearly 
all deviation from the accepted view is kept private. Disagreement with 
government policies and attitudes in public is generally viewed by citi-
zenry with indifference or ostracization. Religious figures may receive 
more public attention and approval, therefore, government responses to 
vocal opposition tend to be more careful at first. In the event of a decision 
by the leadership to acquire WMD, very little public opposition might be 
expected, even if disquiet should exist.

Values and the Paradoxes in Saudi Society

All the strategic arguments for or against nuclear acquisition must be tem-
pered with cultural considerations in a society such as Saudi Arabia. One 
primary concern of the royal family from the very beginning has been 
adhering to the precept of ruling in a just and Islamic way. The precept 
may have been nibbled around the edges and even flouted in certain cases, 
but the ethos remains intact. As a consequence, cultural factors must be 
regarded as a significant determinant in Saudi intentions.

It remains very much true in the KSA and the other Gulf monarchies 
that corporate identity is still valued far above individual identity. Central 
to this is the concept of honor and its opposite, shame. Saudi society is 
extremely transparent and every action by an individual is noted and 
reflects positively or negatively on one’s corporate group.

Society is still often posited as a family writ large and the country con-
tinues to reference a bedouin ethos. The head of the tribe was regarded as 
the father of his tribe. It was his responsibility to protect the collective 
interests of the tribe (such as defense of territory, conducting warfare 
against tribal threats, presenting the tribe’s needs to the ruler), to adjudi-
cate in tribal disputes, and to look out for the needs of individual members 
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of the tribe and families. The same concept is at the heart of the Saudi 
national identity: the king is regarded as the father of the national family 
and his role carries the same obligations and responsibilities. Of course the 
parallel is not completely true. The Saudi nation is far larger than a tribe, 
the personal ties (always so important in Saudi society) do not exist to 
anywhere near the same degree, and certainly not all Saudis trace their 
origins back to noble tribes. But in the recesses of the mind, the concept 
still retains relevance for a majority of the population.

In part, the idea of a supreme father figure rests on the belief that age 
and status are highly valued. Deference to the head of family is virtually 
unchallenged. Consequently, deference to authority is also very deeply 
ingrained.

Social mobility has been a visible hallmark of the oil era. The emergence 
of the middle class has incorporated disparate elements from nearly all sec-
tors of pre-oil society. Some of the wealthiest individuals come from mean 
backgrounds (or even were originally not Saudi). Against this, it should be 
kept in mind that an under-current of social classification remains vibrant. 
It remains very rare for women from noble tribes to marry outside the 
tribe or tribes of equal status. At the top, of course, the Al Sa‘ud forms an 
impenetrable caste.

The regime seems to play upon the value placed on a harmonious soci-
ety. In the first place, it is a generally accepted precept in Sunni Islam that 
it is better to obey existing authority, even if that may be a tyrant, than to 
oppose and thereby create more harm and chaos. The oil era has brought 
prosperity to most Saudis and citizens of the Gulf States, highly welcomed 
in contrast to the extreme poverty of the area before the 1940s to 1960s. 
This has created what seems to be an overly materialistic society. The 
regime constantly but subtly reminds its people that life is good in the 
KSA, even without political participation, compared to what transpired 
during the revolution in Iran or has happened to Iraq and Syria. The les-
son of the trade-off is not lost on most people.32

Not surprisingly, the KSA displays a number of aspects of a rentier state. 
A dependence on the state to provide nearly everything has been created 
in the last few decades. In addition, there is an expectation that the state 
will organize the domestic economy and politics and it will handle foreign 
relations as it sees fit. Consumerism has become a major feature of society, 
and along with it the desire to maintain the good, comfortable, life is a 
major reason for acceptance of the state as it is. There is a real fear of the 
unpalatable alternative posed by chaos in neighboring states, a fear that 
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the regime has continued to emphasize. It may also be said that the Iranian 
system is perceived by most of the population as a threat to Saudi values 
and way of life, in addition to comprising a security threat.

Saudi Arabia in many ways presents a paradox. It is, officially and super-
ficially, a very traditional society. This is certainly how the regime, and 
beyond it the religious establishment, likes to declare it—and it is true that 
millions of Saudis have never traveled abroad, speak few or no foreign 
languages, are religiously devout, and place considerable trust in their 
government. At the same time, however, there is a sizable sector of society 
that is more cosmopolitan and demands more of its political system. 
American and Western movies and television programs are widely watched 
through satellite television, video games are ubiquitous, and the king-
dom—with 22 million users—ranks among the top 50 or so countries in 
Internet penetration. This creates a dialectic between the desire to remain 
unchanged and the drive for change, even radical change. The govern-
ment in many ways is caught in the center.

The KSA, as a one-commodity producer, is particularly vulnerable to 
oil price fluctuations. The years of plenty with prices around $100/barrel 
have turned to prices of only $40 a barrel, and have fallen at times to less 
than that. The government is facing budgetary pressure to decrease cur-
rent expenditures but will resist as long as possible, probably by borrowing 
and drawing down assets in its equivalent of a sovereign wealth fund. 
Typically, the government will seek to pacify an unruly population by con-
tinuing lavish spending on social services, salaries, and even direct payouts. 
For reasons of national pride and employment, it is unlikely the economic 
constraints will force a reduction in military purchases or size of force. It 
is more likely that efforts to achieve such capability will be postponed for 
financial reasons.

The economy, in large part because most income comes from oil reve-
nues, remains stubbornly dirigiste despite government attempts to encour-
age the private sector. This factor gives the government a significant edge 
in leading its people to accept the purpose and rightness of their policies, 
including a possible nuclear weapons acquisition program.

This combination of factors presents the KSA with a burgeoning prob-
lem from its youth. The youth of the country must contend with persis-
tent high levels of unemployment. But their employment, when jobs 
become available, is often resisted by employers who question the quality 
of their education and their work commitment. It can be contended that 
the youth of the KSA possess a broader worldview than their parents. 
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Among educated youth from elite families, Western pop culture is avidly 
followed while many are educated in English and are less competent in 
formal Arabic. Among non-privileged youth—the greatest part of the 
demographic range—there is growing anomie and resentment of the sys-
tem, which is felt to have forgotten them. They are less likely to accept the 
situation as it is, and they are more likely to be recruited by Islamist 
extremists, in which case they may be more likely to favor WMDs.

Factors in Nuclear Decisionmaking

Drivers

Cultural factors cannot be separated from strategic factors. Influences on 
the decisionmaking process regarding whether to pursue nuclearization 
are myriad. In the first instance, it must be recognized that the national 
leadership will be doing the actual decisionmaking; therefore, the person-
alities and conviction of those leaders are major determinants. Is a leader 
thoughtful and contemplative, or is he impetuous and hotheaded, driven 
by emotion more than logic? More globally, it can be assumed that the 
status of the relationship between the KSA and the United States would 
be a major driver: a deterioration in ties and confidence would undoubt-
edly spur greater Saudi resolve to pursue an independent security course. 
This may be influenced by existing or near-term KSA capabilities to pursue 
a nuclear program: if at least preliminary work had been done in achieving 
such capability, it is more likely that leadership would consider it a viable 
alternative and public opinion would be more receptive. The latter of 
course would particularly hold the more the citizenry feared existentialist 
external threats.

The role of prestige may also play a significant role. Nuclear capability 
would enhance the KSA’s leadership status among Arab and Islamic 
nations and raise its standing on the global stage. This would be particu-
larly effective among elites and other educated sectors of the population 
(including within the royal family) who share a more globalized outlook, 
although the majority of citizens may also regard it as a patriotic plus. 
More to the point, a nuclear policy may be regarded as an assertion of the 
KSA’s national right, and the kingdom has always been very assertive of its 
perceived rights. At the same time, both leadership and citizenry may 
express an inability to comprehend why the nonproliferation regime 
should apply to the KSA.
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Factors holding influence against proliferation may be economic, par-
ticularly relevant in the period of 2015–2017 when oil prices plummeted 
and the KSA’s budget went into serious deficit. But religious and cultural 
norms against the possession and use of nuclear weapons undoubtedly 
would play a part in the decisionmaking process as well.

In part, this is due to the inordinately important role that the religious 
establishment plays in directing or at least constraining domestic policies. 
At the same time, this establishment has been given great latitude in car-
rying out a foreign policy that parallels—and sometimes conflicts with—
the official foreign policy. For the question of nuclear acquisition, it is 
certain that the approval or at least acquiescence of the Islamic authorities 
in the KSA would be required. Such acquiescence would seem to depend 
on Islamic authorities’ views on such points as waging war in defense, 
waging war against other Muslims, the moral right to possess nuclear 
weapons, and whether threats to the state would permit such a course of 
action.

Quranic injunctions that any combat engagement must distinguish 
between the innocent and the guilty while applying the minimum amount 
of force to achieve the objective and sparing the lives of noncombatants 
would seem to limit the acquisition and use of WMD.33 At the same time, 
an argument has also been advanced for possessing nuclear capability as a 
deterrent.34 At least one prominent conservative Saudi Arabian cleric has 
argued that WMD should not be used if victory can be achieved by using 
less powerful weapons but its use is permissible otherwise, particularly if it 
is suspected that the enemy might do so.35 Another has used the analogy 
of early Islamic armies’ use (including by the Prophet Muhammad) of 
catapults against enemy cities to justify WMD in extremis.36

Any clear-cut distinction within the religious establishment between 
religious justification of acquisition and religious abhorrence is likely to be 
distorted by the establishment’s relationship with the country’s secular 
authorities. The KSA’s special perception of its role as protector of the 
Holy Places and thus serving as the guardian of Islam (as reflected in the 
king’s other title, “Custodian of the Holy Places”) gives its clerical estab-
lishment a certain power to establish the norm as regards Islamic injunc-
tions concerning nuclear weapons.
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Triggers

Triggers for acquisition are likely to be prompted by such causes as a con-
cern over regional disintegration, Israeli provocation, KSA perceptions of 
regional and wider power status to be gained, and, especially, continued 
Iranian belligerence and involvement in regional crises. Proliferation may 
then be triggered by the deterioration of the JCPOA or evidence of direct 
Iranian provocation or interference in domestic affairs, such as has been 
claimed by Kuwait and Bahrain. Perhaps an even more compelling trigger 
would be the opening of a major breach in KSA-US relations. Still, it 
would seem that the actual use of nuclear weapons would remain restricted 
to perception of an existentialist threat to the KSA.

It is entirely possible—and unpredictably so—that one or more wild-
cards may play a significant role in distorting the picture outlined above. 
The emergence of a new king with a significantly different mindset and 
personality would of course be key. This may, for example, occur by way 
of generational change (as of 2015, all kings of Saudi Arabia since the 
death of ‘Abd al-‘Aziz have been sons of that king). The heir apparent, 
Muhammad b. Salman, is from the following generation of grandsons. 
Much has been made of the inflated role of Muhammad b. Salman in KSA 
decisionmaking in light of the seeming non-involvement of his father, 
King Salman. Muhammad, about 30 years old and with little experience in 
government or military affairs, has been regarded as the architect of the 
KSA’s campaign in Yemen to restore a weak president to his capital by 
aggressively attacking the opposition forces, alleged in Riyadh to be 
actively supported by Iran. The war has been a quagmire; tens of millions 
of Yemeni civilians have been displaced and far more than 10,000 have lost 
their lives. He is also one of the main architects of the decision to besiege 
Qatar. If it were the decision of Muhammad to make, would he be less 
aggressive when it came to nuclear aspirations?

Another wildcard may well be a conservative backlash in public opinion 
against the possession or use of nuclear weapons. Public opinion does 
matter in the KSA, but for it to have an impact in this instance it would 
have to be uniformly and strongly presented in opposition to be taken 
seriously. On the other hand, it is within the realm of possibility that the 
opinion and influence of the non-royal-family elites and the middle class 
might coalesce as a voice for moderation.
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US Policy Options

A full panoply of policy options is open to the United States to inhibit or 
prevent the KSA from acquisition and proliferation of nuclear weapons. 
Deterrents are probably the measures that come to mind first, but the KSA 
is not an enemy or a hostile state. Assurance may in fact be more effective 
since the KSA is not an adversary. This section will detail each of the dis-
suasion or assurance policy options in turn and assess their effectiveness.

Dissuasion

The least threatening move in an effort to dissuade the kingdom from 
nuclear acquisition may be presidential or (less provocatively) administra-
tion hints at US displeasure. But this tactic has featured in KSA-US rela-
tions for many years, dating back to the oil crisis of the 1970s and 
continuing in Arab-Israeli matters without much significant success. Such 
action is unlikely to have positive effect and it is more likely to stiffen KSA 
resolve.

Similarly, the United States could take diplomatic action, such as not 
naming an ambassador to Riyadh. But this would probably result in a tit-
for-tat, thus resulting in some damage to relations without achieving a 
positive result.

The United States could threaten to withdraw military support or 
announce its refusal to sell arms to the kingdom. In such a scenario, the 
KSA undoubtedly would turn to other suppliers: for example, France for 
reactors, Russia (and the European Union) for arms, and China for mis-
siles. Riyadh has pursued a policy of diversification in economic and mili-
tary goods and services for quite some time and this development would 
simply accelerate an existing trend. As a consequence, the United States 
would run the risk of losing political and moral influence in Riyadh and 
thus its ability to monitor KSA activities would be degraded.

The United States could threaten to enact sanctions or take other simi-
lar action against the KSA. But such an attempt would likely be disre-
garded by other states who are dependent on Saudi oil and desiring to 
maintain good relations with Riyadh, and could provoke KSA rhetoric and 
considerably impair direct relations.

This would of course be even more true if the United States actually 
attempted to apply sanctions. The question arises of what sanctions the 
United States could organize that would have serious impact on the 
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KSA. Would the United States be able to pressure Europe to join a sanc-
tions regime? The KSA’s reaction might well be to provoke it to an oil 
boycott of the United States. Even if the level of exports to the United 
States did not constitute a serious liability, the reduction in KSA crude 
production (a major part of global production) would affect the world as 
a whole and the global economy would undoubtedly suffer as it did in the 
1970s.

The United States could make either public or covert attempts to inter-
dict KSA-bound nuclear fuel and equipment. This may have some short-
term success in impairing KSA nuclear abilities but it would also likely 
cause friction with the KSA’s suppliers.

Assurance

Measures of assurance may well be more effective as long as US-KSA rela-
tions remain productive and friendly. The first cluster of options involves 
US official action vis-à-vis the KSA government. These may run from the 
provision of positive rhetoric supporting the security of the KSA to active 
support for and involvement in an effective nuclear-free zone in the Gulf. 
Another measure would be to rely on active assistance to the KSA in the 
acquisition of nuclear energy capability coupled with firm persuasion 
directed at the KSA government to abide by stringent international and 
American restrictions on nuclear activities. This might be accompanied by 
promises to provide more military support in both the short- and long-
term. Independently or simultaneously, the validity of US assurance may 
well include an increase in the US military presence in the Gulf region. 
Stronger measures, applied as necessary, would involve a formal defense 
treaty or inclusion in a US-led alliance and, ultimately, basing nuclear 
weapons or fuel on KSA soil with limited KSA access but with a share in 
policy decisions, such as their storage or movement as well as protocols on 
use.

But measures need not be restricted to the official bilateral arena. The 
United States could appeal directly to Saudi opinion. In the first instance, 
this might mean reasoning with sympathetic members of the inner circle. 
This would include royal family members who can influence consensus-
building, the bureaucratic elite who can present rational policy alterna-
tives, military leaders who would be responsive to advising caution, and 
other elites who can present their views informally to senior members of 
the royal family. Beyond that, appeals could be made to public opinion, 
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either through a nuanced media campaign or by outreach to Saudi stu-
dents in the United States and after their return home. While the utility of 
enlisting military leaders, given their subservience to political authorities, 
may be limited, it is not inconsequential. Bonds and common outlooks 
between American military personnel and their Saudi counterparts, many 
of whom have been trained in the United States and/or by Americans, are 
strong.

Finally, a more complex and fruitful approach might consist of the reas-
sessment and a redirection of the overall US-KSA relationship. Particularly 
effective here would be a skillful, patient, and constructive mix of address-
ing pertinent issues, including KSA democratization, toning down or 
stopping its aggressive export of conservative Islamic ideology, and sup-
porting growing KSA involvement on the global stage, balanced by more 
meaningful manifestations of strong US support for the kingdom in secu-
rity and political matters.

Conclusions

There is no evidence at present of Saudi intention to acquire nuclear weap-
onry. But heightened Saudi suspicions of Iran and fears raised by an 
increasingly chaotic region may have prompted Saudi interest in procuring 
that capability. Such a path can follow either the acquisition of technology 
and scientific knowledge that will allow the kingdom to move beyond 
nuclear energy toward weapons, or it can seek to acquire off-the-shelf 
weapons from another country—almost by default that would have to be 
Pakistan. The conventional wisdom that Pakistan would in fact not be 
willing to provide a bomb or assistance to the kingdom may be overstated. 
Given the American tilt to India, it is conceivable that Islamabad may 
value nuclear cooperation with Riyadh because such a policy would seem 
to provide leverage with the United States.

The principal factors in an internal Saudi assessment of the possibility 
are likely to be strategically based in the first instance, resting on the ruling 
elite’s view of the geopolitical scene.37 But a wide panoply of cultural fac-
tors may also play an influencing if not deciding role in the process. Among 
these, a shared sense of being threatened exhibited by nearly all sectors of 
Saudi society might encourage leadership to act. Equally, a strong sense of 
national cohesion and desire for consensus might both condition the pop-
ulation to passively accept whatever path upon which the leadership 
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embarks and, more actively, to share the leadership’s resolve and give its 
backing.

American policy options can involve either dissuasion or assurance but 
probably not both to any degree. The levers for dissuasion are limited in 
effectiveness, particularly since Saudi Arabia is not an adversary and the 
two countries have many strategic, economic, and political goals in com-
mon. While measures of assurance inevitably will appeal to strategic ratio-
nales, there is considerable scope for invoking cultural appeals.

Scott Sagan suggests that the “security” model explanation of “why 
states decide to build or refrain from developing nuclear weapons” may 
have been overstated and he makes an argument for advancement of 
“domestic politics” and “norms” models.38 Many of the points advanced 
in the Background and US Policy Options sections of this paper elucidate 
rationales conforming to the security model. His emphasis within the 
domestic politics model on the role of bureaucratic politics and promotion 
by the scientific and military establishments does not apply in a significant 
way to the KSA where the authority of the king and his circle is 
overwhelming. Bureaucratic rivalries may indeed shape policy decisions 
but both the scientific and military establishments are clearly subordinate 
to tightly held policymaking at the top. Even his example of South Africa’s 
decision to eliminate its nuclear arsenal does not seem to have a parallel in 
the KSA, where fears of an overthrow of the regime appear remote at 
present.

There is more scope for consideration of his norms model, “under 
which nuclear weapons decisions are made because weapons acquisition, 
or restraint in weapons development, provides an important normative 
symbol of a state’s modernity and identity.”39 This is more likely to have 
an effect on the KSA’s behavior. As noted above, the KSA places great 
pride in never having been colonized and in its custodianship of the holiest 
symbols of Islam. The expansion and creation of the kingdom in the twen-
tieth century was accompanied by a belief in a Saudi divine mission that 
was limited only on most frontiers by the presence of British-protected 
states. Gradually through the following decades, the KSA developed its 
self-image as not only the most important state in the Arabian Peninsula 
but also a major power in the Middle East and Islamic world. Its ambitions 
and insistence on treatment as a world power have, if anything, accelerated 
to the present. It is not impossible to conceive that the KSA might in the 
near future, or already has, considered contingencies regarding nuclear 
weapons acquisition, particularly in consideration of an identity or national 
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pride driver. If so, it clearly does not yet believe that pursuing such a path 
outweighs the political costs in terms of international and American oppo-
sition and in raising the risks of a regional arms war, not to mention alter-
ing its self-perceived image as a defensive actor in its neighborhood and 
securing the full support of its population.

Jacques Hymans takes Sagan’s arguments further by suggesting that “top 
state leaders are unlikely to push for the bomb unless they hold an ‘opposi-
tional nationalist’ conception of national identity—in other words, a combi-
nation of profound antagonism toward an external enemy with an equally 
profound sense of national self-esteem.”40 This comes closest to describing 
the KSA, with Iran of course as the prime enemy. But the willingness of the 
Saudi leadership to act on this basis would probably require a combination 
of two prerequisites: Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapon technology and 
the emergence of a “wildcard” figure as king, perhaps such as Prince 
Muhammad b. Salman. As heir apparent in March 2018, Muhammad 
denied that Saudi Arabia wanted nuclear weapons but simultaneously 
emphasized that if Iran developed a nuclear bomb, the KSA would quickly 
follow suit. The actions of a “wildcard” king may well be conditioned by his 
perceptual lens of Iran as posing a fundamental and even existential threat, 
perhaps even without evidence of Iran’s possession of nuclear weapons. But 
even in the case of such a “wildcard,” it cannot be assumed that any king can 
act independently of cultural considerations, social constraints, and the lack 
of consensus within the royal family and other elites.

US policy options to discourage Saudi Arabia from undertaking steps 
toward nuclear weaponry are limited from a strategic security point of 
view. Cultural appeals will probably have at least somewhat greater success 
but they are unlikely to work in isolation. The best course of action would 
seem to be fashioning a revised strategy of engagement that would incor-
porate multiple strategies of cultural interaction with a view to influencing 
Saudi policymakers and public alike. It may not require a great deal of 
persuasion to prevent Saudi Arabia from actively seeking nuclear weapons 
since no burning desire to do so seems to exist. Nevertheless, it is undoubt-
edly wiser to make the effort now than to risk a surprise later.
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Chapter 5

Israeli Strategic Culture and the Iran 
“Preemption Scare” of 2009–2013

Gregory F. Giles

A Snapshot of Israel’s Historical Engagement 
with Nuclear Issues

For decades, Israel has been widely perceived as a nuclear weapons state, 
so the focus of this chapter is not how the concept of strategic culture can 
be leveraged to discourage Israeli development of nuclear weapons but 
rather how strategic culture influences Israeli behavior with respect to 
maintaining its presumed nuclear weapons monopoly in the Middle East.

Preserving Israel’s Nuclear Monopoly: The Begin Doctrine

Israel’s national security rests, in part, on the three pillars of its nuclear 
policy. Namely, the indelible legacy of the Holocaust dictates that the 
Jewish people living in their ancestral homeland must possess the ultimate 
guarantor of national survival—nuclear weapons—to ensure against con-
ventional military defeat and international isolation. Second, Israel needs 
to balance the benefits of nuclear possession against the risk of sparking a 
nuclear arms race that would leave it worse off or running afoul of the 
nonproliferation policy of its main supporter, the United States. Israel 
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achieves this balance through “nuclear opacity,” neither confirming nor 
denying to friend and foe alike its possession of nuclear weapons. The suc-
cess of this posture stems from the willingness of the Israeli populace to 
forego public discussion of nuclear matters, reinforced by strict censorship 
laws to further discourage it. Third, Israel’s enemies are presumed to be 
irrational, that is, not bound by the logic of mutual assured destruction, 
and therefore cannot be entrusted with nuclear weapons of their own. 
Therefore, the Jewish State must take active measures to preserve its pre-
sumed nuclear weapons monopoly.

This third pillar finds expression in Israel’s proclivity to attack preemp-
tively its adversaries’ nuclear programs, using covert, overt, or unacknowl-
edged means, as witnessed in the assassination of Egyptian scientists in the 
1960s, the air strike against Iraq’s Osirak reactor in 1981, and the unac-
knowledged destruction of Syria’s al-Kibar reactor in 2007. This proclivity 
toward preemption is typically referred to as the “Begin Doctrine,” named 
for Prime Minister Menachem Begin who undertook the daring 1981 
raid. Begin defended the strike as “an act of supreme moral, legitimate 
self-defense” to save the Jewish State from another Holocaust at the hands 
of a “meshugana” (crazy person), Saddam Hussein.1 To be sure, there are 
a variety of active measures available to derail an adversary’s nuclear pro-
gram, including warnings, sabotage, and, as noted, assassinations. For the 
purposes of analysis, however, this chapter invokes the Begin Doctrine in 
its most common understanding—the use of military forces to physically 
destroy enemy nuclear facilities.

From 2009 through 2013, Israel was seemingly gearing up to preemp-
tively attack Iran’s nuclear facilities, in part because covert and other 
means had failed to impede Tehran’s nuclear progress. After prolonged 
and uncharacteristically public debate, Israel did not carry out a military 
strike against Iran. That outcome, like those of 1981 and 2007, was the 
result of the complex interaction of Israeli identity, norms, values, and 
perceptual lenses. Taken together, these factors can be said to constitute 
the country’s “strategic culture,” the shared interpretation of what behav-
ior is or is not acceptable at any given time in the name of national 
security.

This chapter aims to address the following key questions:

•	 How does strategic culture explain Israel’s consideration of, but fail-
ure to execute, a preemptive strike against Iran’s nuclear facilities 
over 2009–2013?
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•	 What influence did the United States have over this Israeli 
decisionmaking?

•	 How did Iran perceive and influence the situation?
•	 What does the episode and Israeli strategic culture tell us about the 

Jewish State’s future willingness to use force against Iran’s nuclear 
program?

The Begin Doctrine in Action: The September 2007  
Destruction of Syria’s Al-Kibar Reactor

As a point of departure, it is instructive to examine Israel’s most recent 
application of the Begin Doctrine, the destruction of Syria’s al-Kibar reac-
tor.2 Israeli intelligence managed to penetrate the Syrian Atomic Energy 
Commission, leading to credible evidence that the Assad regime had con-
tracted North Korea to secretly build a plutonium production reactor at 
al-Kibar, in remote northeastern Syria. The reactor could only have one 
purpose, provide the fissile material for nuclear weapons. By March 2007, 
the reactor was at an advanced stage of construction.

After consulting with key Israeli officials, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert 
presented the matter to President George W. Bush, making it clear that 
the reactor was unacceptable to Israel. Olmert hoped the United States 
would destroy the reactor but warned if it did not, Israel was prepared to 
act unilaterally. Upon conferring with his advisors, President Bush 
informed Olmert that the United States had rejected a military option in 
favor of diplomacy, intending to bring Russia, China, France, and Britain 
into an ultimatum to Syrian President Bashar al-Assad to dismantle the 
reactor. Olmert expressed his disappointment at the American position, 
making clear that a Syrian capacity to unleash a nuclear holocaust “hits at 
the very serious nerves of this country.”3

Having to go it alone, the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) drew up its 
plans, and Olmert worked the constitutional approval process. Both were 
in place on the evening of September 5, when the air strike was launched. 
The raid completely destroyed the reactor without any Israeli losses. Israel 
kept mum and encouraged its neighbors to do the same to help encourage 
Assad not to retaliate and risk a wider war in the region. As Israeli intelli-
gence had anticipated, Syria denied an Israeli attack had taken place. 
Damascus later sought to thwart an International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) investigation by sanitizing the site, although the IAEA reached 
the conclusion that there probably was a reactor being built at al-Kibar.
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The decision to invoke the Begin Doctrine against Syria in 2007 was 
shaped by Israel’s sense of identity, values, and norms, as well as the per-
ceptual lens through which the leadership viewed the situation.

Identity. At center stage was the collective sense of the Israeli leader-
ship that it bore a heavy responsibility to prevent another Holocaust from 
befalling the Jewish people, in this case by keeping nuclear weapons out of 
Syria’s hands. The state imperative to protect its citizenry is by no means 
unique to Israel but the defining historical experience of the Nazi 
Holocaust accentuates it and instills in Israeli leaders a strong preference 
for action over passivity. But the notion that the Israeli state is sovereign in 
matters of national security is complicated by the nature of relations with 
Washington. The United States is seen by Israeli leaders as a critical, per-
haps indispensable, ally of the Jewish State. Indeed, as exemplified by 
Prime Minister Olmert in the al-Kibar affair, the United States was 
expected not only to share Israel’s security concerns but to agree on and 
carry out Israel’s preferred solution, preemptive military attack. When 
President Bush acted otherwise, Olmert was surprised and disappointed. 
To balance Israeli sovereignty with the reality of US influence, Olmert 
carefully avoided asking for US “permission” to take out the reactor him-
self. While he did not seek, nor apparently receive, a “green light” from 
President Bush, neither did he receive a “red light” which enabled the 
Israeli strike to proceed without fear of US repercussions. Notably, IDF 
planning for a unilateral military strike appears not to have begun until it 
became clear that the United States would not do the job itself.

Values. The al-Kibar episode was a reinforcement of the tremendous 
importance the Jewish State places on keeping nuclear weapons out of the 
hands of its enemies but even this Israeli value had to compete with others. 
As noted above, maintaining good relations with Washington was a con-
cern. Protecting the Israeli populace from enemy retaliation was another. 
Here, Israeli leaders hoped that the risk of retaliation could be mitigated 
by the particular circumstances of the situation, namely, that in contrast to 
Saddam Hussein in 1981, Bashar al-Assad was building his nuclear reactor 
in secret and therefore had real incentives not to strike back and blow his 
cover.

Norms. The attack on Syria in 2007 also illuminated Israeli norms. 
Chief among these was the need to act in accordance with Israeli constitu-
tional law. While Prime Minister Olmert was convinced of the need to 
destroy the al-Kibar reactor, he could not order the strike on his own. He 
had to win the approval of the Ministerial Committee on Defense 
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(MCOD), which included political rivals. In a half-dozen meetings over 
five weeks, Olmert was able to persuade the MCOD to opt for a military 
strike. Defense Minister Ehud Barak initially advocated delaying the attack 
for what Olmert reportedly suspected were personal political motivations.4 
But on September 5, the Security Cabinet voted to strike—and granted 
Olmert, Barak, and Foreign Minister Livni sole power to approve the mili-
tary approach and timing of the attack. The three voted unanimously to 
proceed with one of the IDF attack options that night.

The al-Kibar strike also reinforced Israeli decisionmaking patterns, 
namely, keeping the circle of advisors and decisionmakers quite small by 
virtue of their official capacities. In addition to Prime Minister Olmert, the 
key Israeli actors were the:

•	 Defense Minister (Amir Peretz until June 2007, then Ehud Barak);
•	 Foreign Minister (Tzipi Livni);
•	 Chief of Staff of the IDF (Gabi Ashkenazi);
•	 Director of Military Intelligence, AMAN (Amos Yadlin);
•	 Director of Foreign Intelligence, Mossad (Meir Dagan); and
•	 Director of Domestic Security, Shin Bet (Yuval Diskin).

Notably, Prime Minister Olmert also conferred individually with his 
predecessors: Shimon Peres and political rivals Ehud Barak and Benjamin 
Netanyahu. The willingness to do so underscored Olmert’s sense of 
heightened threat, determination to act, and desire to build a political 
consensus. While leaking sensitive information is the norm in Israeli poli-
tics, Olmert took extraordinary measures to keep the al-Kibar delibera-
tions secret, going so far as to meet with key figures individually at his 
home. Even to this day, Israeli officials will not speak of the al-Kibar inci-
dent publicly.

Perceptual Lenses. Israeli leaders approached the al-Kibar reactor as a 
military problem to be solved militarily. Their lack of faith in diplomacy 
was stark, tainted no doubt by the international stalemate over Iran’s 
nuclear program which was in its fifth year by then with no end in sight. 
The military mindset among the top political leadership was reinforced by 
the pervasive influence of the IDF, the result of decades of conscription 
and the IDF’s unrivaled planning expertise within the Israeli bureaucracy. 
The pervasive influence of the IDF over Israeli policymaking has been 
studied at length by Israeli scholars.5
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Not only was al-Kibar a problem in need of a military solution, it was 
becoming an urgent problem, with the reactor soon to go critical. Often, 
Israeli decisionmaking is ad hoc, and tough problems get “kicked down 
the road” until they become dire.6 This tends to reinforce other character-
istics of Israeli identity and values. In particular, Israeli society is more 
accepting of military action when there is no other choice. This inclination 
itself is a reflection of the importance placed within Judaism on Just War.7 
The realization that the Syrian reactor would soon go “hot” and the win-
dow for decisive action would close helped to coalesce the MCOD behind 
the notion that they had no other choice but to attack, particularly once 
the United States demurred.

It would be naïve to imagine that domestic politics did not influence 
the Israeli decision to attack. As noted, Olmert was so concerned that the 
issue would be politicized that he went to extraordinary measures to 
shroud the leadership’s deliberations in secrecy. But because he could not 
take credit publicly for the attack and avert Syrian retaliation, the Prime 
Minister was unable to accrue any political benefits himself. Indeed, 
Olmert’s political fortunes continued to decline due to perceived mishan-
dling of the 2006 Hezbollah conflict and allegations of personal corrup-
tion. Olmert announced in July 2008 that he would not seek re-election 
as leader of the Kadima Party, setting the stage for Netanyahu to take over 
as Prime Minister in early 2009.

These aspects of Israeli identity, values, norms, and perceptual lenses 
provide an important baseline for comparison with Prime Minister 
Netanyahu’s handling of the Iranian nuclear program over 2009–2013. 
What was different about that period and how does strategic culture help 
explain the dissimilar outcome in Israeli decisionmaking?

Analysis and Key Insights Provided by the Cultural 
Topography Analytical Framework

Netanyahu at the Helm: “To Attack or Not to Attack”

After his first stint as Prime Minister 1996–1999, Benjamin “Bibi” 
Netanyahu returned to the office in February 2009. Bibi is the son of 
Benzion Netanyahu, a prominent Zionist with hawkish views. In 2009, 
Benzion said in an interview that a “vast majority of Israeli Arabs would 
choose to exterminate us if they had the option to do so. Because of our 
power they can’t say this.”8 Benzion was a scholar of Judaic history and a 
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professor at various American colleges. Bibi thus lived for a number of 
years in the United States; after graduating from high school in Philadelphia, 
he returned to Israel to serve in the IDF and was selected for the elite IDF 
commando unit, Sayeret Matkal. Under the command of Ehud Barak, 
Bibi participated in a 1972 mission to free a hijacked airliner in Tel Aviv. 
Netanyahu was wounded in the assault, which saved all but one of the pas-
sengers and killed or captured the hijackers. Four years later, Bibi’s older 
brother Yonatan, serving as the commander of the Sayeret Matkal, was 
killed during an operation to free Israeli hostages in Entebbe, Uganda. In 
the early 1980s, Bibi made his first foray into politics, and returned to the 
United States where he served as Israel’s ambassador, 1982–1984. He 
became Israel’s youngest Prime Minister at age 47, no stranger to military 
daring and sacrifice, and with a deeper understanding of the United States 
than any of his predecessors. He routinely turned to Benzion for behind-
the-scenes advice.9

For Bibi, the Islamic Republic of Iran was an existential menace to 
Israel, calling for the Jewish State’s destruction and seeking the nuclear 
weapons that could enable it. Netanyahu invoked historical analogies, 
claiming that Iran was Nazi Germany and it was 1938 all over again. In his 
September 2009 speech to the United Nations General Assembly, he 
replied to Iranian President Ahmadinejad’s denial of the Holocaust by 
waving the blueprints for Auschwitz and invoking the memory of his own 
family members killed by the Nazis.10 In Netanyahu’s perceptual lens, Iran 
was in the grip of an apocalyptic cult which would certainly use nuclear 
weapons if it could get its hands on them. He spoke of Ayatollah Rafsanjani, 
who proclaimed in 2001 that only a single nuclear weapon could destroy 
Israel, whereas the Muslim world could absorb multiple nuclear strikes 
and still prevail.11

Israeli public opinion showed some support for Netanyahu’s views. In 
a survey conducted in 2009 by the Israeli Institute for National Security 
Studies, 21% of Israeli respondents believed that Iran would attack the 
Jewish State with nuclear weapons if it acquired them. The majority (35%), 
however, believed that Iran would threaten Israel with nuclear weapons 
but would refrain from actually using them for fear of Israel’s presumed 
nuclear retaliation.12

With the Holocaust as his historical frame of reference, Netanyahu 
sought moral equivalence in order to steel Israel and the international 
community to preemptive action against Iran in order to avert a greater 
catastrophe later. He also knew how to exploit symbols of Israeli strategic 
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culture. In a speech before the Knesset, he referenced the 2003 flyover of 
the Auschwitz death camp by Israeli F-15s, captured in an iconic photo 
that hangs in many government offices in Israel:

This image says it all. This image epitomizes the great change in our peo-
ple’s history: from a people helpless before its enemies to a people that 
defends itself. Ultimately, when it comes to a threat to our very existence, 
we must not abandon our future to others. When it comes to our fate, we 
must rely only on ourselves.13

Netanyahu supplied imagery of his own, staging a photo of him sitting 
in the cockpit of an Israeli F-15 in August 2009 to convey a warning to 
Iran, just two years after the Begin Doctrine had been invoked against Syria.

Netanyahu’s perceptual lens also extended to the United States and the 
Obama administration in particular. Like Olmert vis-à-vis Syria in 2007, 
Netanyahu’s preference was for Washington to destroy Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram. The difference is Bibi said so publicly.14 After an initially positive 
interaction with then-Senator Obama in 2007, Netanyahu soon came to 
distrust the President, first over the Palestinian issue and then over Iran. 
This distrust reflected the public mood by late-2009, with no more than 
10% of the Israeli populace supportive of the new American president.15 
Their Oval Office encounters were charged and awkward, with Netanyahu 
lecturing Obama before the cameras, as if to educate the new president on 
the realities of the Middle East. Before long, the mistrust was mutual. 
Netanyahu doubted that Obama would use force to stop Iran’s nuclear 
progress. Like Olmert, Bibi sought the President’s approval or at least 
acquiescence for a unilateral Israeli strike.16 US stakes were higher this 
time and neither would be forthcoming.

But did Netanyahu truly intend to attack Iran during the period 
2009–2013? The foregoing composite sketch of identity, values, norms, 
and perceptual lenses would suggest “yes.” Who in Israel would have 
known? Ehud Barak, the Defense Minister during this period, claims that 
he and the Prime Minister had decided to put the Israeli Air Force into 
action against Iran as early as 2009. However, Barak’s claims are likely 
politically motivated. His perceptual lens is one of unseating Netanyahu, 
as he had done in 1999, but as Israel’s savior during a period of upheaval; 
Charles De Gaulle is said to be his role model.17 In the August 2015 
leaked recordings of Barak’s interview with his biographers, Barak wants 
to be seen as someone pushing hardest for the strike, in contrast to 
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Netanyahu who he characterized as “weak…someone who doesn’t want 
to take difficult steps unless he’s forced to…in the balance between fear 
and hope [Netanyahu] generally prefers to be more fearful.”18

Not surprisingly, Israeli political culture hardly induces close confidants. 
Proportional representation sets the bar for entry to the Israeli Parliament 
very low. As a result, numerous parties are drawn into coalitions in order 
to achieve a governing majority. The Prime Minister, as chief broker, is 
constantly consumed by the need to hold his coalition together. With the 
different factions vying to increase their influence, policymaking delibera-
tions are typically leaked for political advantage. For these particular rea-
sons, as well as the importance attached to freedom of maneuver more 
broadly, the Prime Minister plays his or her cards very close to the vest, 
taking very few, if any into confidence.19 All of this suggests that Barak’s 
claims notwithstanding, it is likely that only Netanyahu himself knew if he 
really intended to strike Iran or had other objectives in mind.20

So Why Didn’t Netanyahu Pull the Trigger?

Of the accounts that have emerged from Israel thus far, it seems that famil-
iar leitmotifs of Israeli identity, values, and norms were present 2009–2013 
but their relevance and robustness varied, and some new notes were also 
struck in what decisionmakers concluded was acceptable Israeli behavior 
towards Iran’s nuclear program, namely, that overt intervention in US 
domestic politics was “fair game.” In terms of cultural resonance, Prime 
Minister Netanyahu’s March 2012 speech to the American Israeli Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC) in Washington, DC, could have been given 
by his predecessor Ehud Olmert in 2007 or Menachem Begin in 1981:

The Jewish state will not allow those who seek our destruction to possess 
the means to achieve that goal. A nuclear armed Iran must be stopped …

Yet incredibly, some are prepared to accept … a world in which the 
Ayatollahs have atomic bombs. Sure, they say, Iran is cruel, but it’s not 
crazy. It’s detestable but it’s deterrable. My friends, responsible leaders 
should not bet the security of their countries on the belief that the world’s 
most dangerous regimes won’t use the world’s most dangerous weapons. 
And I promise you that as Prime Minister, I will never gamble with the 
security of the State of Israel …

Of course, the best outcome would be if Iran decided to abandon its 
nuclear weapons program peacefully. No one would be happier than me and 
the people of Israel if Iran dismantled its program. But so far, that hasn’t 
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happened. For fifteen years, I’ve been warning that a nuclear-armed Iran is 
a grave danger to my country and to the peace and security of the entire 
world.

For the last decade, the international community has tried diplomacy. It 
hasn’t worked. For six years, the international community has applied sanc-
tions. That hasn’t worked either. I appreciate President Obama’s recent 
efforts to impose even tougher sanctions against Iran. These sanctions are 
hurting Iran’s economy, but unfortunately, Iran’s nuclear program contin-
ues to march forward.

Israel has waited patiently for the international community to resolve this 
issue. We’ve waited for diplomacy to work. We’ve waited for sanctions to 
work. None of us can afford to wait much longer. As Prime Minister of 
Israel, I will never let my people live in the shadow of annihilation…

Today we have a state of our own. And the purpose of the Jewish state is 
to defend Jewish lives and to secure the Jewish future. Never again will we 
not be masters of the fate of our very survival. Never again. That is why 
Israel must always have the ability to defend itself, by itself, against any 
threat.

We deeply appreciate the great alliance between our two countries. But 
when it comes to Israel’s survival, we must always remain the masters of our 
fate.

Ladies and Gentlemen, Israel’s fate is to continue to be the forward posi-
tion of freedom in the Middle East. The only place in the Middle East where 
minorities enjoy full civil rights; the only place in the Middle East where 
Arabs enjoy full civil rights; the only place in the Middle East where 
Christians are free to practice their faith; the only place in the Middle East 
where real judges protect the rule of law.21

All the familiar themes are there, from holocaust prevention as the rai-
son d’être of the Jewish State, to the presumed irrationality of Israel’s 
enemies, to the desire for American military intervention, and even Israel’s 
democratic mores. But a single speech before a friendly foreign audience 
does not tell the whole tale.

Israeli values and norms are not fully deterministic; rather, they set a 
range of expected behaviors. They complement but can also compete with 
one another for prominence, particularly as they interact with other kinds 
of variables, such as individual ego and tangible military capacity. Indeed, 
Prime Minister Netanyahu may have sought to exploit Israeli strategic 
culture for political ends only to find it to tying his hands, as suggested by 
the following Israeli accounts as to why the Jewish State did not dispatch 
its air force against Iranian nuclear facilities during 2009–2013.
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2009

While precise dates are lacking, it appears that Netanyahu had not been 
back in the Prime Minister’s office long before he and Defense Minister 
Barak decided to ready the Israeli Air Force against Iran’s nuclear installa-
tions. To be sure, a range of Israeli activities already had been underway to 
derail Iran’s nuclear program, ranging from intelligence sharing with other 
countries to building diplomatic support for sanctions. Israel was also sus-
pected of sabotaging Iran’s nuclear program, and in time assassinating its 
nuclear scientists.22 All of these actions were consistent with the Begin 
Doctrine and the Jewish tradition of only using force as a last resort, when 
there is no other choice. But a wrinkle in the planning to ultimately use 
force was the discovery that Iran was constructing a new enrichment facil-
ity deep beneath a mountain in Fordow where it could not be destroyed 
by existing Israeli “bunker buster” munitions. According to Barak, 
Netanyahu ordered the IDF to develop the requisite military capacity.23

2010

The following year, Netanyahu and Barak sought to put that military 
capacity into action. Bibi convened a meeting with his top six ministers, 
collectively referred to as the “Septet.” This Inner Cabinet lacked consti-
tutional standing but a majority there typically serves a springboard for the 
Prime Minister to sway the two bodies that do have constitutional author-
ity on security affairs, the MCOD or the full Cabinet. At the session, the 
Prime Minister called upon IDF Chief of Staff Gabi Ashkenazi to put 
Israel’s military forces into “P-Plus” mode, imminent readiness for a mili-
tary strike on Iran.

The risks of such an alert were apparent to Ashkenazi who feared the 
Iranians would detect it and both sides would spiral into a war. Mossad 
chief Dagan also opposed the move on the grounds that the Septet did 
not have the authority to order it. He warned Netanyahu and Barak 
against “stealing a war” by issuing an illegal order. Pressed for an answer, 
Ashkenazi said that the IDF still lacked the operational capacity to execute 
a strike on Iran’s nuclear sites, and in the face of Dagan’s legal challenge, 
Netanyahu took “P-Plus” off the table. According to Barak, Ashkenazi’s 
response stymied the Septet’s ability to seek constitutional approval: “You 
can’t go the cabinet when the [IDF] Chief of Staff says, ‘excuse me, I told 
you no.’”24
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2011

Some re-shuffling of the top Israeli leadership set the stage for Netanyahu 
and Barak’s next attempt to green light a preemptive strike on Iran. In 
February 2011, Ashkenazi was replaced by Benny Gantz as IDF Chief of 
Staff. Finance Minister Yuval Steinitz, a Netanyahu loyalist, was brought into 
the Inner Cabinet, transforming it into the “Octet.” Steinitz was a wounded 
veteran of the 1982 Lebanon War. That conflict had become a touch stone 
in Israeli strategic culture because it was not deemed to have been a “no 
choice” war but rather a costly and avoidable “war by choice.”25 Once again, 
Netanyahu brought the military and intelligence chiefs in to ascertain 
whether the IDF was ready to attack Iran and if he had enough support in 
the Octet to bring the motion forward for Cabinet authorization.

The new IDF Chief of Staff declared the capability ready but he also 
spelled out the very real risks involved, including a significant loss of Israeli 
lives. To deal with Fordow, the plan reportedly involved the landing of 
Israeli commandos to destroy the enrichment halls from the inside.26 
Mossad chief Dagan remained adamantly opposed to a strike and was 
joined by the Shin Bet director, Yuval Diskin, who made an impassioned 
case not to proceed.27 Ministers Dan Meridor and Benny Begin, both of 
whom had served in the IDF armored corps, also were opposed.28 
Netanyahu, Barak, and Foreign Minister Lieberman (who also served in 
the IDF) supported a strike. It came down to Steinitz and Strategic Affairs 
Minister Moshe “Bogie” Ya’alon, a former IDF Chief of Staff. According 
to Barak, Netanyahu was confident both would support a strike but “with 
all the difficulties and the risks, including the possibility of losses” laid out 
by the IDF Chief of Staff, “You see before your very eyes how both Bogie 
and Steinitz melt.”29 Netanyahu could not establish a majority of the 
Octet in favor of attacking.

The showdown proved to be a career-ender for Dagan. After nearly a 
decade as Mossad chief, he took his views public. Dagan described an 
Israeli attack on Iran’s nuclear program as the “stupidest idea [I’d] ever 
heard.” “An attack on Iran now before exploring all other approaches is 
not the right way how to do it.” He described Tehran as a “very rational 
regime…not exactly rational based on what I would call ‘Western 
Thinking,’ but no doubt they are considering all the implications of their 
[nuclear] actions.”30 In contrast, Dagan seemed more concerned about 
Israeli decisionmaking: “I decided to speak out because when I was in 
office, Diskin, Ashkenazi and I could block any dangerous adventure…
Now I am afraid that there is no one to stop Bibi and Barak.”31
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Diskin, who left government service on good terms, was just as critical 
of Netanyahu and Barak. He accused them of “misleading the public” 
about the likely effectiveness of an Israeli attack on Iran’s nuclear sites. 
Again, for all the talk of Iran’s apocalyptic cult, it was Israel’s leadership 
that worried Diskin: “I don’t believe in a leadership that makes decisions 
based on messianic feelings…I have observed [Netanyahu and Barak] 
from up close…I fear very much that these are not the people I’d want at 
the wheel.”32

2012

According to Barak, Israel most seriously considered striking Iran in early 
2012. Opposition from Mossad, Shin Bet, and the IDF Chief of Staff was 
no longer a factor, given the turnover in those top positions. Netanyahu 
also appeared to have changed tactics, secretly polling key ministers 
individually rather than risk another “meltdown” in a group setting.33 The 
attack was being readied for January but US entanglements threatened to 
get in the way. Just weeks before, Secretary of Defense Panetta very publicly 
warned that an Israeli attack on Iran would be blamed on America, leaving 
US interests in the region open to retaliation.34 Austere Challenge 12, the 
long-planned and largest ever joint Israeli and American military exercise, 
would have brought US troops to Israel just as it was attacking Iran.

Barak, who was the point man on the Iran issue with Washington, 
sought to create enough freedom of maneuver for Israel to still launch its 
attack. “We intended to carry [the Iran strike] out, so I went to Panetta 
and asked him if we could change the date of the exercise…So they delayed 
it as much as they could…to a few days before the [November US 
Presidential] election.”35

Instead of Israeli strike aircraft taking to the skies in early 2012, how-
ever, it was Netanyahu who took flight, to Washington for an Oval Office 
meeting on March 5. In the photo op prior to their meeting, President 
Obama implicitly reiterated Panetta’s warning to Israel about not drag-
ging the United States into a war with Iran: “I know that both the Prime 
Minister and I prefer to resolve this diplomatically. We understand the costs 
of any military action.”36 Netanyahu, for his part, used the President’s 
speech to AIPAC the day before to underscore key tenets of Israeli iden-
tity, values, and norms:

[There are] two principles, longstanding principles of American policy that 
you reiterated yesterday in your speech—that Israel must have the ability 
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always to defend itself by itself against any threat; and that when it comes to 
Israel’s security, Israel has the right, the sovereign right to make its own 
decisions. I believe that’s why you appreciate, Mr. President, that Israel must 
reserve the right to defend itself.

And after all, that’s the very purpose of the Jewish state—to restore to 
the Jewish people control over our destiny. And that’s why my supreme 
responsibility as Prime Minister of Israel is to ensure that Israel remains the 
master of its fate.37

If Netanyahu had hoped to persuade President Obama to lead the 
attack on Iran or at least acquiesce to an Israeli strike, he was surely disap-
pointed. Media reports speculated that during the visit Israel sought to 
acquire from the United States airborne tankers and advanced “bunker 
buster” munitions that would have aided an Israeli strike, neither of which 
materialized.38 If Obama was insisting on advance notice of an Israeli 
attack, he, too, may have come away disappointed.39

Ironically, by now, the majority of his Inner Cabinet reportedly favored 
a strike on Iran, but Netanyahu seemed to be in no hurry to convene it or 
the MCOD upon his return from Washington.40 Barak remains vague on 
this point: “Things did not work out in the first part of 2012 and [the Iran 
strike] was pushed back toward the end [of the year].”41

Later in the year proved no better for Israel, however. Netanyahu and 
Barak appeared to have fallen into disagreement over Iran policy.42 In 
April, Netanyahu’s father Benzion passed away at age 102. The following 
month, Netanyahu had to re-shuffle the government to remain in power, 
bringing in the center-right Kadima party under the leadership of Shaul 
Mofaz. Mofaz, a former IDF Chief of Staff and Defense Minister who had 
served under Bibi’s brother in the Entebbe raid, was known to oppose a 
unilateral Israeli attack on Iran’s nuclear sites, believing such action should 
only be taken in conjunction with the United States.43 By July, Mofaz 
pulled out of Netanyahu’s government and, as opposition leader, 
announced that Kadima would not support any military “adventures” by 
Israel.44 A survey of Israeli Jews conducted that month found that the 
senior security echelon’s opposition to an Israeli attack on Iran was trusted 
far more than Bibi and Barak’s inclination to strike.45 In August, Secretary 
of Defense Panetta visited Israel, further disrupting Bibi and Barak’s attack 
timing, followed by the aforementioned Austere Challenge exercise. In his 
September speech before the UN General Assembly, Netanyahu literally 
drew a red line across Iran’s enrichment of uranium, warning that the time 
for decisive action against Iran would come by the following spring or 
summer. The year closed out with the re-election of Barak Obama in spite 
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of Netanyahu’s backing of Mitt Romney, Ehud Barak’s decision to retire 
from politics, and no Israeli attack on Iran.

2013

With Ehud Barak out of Israeli politics in early 2013, he has had nothing 
to say about the state of Israeli preparations to attack Iran that year. Israeli 
media continued to stoke the embers of a unilateral Israeli strike on Iran’s 
nuclear facilities, however. Much of Netanyahu’s efforts were spent trying 
to get President Obama to commit to a red line for decisive US action 
against Iran’s nuclear program. In March, Obama came close, telling 
Netanyahu that he would not allow the “P5+1” (i.e., United States, 
United Kingdom, France, Russia, China, and Germany) talks with Iran to 
run beyond the year without a major show of Iran’s willingness to com-
promise. What the President did not tell the Prime Minister was that the 
United States had already opened up a secret backchannel to deal directly 
with the Iranians, for fear that Bibi would try to sabotage it.46 That back 
channel was embraced by Hassan Rouhani who became Iran’s president in 
August. It was not until their September meeting at the White House that 
Obama told Netanyahu about the secret talks.47 Within a couple of 
months, the P5+1 and Iran announced their breakthrough agreement in 
Lausanne, Switzerland, to peacefully resolve concerns about Iran’s nuclear 
program. For all intents and purposes, a unilateral Israeli strike on Iranian 
nuclear facilities had become moot by late 2013; in a poll conducted after 
the Lausanne breakthrough, less than half of Israeli Jews said they would 
now support an Israeli strike on Iran’s nuclear program.48

Alternate Explanations of Israel’s Failure 
to Strike Iran

Within Israel, close observers of the political-military scene have been per-
plexed by Netanyahu and Barak’s inability over a number of years to carry 
out a military operation they seemed to want and one that was consistent 
with Israeli strategic culture. Netanyahu’s critics attributed the inaction to 
personal character flaws:

Netanyahu is an overly cautious prime minister with an aversion to mili-
tary adventurism, for reasons of personal political survival. He knew that 
if something went wrong with the attack and it then became public that 
he gave the order despite the recommendations of all of the professionals 
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in the security services, it would be the end of his political career. At first, 
he invested enormous energy in trying to convince some of the defense 
chiefs to adopt his position. [In time,] he finally gave up.

The question that the Israeli right should ask Netanyahu is why he didn’t 
attack Iran in the summer of 2012. As far as Netanyahu was concerned, that 
summer was seemingly the ultimate moment: The heads of the security 
forces had left the IDF and were replaced with a new crop of generals lack-
ing experience, charisma or influence among the public … At the same time, 
the United States was caught up in a bitter presidential election, in which 
President Barack Obama was fighting for his second term. Netanyahu was 
seemingly free to act. There was nothing to prevent him from attacking Iran 
in July, August or September 2012, but he hesitated and eventually put his 
dream aside. At the time, however, there was no one to interfere in any 
significant way.

So why didn’t he go through with it? First of all, because Netanyahu was 
afraid. Second, Barak made a sharp, last minute U-turn and switched to the 
opponents’ side. And there must be other reasons.49

Others rationalized that Netanyahu never intended to attack Iran:

Was Netanyahu really totally committed to the attack? Did he really put the 
maximum pressure on his two most devoted ministers [Steinitz and Ya’alon] 
to get them to vote the right way? Netanyahu has practically staked his 
whole political career on the Iran bomb. He has declared many times that 
the very existence of Israel is involved. How could he allow the private con-
siderations—moral or otherwise—of two ministers he probably does not 
respect very much to endanger the very existence of the nation? I have a 
lurking suspicion that Netanyahu had his own secret doubts about the oper-
ation, and was unconsciously rather relieved that it was obstructed by his 
underlings.50

Nor was Barak seen as decisive:

Barak is a dangerous kind of person to drive behind. The kind who might 
signal left, turn the steering wheel in that direction, and still turn right in the 
end, or the other way around. It’s doubtful whether we’ll ever know if he 
really wanted military action, or if he hoped that Netanyahu would back out 
in the last moment and save him from being responsible for a catastrophe.51

The “real” motivations behind Israel’s preemption scare of 2009–2013 
are thus open to interpretation. A number of realist explanations have 
been ascribed, ranging from distracting US and world attention from 
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Netanyahu’s intransigence on the Palestinian issue,52 to frightening the 
Europeans and Chinese to back tougher sanctions on Iran, to luring 
Tehran into attacking Israel and thereby dragging the United States into a 
war against the Islamic Republic:

The Israeli tail wanted to wag the American dog and start a regional war, one 
whose end was unknown. If Churchill could recruit Roosevelt into the fight 
against Hitler, Netanyahu will force Obama into fighting Khamenei. But 
Obama isn’t Roosevelt, Netanyahu isn’t Churchill, and Khamenei isn’t Hitler.53

Still another realist hypothesis was that Netanyahu sought to apply the 
“Syria model” to Iran’s nuclear program, in the way that President 
Obama’s threat of imminent attack persuaded Bashar al-Assad to surren-
der his chemical weapons in 2013.54

Strategic Culture Insights

To these post-mortems, we can add a more systematic treatment from a stra-
tegic culture perspective. In that regard, and with the information currently 
available, we can see that while on the surface a preemptive strike against 
Iran’s nuclear program during 2009–2013 would have been a perfectly rea-
sonable extension of the Begin Doctrine consistent with Israeli strategic cul-
ture, in reality there were key cultural thresholds or conditions that were not, 
or could not be, met. In the end, these cultural inhibitions, combined with 
other practical considerations, proved insurmountable and made a preemptive 
strike unacceptable by Israeli standards. Six key factors stand out in this regard:

The last resort/no choice threshold was not satisfied. The Israeli secu-
rity establishment and key figures in the political echelon did not believe that 
all other options to avert an Iranian nuclear threat had been exhausted and 
that the use of force was now justified under Jewish tradition and state prac-
tice. Again to quote Mossad chief Dagan in 2011, “An attack on Iran now 
before exploring all other approaches is not the right way how to do it.”55

The existential threat condition was not satisfied. Many in the Israeli 
security establishment believed that in the event Iran managed to acquire 
nuclear weapons it could be deterred from using them against Israel. This 
perspective, held by such figures as former Mossad chiefs Dagan and 
Pardo,56 and former President Shimon Peres,57 provided an important 
counterweight to Netanyahu’s messianic diatribes.

The Constitutional process was not satisfied (2010–2011). As 
Dagan made clear, Netanyahu’s 2010 directive to put the IDF on a 
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“P-Plus” footing was not lawful. In 2011, Bibi did not muster a majority 
of his Inner Cabinet to support a strike, and so the motion never made it 
to a forum with the Constitutional authority to order an attack.

Israel’s special relationship with the United States could not be 
preserved. An Israeli preemptive attack against Iranian nuclear sites would 
not only defy the United States, it would cost US lives in the ensuing 
Iranian retaliation. No amount of badgering or unprecedented interfer-
ence in US domestic politics by Netanyahu could change that outcome. 
Indeed, Dagan noted the severe damage Netanyahu’s handling of the Iran 
issue had done to US-Israeli relations.58

The Iranian nuclear problem could not be solved militarily. Even 
with a perceptual lens and institutional bias favoring military solutions, 
Israel simply lacked sufficient military capacity to conduct a successful strike 
with high confidence. Iran had learned the lesson of Iraq in 1981 and Syria 
in 2007; it had dispersed its nuclear facilities and buried them; in the case of 
Fordow, deep beneath a mountain. Tasked to come up with a plan, the IDF 
tried its best, but the distances involved and the operational challenges were 
enough to make two Iran hawks in the Cabinet, including a former IDF 
Chief of Staff, “melt.” Even if an attack had been launched, Iran would 
soon recover and then have all the justification it needed to withdraw from 
the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) and build the bomb, thus end-
ing Israel’s presumed nuclear monopoly and key pillar of national security.

The risk to the Israeli home front was unacceptable. The notion of 
preventing another Holocaust by preempting Iran’s nuclear program col-
lided with the realization that Iranian retaliation against the Israeli populace 
would have been overwhelming. Unlike Olmert in the Syria case, Netanyahu 
had been so public about attacking Iran that there could be no hiding it 
afterward, and to deter him Tehran had been just as outspoken that it would 
retaliate massively, including against the United States. In preparation, Iran 
had supplied Hamas to Israel’s south and Hezbollah to the north with 
some 40,000 rockets. In addition, Iran’s long-range mobile missiles would 
present Israel with a three-front war targeting Israeli civilians. A business 
research company in Israel estimated in 2012 that the financial cost alone of 
such retaliation to the Jewish State would be over $41 billion.59

In a January 2012 interview, Barak posed three key questions by which 
Israel would decide whether to attack Iran60:

	1.	 Does Israel have the ability to cause severe damage to Iran’s nuclear 
sites and bring about a major delay in the Iranian nuclear project? 
And can the military and the Israeli people withstand the inevitable 
counterattack?
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	2.	 Does Israel have overt or tacit support, particularly from America, 
for carrying out an attack?

	3.	H ave all other possibilities for the containment of Iran’s nuclear 
threat been exhausted, bringing Israel to the point of last resort? If 
so, is this the last opportunity for an attack?

From the foregoing strategic culture perspective, the answer to all three 
questions was a demonstrable “no.” Indeed, the failure of Netanyahu and 
Barak to carry forward their attack plan underscored the robustness of 
those six cultural criteria.

How Much Influence Did the United States Have on Israeli 
Decisionmaking?

As former-Israeli Deputy National Security Advisor Chuck Freilich has 
observed, “‘What the Americans think’ is the single most important con-
sideration in virtually all [Israeli] policy deliberations, exposing the [Israeli 
decisionmaking] system to additional approaches and options and setting 
limits regarding what should and should not be done.”61 As mentioned, 
one of Prime Minister Olmert’s first steps was to take Israel’s intelligence 
on the Syrian reactor to President Bush. He failed to get the Americans to 
destroy it but found that they would not interfere with Israeli efforts to do 
so. Netanyahu worked relentlessly for a similar outcome and failed. In the 
case of Iran, where the stakes for the United States were much higher, 
President Obama was decidedly opposed to Israeli preemption. Instead, 
the President worked to reassure Netanyahu that America would invoke 
its own military option if that became necessary to keep Iran from the 
bomb. These assurances took many forms, including the dispatch of sev-
eral high-ranking civilian, intelligence, and military officials to Israel, par-
ticularly in 2012; presenting Netanyahu with US contingency plans for an 
Iran strike to show that President Obama was serious62; and, reportedly, 
joint efforts to sabotage Iran’s nuclear program.63

Because the United States itself was not sure if Netanyahu was bluffing 
about an Israeli strike,64 it would issue warnings, publicly if necessary, that 
would raise the stakes for Israel. In August 2012, Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Gen. Martin Dempsey told a group of journalists in London 
that an Israeli preemptive strike would delay but not destroy Iran’s nuclear 
program, and the sanctions regime that was squeezing Tehran “could be 
undone if [Iran] was attacked prematurely,” famously adding, “I don’t 
want to be complicit if [the Israelis] choose to do it.”65 The implication 
that a unilateral Israeli strike would be illegal and isolating was not lost on 
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Israelis who pride themselves on adhering to Just War doctrine.66 Indeed, 
whether by design or happenstance, Dempsey’s remark effectively used 
Israel’s strategic culture against it, adding a subtle deterrence aspect to the 
US-Israel relationship.

Netanyahu bristled at the notion that Israel was so beholden to the 
United States on this issue of vital national security. As if in denial, it seems 
the more he realized his hands were tied, the more he asserted Israel’s 
right to decide for itself. Perhaps because of the time he spent in America 
and misplaced confidence in his understanding of it, Netanyahu intervened 
in US domestic politics in ways that were unimaginable to Israelis of all 
political persuasions. When Bibi concluded that he could not budge the 
President, he actively and openly supported Obama’s opponent in the 
2012 election. The Israeli intelligence community was particularly incensed 
at Netanyahu’s intervention in US domestic politics, fearing the loss of 
critical intelligence sharing in retaliation. In the view of Dagan, “We are 
dependent on the Americans for strategic [intelligence and] weapons. 
When [US] administration leaders say that Israel is acting contrary to the 
American strategic interest, this is a long-term danger for Israel.”67

Former Prime Minister Olmert was even more explicit:

What’s all this talk, that we will decide alone on our fate and that we won’t 
take anybody else into consideration? Can someone please explain to me 
with which airplanes we will attack if we decide to attack alone, against the 
opinion of others—airplanes that we built here in Israel? With which bombs 
will we bomb, bombs that we made by ourselves? With which special tech-
nologies will we do it, those that we made by ourselves or those that we 
received from other sources?68

As noted by Emily Landau, an Iran expert at the Institute for National 
Security Studies at Tel Aviv University, despite claims from Barak about 
technical obstacles to carrying out an Israeli strike, in the end, “Netanyahu 
backed away because he was getting the message that he was going too far 
and this could do damage [to the special relationship with the United 
States], this was not helpful either to Israel or to stopping Iran … Relations 
with the United States is a much more substantial, real issue, but it’s more 
difficult to give that as your explanation.”69 Thus, when they spoke in 
September 2012, President Obama and Netanyahu apparently reached an 
understanding that Israel would not strike Iran on the eve of the US presi-
dential election.70 In the end, the United States exercised decisive influence 
over Israeli decisionmaking.
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How Did Iran Perceive and Influence the Situation?

Iran also acted in ways that constrained Netanyahu and Barak. Tehran’s 
various power centers understood the risks of preemptive attack by Israel 
and/or the United States and designed their nuclear infrastructure accord-
ingly, hardening and dispersing sites, protecting them with layered air 
defenses, and so on. As noted above, the Fordow enrichment facility posed 
enormous planning challenges for the IDF. Barak warned that once 
Fordow was outfitted, Iran’s nuclear program would enter a “zone of 
immunity,” beyond Israel’s capacity to destroy it. Abetted by natural 
advantages like distance and strategic depth, Iran had ensured that a mili-
tary strike against its nuclear infrastructure would be very costly for the 
Israelis.

Iran’s defensive preparations were not foolproof, however. The intro-
duction of the Stuxnet computer virus into the operating system at the 
Natanz enrichment facility, which led to the destruction of about 1000 gas 
centrifuges, caught Iran by complete surprise. Tehran laid the blame for 
this new form of attack at the feet of the Israelis and Americans.

Tehran combined its defensive posture with a heavy retaliatory compo-
nent designed to deter an Israeli strike. As mentioned, missiles and rockets 
provided the means, backed by stern warnings. For example, in September 
2010, Iran’s Armed Forces Chief of Staff Gen. Hassan Firuzabadi cau-
tioned that if Israel struck Iran’s nuclear facilities, Tehran would retaliate 
against Israel’s Dimona reactor, the heart of Israel’s nuclear capability.71 In 
spite of all these defensive and deterrent measures, Iran remained tense. 
Large exercises by the Israeli Air Force would be met by Iran’s ballistic 
missile force being put on heightened alert.72

Diplomatically, Tehran exploited Netanyahu and Barak’s steady drum-
beat of attack threats by filing official complaints with the United Nations. 
This documented series of threats would help generate international sym-
pathy for Iran, particularly among Islamic and developing states, in the 
event Israel made good on them. Iran also upheld its right to respond, 
which would help to legitimize retaliation and subsequent withdrawal 
from the NPT in full-out pursuit of nuclear weapons in the event of Israeli 
attack.

Tehran was attuned to the debate within the Israeli leadership over 
whether to strike Iran,73 but that was not a major feat, given the subject’s 
ample press coverage in Israel and the United States. Still, Iran’s close 
reading of the situation led to a major turning point in the nuclear crisis. 
In August 2012, while firebrand Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was still presi-
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dent, Tehran started to convert a portion of its 19.75% enriched uranium 
gas into oxide powder for research reactor fuel rods. In the months prior,74 
Israel had been signaling that it would consider Iran’s accumulation of 
enough 19.75% enriched uranium to supply, with further purification, a 
bomb’s worth of material as its red line for military action. Iran’s move to 
stay below that threshold, as detailed in IAEA reporting, is what led 
Netanyahu in his UN speech that September to move his red line back a 
few months; Barak was willing to concede almost a year.75 Whether or not 
it proved a convenient excuse for Netanyahu and Barak to postpone a 
monumental decision they wished to avoid anyway, this shrewd move by 
Tehran undercut arguments in Israel that Iran was relentlessly moving 
toward nuclear weapons and had to be stopped militarily.

In short, Iran clearly perceived the risk of preemptive military attack by 
Israel, as well as the United States. Consequently, Tehran worked assidu-
ously to deny Israel an easy target and raise the cost of attack beyond what 
Netanyahu ultimately was prepared to accept. Nonetheless, as Bibi’s saber 
rattling brought the nuclear crisis to a crescendo in 2012, Tehran heeded 
the Jewish State’s red line on enriched uranium. This pivotal move bought 
time for a moderate president to be elected in Tehran, the secret US-Iran 
back channel to mature, and a comprehensive diplomatic settlement of the 
Iran nuclear crisis to be reached in July 2015 under the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA).

Policy Implications and Recommendations

The Value of Strategic Culture Analysis

The full story of the Israeli preemption scare of 2009–2013 has yet to be 
told. What has emerged thus far is largely a tale about the limits of Israel’s 
influence and freedom of unilateral action. This has been a particularly 
hard lesson to learn for Benjamin Netanyahu and the Israeli right. While 
realpolitik can address the practical constraints on Israeli conduct, it is 
through a strategic culture paradigm that we can better appreciate how 
such ideational factors as identity, values, and norms led Israel’s political-
military establishment to conclude that an Israeli strike against Syria’s 
nuclear program was appropriate in 2007 whereas in 2009–2013, against 
Iran’s, it was not.

Could the United States have had greater confidence as to Netanyahu 
and Barak’s real intentions and willingness to act vis-à-vis Iran if it had 
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paid closer attention to Israeli strategic culture? Perhaps. As noted, the 
habitual inscrutability of Israel’s top political echelon keeps even senior 
ministers guessing as to what Israeli policy is at any given moment.76 
Moreover, Israeli military preparations, including large-scale exercises, 
certainly had the Iranians on edge. Nonetheless, a strategic culture “check-
list” of the type presented above could have been a useful indicator of 
whether key Israeli criteria for an attack related to self-identity, values, and 
norms were or were not being satisfied.

As we have seen, the United States can have tremendous leverage over 
Israeli political-military decisionmaking under the right circumstances. 
The prospect of reduced intelligence sharing, curtailed access to strategic 
weaponry, and political isolation from the United States unnerved top 
Israeli officials. Notably, Washington can really gain Israel’s attention 
when it plays the Jewish State’s own strategic culture, with its emphasis on 
ethical and democratic conduct, against it.

From a US perspective, the steadfast refusal of the Obama administration 
to give Israel a “green” or even “amber” light for a unilateral strike against 
Iran’s nuclear facilities averted an unnecessary, highly costly, and unpredict-
able war. In contrast, on January 16, 2016, the IAEA confirmed that Iran 
had taken inter alia the following steps in fulfillment of the JCPOA—a deal 
that Netanyahu proclaimed was his sworn duty to prevent:

•	 Dismantled 14,000 gas centrifuges, leaving only about 5,000;
•	 Removed 25,000  lbs of low-enriched uranium from the country, 

leaving only 660 lbs, an insufficient amount to fuel a nuclear weapon;
•	 Removed the core from the Arak reactor and filled it with concrete, 

rendering it useless for producing plutonium;
•	 Ceased the enrichment of uranium at Fordow, dismantled centri-

fuges there, and converted the facility to an international scientific 
center prohibited from any further use of uranium;

•	 Adopted unprecedented intrusive monitoring arrangements by the 
IAEA.

In exchange for sanctions relief, these measures pushed Iran’s breakout 
timeline to a first nuclear weapon from 2 to 3 months to a year and holds 
it there for a decade. In retrospect, Netanyahu’s messianic rhetoric seems 
hollow if not reckless. In August 2015, the IDF publicly laid out its strat-
egy and program for the following five years; Iran’s nuclear program was 
not even mentioned as a threat to Israel.77
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Israel’s Willingness to Use Force Against Iran’s Nuclear Program 
in the Future: Strategic Culture Guideposts

Now that Tehran has very significantly rolled back its nuclear program, 
international attention is shifting to ensuring Iranian compliance with the 
JCOPA going forward. This naturally raises questions as to what the 
2009–2013 saga tells us about Israel’s willingness to use force against 
Iran’s nuclear program in the future. To begin, Tehran’s documented 
compliance with the JCPOA implementation requirements, combined 
with its compliance under the interim agreement that preceded it, signifies 
Iran’s intent to abide by the nuclear deal. If the threat of a unilateral mili-
tary strike by Israel against Iran’s nuclear program was moot by late 2013, 
it is even more remote now.

Nonetheless, Netanyahu has been unrepentant in his attitude toward the 
Iran nuclear deal even upon its implementation, proclaiming that Tehran 
still “has not relinquished its ambition to obtain nuclear weapons.”78 
Moreover, Israel pointedly reserves the right to continue covert action 
against Iran’s nuclear program.79 What this means is that Israel and the 
United States will likely remain on edge indefinitely as to whether Iran is 
cheating on the JCPOA and what to do about it. US coordination with 
Israel in this regard is essential if Washington is to ensure its vital interests.

With past practice and the “special relationship” as a guide, we can 
safely assume that Israel will quietly bring to Washington any evidence it 
develops on Iranian non-compliance, as well as its own recommendations 
for what should be done about it. For analytical purposes, we are inter-
ested in those cases where Israel and the United States disagree on either 
or both accounts. The presumption will be for Washington to raise the 
non-compliance directly with Tehran to seek an early resolution, in coor-
dination with the other JCPOA parties. Israel would likely resist such an 
approach given Iranian “duplicity” and the “demonstrated folly” of nego-
tiations. It will probably still defer to the United States, with the proviso 
that if Iran does not correct the situation promptly, Israel reserves the 
right to take matters into its own hands.

In the event, Israel’s recourse would likely be to resume covert action 
against the Iranian nuclear program. Covert action is more likely to pass 
muster with Israeli values and norms in that it dampens Iranian pressures 
for massive retaliation, a key constraint for overt military strikes. Israeli 
covert action would pose an interesting dilemma for the United States, 
however, as Washington seeks to balance its obligations to the Jewish State 
with its commitments under the JCPOA.
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We can safely assume that serious Israeli consideration of an overt mili-
tary strike will be limited to extreme cases of Iranian cheating, such as a 
secret enrichment facility. Netanyahu and Barak, whatever their political 
fates in the months and years ahead, will likely continue to stoke this dan-
ger if for no other reason than keeping up pressure on Iran to comply with 
the JCPOA. Indeed, Ehud Barak is trying to leverage the nuclear deal to 
overcome the constraints Israel faced during 2009–2013, advocating that 
the United States now provide Israel the tools to conduct a successful 
long-range strike against Iran’s nuclear facilities, in effect, making it the 
enforcer of the JCPOA.80 Presumably, Washington perceives the moral 
hazard in such a policy but may be inadvertently enabling it by offering 
Israel a major arms package as an offset to the Iran nuclear deal, featuring 
more strike aircraft and V-22 Osprey transports which would make an 
Israeli commando raid on Fordow more practical.81

But in the event of an Iranian “smoking gun,” for example, clear evi-
dence that it was in the process of building nuclear weapons, strategic 
culture tells us Israel’s inclination to launch a strike could be quite high. 
Such brash cheating would underscore to Israeli audiences that diplomacy 
had patently failed and that there was “no choice” but to use force urgently 
to prevent Iran from completing the bomb. In such a heightened sense of 
crisis, the Israeli debate on whether a nuclear-armed Iran posed an existen-
tial threat to the Jewish State would be revived and perhaps distorted by 
the keen sense of urgency.

Iran, for its part, will not be standing still. The long-delayed deal with 
Russia for sophisticated S-300 air defense missiles has gone forth now that 
the nuclear deal has been reached. This will enable Tehran to keep up with 
the forthcoming improvements in Israel’s air force. Thus, we may well face 
a replay of the 2009–2013 stalemate, wherein, despite an infusion of new 
aircraft, Iranian defenses and retaliatory capabilities are just as formidable 
and a unilateral Israeli strike remains very risky. This stalemate may well be 
inescapable in that, despite the Jewish State’s presumed nuclear weapons 
possession, Israel’s populace remains vulnerable to retaliation from tens of 
thousands of rockets in the hands of Iranian proxies, as well as hundreds 
of Iranian ballistic missiles. As we have seen, the safety of the Israeli public 
is highly valued within Israeli strategic culture.

Much will depend on the decisiveness of Israel’s leadership at the time. 
The IDF has made clear that, notwithstanding the “P-Plus” controversy in 
2010, it will faithfully execute a lawful order to strike Iran’s nuclear 
program irrespective of the risks.82 Despite his own apparent indecision in 
2009–2013, Netanyahu has conceded nothing with respect to the need 
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for a “green light” from the Americans. Responding to Olmert’s criticism 
in November 2012, Bibi remarked:

If what I just heard is that on this matter which threatens our very existence, 
we should just say, we should just hand the keys over to the Americans and 
tell them, ‘You decide whether or not to destroy this project, which threat-
ens our very existence,’ well, that’s one possible approach, but it’s not my 
approach…My approach is that if we can have others take care of it, or if we 
can get to a point where no one has to, that’s fine; but if we have no choice 
and we find ourselves with our backs against the wall, then we will do what 
we have to do in order to defend ourselves.83

Within Israeli strategic culture, it seems, there is no escaping the “pecu-
liar mixture of fear rooted in the sense that Israel is dependent on the tacit 
support of other nations to survive, and tenacity, the fierce conviction, 
right or wrong, that only the Israelis can ultimately defend themselves.”84
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Chapter 6

Cultural Underpinnings of Current Russian 
Nuclear and Security Strategy

Dmitry (Dima) Adamsky

This chapter highlights cultural factors that have left significant imprints on 
Russian military innovations, nuclear and conventional, over the last 
decade. In doing so, this chapter enables better understanding of current 
and prospective Russian strategic behavior, in the nuclear realm in particu-
lar, and demonstrates the analytical virtues of the cultural mapping method.

This chapter presumes that Russian national security style since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union demonstrates more continuity than change. This 
assumption enables us to elaborate on the existing corpus of knowledge 
about Russian strategic culture and to apply it to the contemporary issues 
of Russian foreign and security policy. This chapter argues that the cultural 
topography method enables better understanding of the Russian art of 
strategy in conventional and non-conventional realms, and promotes this 
argument by linking several innovative traits in Russian strategic behavior 
with several characteristics of Russian strategic culture.

To discuss past, present, and future Russian strategic behavior in theo-
retical terms, this chapter employs the lenses of the cultural topography 
approach outlined in the methods chapter of this book. Specifically, this 
chapter utilizes four main categories of the Cultural Topography Analytic 
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Framework (CTAF): norms, values, identity, and perceptual lenses. This 
chapter traces these categories within five aspects of Russian strategic cul-
ture: (1) the balance of moral-psychological and material factors in the 
culture of war, (2) a holistic approach to strategy, (3) theory-driven mili-
tary innovations, (4) management and learning style, and (5) siege 
mentality.

Following the introduction, this chapter’s first section describes current 
Russian geopolitical threat perceptions. The second section discusses 
Russia’s nuclear community, and the third section outlines the evolution 
of Russian nuclear and cross-domain coercion strategies over the last two 
decades. The next section discusses five basic characteristics of Russian 
strategic culture, linking them to the tendencies in recent Russian strategic 
behavior, and situates these insights within the categories of the CTAF. 
Finally, the conclusion summarizes this chapter’s findings and offers 
policy-relevant insights.

Two methodological disclaimers are due. First, this chapter does not 
cover all aspects of Russian strategic culture, as it does not discuss all 
aspects of the Russian art of strategy. It is confined, rather, to the main 
issues related to Russian strategic conduct and focuses on those cultural 
and behavioral aspects where the correlation of the former and the latter is 
evident. Second, the same traits of behavior may manifest different aspects 
of strategic culture and different categories of the CTAF. When this is the 
case, the discussion demonstrates how these aspects are organically inter-
connected within Russian strategic behavior.

Russian Identity and Current Geopolitical Threat 
Perceptions

To grasp contemporary Russian military theory and practice, and the 
accompanying thinking about nuclear coercion, it is essential to situate the 
discussion in the context of Russian strategic culture, and within the 
broader ideational milieu informing its geopolitical threat perception.

The inception of current Russian military thought emerged during a 
period of peculiar and enormous strategic frustration, often overlooked by 
the West. What matters in this strain of thought is the narrative that the 
Kremlin has been telling itself, its citizens, and the world for the past two 
decades, even if it sounds to Western ears like a counterintuitive conspiracy 
theory. Overall, the discourse within the strategic community demonstrates 
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that, in keeping with the traditional Russian siege mentality, many in the 
Kremlin and within the entourage of Russian leadership genuinely perceive 
Russia as operating under a long-lasting encirclement which aims to under-
mine and ultimately destroy it in geopolitical terms. Its current behavior, in 
its eyes, is a defensive counterattack following Western aggression across 
various domains—in international, military, economic-energy, and internal 
affairs.1

On the global geopolitical level, Moscow perceives the United States as 
a usurper that has been unfairly exploiting the unipolar moment since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. Washington, in its view, has manifested dou-
ble standards and hypocrisy in international politics worldwide, expanding 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) eastward—first to incor-
porate former Warsaw Pact countries, then former Soviet republics—and 
then intervening in the rest of Moscow’s “zone of privileged interests,” 
thus threatening Russian sovereignty. Feeling betrayed and exploited, 
Moscow found supporting evidence bolstering its perception of Western 
aggressive intentions in the arms control sphere. Moscow saw New START 
(Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty), supplemented by the deployment of 
ballistic missile defense (BMD) and the prospect of conventional prompt 
global strike (CPGS) capability, as a unified counterforce concept target-
ing Russia’s shrinking nuclear forces and aimed at nothing less than the 
degradation of its deterrence potential: the main guarantor of Russian 
national security against the backdrop of its fundamental conventional 
military inferiority.

Despite shared concern over global jihad, the US Global War on Terror 
policy following the 9/11 terrorist attacks has given Moscow more fears 
than solutions. Moscow has been anxious about US military influence in 
Central Asia and the Caucasus: Washington’s Middle Eastern policy, by 
default or by design, gradually dismantled parts of Russia’s alliance archi-
tecture and was seen as threatening the rest of it. In Moscow’s view, under 
the smokescreen of democratization, Washington carefully orchestrated 
regime changes across the region, seeking to subordinate regional actors 
into its own sphere of influence, and away from Russia’s. From Moscow’s 
point of view, the Arab Spring and the Color Revolutions have been links 
in the same chain, instigated by the United States and serving its aspiration 
for global dominance.

In the energy sphere, where Moscow seeks to secure uninterrupted 
demand and supply, it also feels under attack. US competitive strategies in 
regional energy markets aimed at gaining access to and cultivating  
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non-Russian regional energy sources have encouraged local actors to build 
energy pipelines and transit corridors outflanking and bypassing Russia, 
thus preventing it from realizing its energy weapon potential. These per-
ceived battlefields with the West extend to the domestic sphere as well. 
Washington’s continuous critique of the Kremlin’s return to an authori-
tarian political and economic course and the curtailment of liberal demo-
cratic principles and freedoms is seen as attempted intervention into 
internal affairs. Moscow views US funding and support of pro-democracy 
activities and opposition groups as strategic subversion, not only against 
the ruling regime but also against Russia as a strong state. US desire to 
undermine the Kremlin’s power at home aims, in its view, to limit Russia’s 
ability to compete in the international arena.

From the 2008 Georgia War onward through the events of the Arab 
Spring, what is seen as a Western offensive incursion into the zones and 
spheres of privileged interests has been steadily increasing, infringing upon 
an area where Moscow considers itself to have hegemonic rights. In 
Moscow’s view, Western escalation started to gather momentum in the 
early 2000s and reached its culmination in Ukraine in 2014, directly cata-
lyzing Russia’s rise from its knees. Yet when Moscow, which perceives 
itself as a great power (derzhava) with a historical role in the international 
arena, started to regain its due status as a respected and indispensable actor 
after being sidelined into a subordinate role in international politics dur-
ing the “unipolar moment,” the West redoubled its efforts to contain it. 
Consequently, the Kremlin started to see the current world order not only 
as unfavorable and unjust but also dangerous. Around the same time, 
Moscow crystallized its view of how the West operationalizes its aggressive 
aspirations in the military realm and formulated its own countermeasure: 
a cross-domain, asymmetrical, non-linear confrontation frequently dubbed 
in the West as Russian “hybrid warfare” (HW). In Moscow’s eyes, how-
ever, at this moment of maximum tension, its modus operandi is a strategi-
cally defensive counteroffense.

The Nuclear Community and Its Decisionmaking 
Architecture

The Russian nuclear community is a comprehensive set of institutions and 
organizations organically integrated into the broader Russian strategic 
architecture. A detailed outline of the whole nuclear community, its 
dynamics and processes, is beyond the scope of this chapter. Here, for the 
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sake of the thematic discussion of this book, it is sufficient to identify the 
following key actors and organizations involved in the process of nuclear 
policy formulation and implementation.

The Russian nuclear triad consists of Strategic Missile Forces, operating 
intercontinental ballistic missiles; Long Range Aviation, operating long-
range bombers; and the Navy, operating submarine-launched ballistic mis-
siles. In addition to the strategic nuclear triad, operational-tactical nuclear 
capabilities are operated by the dual-use platforms of the Russian general 
purpose forces. In terms of the arsenal and the organization responsible 
for it, Russian experts lack a single opinion and consensual definition of 
what are tactical, operational-tactical, or non-strategic (sometimes sub-
strategic) nuclear weapons—the most frequently and interchangeably 
used terms in the Russian professional lexicon. In various works, including 
military dictionaries, the classification refers to target and mission (a tacti-
cal vs. an operational level of warfare), scale of combat (regional vs. global), 
yield (destructive power), range, delivery platform and corps affiliation 
(General Purpose Forces vs. Strategic Missile Forces or Long Range 
Aviation), type of subordination (commanders in the theater of operations 
vs. high command authority), or exclusion (not part of SALT and START). 
Similarly, in the West, the most frequently used dividing line designates all 
weapons not covered by strategic arms control treaties as non-strategic.

According to this division, Russian strategic nuclear forces counted 
under the START treaty include intercontinental ballistic missiles or ICBMs 
(SS-18M3, SS-19M6, SS-25, and SS-27) operated by the Strategic Missile 
Forces, submarine-launched ballistic missiles or SLBMs (SS-N-18M1, 
SS-N-23M1, SS-N-32) operated by the Navy, and heavy, long-range bomb-
ers (Tu-95MS6/16, Tu-190) operated by Long Range Aviation. According 
to the “definition by exclusion,” the Russian inventory of non-strategic 
nuclear warheads contains a variety of delivery platforms and weapon types 
that are assigned to the Russian General Purpose Forces. Air and Anti-
Ballistic Defense forces operate S-300/400 air, coastal, and antiballistic 
defense systems. The Air Force operates Su-24 and Su-34 fighter bombers 
that only deliver bombs, whereas Tu-22M bombers deliver both missiles 
and bombs. Ground-launched non-strategic warheads are earmarked for 
use by SS-21 and SS-26 surface-to-surface missiles operated by Ground 
Forces. The naval non-strategic arsenal includes land-attack cruise missiles, 
anti-ship cruise missiles, anti-submarine rockets, anti-air missiles, torpe-
does, and depth bombs. All delivery systems and platforms of the above-
mentioned services are dual use for conventional and nuclear munitions 
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and thus are operated, except for the Tu-22M, by the general purpose 
forces. For this reason, they are referred to here and elsewhere as non-
strategic delivery systems or platforms as opposed to ICBMs, SLBMs, and 
Long Range (Strategic) Aviation, which are strategic nuclear platforms or 
weapons.2

The 12th Main Directorate of the Ministry of Defense, also known as 
the nuclear custodians, is a separate institution directly subordinate to the 
Minister of Defense. The directorate is responsible for the storage and 
maintenance of the nuclear warheads, controlling their operational-
technical conditions and the provision of the arsenal, upon demand, to all 
legs of the nuclear triad and to the nuclear-capable general purpose forces.

Presumably, the President, the Minister of Defense, and the Chief of 
the General Staff (GS) are all plugged into the “nuclear football portal” 
and have the highest nuclear authority and sole release authority. Since the 
late 1980s, this senior leadership could employ, in a crisis or threatening 
period (ugrazhaiustchii period), either automatic or semi-automatic 
nuclear command-and-control modes.3 Early warning system architecture 
providing the leadership with the decisionmaking window for nuclear use 
may also be seen as part of the architecture.

During peacetime and wartime, senior commanders of the nuclear triad 
are subordinate directly to the Chief of the GS, and to the GS itself, as the 
main organ responsible for the planning and execution of military opera-
tions. In 2015 the National Defense Management Center was introduced 
as an additional supervisory organ overseeing military and defense policy 
in both peacetime and wartime. As the main platform for orchestrating all 
national security activities, it is on par with or even above the GS in the 
realm of national defense policy integration and implementation.

The nuclear industry is also a very important player in designing force 
buildup, concept of operations, and overall strategy for the nuclear arse-
nal. The two most important nuclear arsenal design bureaus loom large as 
institutions that, together with the military and civilian brass of the above-
mentioned organizations, generate policy. The first one is RFIaTs 
VNIIEF: the Russian Federal Nuclear Center’s All-Russian Research 
Institute of Experimental Physics of the State Atomic Energy Corporation 
(ROSATOM), headquartered in Sarov (formerly Arzamas-16). The sec-
ond one is RFIaTs VNIITF: the Russian Federal Nuclear Center’s All-
Russian Research Institute of Technical Physics of the State Atomic 
Energy Corporation (ROSATOM), headquartered in Snezhinsk (for-
merly Cheliabinsk-70). Their work is not only confined to the design of 
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the weapons prototypes but is also directly linked to strategy, doctrine, 
and policy formulation. In addition, several central scientific research 
institutes of the Ministry of Defense which design and produce means of 
delivery, command and control, and early warning capabilities for the 
nuclear triad are also directly involved and have significant influence on 
strategy generation in the nuclear realm. Finally, last but not least, are 
several defense intellectuals, retired senior officials, and think tank experts 
who are not necessarily officially affiliated with the government but advise 
and consult on an occasional basis. These influential defense intellectuals 
develop strategic-theoretical concepts that can be later traced in official 
doctrinal documents.

Several institutions are not part of the nuclear community per se, but 
are systematically involved in its central process. The two most visible 
actors are the National Security Council and the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Both organizations are involved in formulating national nuclear 
policy. The National Security Council is responsible for the staff work and 
publications of the main nuclear-related white papers, such as the national 
security strategy and its classified appendices for internal consumption. 
The Foreign Ministry publishes the National Foreign Policy Strategy that 
also reflects the Russian position on arms control and executes actual pol-
icy in this regard. The staff work on Military Doctrine takes place within 
the GS, which also publishes it. Segments of the intelligence community, 
both military and civilian, provide data and estimates underpinning threat 
perception formulation, directions of force buildup, and formulation of 
operational concepts. To a certain extent, several committees of the 
Russian Parliament approving budget allocations for defense and nuclear-
related issues may be counted and mentioned as well. However, the most 
specific and up-to-date data on strategic and non-strategic nuclear forces, 
their state, and development programs is not transparent. This highly clas-
sified data is not presented even at closed sessions of the Russian 
Parliament.4

The Evolution of Russian Nuclear Strategy

The scope of this chapter focuses on the evolution of Russian views on the 
art of coercion, and on the role of nuclear weapons in it, from the post-
Cold War “regional nuclear deterrence” (RND) thinking to the current 
“Gerasimov Doctrine.” Often labeled as “hybrid warfare,” this “New 
Generation War” is waged across several domains (nuclear, conventional, 
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informational, etc.). Cross-domain coercion operates under the aegis of 
the Russian nuclear arsenal and aims to manipulate the adversary’s percep-
tion, to maneuver its decisionmaking process, and to influence its strategic 
behavior while minimizing, compared to the industrial warfare era, the 
scale of kinetic force use. Current Russian operational art thus involves a 
nuclear dimension that can only be understood in the context of a holistic 
coercion campaign: an integrated whole in which non-nuclear, informa-
tional, and nuclear capabilities can be used in the pursuit of deterrence and 
compellence. The evolution of the Russian art of coercion involving 
nuclear capabilities can be divided into two periods. The first one dates 
from the Soviet collapse and lasted until the publication of the 2010 mili-
tary doctrine. The second began in 2009, when the wave of “New 
Generation Warfare” (NGW) thinking started to gather momentum and 
remains in effect today. The first period is characterized by a strong empha-
sis on the role of nuclear weapons in regional deterrence. The second one 
is characterized by an effort to harmonize a nuclear tool of coercion, with-
out diminishing its role, with other tools of influence across the domains, 
specifically with non-nuclear and informational coercion.

“Regional Nuclear Deterrence” (1991–2010)

Since the Soviet collapse, two strategies of nuclear deterrence have 
emerged in Russian military theory and practice. The first nuclear weapons 
strategy, based on a threat of massive launch on warning and retaliation 
strikes, aimed at deterring nuclear aggression. The second strategy, which 
is based on a threat of limited nuclear strikes, aims at deterring and termi-
nating a large-scale regional conventional war. In most of the references, 
global deterrence rests on a strategic nuclear arsenal, and a regional one 
supported by non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNW), although Russian 
thinking on this matter is incoherent. The causal mechanism underlying 
the RND concept is also unelaborated. Implicitly, it assumes that regional 
conventional wars would not involve values for which the adversary would 
tolerate the risk of even a single nuclear strike. Consequently, limited 
nuclear use would deter or terminate conventional hostilities, without 
escalation to a massive nuclear exchange. Scenario vignettes from the 
Russian military exercises of the last 20 years demonstrate that Russian 
authors believe that after a counterattack by NSNW has restored the status 
quo, the adversary does not turn to a nuclear retaliation and terminates 
hostilities.5
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“New Generation Warfare” (2010–Present)

A body of ideas is emerging in Russian professional discourse under the 
rubric of “New Generation Warfare” (NGW). Western experts often dub 
it “Hybrid Warfare” (HW), implying that Moscow incorporates non-
military, informational, cyber, nuclear, conventional, and sub-conventional 
tools of strategic influence in an orchestrated campaign.6 In the center of 
NGW is a holistic informational (cyber) campaign, waged simultaneously 
on the digital-technological and cognitive-psychological fronts, which 
skillfully merges military and non-military capabilities across nuclear, con-
ventional, and sub-conventional domains. Essentially, this is not a brute 
force strategy, but coercion that aims to manipulate the adversary’s per-
ception, to maneuver its decisionmaking process, and to influence its stra-
tegic behavior while minimizing the use of kinetic force. The nuclear 
component is an inseparable part of NGW, but cannot be analyzed as a 
standalone issue, as was the case until recently, and can be understood only 
in the context of this holistic coercion campaign.

The Western term cross-domain coercion is probably the best description 
of the Russian art of orchestrating non-nuclear, informational, and nuclear 
influence within a unified program. This art, not yet doctrinally outlined, 
has manifested itself during the recent standoff in Ukraine and in the 
Middle East and seems rather straightforward. Informational struggle 
choreographs all threats and moves across both conventional and nuclear, 
military and non-military domains to produce the most optimal correla-
tion of trends and forces. Nuclear weapons in this concept are a coercion 
“master of ceremonies”: by nuclear manipulations, Russia can construct a 
cordon sanitaire that gives it an immune maneuver space, a sphere of the 
possible, within which other forms of influence can achieve tangible results 
with, or preferably, without the use of force. Ideally, the image of unac-
ceptable consequences produced by this cross-domain coercion should 
paralyze Western assertiveness and responsiveness. Uninterrupted infor-
mational deterrence waged on all possible fronts against all possible audi-
ences, augmented by nuclear signaling and supplemented by intra-war 
coercion, constitutes an integrated cross-domain campaign. The main 
rationale of this enterprise is to de-escalate, or dissuade, the adversary 
from aggression, and impose Russia’s will with minimal violence. Until the 
Russian operation in Syria, given the state of the Russian arsenal, and 
despite a quest for non-nuclear deterrence, experts agreed that regional 
and massive conventional conflicts could be deterred and de-escalated 
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only through threat of, or actual, nuclear use.7 Non-nuclear means of 
coercion can only enable Russia to achieve limited political goals over the 
enemy in the local conflict. Any form of influence above that, to effect 
either political goals or operational moves of a higher order, will demand 
nuclear coercion, at least until Russia equips itself with reconnaissance-
strike complexes,8 enabling strategic coercion with conventional, non-
nuclear, means of influence.

However, this assumption may be revisited. As the contours of Russian 
campaign design in Syria are slowly emerging, one may assume that it may 
also draw from the NGW concept outlined above. In terms of threat per-
ception, Moscow perceived the situation in Syria as the result of a US 
effort, albeit one which failed to conduct HW against the incumbent 
regime along the lines of the Libyan scenario. Moscow’s demarche, driven 
by the interplay of several factors, manifested sophisticated orchestration 
of hard and soft power across military, diplomatic, and public domains. 
Intensive informational and active measures and a diplomatic campaign 
were synchronized with the military buildup, which enabled the genera-
tion of tangible operational results through sophisticated reflexive control. 
As such, the campaign design, at least at the initial stage, seems to reflect 
the NGW guideline of a 4:1 ratio of non-military and military activities. 
Synchronized air and informational struggle strikes that started in late 
September sought to prepare optimal conditions for the forthcoming 
ground operation led by non-Russian forces of the Moscow-led 
coalition.

The use of precision-guided munitions (PGMs), air power, and dual-
use long-range precision strikes that the campaign has already demon-
strated is unprecedented for Russia and confirms the feasibility of 
conventional coercion. This demonstration of performance counterbal-
ances the skepticism of Russian commentators who argued in recent years 
that pre-nuclear deterrence is not a feasible option for the Russian military, 
since it lacks sufficient IT-RMA era capabilities and thus cannot function 
as a reconnaissance-strike complex. Russian operation design in Syria cor-
responds with characteristics of cross-domain coercion, both in terms of 
informational struggle (digital-technological and cognitive-psychological) 
and in terms of nuclear muscle flexing. Moscow operated the range of 
informational struggle capabilities (electronic and cyber) for the purpose 
of a military-diplomatic anti-access/area denial operation against adver-
sarial activities. Establishing such an electromagnetic-cyber cordon sani-
taire around the operational environment of the pro-Assad coalition can 
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disrupt reconnaissance-strike UAVs, PGMs, aerial operations, and 
political-diplomatic demarches. Furthermore, dual-use platforms, both 
aerial and naval, existed in the theater of operations and conducted limited 
conventional strikes. Although these conventional strikes produced some 
limited battlefield effects, the main expected utility was an informational/
public relations effect that enables Russian coercion signaling for regional 
and global purposes in current or future tensions with the West in 
European and Atlantic theaters.

What are potential and primary policy concerns with regard to Russian 
decisionmaking and potential nuclear thresholds? Three issues loom large. 
First is the arms race issue. While there are no indications whatsoever 
suggesting that Moscow may initiate any horizontal proliferation, it is safe 
to assume that Moscow is likely to continue to expand a vertical one—that 
is, to resume a nuclear arms race and further sophisticate its arsenal. The 
second concern relates to the fact that although Moscow currently pos-
sesses probably the lowest threshold of nuclear use worldwide, it seems 
that its decisionmakers, strategists, and operators encounter several serious 
methodological-procedural difficulties in calculating the battlefield dam-
age inflicted on Russia that should trigger actual nuclear use. Finally, the 
issue of Russian cross-domain coercion that will be discussed below encap-
sulates the high risk of inadvertent escalation brought primarily by crisis 
miscalculations. In addition, this assertive nuclear doctrine may under-
mine, under specific circumstances, global and regional strategic stability.

Cultural Underpinnings of Russian  
Strategic Behavior

Moral-Psychological vs. Material Factors in the Culture of War

Values and norms in the Russian culture of war tend to emphasize 
cognitive-psychological factors over material ones. Russian military tradi-
tion has been first and foremost preoccupied with outperforming the 
enemy qualitatively, and its theory of victory emphasized moral superiority 
and fighting for a higher cause as the main sources of power. According to 
the Russian culture of war, battles are won by men, by spiritual and psy-
chological power, and not by machines, technology, or material factors. 
With the transformation of warfare following the revolutions in military 
affairs, the Russian military never became techno-centric, notwithstanding 
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its  technological procurement and military modernization.9 Even in the 
framework of the Russian attempts to increase the technological quality of 
warfare, the soft aspects of strategy and the components of morale were 
always primus inter pares, and they maintain similar status in Russian mili-
tary tradition to this very day. This contrasts with the cultural inclination of 
the US theory of victory to build more technologically sophisticated war 
machines. As before, during the current nuclear and cyber eras Russian mili-
tary tradition continues to perceive cognitive-psychological components as 
the main center of gravity of the enemy system. In keeping with this norm 
of Russian strategic culture, the current Russian theory of victory in recent 
military innovations, in a nutshell, emphasizes the soft side of strategy.

This inclination of Russian strategy is evident within the current Russian 
art of strategy, described above as “cross-domain coercion.” Better known 
as the Gerasimov Doctrine, or in Russian professional parlance, “New 
Generation Warfare” (NGW), it manifests the inclination to the softer side 
of strategy in the following domains. It targets the adversary’s perception 
and is centered around affecting the opponent’s will and manipulating his 
strategic choices. Consequently, the role of informational struggle looms 
unprecedentedly large in it. Since, according to NGW, the main battlefield 
is consciousness, perception, and the strategic calculus of the adversary, 
the main operational tool is informational struggle, aimed at imposing 
one’s strategic will on the other side. Perception, consequently, becomes a 
strategic center of gravity in the campaign. It is difficult to overemphasize 
the role that Russian official doctrine attributes to the defensive and offen-
sive aspects of informational struggle in modern conflicts. In the framing 
of the NGW, nuclear and non-nuclear aspects of strategy are integrated in 
a holistic campaign aimed primarily at shaping, influencing, and manipu-
lating the perceptions and decisionmaking processes of the adversary. The 
informational strike is about breaking the internal coherence of the enemy 
system—not about its integral annihilation.

In the ideal type NGW campaign, the “informational-psychological 
struggle” first takes a leading role, as the moral-psychological-cognitive-
informational suppression of the adversary’s decisionmakers and operators 
assures conditions for achieving victory. Informational struggle, in its 
turn, in the Russian interpretation, comprises both technological and psy-
chological components designed to manipulate the adversary’s picture of 
reality, misinform it, and eventually interfere with the decisionmaking pro-
cesses of individuals, organizations, governments, and societies to influence 
their consciousness. Sometimes referred to as “reflexive control,” it forces 

  D. (Dima) Adamsky



  185

the adversary to act according to a false picture of reality in a predictable 
way, favorable to the initiator of the informational strike, and seemingly 
independent and benign to the target. Moral-psychological suppression 
and manipulation of social consciousness aims to make the population 
cease resisting, even supporting the attacker, due to the disillusionment 
and discontent with the government and disorganization of the state and 
military command-and-control and management functions. The end 
result is a desired strategic behavior.10

Holistic Approach to Strategy

One way to examine the Russian perceptual lens is through cognitive style. 
Cultural psychologists exploring Russian social interactions and commu-
nication styles define the objects of their query as a high-context culture. 
Similar to other cases in which collectivist, high-context, polychronic cul-
tures exhibit a stronger degree of cognitive field dependency, scholars usu-
ally define Russian society as one with a strong inclination toward a 
“holistic-dialectical” cognitive style. Inferential processes of individuals 
from a Russian sociocultural environment have a tendency to attend to the 
context or field as a whole, to focus on and to assign causality to the rela-
tionships between a focal object and the field, and to explain and to pre-
dict events on the basis of such relationships. These conclusions of cultural 
psychologists are supported by evidence from the history of ideas and 
science in Russia. For centuries, intellectual circles in Russia cultivated a 
concentration on holistic theories as the most appropriate goal for scien-
tific inquiry. This belief produced norms which demanded that science be 
multidisciplinary and that it generate a synthesis of all the possible sub-
jects. An opposite approach was regarded as a radical fallacy of thinking.

The Russian approach to scientific inquiry is symptomatic of the men-
tality that influenced Soviet, and today Russian, thinking in military affairs. 
Scholars emphasize innate Russian cultural ability to see the big picture, 
with an evident impact of this grasp on theory making, military planning, 
and procurement. For example, in keeping with this inclination, Soviet 
military thought, which still serves as the main conceptual foundation to 
contemporary Russian strategic thinking, was multidimensional, counting 
intangible assets such as coherence and active measures as an integral part 
of the correlation of forces. As such, it was a more holistic approach than 
the Western one. The cognitive maps of the Soviet and American leaders 
during Cold War strategic interactions demonstrate that the Soviets were 
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driven by a holistic-dialectical thinking style with a strong predisposition 
toward declarative knowledge. Russian military thought still adheres to 
the synthetic and holistic method of analysis, which guides it in developing 
concrete military concepts.11 The recent Russian National Security Strategy 
demonstrates this inclination to a holistic grasp of reality in terms of threat 
perception (seeing threats as interrelated) and in terms of countermea-
sures (seeing them in a complex and systemic manner).12

A holistic approach to military thought is a predisposition that keeps 
with traditional Russian cognitive style and manifests itself in a consistent 
set of norms within the following three aspects of the Russian cross-
domain coercion. First examined is the Russian approach to informational 
struggle. This approach is holistic (kompleksnyi podhod) as it merges digital-
technological and cognitive-psychological attacks. While digital sabotage 
aims to disorganize, disrupt, and destroy a state’s managerial capacity, psy-
chological subversion aims to deceive the victim, discredit the leadership, 
and disorient and demoralize the population and the armed forces. Second, 
it is unified (edinstvo usilii), in that it synchronizes informational struggle 
warfare with kinetic and non-kinetic military means and with effects from 
other sources of power; and it is unified in terms of coopting and coordi-
nating a spectrum of government and non-government actors—military, 
paramilitary, and non-military. Tools of informational struggle merge 
psychological-cognitive and digital-technological components of strategy. 
Informational struggle includes EW, computer network operations 
(CNO), psychological operations (PSYOPS), and maskirovka activities 
that enable an integrated informational strike (informatsionnyi udar) on 
the adversary’s decisionmaking. Digital-technological and cognitive-
psychological components of this informational strike are synthetically 
interconnected and mutually complementary.13 Finally, the informational 
campaign is an uninterrupted (bezpriryvnost’) strategic effort. It is waged 
during “peacetime” and wartime, simultaneously in domestic, the adver-
sary’s, and international media domains and in all spheres of new media. 
The online “troll” armies wage battles on several fronts: informational, 
psychological, and, probably, digital-technological. This enables the cre-
ation of managed stability-instability across all theaters of operations.14

Second, NGW perception of modern warfare is interdisciplinary and 
multidimensional. In keeping with the holistic approach, the boundaries 
between internal and external threats are blurred, the threat is perceived as 
a cohesive whole, and the military is expected to address it in a holistic 
manner. The rising importance of pressuring adversaries by non-military 
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means results in an unorthodox multidimensional merge of soft and hard 
power, operating non-military activities in conjunction with military (con-
ventional and non-conventional), covert and overt operations, special 
forces, mercenaries, and internal opposition to achieve strategic out-
comes.15 NGW is an amalgamation of hard and soft power across various 
domains, through skillful application of coordinated military, diplomatic, 
and economic tools. In terms of efforts employed in modern operations, 
the ratio of non-military and military measures is 4:1, with these forms of 
non-military strategic competition being under the aegis of the military 
organization. Regime change brought by Color Revolutions, and espe-
cially by the Arab Spring (and recent events in Ukraine), is seen, within the 
NGW theory, as a type of warfare capitalizing on indirect action, informa-
tional campaigns, private military organizations, special operations forces, 
and internal protest potential, backed by the most sophisticated conven-
tional and nuclear military capabilities.16

Finally, nuclear strategy is not a class in itself but a component inte-
grated across the domains. As vignettes of Russian military exercises of the 
last years demonstrate, Moscow incorporates nuclear capabilities, both 
strategic and non-strategic, in a variety of scenarios: nuclear, conventional, 
and sub-conventional. Moreover, as the annual (2015) nuclear command-
and-control exercise demonstrated, Moscow tends to merge strategic and 
non-strategic nuclear capabilities in the frame of one integrated arsenal. 
This emerging tendency may look like a deviation of the practice estab-
lished in the last two decades, when NSNW were seen as a separate arse-
nal; however, it is a clear continuity from Soviet times when both strategic 
and non-strategic nuclear capabilities were seen as a unified arsenal.

Theory-Driven Military Innovations

In contrast to the Western approach, theory has traditionally in Russian 
(Tsarist and Soviet) military innovations been valued and promoted as the 
necessary precursor to practice and force buildups, more than the other 
way around. In keeping with the Russian culture of war, Soviet military 
science developed a distinct field that addressed the “interrelation between 
human being and military technology” and proved the superior role of the 
former over the latter. In accordance with the overriding principle that 
practice should be driven by theory, doctrines and concepts of operations 
were formulated first, and appropriate force structures were subsequently 
designed. Only at the end of that process was it identified what sort of 

  Cultural Underpinnings of Current Russian Nuclear… 



188 

technology the industry should develop and produce to satisfy the 
demands of the military. This deductive approach was, for the most part, 
fundamentally different from the American practice in this area, and has 
preserved itself into the present. Military science has been and is an all-
encompassing discipline with several subfields that regulate professional 
practice from strategy and doctrine on the national level to tactics on the 
battlefield. In the Soviet times it was believed to have discovered the 
objective, almost natural, laws of war and to have developed stratagems for 
military operations. Like in many militaries worldwide, combat experience 
was considered the essential ingredient of professionalism in the Russian 
military. However, the primacy of developing theory had been established 
by the Soviet tradition as a key value and norm and has been preserved 
until today. Remarks of the current Chief of the GS, Gerasimov, calling to 
foresee and forecast the emerging change in the character of war, clearly 
indicate that.

Following the Great Patriotic War, a systematic thinking approach in 
military affairs was consciously formulated and promoted by the Soviets. 
The “culture of military thinking” consisted of numerous detailed meth-
odologies and scientific postulates that regulated all aspects of intellectual 
activity in military affairs. It was the methodological polestar for how to 
think about war in a scientific fashion. To envision the nature of future war 
was the primary goal of Soviet military science. Specifically, it obliged 
Soviet military theoreticians to attend primarily to emerging discontinui-
ties in military affairs: those fundamental changes taking place in opera-
tions and organizations under the impact of the new technologies. Soviet 
military science treated these qualitative leaps in warfare development as 
manifestations of the emergence of a new military regime. To conceptual-
ize the scientific-technological breakthroughs that bring radical shifts in 
ways and means of waging war, the terms Revolution in Military Affairs 
and Military-Technological Revolution were introduced in Soviet military 
science. Applying the methodology of forecasting and foreseeing, the 
Soviets systematically analyzed emerging technologies to identify them as 
either revolutionary or evolutionary with regard to the nature of war. This 
“scientific” prediction, in fact, constituted the starting point for all mili-
tary activity.17

The valuing of strategic and military theory is so pronounced within 
Russian strategic culture that on some occasions theory has outstripped 
actual capabilities, which may be non-existent at the moment in the 
Russian arsenal; a pattern manifest in the following aspects.
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First, Russian pre-nuclear (conventional) deterrence theory was devel-
oped for more than a decade while the Russian military actually lacked 
operational capabilities supporting this theoretical construct. Since the 
mid-2000s, Russian defense intellectuals, in conjunction with staff work 
by the Russian military on nuclear deterrence, have been popularizing a 
pre-nuclear deterrence theory. A prelude to nuclear use, the concept sug-
gests improving deterrence credibility by increasing the number of rungs 
on the escalation ladder. It was based on a threat of launching long-range 
conventional PGMs against targets inside and outside the theater of oper-
ations. Selective damage to the military and civilian infrastructure should 
signal the last warning before limited low-yield nuclear use. However, 
given the slow procurement of advanced capabilities, Russian experts then 
envisioned the “pre-nuclear deterrence” only as a distant prospect and did 
not see any non-nuclear alternative to deterring conventional aggression. 
In the 2010 doctrine, “non-nuclear deterrence” received a passing refer-
ence, but back then, Russia lacked a unified system of strategic deterrence 
that would include conventional options (codified theory, methodological 
apparatus, and procedures supporting it), as well as a coordinating organ 
orchestrating it across all domains. The 2014 doctrine codified these ideas 
circulating in the Russian expert community. Non-nuclear deterrence, a 
complex system “of foreign policy, military, and non-military measures 
aimed at preventing aggression by non-nuclear means,” is the doctrine’s 
main innovation. Although Russian conduct in Syria demonstrates matu-
ration of several capabilities that may support non-nuclear coercion, prac-
tice and capabilities are still lagging behind the advanced theoretical 
outlines.

Second, one may observe similar tendencies in the theoretical activism 
of the Russian nuclear industry during the 1990s and 2000s around the 
notion of a new generation of nuclear weapons. Analysis of statements by 
the Russian nuclear industry’s senior officials suggests that the fundamen-
tal scientific research of low-yield nuclear weapons with tailored effects has 
generated another strand of thought about nuclear deterrence of conven-
tional aggression. Several figures from the Russian nuclear industry have 
been engaged in research and popularization within the Russian strategic 
community of conceptual products that had nothing to do with the policy 
outlined in white papers or with actual capabilities.18

Finally, the set of Russian RND ideas has often been detached from the 
arsenal which should supposedly support it, making it a vague notion not 
calibrated among different parts of the strategic community. Contradictory 

  Cultural Underpinnings of Current Russian Nuclear… 



190 

white papers neither reflect nor frame intellectual and professional dynam-
ics within the nuclear and broader strategic communities. The lack of tight 
integration between strategy, theoretical conceptualization, and opera-
tional concepts that is evident in the Russian case is not unique. Flexible 
response demonstrates that establishing a coherent theater nuclear posture 
and streamlining it with national deterrence strategy has been a demand-
ing and frequently unfulfilled task. Thus, the Russian case is unique, not 
so much when compared to other states, but primarily when observed 
from the perspective of Russian strategic tradition. Tsarist and Soviet mili-
tary innovations demonstrated that it is not unusual for Russian doctrine 
to outpace actual capabilities, but not the other way around, as in the pres-
ent case when the NSNW arsenal was disconnected from the strategic 
theory on the subject.19

Several factors may explain why the set of Russian RND ideas has been 
detached from the arsenal that should supposedly support it. First, the 
Western theory of deterrence was a novelty for Russian strategic studies 
when that intellectual activity started in the 1990s. The latter started to 
coopt the former systematically only during the last decade and the con-
cept of deterrence remains under construction. Second, Russian national 
strategic declarations have minor bearing on the actual force posture. 
Contradictory white papers neither reflected nor framed intellectual and 
professional dynamics within the nuclear and broader strategic commu-
nity. Internal norms including a lack of coordination of national security 
priorities and threat perceptions, coupled with bureaucratic parochialism, 
produced a chronic inconsistency between official nuclear policies, pro-
curement, military-technical decisions, and theoretical thinking. Finally, 
historical evidence suggests that one should not set the bar too high and 
expect more nuclear coherence than that observed in the Russian case. 
Orchestrating policy, science, strategy, procurement, and execution is a 
challenging enterprise for any country, and particularly a nuclear power. 
States’ national security and military policies are frequently saturated with 
mismatches between declarations and implementation, bureaucratic paro-
chialism, organizational complexities, and varying views on the “theory of 
victory,” especially during defense transformations. This is particularly rel-
evant in the discussed case. Indeed, Russian defense spending and reforms 
have changed several times in the past two decades, which certainly have 
had some effect on coherent development of any kind of strategic plan or 
doctrine.
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Culture of Management and Military Innovations

Identification with authority and the wish for a strong leader have charac-
terized the Russian people over the centuries. The population saw authori-
tarian power as the antidote to helplessness and as a means of guarding 
against chaos. The inclination to be guided by strong leadership has had 
significant influence on the organizational and managerial culture of 
Russia and the USSR. Power, authority, and initiative in Russian or Soviet 
organizations, military and civilian alike, came from the top of the organi-
zation. In Soviet society everything was controlled, integrated, and orga-
nized hierarchically. The authoritarian center was the primary agent 
initiating social, economic, and technological change. Military writings, 
plans, innovations, and international negotiations nearly always began 
with a “top-down” argument. This cultural legacy of authoritarian norms 
was fully manifested in the role the GS played in Russian and Soviet mili-
tary traditions, dubbed the “brain of the military.”

In keeping with the authoritarian cultural legacy and centralist Russian 
mindset in management, Soviet institutions were controlled, integrated, 
and organized top-down. The GS, accordingly, executed the highest 
authority in all existing aspects of Soviet military affairs. It played a pivotal 
role in developing a new theory of victory and created the institutional 
framework for generating knowledge on the Revolution in Military Affairs. 
The “brain of the military” has been charged with planning and executing 
operations, but first and foremost its mission has been to synthesize 
insights of military science and develop fundamental military knowledge. 
The role given to the GS in the Soviet military system, the professional 
approach of the GS officers, and the intellectual atmosphere in its direc-
torates enabled this brain of the military to capitalize on its intellectual 
potential and to develop constantly fresh military ideas about the future of 
war and then to distill from them strategy, doctrine, and weapons develop-
ment. The GS possessed a unique triumvirate of absolute authority: to 
forecast future trends in the theory and practice of war, to experiment with 
new operational and organizational concepts, and to initiate the innova-
tion from the top of the organizational pyramid through all the branches 
and services of the Soviet military. It played a far more central role in ini-
tiating military innovations than did similar organizational institutions in 
the West.20

The managerial tradition of a centralized mode of command left an 
imprint on the Russian approach to military innovations. As a rule, Russian 
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military innovations originate in a top-down and not in a bottom-up man-
ner, in a deductive rather than in an inductive manner. The resultant 
Russian military norms predispose Russian experts and professionals to 
innovate more by anticipation rather than by adaptation. Anticipation 
emerges in a deductive manner, and innovation, in that case, evolves in the 
top-down mode. This is primarily a peacetime effort that involves a great 
deal of imagination, systematic exploration, and a holistic grasp of the cur-
rent character of war. Adaptation is primarily a wartime effort that builds 
on the insights produced by battleground friction and on the lessons 
learned from the best practices.21

Recent Russian military innovations and management style in military 
affairs do overall correspond with this cultural inclination. That said, a 
reality check offers a more complex picture.

During its operations in Crimea, Eastern Ukraine, and currently in 
Syria, Moscow has demonstrated an aptitude for organizational and con-
ceptual learning and transformation, and a scale of improvisation that is 
rather unorthodox if judged by the standards of Soviet and immediate 
post-Soviet Russian military practice. Available sources suggest that, at 
least until recently, the Russian strategic community lacked a clear division 
of labor in the sphere of cross-domain coercion in general, and as pertains 
to informational struggle in particular. It seems that the lack of regulations 
does not constrain but stimulates Russian military theory development 
and operational creativity in the theaters of operations. Being in the midst 
of conceptual learning, and with multiple actors competing for resources 
and responsibilities, especially in the field of informational (cyber) warfare, 
the Russian strategic community manifested the coexistence of institu-
tional incoherence and relative operational effectiveness during the recent 
standoffs.

Although the military exercises of the last couple of years indeed have 
emphasized non-nuclear forms of warfare, and military reform since 2008 
has focused on improving NCW, C4ISR, and EW capabilities, the impres-
sive performance in Crimea was not based on exercises simulating 
Gerasimov’s doctrine and seems to be more of an improvisation rather 
than a preplanned strategic-operational design along NGW lines. In the 
subsequent operations in Ukraine, Moscow tried to replicate its success, 
but probably learned hard lessons about the limits of force, as additional 
military involvement and mechanical application of earlier practices has 
not enabled it to settle the situation in Donbass once and for all. Indeed, 
it has only drawn Russia further into a battle it neither expected nor 
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desired. The Russian strategic community continues its learning process, 
transforming its doctrine, and conceptualizing a new theory of victory. 
The standoff in Ukraine is just one of the cases from which Russian experts 
are learning lessons, in keeping with Gerasimov’s call in 2013 to explore 
new forms of struggle, to come up with military innovations, and to shape 
the armed forces accordingly. The current Russian campaign in the Middle 
East offers to the Russian defense establishment a subsequent laboratory 
to further refine the Russian art of strategy and demonstrates a relatively 
high Russian aptitude for battlefield adaptation.

Indeed, the levels of improvisation, coordination efforts’ orchestration, 
and operational learning have been more characteristic to Israel or to the 
United States, to the extent that one may assume a discontinuity in the 
traditional Russian approach. That said, current Russian performance, in 
terms of a remarkable level and scale of coordination, and in terms of 
operational learning and adaptation, does resemble the functioning of the 
Soviet military during the Great Patriotic War. Also, this trait is one of the 
virtues of operational art: a field of knowledge and sphere of theoretical 
and practical activity that Russian military tradition invented and intro-
duced into the discipline of military science worldwide. Thus, an intellec-
tual and practical predisposition to this type of conduct is natural to 
Russian military tradition. Moreover, it seems that recent Russian opera-
tional and strategic effectiveness is also partially owed to the newly estab-
lished National Center of Defense Management. Headed by the Minister 
of Defense, the center started to fulfill the function of the main strategic 
and operational management organ of national security, military and non-
military, affairs in all theaters of operations. In a way, it plays the central 
management role in national security affairs while incorporating the GS—
the brain of the military. In any case, the tradition of one unified organ 
running and orchestrating military policy stays intact.

Siege Mentality

Similar to the Israeli and Iranian cases, a key feature of the Russian strate-
gic perceptual lens and resultant behavior is siege mentality. It incorpo-
rates a sense of inferiority, reflecting a feeling of persecution and oppression, 
coupled with a feeling of superiority and grand strategic aspirations. 
Similarly, Soviet foreign and defense policy, in rhetoric and in action, often 
expressed a puzzling combination of these contradictory attitudes. In the 
framing of the security context, in the Russian strategic mentality “both an 
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inferiority complex and a superiority complex can be simultaneously on 
display: defensiveness bordering on paranoia, on the one hand, combined 
with assertiveness bordering on pugnacity, on the other.”22 Accordingly, 
to grasp contemporary Russian military theory and practice, and the 
accompanying thinking about nuclear coercion, it is essential to situate the 
discussion within the broader ideational milieu informing its geopolitical 
threat perception. Representing reality as it is seen from Moscow is essen-
tial in order to explain the perceptions driving Russian strategic behavior, 
even if this analytical disposition and Russian perception may sound coun-
terintuitive, confusing, and contradictory. This particularly relates to dis-
cussing Russian threat perceptions and countermeasures to perceived 
challenges.

Conclusion

In keeping with the central questions explored in this book, in conjunc-
tion with findings of the other chapters, and based on the analysis offered 
here, what are potential trajectories of prospective Russian strategic behav-
ior in the nuclear realm in general and with regard to crossing nuclear 
thresholds?

It seems that in the Russian case, the chances for horizontal prolifera-
tion are low. As of the present moment, it seems highly unlikely that Russia 
will seek to transfer nuclear capabilities even to allies or assist them in 
crossing the threshold of nuclear acquisition. Moreover, Moscow is likely 
to follow closely potential proliferators, both on the initiating end—such 
as North Korea, China, Pakistan, or Ukraine—and on the receiving end—
such as Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the Gulf States—and to 
invest significant strategic energy to prevent the eventuality of the expan-
sion of the nuclear club. That said, vertical proliferation in the form of the 
arms race is likely to continue further. In the context of the current Russian 
strategic mentality and threat perception that it generates, the chances for 
further reductions and new arms control treaties in the nuclear realm seem 
low.

Moreover, the Russian approach to arms control negotiations is likely 
to continue to be comprehensive and holistic, not singling out nuclear 
capabilities, but interconnecting them with negotiations on other strategic 
capabilities. From Moscow’s point of view, under the most recent START, 
Russia’s problem is not to reduce forces but to bring them up to the treaty 
ceilings. Moscow has started to see NSNW as a means of compensating for 
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falling behind the United States in strategic weapons. Moscow does not 
take at face value declarations that BMD and PGS are intended to counter 
terrorists and rogue states, and deems the US justification to be a smoke-
screen for its main goal: the degradation of Russian strategic nuclear deter-
rence. Moscow views BMD and PGS as a unified counterforce concept 
targeting its shrinking strategic forces. NSNW are emphasized as a peace-
time deterrent and as a wartime operational countermeasure. This threat 
perception is amplified by the emerging concerns about the US R&D 
programs on hypersonic glides. Thus, it is likely that Moscow will seek 
linkages between several negotiations tracks if the arms control issue 
becomes prominently relevant in the near future.23

This chapter has offered systematic insight into current and prospective 
Russian strategic thinking and modus operandi in the nuclear realm. Given 
strategic norms, values, identity, and perceptual lenses that Russian strate-
gic behavior has recently manifested, what insights and questions may 
actors engaging Moscow through various competitive strategies wish to 
consider? Policymakers engaging Moscow on a host of geopolitical issues 
and charged with formulating short-, mid-, and long-term policies and 
competitive strategies vis-à-vis the Kremlin may wish to consider the fol-
lowing three issues.

First, practitioners may benefit significantly from further employing the 
cultural approach to diagnose Russian strategic behavior. This chapter 
concurs with the premise that, emerging in a specific ideational and cul-
tural context, “theories of victory,” operational art, and coercion are social 
constructions, and their conceptualization, consequently, is not universal, 
but varies across strategic communities, has national characteristics, and 
may differ from Western strategic theory. Consequently, a “one-size-fits-
all” non-tailored approach for examining operational art and coercion 
styles of different actors may result in strategic blunders. Scholars should 
examine and measure the Russian modus operandi, especially in the fields 
of nuclear and conventional coercion, in a much more idiosyncratic man-
ner. The ability to explore and understand the interplay between national 
security aspirations, strategic culture, and military tradition in the frame-
work of the emerging version of Russian operational art is crucial to any-
one seeking to engage Moscow on a host of geopolitical issues.

Second, practitioners formulating policy vis-à-vis Moscow may benefit 
from considering the “the culminating point of deterrence.” Inspired by 
the logic of the Clauzewitzian term “culminating point of victory (attack),” 
the “culminating point of deterrence” refers to a moment after which 
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additional threats may become counterproductive; instead of leading to an 
actor’s restraint, they will provoke escalation. When the “culminating 
point of deterrence” is crossed, a threat becomes more likely to incite the 
opponent rather than to back them down. After this point, credible threats 
become so convincing that the adversary feels cornered with nothing to 
lose, assuming that the enemy is about to strike anyway, and therefore 
decides to preempt, thus overreacting. It is when force employment is 
seen as becoming this dangerous that it incites the adversary to escalate. In 
peacetime, this may stimulate dangerous and undesired military innova-
tions; for example, development in the field in new generations of nuclear 
weapons. In both cases more is lost than gained and the deterrence pro-
gram becomes a self-defeating overreaction. While practitioners lack a 
mechanism to diagnose this under-theorized tipping point, scholars are 
somewhat skeptical about the ability to determine deterrence culmination 
in advance—or in the midst of fighting. Although the gap between theory 
and practice on this matter seems difficult to bridge, the “culminating 
point” problem’s recognition and conceptualization may enhance strate-
gic performance. Acknowledgment by policy planners of the limitations in 
identifying the culminating point of deterrence calls for caution with com-
petitive strategies.

Finally, there is an issue concerning the moments of maximum danger. 
Russian siege mentality, coupled with the inclination to accept conspirato-
rial theories, might condition Russian reality perception and crisis behav-
ior. Imagined threat perceptions might encourage Moscow to interpret 
particular events through the lens of past associations, draw flawed conclu-
sions from connecting unrelated events, and attribute non-existent aggres-
sive intentions and capabilities to its adversaries, consequently resulting in 
overreaction. The fundamental distrust produced by a siege mentality and 
traumatic formative experiences will make it difficult to reassure Russia 
that the counterpart bargains in good faith and means what it says. This 
inclination may increase blunders at a time of strategic signaling and analy-
sis of the enemy’s actions. Russia might take genuine proposals to cooper-
ate as fake and genuine threats as bluff. The nuclear signals sent by 
adversaries might be unnoticed, misunderstood, or misinterpreted, thus 
generating an undesired escalation. The lack of set norms or an explicit 
methodology in Russia for identifying when to cross the nuclear threshold 
of use further complicates the situation. The 2014 military doctrine recon-
firmed the first use policy in response to conventional aggression that 
threatens territorial integrity and sovereignty. However, as of summer 
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2015, Russian strategic planners lack a codified procedure to estimate the 
conditions under which they would recommend senior leadership to de-
escalate non-nuclear aggression by nuclear means. No methodology for 
calculating what would be an unacceptable level of damage to Russia or 
Russian interests, justifying crossing the nuclear use threshold, has been 
established. Thus, it seems that any decision concerning crossing the 
nuclear use threshold in response to conventional aggression would be 
very subjective; thus affected, possibly, by siege mentality.24
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Chapter 7

Ukraine’s Nuclear Culture:  
Past, Present, Future

Ekaterina Svyatets

Traditional theories of international relations, including both realism and 
liberalism, have somewhat overlooked the role of culture in important 
policy decisions. This chapter helps fill this gap and move one step closer 
to deciphering the role of identity, norms, values, and perceptual lenses as 
they are applied to nuclear proliferation and nonproliferation issues. 
Sociocultural factors are extremely influential in policy decisionmaking—
even more so than pure power calculations.

As a case study, Ukraine in particular benefits from a cultural mapping 
approach. Since giving up its nuclear arsenal after the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union, Ukraine has not made any attempt to develop its own 
nuclear weapons, despite its nuclear capability. To explain Ukraine’s non-
proliferation, analysis of Ukraine’s social circles and values related to 
nuclear issues helps isolate key cultural influences as explanatory factors. 
Additionally, such research identifies which personalities and groups in 
Ukrainian society may be crucial for maintaining its non-nuclear status 
quo.

Ukraine can be described as a young state striving to become a Western 
state. This identity leads to norms that prescribe cooperative initiatives 
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with the West. However, the perceptual lens through which Ukrainians 
currently view the world and their threat matrix have largely focused on its 
defense against Russia. Another part of Ukraine’s identity—the memory 
of the Chernobyl catastrophe, which has shaped the Ukrainian perceptual 
lens for the past two decades—is to a degree fading, and it is facing com-
petition from the rising geopolitical concerns of its relations with Russia.

As a result of Ukraine’s conflict with Russia since 2014, Ukrainian lead-
ers and the public have started to discuss Ukraine’s capacity to create 
nuclear weapons. Still, the government has not pursued a nuclear path, 
partially due to its fear of becoming a pariah state and partially because of 
its desire to be a part of the West. Moreover, the Ukrainian nuclear scien-
tific community sees itself as a leader in the nonproliferation movement, 
and this position has become an identity that is deeply valuable to 
Ukrainians.

As a small state that is still struggling with its self-conceptualization, 
Ukraine historically has seen itself as a diplomatic, norm-abiding society. 
Currently, the Ukrainian government is actively pursuing the goal of eco-
nomic integration with the West. However, Ukraine wants above all to be 
a sovereign state, keeping its post-Soviet territory intact. As Ukraine’s ter-
ritorial integrity has become threatened in the conflict with Russia, its 
leadership has started to question the norm of nuclear non-acquisition. 
Consequently, as one potentially effective lever or diplomatic approach to 
encourage the maintenance of Ukraine’s non-nuclear status quo, the West 
should continue integrating Ukraine into the European economic space 
and supporting its civil society as a sovereign state. To do so, a knowledge 
of Ukraine’s key decisionmakers and influencers is vital to the United 
States. This chapter looks at several key actors and how they affect the 
course of Ukraine’s nonproliferation future. Some of these include major 
political figures, such as Arseniy Yatsenyuk, Leonid Kravchuk, Petro 
Poroshenko, and Yulia Tymoshenko; as well as the military, the eastern 
Ukrainian separatist movement, the nuclear scientific community, and 
grassroots civil movements. Additionally, this chapter explores elements of 
popular culture as it shapes public opinion about nuclear issues.

Methodology and Sources

Ukraine is a unique historic case of a young state that is asserting its place 
in the international system, including the nonproliferation regime. 
Having survived an unprecedented nuclear tragedy—Chernobyl—the 
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Ukrainian case strongly benefits from a cultural approach in order to 
explain the country’s path. Nuclear questions are very closely connected 
in Ukraine with the issue of nationalism, and being a non-nuclear-weapon 
state has become a part of Ukraine’s national ideology. Analysis of this 
ideology and the state’s norms and narratives requires a historical and 
sociocultural approach.1

Increasingly, strategic culture scholarship transcends disciplinary 
boundaries. Studies have not remained confined to international relations 
literature and traditional international relations theories but have grown 
to incorporate related disciplines, including nuclear engineering, philoso-
phy, sociology, and anthropology in order to shed light on countries’ 
nuclear decisions. Drawing on these seemingly distant disciplines may pro-
vide frameworks for analyzing nuclear weapons in light of grassroots orga-
nizations, popular culture, and media and folklore. In the particular case 
of Ukraine, for example, folklore can deliver novel insights by offering 
understanding of the public’s perceptions of drastic historical events, 
whether positive or devastating. The Chernobyl nuclear meltdown is one 
such devastating event for Ukraine. Today, the topic of Chernobyl is 
reflected in multiple aspects—“rumors, personal narrative, children’s 
games, short rhyming chastushkas, parodies of popular songs, and jokes”—
forming what has been described as “nuclear” folklore. Unlike traditional 
government rhetoric, this folklore depicts “distrust of official actions and 
statements, and enumeration of the disaster’s cataclysmic effects on living 
systems.”2

In order to unearth Ukraine’s nuclear narratives and the aspects of 
identity, norms, values, and perceptual lens that compose them, this chap-
ter employs an interpretive case study method founded on the premise 
that social decisions are “guided in part by social constructions of mean-
ing, and so social knowledge is contextual, dynamic, and pluralistic.”3 This 
approach does not look for “generalizable causal explanations but contex-
tual understanding of the meaningfulness in human experience.”4 The 
research conducted here employs the interpretive tool set of the Cultural 
Topography Analytical Framework (CTAF) to analyze media products, 
statements of politicians and social figures, academic sources, and popular 
culture elements: books, video games, and movies as sources of cultural 
information. Together, they provide a window into the social context 
which frames security decisionmaking in contemporary Ukraine.
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Factors Strengthening Nuclear  
Nonproliferation in Ukraine

In Ukrainian strategic culture, the country’s position on nuclear weapons 
is simultaneously influenced by two sets of factors: those that help prevent 
nuclear proliferation and those that encourage it. The first set of factors, 
those inhibiting nuclear proliferation, is outlined in this section. These 
include Ukraine’s lack of control over the Soviet nuclear weapons that 
were positioned on Ukrainian territory; the extensive Ukraine–West coop-
eration on nuclear matters; the legacy of Chernobyl, reflected in popular 
culture and survivors’ accounts; the efforts of environmental non-
governmental organizations (NGOs); poor financial conditions and the 
economic crisis; and finally, Ukraine’s identity as a young diplomatic state 
that considers itself a leader in the global nonproliferation movement.

Ukraine’s Lack of Control of the Soviet Nuclear Arsenal

Ukraine has never been a nuclear state in the full sense. During the Soviet 
era, Ukraine did not exercise control over the Soviet nuclear weapons 
positioned on its territory, but rather simply hosted the warheads while 
the nuclear launch controls were located in Moscow. After the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, the newly sovereign state of 
Ukraine inherited 1,600 nuclear warheads.5 Ukraine later “gave up” these 
weapons, an act of nonproliferation attributable to a mix of reasons. On 
one front, because of international pressure, the Kravchuk government 
did not have the serious option of keeping the weapons, as Russia and 
other guardians of the international nonproliferation regime would have 
been very unlikely to allow it. On another front, the Ukrainian govern-
ment at the time expressed a lack of any nuclear ambition: Ukrainian 
Foreign Minister Anatoly Zlenko—a key decisionmaker over nuclear issues 
at the time—repeatedly stated that even though the nuclear warheads 
were still located on Ukrainian territory, the control over them was solely 
in Russia’s possession.6

As a result, Ukraine transferred its Soviet-era nuclear arsenal to Russia 
as early as 1991, on condition of Ukraine’s independence from other for-
mer Soviet states.7 A year later, the Ukrainian government ratified the 
START I treaty and joined the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), 
adopting a seven-year timeline for complete nuclear weapons elimination 
from Ukrainian territory. Ukraine fully kept its commitments: in October 
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2001, in the presence of US and Ukrainian officials, the last nuclear missile 
silo was destroyed in Pervomaisk by a controlled explosion.8 In addition to 
removing the nuclear warheads, by 2012 Ukraine had also eliminated its 
entire stock of highly enriched uranium.9

The crucial steps in the 1990s toward becoming a non-nuclear-weapon 
state would not have been possible without the cooperation of Ukrainian 
President Leonid Kravchuk (1991–1994), who declined a belligerent 
nuclear proliferation route in favor of cooperation with both Russia and 
the West—a course Kravchuk assessed would hold greater benefit for 
Ukraine than pursuing independent nuclear capacity. Post-Soviet Ukraine 
had no production facilities for warheads, and committing to a nuclear 
weapons program would have required an investment of 80 billion 
USD. Furthermore, most of the Soviet warheads had been targeted against 
the United States, and keeping warheads pointed at the United States was 
not the newly independent Ukraine’s strategy, which, on the contrary, was 
pursuing very friendly relations with the West in the 1990s.10

Ukraine’s lack of control over the Soviet nuclear warheads once hosted 
on its land continues to affect the Ukrainian perceptual lens: nuclear weap-
ons were never an integral part of Ukrainian national identity. As a result, 
key Ukrainian decisionmakers informed the public via the national media 
that Ukraine did not have any intention to unlawfully keep the Soviet 
nuclear weapons. The majority of the public agreed that the nuclear arse-
nal needed to be surrendered, and as a result, Ukrainian strategic culture 
remained nuclear-free. It must be noted (and is explained in detail below) 
that not all Ukrainian nuclear scholars and political leaders instantly agreed 
to give up the nuclear warheads—some of them did so reluctantly. 
Ultimately, however, the sentiment of the majority favored a non-nuclear-
weapons path, and the country firmly committed to this course.

Ukraine’s Identity as a Leader in the Global  
Nonproliferation Movement

Far from being a proliferating state, Ukraine’s identity post-1991 adopted 
an opposite angle: Ukraine became a full cooperator with the West in 
global nuclear threat reduction. Such cooperation instantly provided a 
sense of belonging to the Western community of states and established 
Ukraine’s place as a new player in the global nonproliferation movement. 
In light of the recent UN effort to ban nuclear weapons, Ukraine’s early 
commitment to nonproliferation appears especially progressive.11 
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Beginning in the 1990s, Ukraine became involved in multiple bilateral and 
multilateral nuclear nonproliferation initiatives:

•	 Collaborating with the US Nunn–Lugar Program for dismantling 
Ukrainian intercontinental ballistic missiles

•	 Hosting the multilateral Science and Technology Center in Ukraine 
(STCU) and engaging over 20,000 Soviet scientists who had previ-
ously worked on Soviet weapons12

•	 Adopting IAEA safeguards (in 1995) and later signing the Additional 
Protocol (in 2000)

•	 Joining the Global Partnership against the Spread of Weapons of 
Mass Destruction (in 2005)

•	 Joining the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism (in 2007)
•	 Participating in Nuclear Security Summits (in 2010 and 2012)
•	 Extending the US–Ukraine Cooperative Threat Reduction Umbrella 

Agreement to increase safety and risk reduction at civilian nuclear 
facilities (in 2013)

•	 Building Chernobyl’s $337-million landmark shelter, sponsored by 
the United States

•	 Completing the joint US–Ukraine construction of the Neutron 
Source Facility at the Kharkiv Institute for Physics and Technology 
(in 2014)13

Traditionally, Ukraine’s civilian nuclear energy generation relied heav-
ily on Russia’s technology, but in recent years Ukraine has turned pro-
gressively to the West. The Ukrainian government’s 2015 purchase of a 
passive hydrogen control system for the Zaporizhia nuclear power plant 
and announcement of plans to acquire nuclear fuel from Westinghouse 
(USA) instead of Russia illustrate this point. Additionally, Ukraine’s 
EnergoAtom (also known as the National Nuclear Energy Generating 
Company of Ukraine) is currently working on two multibillion-dollar 
projects with Western partners: one is the Central Spent Fuel Storage 
Facility, undertaken jointly with Holtec International (USA); the second, 
the Sarcophagus in Chernobyl, is supported by the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), Vinci (France), and Bouygues 
S.A. (France).14 These and other multibillion-dollar joint projects with 
Western organizations greatly reduce the financial risk for the Ukrainian 
nuclear industry and bring Ukraine more deeply into the orbit of Western 
influence. In addition, these projects have provided Ukraine’s nuclear 
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scientific community with relevant and important opportunities within 
their native economy.

The nonproliferation stance, however, of the nuclear scientific commu-
nity in Ukraine should not be taken for granted. When initially confronted 
with the dissolution of the Soviet nuclear program, these scientists har-
bored fears of becoming irrelevant, and by the logic of self-preservation 
some argued in the 1990s in favor of Ukraine keeping its Soviet nuclear 
arsenal. Leading Ukrainian scientist Yakov Eisenberg proposed in 1993 
that Ukraine and Russia create a dual key system for the nuclear missiles 
based in Ukraine, meaning that any launch of these missiles by Russia 
would require Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk’s consent.15 
Eisenberg’s proposal was anchored in his professional interests—as the 
one in charge of Kharton, a large nuclear institute in Ukraine which 
employed approximately 11,000 people, maintaining a nuclear weapons 
program seemed a valid course not only for national security but also for 
personal and economic security.16 Notwithstanding the entrenched inter-
ests of the Ukrainian nuclear community, Eisenberg’s proposition was 
abandoned, and to the relief of Western governments Kravchuk chose the 
path of nonproliferation. Despite the economic collapse of the 1990s, 
Ukraine has gradually implemented other economic incentives to keep 
these scientists employed, including the international projects mentioned 
above. Such initiatives have not only contributed to the advancement of 
global nuclear safety but also provided Ukrainian nuclear scientists and 
technicians with employment and stable income, avoiding an economic 
collapse among a subpopulation with a potentially dangerous knowledge 
base that, unchecked, could degenerate into rogue-state type nuclear 
proliferation.

In the 1990s and early 2000s, concern about this type of proliferation 
turned Western experts’ attention to the safety of Ukraine’s uranium 
stockpile and the question of whether Ukrainian personnel had sufficient 
economic motivation to resist selling the nuclear resources in their posses-
sion to rogue states or nonstate actors. US reports concluded that some of 
the nuclear material at the Kharkiv Institute of Physics and Technology 
(KIPT) was “secured by nothing more than an underpaid guard sitting 
inside a chain-link fence,”17 and fears built among US officials that the 
uranium the institute possessed for civilian research might be sold to Iraq 
to address KIPT financial shortfalls. Concerns were fueled when one such 
deal became public, confirming that Yuri Orshansky, the head of Montelekt 
business confederation (which included several of the KIPT’s sister 

  Ukraine’s Nuclear Culture: Past, Present, Future 



206 

institutions in Kharkiv), indeed tried to sell nuclear materials to Iraq in 
order to make ends meet for his organization. Yet due to the aforemen-
tioned political decisions made by the Ukrainian government, the institute 
ultimately took a less problematic course, and began to allow visits by 
Western inspectors and to participate in joint projects with the West 
instead of selling nuclear material on the black market.18

Ukrainian scientists came to see cooperation with the West as a major 
source of funding and the key to their economic prosperity. While limited 
cooperation with Middle Eastern countries continued even after 2002—
such as participation in the Iranian Bushehr nuclear power plant construc-
tion up until 2012—Ukraine was much more in favor of protecting 
working relations with the West.19 Though Khartron is still a leading 
enterprise for “development and production of control systems for launch 
vehicles, spacecraft, and orbital stations,”20 the scientists at Khartron and 
other Ukrainian nuclear facilities consider themselves a part of the global 
scientific community and demonstrate no public intention to “go rogue” 
and build a nuclear weapon. The result has been the achievement of an 
important milestone at the UN General Assembly: in 2013, Viktor 
Yanukovych celebrated “the 20th anniversary of Ukraine’s accession to 
the Treaty on Nonproliferation of Nuclear Weapons as a non-nuclear-
weapon state.”21

Unlike nuclear weapons, peaceful nuclear technology is a source of 
national pride for Ukraine, and the country seeks to play an important 
international role in the nuclear safety regime. After the Fukushima nuclear 
disaster, Ukraine stepped in to provide its guidance and expertise to the 
Japanese government. In April 2012, the secretary of the Ukrainian 
National Security and Defense Council (NSDC), Andriy Kliuyev, 
announced plans to expand nuclear safety cooperation between Ukraine 
and Japan, stating: “Countries that have experienced such terrible disas-
ters at nuclear power plants are quite naturally attempting to coordinate 
efforts not only in tackling their consequences, but also in preventing 
them in future.”22 Additionally, Ukraine is cooperating with France on 
nuclear contamination research.23 To legitimize its leadership status, 
Ukraine is trying to become an associate member of the European 
Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN).24

Nuclear safety is very important for Ukraine in no small part because of 
the legacy of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, which plays a major role in 
Ukraine’s thinking. Since 1986, when the catastrophe occurred, the 
Chernobyl area has remained dangerous and requires continuous atten-

  E. Svyatets



  207

tion. In 2013, Ukraine built a new repository in the Chernobyl exclusion 
zone for nuclear waste that came as a leftover after the decommissioning 
of the Chernobyl facility and other nuclear plants. The construction of the 
facility, which also collects radioactive waste from laboratories, hospitals, 
and different scientific and technical institutions, was sponsored by the 
EU, contributing 2 million EUR, and the United Kingdom, offering 8 
million GBP. It is unlikely that Ukraine would be able to build the neces-
sary repositories without European financial help. This repository is 
extremely important for nuclear waste storage, and dozens more still need 
to be constructed because of the large volume of nuclear waste produced 
annually.25

Keeping nuclear waste safe is also essential in preventing nuclear smug-
gling. In 2013, Yanukovych signed an agreement with Russia and Hungary 
about the transportation of nuclear materials between these countries 
through the territory of Ukraine, in compliance with the Vienna 
Convention on Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage (1963).26 Efforts to 
prevent the loss of nuclear materials have further strengthened Ukrainian 
anti-nuclear-weapon norms and the sense of national pride related to civil 
nuclear technology.

Ukraine’s desire to join NATO has also been an important factor in the 
Ukrainian anti-weapon position. In 2015, Prime Minister Arseniy 
Yatsenyuk, in a meeting with NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg, 
underscored that “… [Ukraine’s] joint position with NATO allies is the 
key to restore the territorial integrity of the Ukrainian state and to prevent 
further breach of international law, international stability, and the loss of 
territories by independent states because of Russian military aggression.”27 
Despite the lack of any assurances from NATO, Yatsenyuk emphasized 
that NATO membership was “very necessary for Ukraine.” More than just 
a short-lived political sentiment, the potential for NATO membership has 
already become a part of Ukrainian political culture. Since pursuing acqui-
sition of nuclear weapons would firmly eliminate whatever small chance 
Ukraine has of joining NATO, the desire to become part of the alliance 
may help reinforce Ukraine’s nuclear non-acquisition norms. Given that 
Yatsenyuk has repeatedly stated that “full NATO membership” is “unques-
tionably” what the Ukrainian people want,28 the desire to become a NATO 
member—however unlikely that potential is in reality—will continue to 
act as a stabilizing factor within Ukraine’s nonproliferation culture.
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Nuclear Narratives in Popular Culture: The Fear of Another 
Nuclear Disaster

Most of the nuclear events above, and the concept of nuclear technology 
in general, have found reflection in Ukrainian popular culture (jokes, mov-
ies, books, and video games), in which the Chernobyl legacy and Ukraine’s 
hosting of Soviet nuclear weapons are two prominent elements. Far from 
being pro-nuclear weapons, Ukrainian popular culture focuses more read-
ily on the dire side of nuclear technologies: the dangers of a nuclear deto-
nation and the horrific consequences of nuclear meltdown. There is almost 
no glorification nor positive accounting of nuclear technologies in 
Ukrainian popular culture.

Popular narratives played a critical role in forming national perceptions 
of the Chernobyl event. Information about the tragedy was not announced 
by the official government media until the fourth day after the meltdown, 
and even then the state assured the Soviet people that the situation was 
completely under control and they had “nothing to worry about.” The 
public instantly named government spokespeople “the nightingales,” with 
the connotation in Russian culture of someone not telling the truth. In 
such an atmosphere, rumors were deemed by the public as more reliable 
than official statements.29 Over time, other expressions of popular culture 
combined with early rumors to make sense of the Chernobyl disaster: 
short stories based on real-life events; interviews with witnesses conducted 
by writers and researchers; and rhymes, songs, children’s games, and jokes. 
A typical folkloric piece strikes a somber tone:

     Votosi sedeiut (The hair is getting gray)
     Na gohvke detskoi. (On the child’s head)
     Khorosho zhivetsia vsem … (O how well everybody lives)
     Ekh, v strane sovetskoi! (In the Soviet land!)30

While at first glance such folklore elements might seem peripheral to 
political decisions, they are indicative of the deepened distrust in the gov-
ernment which resulted from the Chernobyl tragedy and which served to 
accelerate the breakdown of the Soviet Union from within. In the 
Ukrainian people’s minds, the humanitarian disaster of Chernobyl was 
connected with the dysfunctional character of the Soviet system. The 
meltdown affected the Ukrainian people so deeply that the memory of the 
disaster is still important for the Ukrainian mentality as a nation. In the 
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words of a US official memorializing the 25th anniversary of the Chernobyl 
incident:

As clouds of radioactive smoke billowed across large portions of the western 
Soviet Union and Europe, these men and women struggled valiantly around 
the clock to mitigate a humanitarian disaster. Their heroic sacrifice—and the 
abandoned town of Pripyat—together serve as a powerful reminder that the 
events of Chernobyl must never be forgotten.31

Popular culture in post-Soviet countries (including in Ukraine) has 
acquired significance beyond entertainment value. Anekdots (jokes), for 
example, have become an expression of public opinion within populations 
that do not have a multiplicity of other outlets for free speech.32 In 
Ukraine, people often use anekdots to express their opinion about nuclear 
weapons and nuclear strikes. The main themes in anekdots are the aversion 
to a first nuclear strike as an act of war, Russia’s great power status and its 
possession of nuclear weapons, and the consequences of Chernobyl. There 
is almost no glorification of nuclear weapons. Outside of anekdots, the 
Chernobyl disaster is a strong theme in other avenues of Ukrainian popu-
lar culture, especially in well-known books and movies. One such movie 
Chernobyl Diaries (2012) is about tourists arriving to the city of Pripyat 
near the Chernobyl site. The movie shows tourists shocked at the deserted 
and degraded state of a formerly booming city—one to which inhabitants 
have not returned. The tone of the movie is somber and provides a warn-
ing to its audience that such catastrophes might easily happen again.33

Nuclear issues are often reflected in Ukraine’s popular literature, both in 
fiction and in nonfiction. One such book, Voices from Chernobyl: An Oral 
History of a Nuclear Disaster by Svetlana Alexievich, became famous in 
Ukraine and internationally after the book was translated into English and 
won the 2005 nonfiction prize from the National Book Critics Circle in the 
United States. Alexievich later received the 2015 Nobel Prize for Literature. 
The book especially resonated with the readers because of the author’s dev-
astating description of how “her sister was killed and her mother was 
blinded” during the Chernobyl accident—providing a poignant narrative of 
the great potential danger of nuclear technologies.34 Five years earlier, 
another novel, The Sky Unwashed by Irene Zabytko, had focused on the 
lives of Chernobyl’s survivors who were facing increased rates of cancer and 
other health consequences as a result of the nuclear disaster. International 
literary critics highly praised the book as a reminder that behind the blur of 
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statistics and sterile academic discussions, there were real people who were 
living and dying proof of Chernobyl’s lasting legacy.35

Literature on this topic was published even as early as the 1990s. The 
Nuclear Century: Chernobyl, by Vladimir S. Gubarev, describes in detail 
how the Chernobyl meltdown happened and how it was dealt with by the 
government, providing a sobering account of what can go wrong with 
nuclear energy production.36 Only 3,000 copies of the book were pub-
lished, but the volume became so popular that the author wrote two more 
related books: Nuclear Century: The Bomb and Nuclear Century: 
Plutonium. All of these works relate the historic account of nuclear devel-
opment, and especially the negative consequences of such development. 
Books such as Alexievich’s, Zabytko’s, and Gubarev’s serve as a reminder 
in Ukrainian popular literature about the perils of nuclear technologies, 
maintaining the narrative that behind the nuclear bravado there are human 
tragedies and ruined health—a narrative powerful enough that there have 
been almost no books in Ukraine that instead promote the opposite con-
cept of the “glory” of nuclear proliferation and the “need” to develop 
nuclear weapons again.

It is a common belief that young people read fewer books than in the 
past, relying more on the gaming industry for entertainment. Computer 
games in Ukraine are another slice of popular culture featuring artifacts 
that showcase the dangers of housing nuclear weapons on Ukrainian soil. 
An example is the popular game “Stalker,” made by the Kiev-based com-
pany GSC Game World, whose installments include “Call of Pripyat,” 
“Shadow of Chernobyl,” and “Clear Sky.” The games realistically recreate 
such aspects of the Chernobyl area as the Exclusion Zone, the Red Forest, 
and abandoned cities such as Prypiat and the nuclear power plant itself, 
“portraying the zone as a land of creepy people and mutated animals.” It 
is possible that the game’s extraordinary success—thousands of fans turned 
out on Kiev’s Independence Square when GSC Game World hosted a 
launch party37—could be taken as a sign that a sort of paradoxical nuclear 
legacy has started to emerge in Ukraine, wherein the younger generation 
which has not witnessed nuclear meltdown and its aftereffects first-hand 
has developed a sort of pride in the dark legacy of Chernobyl. However, 
the physical damages and lasting aftereffects of the nuclear disaster graphi-
cally depicted in the game still bring the narrative of the risks of nuclear 
technology prominently into the sphere of the younger generation, albeit 
in a manner that young people may relate to differently than older 
generations.
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Non-governmental Organizations as Drivers of Ecological 
Awareness and Nonproliferation Norms

Ukrainian NGOs focused on environmental and economic development 
are especially interested in and active on nuclear issues, and play an 
important role as influencers in the public opinion domain. Among the 
most active such NGOs are the Chernobyl’s Children Centre, the Children 
of Chernobyl Relief Fund, Greenpeace Ukraine, the National EcoCentre 
of Ukraine, the “Naturalist” League for Protection of Rights for Life and 
Balance in Nature, and the Ukrainian Society for Sustainable Development. 
Also playing a prominent role are the Ukrainian Youth Environmental 
League, Ecological Education Publishing House, Donetsk Environmental 
Council, Podolsk Ecological Society, Eco-Centre K, the Committee for 
Global Environmental Issues and International Tourism, the Odessa 
Socio-Ecological Union, and the Young Ecologist Club.38 While NGOs 
are not directly consulted by the Ukrainian government in political deci-
sionmaking, the work of these organizations on the topical focus of nuclear 
and environmental issues creates a “spillover effect” as those involved in 
these organizations share their agenda in Ukrainian civil society.

In addition, similar to Ukraine’s scientific community, Ukrainian NGOs 
have actively worked to integrate themselves with European civil society. 
A coalition of leading Ukrainian NGOs have organized themselves into 
the Ukrainian Think Tanks Liaison Office in Brussels, whose mission is to 
“build a permanent and independent center of a joint action of the 
Ukrainian think tanks community in order to support and advance 
European integration of Ukraine.”39 It is notable that notwithstanding the 
development of affairs in Crimea and east Ukraine, none of these NGOs 
have been seen to advocate a breakout from the European path of nonpro-
liferation, and most in fact are anti-nuclear. The efforts of Ukrainian 
NGOs to keep Ukraine a non-nuclear-weapon state have not faced a sig-
nificant challenge thus far, as Ukraine has not yet made any visible attempts 
to “go nuclear.”

Nuclear “Enabling” Factors Potentially Weakening 
Ukraine’s Non-nuclear Status

The conditions identified in the previous section which support a narrative 
of nonproliferation in Ukraine are experiencing a measure of counterinflu-
ence by nuclear “enabling” factors. These influences, potentially pressuring 

  Ukraine’s Nuclear Culture: Past, Present, Future 



212 

the Ukrainian state to depart from its 26-year course as a non-nuclear-
weapon state, include the presence of latent nuclear skills and technology, 
the ongoing conflict with Russia, emerging pro-nuclear sentiment by lead-
ing public figures, and an overall increase in pro-nuclear public opinion. 
Notwithstanding Ukraine’s established adherence to the nonproliferation 
regime, this norm could be weakened by a chain of events and disappoint-
ments experienced in recent years by the Ukrainian government and 
population.

Nuclear Weapon Technology Latency

Due to its Soviet nuclear past, Ukraine retains significant nuclear exper-
tise, fuel cycle capability, and a large civilian nuclear power program. Some 
experts and commentators accentuate the elements of reluctance that 
existed during Ukraine’s transfer of Soviet nuclear weapons to Russia, 
even asserting that in 1993 the Ukrainian government was “on the brink 
of declaring Ukraine an interim nuclear weapons state and of postponing 
accession to the NPT” because the government had not received enough 
financial assistance and security guarantees from the Russian government. 
To ease these concerns and facilitate the disarmament process (Ukraine 
had about 670 bomber warheads on its territory at the time), the United 
States agreed to purchase 500 metric tons of highly enriched uranium 
from the former Soviet arsenal, providing Ukraine with financial motiva-
tion to dismantle the warheads.40 It may be argued that there was also an 
element of intellectual ownership over the Soviet nuclear weapons, as sci-
entific institutions such as the Kharkiv Institute for Physics and Technology 
(formerly known as the Ukrainian Institute for Physics and Technology—
UIPhT) contributed to the creation of Soviet nuclear weapons and to the 
fundamental design for the atomic bomb.41

A central perception of Ukrainian pro-nuclear circles in this period was 
that nuclear weapon possession was a symbol of equality with Russia. Even 
then-President Leonid Kravchuk stated that “Ukraine’s nuclear ownership 
did not contradict the NPT since the country did not aspire to operational 
control over its weapons.”42 As of 2017, Ukraine’s relationship with Russia 
is still a factor in nuclear debates, becoming an especially important issue 
after Russia’s annexation of Crimea following the referendum of March 16, 
2014, which took place in response to Ukrainian President Viktor 
Yanukovych’s ousting and the 2014 Maidan demonstrations in favor of join-
ing the EU economic cooperation treaty. Though the Crimean referendum 
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was deemed illegitimate by the Ukrainian government and most Western 
governments,43 the peninsula moved firmly under Russian control.

After the annexation, officials and experts in east European states 
started to voice opinions about how nuclear deterrence could have been 
potentially helpful in protecting Ukraine’s territorial integrity, arguing 
that “[t]he message received over the past few months by countries bor-
dering the Russian Federation is: If you have nuclear weapons, never give 
them up; if you don’t, try to get the Americans to shield you with theirs.”44 
Such sentiments have surfaced in Ukraine in the form of public bitterness 
about surrendering the Soviet nuclear stockpile in the 1990s, but even 
several Russian experts have supported this view. Andrei Illarionov, former 
economic adviser to Russian President Vladimir Putin, noted that “Iran, 
North Korea, and other prospective nuclear countries will conclude that 
the only way to guarantee their own territorial integrity is by being nuclear 
powers.” He continued that “if Ukraine had not given up its nuclear 
weapons, Russia would never have dared interfere in Crimea.”45 In 2014, 
Ukraine’s National Security and Defense Committee considered a “bill to 
reestablish Ukraine as a nuclear power and demand financial compensa-
tion for Russia’s violation of its territory,” although this proposal did not 
become law.46

The global nuclear community has been divided on whether it is tech-
nologically and financially possible for Ukraine to restore nuclear weapons 
if the Ukrainian government chooses to follow that path. Scholarly debate 
surrounding Ukraine’s nuclear weapon latency, which is defined in the 
literature as “the expected time to be taken by a non-nuclear weapons 
state to develop a conventionally deliverable nuclear weapon given the 
state’s position on a path toward or away from a nuclear weapon and 
accounting for the state’s motivations and intentions,”47 has led to a vari-
ety of predictions concerning Ukraine’s future course. Notwithstanding 
Ukraine’s nuclear past, some experts such as Joseph Cirincione of the 
Ploughshares Fund argue that “fears of nuclear fallout from the Ukraine 
crisis are unfounded.”48

In the meantime, the nuclear technology that Ukraine heavily relies 
upon is in the form of nuclear energy, an area in which the country has 
extensive scientific talent. The share of nuclear power in the country’s 
electricity generation is about 50% (8.234 GW), and Ukraine’s official 
energy strategy has stated that “nuclear power will continue to play a sig-
nificant role in Ukraine’s energy portfolio for the foreseeable future.”49 
Ukraine’s recent economic downturn, however, has negatively affected 
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the country’s nuclear energy sector. Utilities in Ukraine (Energoatom and 
Turboatom) are state-controlled and financed from the national budget, 
and the economic crisis of 2014–2015 led to diminished infrastructure 
spending, as the state budget itself had been on the decline and the 
national currency (hryvnia) had collapsed in value. Financing in the energy 
and utilities sector dropped by 17% in 2015, and the decrease in financing 
and value continued in 2016.50 According to Ukrainian Energy Minister 
Volodymyr Demchyshyn, 5 of the state’s 15 nuclear power units were shut 
down for repairs in 2015.51

Nevertheless, the share of nuclear energy in the country’s electricity 
supply continues to expand. For example, in 2015, the Ukrenergo plant 
announced a plan to build a new 220 kV power transmission line to the 
Luhansk region from Russia’s Novovoronezhskaya nuclear power plant 
and Ukraine’s Zaporizhia.52 Ukraine also plans to build six new nuclear 
power units (including two new reactors at the Khmelnitsky power plant) 
by 2020 worth 5.3 billion USD. A difficult politico-economic complication 
is presented, however: since Ukraine’s finances are in disarray, the con-
struction will be mostly financed by Russia. This dependence creates a rift 
among those who are comfortable continuing to rely on Russia for power 
plant expansion and those who want to become more self-sufficient in 
nuclear technology.53

In sum, Ukraine’s potential nuclear capability does exist, both in civil-
ian applications and in nuclear weapon design, and therefore the state’s 
nonproliferation path is based mostly on political will, rather than on the 
lack of technology.

The Perceptual Lens of the Conflict with Russia

Ukraine as a society currently views the world largely through the lens of 
the conflict with Russia. Although the 2014 Crimea crisis is hardly the first 
time Russia’s and Ukraine’s economic and cultural interests have clashed—
previous areas of conflict include Ukraine’s hosting the Russian fleet, natu-
ral gas price disputes, and the Orange Revolution—the current ongoing 
conflict tips the tension in the relationship between the two countries to a 
new level. Russia is again seen as a threat to Ukraine’s existence as an inde-
pendent sovereign state,54 and grievances and bitterness against “the big 
neighbor” (Russia) have become deeply embedded in Ukrainian culture 
and popular sentiments.
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After Crimea joined Russia, key Ukrainian politicians made emotional 
statements about Russia’s disregard of the Budapest Memorandum, which 
guaranteed Ukraine’s territorial integrity. Key influencers within Ukrainian 
society have fostered public resentment over Ukraine’s relinquishing of its 
nuclear weapons in the 1990s, repeating the implied refrain that had the 
weapons still been in Ukraine, they would have served as a powerful deter-
rent against Russia’s actions. Historical revisions have also played a role 
leading up to the current conflict: perceptions of current events by the 
Ukrainian public are informed by the historical memory of such events as 
the mass starvation in the 1920s, the Soviet cruelty to Don Cossacks, the 
Banderovtsy movement of WWII, and Nikita Khrushchev’s gift of Crimea 
to Ukraine. These historical events are a source of national grievances both 
in Ukraine and in Russia. Ukrainian key decisionmakers have also been 
concerned for years about the expansion of Russia’s military influence via 
the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), as Russia “has 
invested tens of billions of dollars in upgrading its army.”55

A key point in Ukraine’s current tenuous relations with Russia began 
when a separatist movement in eastern Ukraine emerged in 2013 after 
Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych backed out of an association 
agreement with the European Union. The association agreement, which 
had been a “priority” for the Ukrainian government, was supposed to 
integrate the Ukrainian economy with the European Union’s (short of the 
EU membership) and create a free trade zone.56 Yanukovych’s decision 
not to sign the Agreement created a huge wave of disappointment and 
anger among Ukrainians eager to become closer to Europe. In early 
December 2013, more than 350,000 people took to the streets to protest 
Yanukovych’s decision and to call for his resignation, concentrating their 
actions on Kiev’s Independence Square. Yanukovych’s government 
attempted to stop the protests by issuing a court order to disperse the 
crowds, but the pro-European protesters refused to vacate the streets.57

While reviled in parts of the country, Yanukovych’s decision not to 
pursue closer relations with the EU and instead to keep the economy 
more closely integrated with Russia (via a customs union and other mea-
sures) was welcomed in the Russian-speaking provinces of eastern Ukraine. 
The pro-European protests, known as the “Euromaidan protests,” cre-
ated a backlash in the provinces of Donetsk and Luhansk, in which people 
were afraid that their right to speak the Russian language and their 
political rights would be threatened after Yanukovych’s departure. A 
strong pro-Russian separatist movement started, with a subsequent  
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military response from Kiev. The separatist movement also highlighted 
and utilized certain extremist and nationalist ideas. The so-called Anti-
Maidan movement has exposed three overlapping agendas: some have 
been driven to it by “social grievances,” others have pushed the idea of 
Ukraine as a “federal state,” while yet others have been extreme pro-
Russia nationalists who would like to secede from Ukraine and join Russia 
in the future.58

The current cultural prism in Ukrainian society is mostly focused on the 
Crimean and eastern Ukrainian conflicts, holding implications for 
Ukraine’s nuclear future—particularly if an eastern separatist movement at 
some point succeeds in gaining full independence from Kiev. The leader-
ship of the breakaway provinces have been strong supporters of nationalist 
ideas. Pavel Gubarev, a key influencer and former member of the far-right 
Russian National Unity party, became the self-proclaimed “People’s 
Governor of Donetsk Oblast,” and branches of other Russian-speaking 
nationalistic parties (e.g., the International Eurasianist Movement, the 
Russian National Unity, the National Bolshevik Party, and the Russian 
Image) in the eastern provinces have also become influential in the 
region.59 The main concern from the nonproliferation point of view is 
whether eastern Ukrainian separatists will decide to pursue nuclear weap-
ons of their own to give them added leverage in their fight, especially since 
there is radioactive waste in a storage facility at the Donetsk Chemical 
Factory that might easily be stolen. So far, the separatist movement has 
not expressed any intention to break with the nonproliferation regime in 
Ukraine, but little guarantees this from changing.60 In the theoretical sce-
nario of eastern Ukraine gaining full independence and choosing to pur-
sue acquisition of nuclear materials or weapons as a power play against 
Ukrainian or Western intervention, ultranationalist Crimean leader Sergey 
Aksyonov, who was voted into power with strong Russian support after 
the Crimean annexation, represents the sort of political figure disposi-
tioned to act as an enabler of a nuclear program of the separatist region.61

International nuclear experts are divided in two schools of thought on 
how dangerous such a theoretical scenario could be. Some highlight the 
low-tech threat presented by separatists choosing to smuggle nuclear 
materials in order to create a dirty bomb, while others argue that the risk 
of dirty bomb creation is low and that insurgents are unlikely to follow this 
path because the destructive advantage of a dirty bomb is not sufficient to 
outweigh the risks of dealing with the low-enriched material. Many experts 
agree that the separatists have no actual capability to create nuclear weap-
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ons, and their appetite to do so seems low: in their official declarations, the 
eastern Ukrainian self-proclaimed governments of Donetsk and Luhansk 
announced the union combining both People’s Republics as “a nuclear-
free zone.”62

Nevertheless, simmering conflicts in Donbass, Luhansk, and Donetsk 
may potentially affect the security arrangements in the region, including 
the location of Russia’s and NATO’s nuclear weapons. An uptick in traf-
ficking of nuclear materials by separatist groups and placement of nuclear 
weapons by Russia and Western powers in the Black Sea region is not out 
of the realm of possibility. Experts point out that the newly placed tactical 
nuclear weapons by Russia and NATO “are not covered by the New 
START regime,”63 and since Crimea joined Russia, the Russian govern-
ment has repeatedly hinted that additional nuclear weapons may be 
deployed in Crimea. NATO, so far, has officially abstained from increasing 
the nuclear arsenal in the Black Sea region despite appeals by Poland and 
the Baltic States for more military presence, but this balance could change 
in the future.64

Nuclear Terrorism and Cyber Terrorism Threats

Because of its geographic location, Ukraine has been used as a transit state 
for smuggling nuclear material from Russia and the Transnistria region. 
Even though nuclear materials belonging to Ukraine are sufficiently 
secure, smuggling of nuclear matter that belongs to other states across 
Ukraine’s territory means that the region needs to be monitored by inter-
national anti-nuclear smuggling authorities, as any nuclear material stolen 
by (or from) smugglers could potentially be used for a dirty bomb. 
Between 1991 and 2012, experts reported 630 nuclear trafficking inci-
dents; in some of the incidents, Ukraine has been a transit state, especially 
in the Odessa harbor.65 As recently as August 2015, it has been reported 
by the BBC that there was an attempt to smuggle radioactive material 
from the Ivano-Frankivsk region of Ukraine to Romania.66

During the recent unrest in eastern Ukraine, the international nuclear 
community started to be especially concerned about potential dangers of 
nuclear terrorism in the separatist provinces. The US government empha-
sized that “[a]ny state which possesses one of the two substances that can 
be used to produce nuclear weapons—highly enriched uranium (HEU) or 
plutonium—could be the victim of theft or diversion by those seeking to 
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create a nuclear device, leading to the use of nuclear weapons by nonstate 
actors.”67

Another community very much concerned with nuclear security in 
Ukraine is cyber specialists. With the rising incidence of cyberattacks 
globally, nuclear plants are becoming increasingly vulnerable to interfer-
ence on the cyber front. The automated controlling systems at nuclear 
plants in Ukraine in particular are potentially vulnerable to cyberattacks. 
According to cybersecurity experts, “because both weapons systems and 
critical infrastructure use computers and networks to run and operate, 
they are much more than legitimate targets.”68 The Ukrainian State 
Special Communications and Information Protection Administration, a 
government agency charged with cybersecurity, has recently published a 
number of resolutions on this issue, using an “American model” as a tem-
plate for addressing this issue.69 Ukrainian state agencies—the National 
Commission for State Regulation of Communications and Information 
(NCSRCI) and the National Commission for State Energy and Public 
Utilities Regulation (NCSEPUR)—implement these regulations on the 
ground. The threat of cyber-interference, leading to the remote hijacking 
of a nuclear facility, substantially broadens the range of perils related to a 
potential nuclear incident.70

Key Political Actors and Influencers of Ukrainian 
Nuclear Culture

A number of key influencers and decisionmakers have had a significant 
effect on the political culture in Ukraine and the country’s nuclear deci-
sions in recent years. The key politicians below, via their statements and 
policy decisions, have brought the discussion of nuclear weapons back into 
the limelight and must be taken into account when considering Ukraine’s 
current posture on nuclear decisionmaking.

Petro Poroshenko. In March 2015, Ukrainian President Petro 
Poroshenko wrote a bitter op-ed in the Wall Street Journal, explicitly 
addressing the issue of the nuclear weapons that Ukraine gave up in the 
1990s. In his words, by “illegally annexing” and “occupying” Crimea, as 
well as “supporting an insurgency led by Russia in eastern Ukraine,” 
Russia broke the Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances of 1994, 
which was supposed to protect the territorial integrity of Ukraine. As a 
result, he continued, “other nations may now determine it is better to 
acquire the bomb than risk foreign guarantees.”71
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Although President Poroshenko never explicitly discussed whether 
Ukraine might consider in the future acquiring nuclear weapons for pro-
tection, his comments may represent a thought that Ukraine could poten-
tially join those “other nations.”

Yulia Tymoshenko. Ukraine’s Prime Minister in 2005, as well as in 
2007–2010, Yulia Tymoshenko is another vocal leader who has made sev-
eral pronouncements about Ukraine’s decision to give up nuclear weap-
ons. In a March 2014 interview to Western media, Tymoshenko 
underscored that the Budapest Memorandum guaranteed Ukraine’s ter-
ritorial integrity “in exchange for it giving up its Soviet-era nuclear weap-
ons”72 and urged the US government to intervene in the Crimean affair 
based on this guarantee, ensuring that the peninsula remains in Ukraine 
and doing “everything that will stop the aggressor [Russia]. Period.”73 It 
is possible that since the West did not prevent the Russian government 
from annexing Crimea, Tymoshenko, among other prominent Ukrainian 
politicians, may be frustrated with Ukraine’s inability to ensure its own 
territorial integrity and may regret not having a nuclear deterrent—regret 
which could potentially steer future policy decisions.

The 2014 interview was not the first time that Tymoshenko expressed 
her frustration with the West’s lack of support. In 2010, Tymoshenko 
lamented that “Ukraine’s independence and stability were being put at 
risk by Russia’s dash to strike energy and security deals with President 
Yanukovych,”74 and she expressed concern about a possible fracturing of 
Ukraine. Even at that point, worry was voiced about threats to the coun-
try’s “political sovereignty,” as some government officials had mentioned 
a possibility for Crimea to rejoin Russia in the future. Referencing the 
political divisions between the western and eastern parts of Ukraine, 
Tymoshenko stated: “When Ukraine surrendered its nuclear weapons 
[after the collapse of the Soviet Union] it received guarantees that its ter-
ritorial integrity would be protected. I would like to believe that these 
guarantees are still in force.”75 As a result of this and other disagreements 
with then-President Yanukovych, Tymoshenko and other opposition lead-
ers established the People’s Committee to Defend Ukraine.76

Tymoshenko’s sensationalist comment in a leaked March 2014 video 
showed part of her conversation with Nestor Shufrych of Ukraine’s 
National Security Council, in which she declared that “the 8 million 
Russians living in Ukraine should be killed with nuclear weapons.”77 Even 
though such a clearly hyperbolic quip is far from an official statement—
and the Washington Post reported after the incident that the video was 
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publicized by Russian state-controlled media—it is unclear whether such a 
comment might be an indication that while nuclear weapons in general are 
considered taboo by most Ukrainian politicians, their use in a possible 
tactical setting is not entirely proscribed. The line here, of course, is 
blurred in terms of which of these comments are real political opinions 
and potential policy options, and which constitute little more than empty 
demagoguery and emotional outbursts.

Arseniy Yatsenyuk. In September 2015, Ukrainian Prime Minister 
Arseniy Yatsenyuk expressed a sentiment similar to those of Petro 
Poroshenko and Yulia Tymoshenko: “We have never asked for offensive 
weapons. But we have to defend our country. We must defend peace, 
tranquility, and stability, in Europe as well.”78 He added that “Russia 
repeatedly gets away with violating international law,” implying Russia’s 
possession of nuclear weapons as a reason for its impunity in such viola-
tions. Yatsenyuk further highlighted that Ukraine depends on NATO 
members “who will ensure restoration of our territorial integrity and 
independence.”79

Nuclear scholars have already noted that the disappointment and weak-
ening of confidence by the Ukrainian government in protections from the 
West may lead to the erosion of the country’s dedication to the nonprolif-
eration regime. Even though Ukraine’s nonproliferation norms might not 
be weakening in a meaningful way yet, harsh political rhetoric by politi-
cians could potentially shift the wider public opinion on this issue away 
from its quarter-century commitment to being a nuclear-free state. 
Ukrainians remember that Russia, the United States, and the United 
Kingdom were guarantors of Ukraine’s territorial integrity in the 1994 
Budapest Memorandum. When Crimea was annexed to Russia, Ukrainians 
faced a strong negative example of Russia’s non-compliance and the West’s 
non-intervention to ensure these terms—seeding doubt not only for 
Ukraine but also for other non-nuclear-weapon states in such international 
guarantees.80

Ukrainian Military Leaders. Lastly, the service chiefs of Ukraine’s 
military may also be influential actors in the question of Ukraine’s nuclear 
future. In one interesting case, Ukraine’s Defense Minister Valeriy Heletey 
at the September 2014 NATO summit in Wales stated that “…Ukraine 
would return to the issue of restoring its nuclear status if it fails to receive 
western support in resisting Russia … If the world does not help us, we 
will be forced to return to the creation of nuclear weapons to defend our-
selves against Russia.”81 Shortly after the incident, Heletey, who had 
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served as defense minister for only three months, was forced to resign. 
The official reason for his resignation was his unsuccessful military opera-
tion in eastern Ukraine, and he was replaced with Colonel General Stepan 
Poltorak.82 Though it is evident that his pro-nuclear sentiments did not 
help him keep his position, there was no indication that his pro-nuclear 
statement had led to the resignation, and the nuclear attitudes of future 
military and defense officials may shape Ukraine’s nuclear posture.

Conclusions and Policy Levers

The analysis of Ukraine’s strategic culture related to nuclear nonprolifera-
tion points toward the conclusion that Ukraine’s current norms and values 
are dominantly pro-Western, and that many Ukrainians see their nation as 
a European state. Closeness to NATO and the EU in cultural, economic, 
and political terms creates a strong nonproliferation incentive, especially in 
the areas of nuclear energy security and nuclear waste research. Though 
leading Ukrainian politicians, who are major influencers and decisionmak-
ers, have heatedly addressed the security crisis presently facing Ukraine 
and intimated that it might be playing out differently if Ukraine had a 
nuclear arsenal, observation over time demonstrates that these leaders 
value their friendly relations with the West—likely more than whatever 
potential security gain could come from nuclear weapons acquisition, 
which would be extremely costly and make Ukraine a pariah state.

The cultural factors discussed in this piece have collectively impacted 
the Ukrainian perceptual lens regarding nuclear facilities and have espe-
cially impacted the view of acquiring weapons. The Chernobyl accident in 
particular contributed to the non-nuclear-weapon identity and norms that 
have been cultivated in Ukraine since the tragedy and which have endured 
through the subsequent turning over of Soviet nuclear warheads in the 
1990s. Popular opinion in Ukraine blends together the risks of nuclear 
energy production and the dangers of hosting nuclear weapons, making 
the legacy of Chernobyl a resilient factor in Ukrainian public memory that 
still deters nuclear weapons acquisition.

However, these norms are now coming into conflict with the percep-
tual lens of the conflict with Russia. Some Ukrainian politicians and mili-
tary officials have made pro-nuclear statements, reflecting their bitterness 
about Russia’s actions in Crimea and pointing to Ukraine’s giving up of its 
Soviet nuclear arsenal as a reason for losing Crimea. Though these 
statements have thus far been limited to emotional outbursts that have not 
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been reflected in policy decisions, the conflict with Russia is clearly threat-
ening Ukraine’s identity as a relatively young sovereign state and may hold 
potential power to shift Ukrainian nuclear norms.

The central policy recommendation produced by these insights in order 
to keep Ukraine a non-nuclear-weapon state is to more fully integrate 
Ukraine into Western organizations and associations (economic, nuclear, 
political, and cultural) to increase the state’s stake in adhering to the non-
proliferation regime. In particular, the West needs to continue encourag-
ing major enablers (Ukrainian politicians) and doers (nuclear scientists) to 
participate in cooperation with NATO and the EU as a deterrent for 
nuclear proliferation. Furthermore, the West can foster continued 
Ukrainian public wariness of nuclear proliferation by providing financial 
aid to Ukrainian NGOs and possible grants for new books, movies, and 
documentaries about the dangers of nuclear proliferation. The identity of 
being a leader in the global nonproliferation movement is highly valued by 
Ukraine, and the West must continue to encourage Ukraine’s leadership 
role in the nonproliferation scheme, finding new incentives and levers to 
support and strengthen Ukraine’s norms as a non-nuclear-weapon state 
and a young champion of the NPT.
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Chapter 8

North Korea’s Strategic Culture and Its 
Evolving Nuclear Strategy

Shane Smith

To date, North Korea has conducted six nuclear tests and a series of missile 
launches that suggest that sooner or later it will be able to target South 
Korea, Japan, and the US homeland with nuclear weapons. North Korea 
is now estimated to possess enough fissile material to build dozens of 
nuclear weapons and is poised to expand the quantity, quality, and diver-
sity of weapon systems in its arsenal over the coming years.1 Indeed, Kim 
Jung Un has long stated his intention to do just that, by “increas[ing] the 
production of precision and miniaturized nuclear weapons and the means 
of their delivery and ceaselessly develop[ing] nuclear weapons technology 
to actively develop more powerful and advanced nuclear weapons.”2

To be sure, North Korea has already crossed several nuclear thresholds 
and appears bent on developing and deploying an operational nuclear 
weapons capability. If it continues down that path, it will face a number of 
decisions about the shape, size, and character of its arsenal that could 
profoundly impact US and international security. Those choices can be 
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divided between those that have to do with nuclear doctrine and those that 
concern strategic command and control.3 Nuclear doctrine tends to reflect 
the purposes that nuclear weapons serve and consists of plans about when 
and how they might be used. Command and control relate to how nuclear 
weapons are incorporated into a state’s broader military structure to ensure 
that they are used only when and how government leaders decide that they 
should be used. North Korea’s unique strategic culture offers some insight 
into how its leaders might think about such questions.

The Supreme Leader: Ultimate Decisionmaker 
and Embodiment of North Korean National Identity

In 2009, Joseph Bermudez wrote that “More than any other nation today, 
the strategic culture of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) 
is the product of the personal dreams and ambitions of a single individual—
Kim Il Sung.”4 This is probably still true today. Kim reigned over North 
Korea for 26 years, from its establishment in 1948 until his death in 1994. 
During that time, his power was near limitless within the North’s borders 
and he ruthlessly wielded that power to shape North Korea’s government 
and society to protect his and his family’s rule. In doing so, Don Oberdorfer 
and Robert Carlin argue, “Kim created an impermeable and absolutist state 
that many have compared to a religious cult. No dissent from or criticism 
of Kim Il Sung, his tenets, or his decisions was permitted.”5

Kim Il Sung’s influence can be found in nearly every facet of modern 
North Korea, especially in the identity, norms, values, and perceptual lenses 
under investigation here that continue to bind its ruling elite, legitimize 
their power, and guide state decisionmaking. Nowhere is this more visible 
than in the Suryong-dominant (leader-dominant) system of governance that 
he left behind, which bestows the Supreme Leader with ultimate authority 
and enshrines the Kim family dictatorship. All power and legitimacy flow 
from the leader, be it Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il, or Kim Jong Un, who is 
generally portrayed as godlike—omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipres-
ent—and the sole source of national self-actualization. As one typical piece 
of North Korean propaganda illustrates: “the Suryong is an impeccable brain 
of the living body, the masses can be endowed with their life in exchange for 
their loyalty to him, and the Party is the nerve of that living body.”6

This monolithic system is also intensely personal. It is built around and 
deeply intertwined with the Kim family. The preamble to the North 
Korean constitution makes that abundantly clear when it stipulates that 
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“The constitution of the DPRK is the constitution of Kim Il-sung and 
Kim Jong-il that codifies the thought of self-reliant national construction 
and achievements of national construction of the Great Suryong and com-
rade Kim Il-sung and the Great Leader and the comrade Kim Jong-il.” So 
engrained is the Kim family in the national identity of the North (dis-
cussed further below) that it is nearly impossible to imagine that North 
Korea, as we know it today, could survive with an alternative leader out-
side of the Kim family. “The naturalization of the Kim family at the heart 
of conceptions of national identity,” Hazel Smith argues, “is one reason 
for the maintenance of a member of the Kim family as official leader of the 
state.”7

Today, Kim Jung Un is the ultimate decisionmaker and sole source of 
legitimacy for the regime but there has been debate among North Korea 
watchers about his ability to consolidate power.8 While his bloodline and 
position as Supreme Leader confer an inherent legitimacy, he is thought to 
lack the unquestioned, absolute, and enduring loyalty of the elite and mass 
population that his father and grandfather enjoyed. Indeed, he is farther 
removed from the revolutionary credentials of his grandfather and, as the 
third-generation leader, he cannot necessarily rely on partisan loyalties cast 
long ago. Kim Jong Un also did not have the decades that his father had 
to burnish his cult of personality and image as a powerful, shrewd, and 
legitimate leader before he was given the reins of control. To the contrary, 
he and his father only had a few years to lay the ground for succession. 
Kim Jung Un is young and relatively inexperienced. He did not serve in 
the military but rather grew up in the lavish comforts of the Kim family 
while much of the nation struggled to survive during the 1990–2000s. He 
even went to school in the West for a period of that time, suggesting that 
he was somewhat removed from his own generation of revolutionaries 
with whom he could have forged loyal and trusted relations.

It would be imprudent, however, to suggest that Kim Jong Un’s domi-
nance or authority is in question. As Supreme Leader, he faces no chal-
lenge for authority and he simultaneously holds positions atop all of the 
major bodies of leadership in North Korea. He is the First Secretary of the 
Korean Workers’ Party (KWP) and Presidium Member of the KWP 
Politburo, Chairman of the KWP Central Military Commission (CMC), 
Chairman of the National Defense Commission (NDC), and Supreme 
Commander of the Korean People’s Army (KPA). All members of the 
political and military elite who serve in and benefit from their positions do 
so at the pleasure of Kim Jong Un. To lose favor and confidence of the 
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Supreme Leader can result in the loss of everything, even one’s life. That 
said, Kim Jong Un cannot effectively govern by fiat and make policy on a 
whim despite the prerogatives he is officially bestowed as the Supreme 
Leader. Even in North Korea, governance requires adhering to the proto-
cols and boundaries of what is viewed as appropriate by a wider cross-
section of those who would safeguard and carryout state policy. Doing so 
likely means hewing to widely shared notions of national identity and the 
norms, values, and perceptual lenses that have long guided North Korean 
decisionmaking. This may be especially true for Kim Jong Un, even if he 
holds a distinctly different worldview, at least until he garners a level of 
legitimacy and loyalty on par with that of his predecessors.

North Korea’s peculiar brand of government, which places so much 
authority in and attributes deity-like qualities to the Supreme Leader, has 
implications for its nuclear policies. For instance, there should be little 
doubt about who in North Korea has sole authority to launch nuclear 
weapons. The Supreme People’s Assembly (SPA) promulgated the Law on 
Consolidating Position of Nuclear Weapons State in 2013, which is the 
most authoritative statement on North Korean nuclear policy. It makes 
clear that “nuclear weapons of the DPRK can be used only by a final order 
of the Supreme Commander of the Korean People’s Army”—a position 
that has been held only by members of the Kim family. Who else could be 
trusted with such a grave responsibility? It is difficult to imagine North 
Korean leadership placing nuclear weapons, which it calls “the nation’s 
life” and “a national treasure,” in the hands of lower-echelon political and 
military authority. Doing so would seem to run counter to the one over-
arching rule of North Korean governance and national identity: There is 
only one ruler. Putting these weapons in the custody of another military 
commander or political leader with pre-delegated launch authority could 
serve to identify, at least symbolically, a suitable successor to the Supreme 
Leader.

Reluctance to relinquish authority over its nuclear weapons could con-
strain North Korea from adopting operationally complex command and 
control systems involving forward deployed weapons and issuing launch-
on-warning type of authority. Such constraints would likely impact its doc-
trinal options. For instance, nuclear doctrine that is aimed at deterring 
adversaries from launching disarming or decapitating first-strikes or a 
warfighting doctrine that can be used to compel adversaries is thought to 
be more credible if the state is able to rapidly disperse and use nuclear 
weapons without centralized authority. Without that ability, North Korean 
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doctrine might be limited to maintaining an existential deterrent with 
comparatively low credibility against high-end attacks on its leadership 
and strategic assets.9

North Korean Identity and Nuclear Weapons

An extraordinarily isolated country, North Korea’s identity is shaped by 
extreme forms of a “national solipsism,” militarism, and ethnocentrism 
that borders xenophobia. Its historiography and internal propaganda 
propagate the view that North Korea is the decisive element in the world 
system, if not the center of the universe. Bruce Cummings captures this 
internal narrative when he writes that “Korea is [thought to be] the cen-
ter, radiating outward … the world tends toward Korea, with all eyes on 
Kim Il Sung or Kim Jong Il.”10 It is not only that North Korea is the 
decisive element in the world. It also is the decisive element in history, as 
state media even proclaims the Taedong river basin to be “the cradle of 
mankind” based on suspect archeological findings dating back one million 
years.11

North Koreans trace their political lineage over 5000 years to the myth-
ical founder of the Korean state, Tan’gun. They claim to have dug up his 
remains at a site near Pyongyang, proving that “there is a distinct Korean 
race and that the foundation of the first state of the Korean nation by 
Tan’gun was a historic event … about 3000 BCE, which centered around 
Pyongyang.”12 State propaganda goes on to link the Kim dynasty to 
Tan’gun and imply that the regime is the rightful successor to the founder 
of Korea. However, as Hazel Smith writes, North Koreans are effectively 
told that “it was only with the advent of the Kim family onto [this] histori-
cal stage that the ethnically distinct Korean nation gained the opportunity 
to fulfill historic aspirations” of a unified Korea that is free from foreign 
domination.13

Nuclear weapons have become central to this narrative in a number of 
ways. They are seen to offer the prestige that is befitting a historically 
great, if not the most important, country. For instance, following North 
Korea’s launch of a Taepo-dong-1 in 1998, state media declared it “a great 
pride of the Tan’gun nation.”14 Nuclear weapons also are often character-
ized in sweeping historical terms, helping North Korea claim its central 
place in the world and securing its destiny for all time. In 2016, North 
Korean TV announced its fourth nuclear test this way:
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There took place a world startling event to be specially recorded in the 
national history spanning 5,000 years … The spectacular success made by 
the DPRK in the H-bomb test this time is a great deed of history, a historic 
event of the national significance as it surely guarantees the eternal future of 
the nation … By succeeding in the H-bomb test in the most perfect manner 
to be specially recorded in history the DPRK proudly joined the advanced 
ranks of nuclear weapons states possessed of even H-bomb and the Korean 
people came to demonstrate the spirit of the dignified nation….15

Two ideas that flow from North Korea’s self-conceptualization are 
essential to understanding its political culture. Juche is the dominant 
North Korean precept that Kim Jong Il once called the quintessence of 
Kimilsungism. It emphasizes self-importance, self-determination, and 
unquestioned loyalty to the Supreme Leader. On the one hand, Juche is an 
organizing principal of both state and society. As Kim Il Sung instructed 
in 1968:

The government … will thoroughly implement the line of independence, 
self-subsistence, and self-defense to consolidate the political independence 
of the country … ensuring the complete reunification, independence and 
prosperity of our nation, and increase the defense capabilities of the country 
so as to reliably safeguard its security on the basis of our own forces, by 
excellently materializing our Party’s idea of Juche in all fields.16

On the other hand, it is much more than an ideology. Juche is funda-
mental to modern North Korean identity. There is no individual identity 
but through the nation and the goal of national self-determination. It 
permeates all of North Korean life, with constant visible reminders like the 
Juche Tower in Pyongyang that is a 170-meter monument constructed 
with 25,550 blocks of white granite, one for each day of Kim’s life from 
birth to his 70th birthday.

Songun or “military-first” politics was introduced by Kim Jong Il to 
restructure government and society in a manner that serves military inter-
ests above all else. It is only through Songun that Juche can be realized. In 
part, this was no great departure for an already military-centered North 
Korean society. It is a nation that has long seen itself as under constant 
siege. Having suffered hundreds of incursions from more powerful neigh-
bors over millennia, Korean identity has been shaped by a historic vulnera-
bility to outside predators. Indeed, the modern North Korean nation rose 
out of conflict against Japan’s brutal colonization of Korea from 1911  
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until the end of World War II. The Korean War, or what it calls the Great 
Fatherland Liberation War, failed to unite the Peninsula due to US inter-
vention and nuclear threats, according to official history. Since then, it has 
held that the imperialist Americans are bent on destroying North Korea and 
the distinct Korean identity. As such, Songun is justified internally by the 
argument that only through “preparing an unconquerable army to forestall 
the aggressive attempt of the forces of imperialism and domination and 
continuing to advance socialism by relying on the powerful army is his [Kim 
Jong Il’s] far-sighted political strategy.”17 Under Songun, all matters of state 
and society, even the party, are subordinate to the military as the guardian 
of the Korean nation and its revolution.

Nuclear weapons are often held as both an expression of and essential 
to Juche and Songun. In 2012, North Korea revised its constitution to 
declare that it is a nuclear weapon state this way:

Amid the collapse of the world’s socialist system and the vicious anti-
Republic oppressive offensive by the imperialists’ joint forces, Comrade Kim 
Jong Il honorably defended the gains of socialism which is Comrade Kim Il 
Sung’s lofty legacy through military-first politics; changed our fatherland 
into a politically and ideologically powerful state that is invincible, a nuclear 
state, and a militarily powerful state that is indomitable….

Again, North Korean announcements following its fourth nuclear test 
illustrate just how the two concepts animate its nuclear developments. For 
example, it released images of the cover pages of two documents related 
to the test with written guidance from Kim Jong Un. One read: “Let the 
whole world look up to the Juche socialist Chosun, a nuclear power, the 
great Worker’s Party of Korea by opening up the year of 2016, a victorious 
and glorious year in which the 7th party congress will be held, with the 
thrilling sound of the first H-bomb blast!”18 An official statement claimed 
that the test was part of an “all-out charge to bring earlier the final victory 
of the revolutionary cause of Juche, true to the militant appeal of the 
Workers’ Party of Korea.” Calling the United States a “gang of cruel rob-
bers,” it goes on to argue:

[T]he present-day grim reality clearly proves once again the immutable 
truth that one’s destiny should be defended by one’s own efforts. Nothing 
is more foolish than dropping a hunting gun before herds of ferocious 
wolves … The army and people of the DPRK will steadily escalate its nuclear 
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deterrence of justice both in quality and quantity to reliably guarantee the 
future of the revolutionary cause of Juche for all ages.19

So embedded are nuclear weapons with all that makes North Korea 
North Korea, that one longtime student of the country suggests that “the 
nation itself and nuclear weapons have been combined in a condensed 
symbol of intention.”20 For this reason, it is increasingly difficult to imag-
ine that North Korea will ever give up its nuclear ambitions. To the con-
trary, it is likely to continue to do just as it says: build bigger, better, and 
more nuclear weapons as a manifestation of national purpose. Because 
nuclear weapons have become central to North Korean identity and the 
regime’s legitimacy, however, its leaders may be inclined to exaggerate 
nuclear accomplishments and capabilities. In fact, international analysts 
have long been skeptical of hyped North Korean nuclear claims. For North 
Korean leaders to admit otherwise, however, might reflect poorly on the 
Supreme Leader and, in turn, the nation itself for failing to live up to 
national ideals. That said, we should also expect North Korea to attempt 
to demonstrate through continued missile and nuclear testing that it is an 
advanced nuclear power equal to other modern nuclear states.

A third and final element of its national identity also has potential impli-
cations for its nuclear decisionmaking. For North Korea, ethnicity and 
nation are one and the same. It is one of the most racially homogenous 
countries in the world. Its leaders regularly employ ethnocentrism in sup-
port of maintaining the integrity of North Korean society as pure, undi-
luted by foreign blood, and the vessel of the “true Korea.” In a 2006 
article of the Rodong Sinmun, for instance, the tolerant attitude of the 
South Korean government toward multiracial and multinational marriages 
was compared to treason against the interests of the Korean nation.21 To 
be sure, North Korean identity and officialdom hold Korean blood—both 
in the North and South—to be sacrosanct. Kim Jong Il once declared that 
“the Korean nation is a homogenous nation that has inherited the same 
blood and lived in the same territory speaking the same language for thou-
sands of years.” People in the North and South share the “same blood and 
soul of the Korean nation” and are “linked inseparable with the same 
national interests and a common historical psychology and sentiment.”22 
The South, according to the North Korean narrative, has simply been led 
astray if not enslaved by US imperialists.

How would North Korean ethnocentrism impact decisions over nuclear 
doctrine or operations? It might be reluctant to use nuclear weapons 
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against the South, with which it has strong blood ties and a shared sense 
of both national history and destiny. That brand of horrible might be 
reserved for foreigners. But, it would be foolish to ignore repeated North 
Korean threats to turn Seoul into a “sea of fire,” which have become 
almost commonplace. As the sole vessel of the “true Korea” and the cen-
ter of all that is important, North Korea would unlikely show restraint 
even for its fellow Koreans in the South should it feel threatened. As Radio 
Pyongyang boldly declared in 2003, “the world without North Korea is 
meaningless, and it should be destroyed.”23

North Korean Values and Nuclear Weapons

The symbiotic relationship between the Kim family dictatorship and 
national identity translates into one core value above all others: the sur-
vival and veneration of the Kim family. As the highest ranking North 
Korean defector and former International-Secretary of the KWP, Hwang 
Jang Yop, once wrote, “the highest moral value [in the North] is dedicat-
ing one’s body and soul to the Great Leader.”24 It is of course now quite 
common for analysts to note that regime preservation is the primary moti-
vation behind North Korea’s nuclear program. How this might impact 
doctrinal and command and control type of decisions, however, is uncer-
tain. On the one hand, it suggests that nuclear weapons might be used 
only when the regime believes that it has no other option. That is to say, 
it would use nuclear weapons only as a final bid to save the Kim family in 
the last throes of conflict. To do otherwise carries the risk of actually has-
tening the destruction of the regime. On the other hand, a sense of fatal-
ism among North Korea’s leadership could be triggered without a decisive 
military defeat or with United States and South Korea forces approaching 
the gates of Pyongyang. Some observers believe that the regime is brit-
tle—outwardly rigid and hard but if struck in the right spot, like a partial 
but humiliating military defeat, it could shatter or unravel. Early but lim-
ited use of nuclear weapons might be seen by North Korea’s leaders as the 
best way to stave off that fate. Indeed, the North’s “declaratory policy” 
suggests an ambiguous and potentially low threshold for nuclear use, 
when it states that nuclear weapons “serve the purpose of deterring and 
repelling the aggression and attack of the enemy against the DPRK.”25

Obedience, solidarity, and commitment also are highly regarded values 
in North Korea. Not only are these values institutionalized and imposed 
by its Suryong-dominate system, where contrary behavior is harshly 
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punished, North Koreans are instructed from childhood to “model [them-
selves] after the traits of soldiers” in accord with Songun. They “should 
put the interests of society and the collective above their own.”26 All forms 
of media and popular entertainment stress the duty to praise the Kim fam-
ily, to submit one’s life to the Supreme Leader, and to constantly prepare 
for war with a readiness to obey orders without question.27

This demand for unity of effort no doubt helps explain how North 
Korea has been able to build a nuclear weapons program despite being 
one of the world’s poorest and least developed countries. However, these 
values also might impact its nuclear decisionmaking with regard to doc-
trine and command and control but could do so in different ways. On the 
one hand, North Korean leadership could trust lower-echelon political 
and military authority to faithfully carryout orders and to jealously guard 
the rights of the Supreme Leader as the sole individual with nuclear launch 
authority. Under such conditions, North Korea might implement an oper-
ationally complex command and control system involving forward 
deployed weapons and pre-delegated launch authority that would allow it 
to adopt an array of nuclear doctrines. On the other hand, North Korea’s 
notoriously brutal imposition of such rigid hierarchical values suggests 
that those values are not fully accepted across society. To the contrary, the 
need to brutally impose those rules suggests a manifest concern about the 
potential for disobedience and the lack of commitment even within the 
military. Under these circumstances, we would expect the Supreme Leader 
to maintain tight, centralized control both over the custody of nuclear 
weapons and the authority to use them, which would limit North Korea’s 
nuclear strategy.

As with most military-centered cultures, North Korean propaganda 
also emphasizes strength and resolve as core national values while weak-
ness and vacillation are seen as abhorrent. Nuclear weapons are clearly a 
symbol of strength and resolve against outside forces for North Korea, as 
previous quotes make clear. Abandoning its nuclear ambitions would 
seemingly run counter to its Spartan-like values. Its brand of militancy, 
however, is also informed by its partisan guerrilla struggle for indepen-
dence against Japanese colonial rule. The guerrilla tradition—as exempli-
fied in Kim Il Sung’s guerrilla experience—is widely idolized in North 
Korean society. Dating back to 1946, there is evidence that the guerrilla 
tradition has significantly influenced not only North Korean military 
thinking and organization but the broader North Korean state and 
society.28 Kim Jung Un even recently implored his athletes to adopt 
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“guerrilla-style tactics” in international competitions.29 Two relevant val-
ues stem from this guerrilla tradition.30 One is the will to endure and 
persevere against tremendous odds for the sake of redeeming the nation. 
The other is the creative use of unconventional tactics, brinksmanship, and 
unpredictability to prevail against superior forces. As Scott Snyder sum-
marizes, North Koreans see “little benefit to be gained and much danger 
to be faced if one plays strictly by the [stronger] opponent’s rules.”31

North Korea has a long history of using unorthodox tactics and threats 
ostensibly to convey its willingness to both impose and accept far greater 
costs than the United States or South Korea, and to also impart a sense of 
unpredictability in how it might respond to even the slightest infraction. 
For instance, in the days following its seizure of the USS Pueblo in 1968, 
when it took hostage 82 US sailors, it threatened “genocidal blows” in 
response to a kinetic US response. In 1994, North Korea first threatened 
to turn Seoul into a “sea of fire,” which it has repeated on a number of 
occasions. After US President George Bush included North Korea as part 
of an “axis of evil” in 2002, Pyongyang said that it would “mercilessly 
wipe out the aggressors.” In 2015, it said that it would use nuclear weap-
ons “at any time” against the United States. In 2017, the Korea Asia-
Pacific Peace Committee, which handles the North’s external ties and 
propaganda, released a statement through KCNA that “The four islands 
of the [Japanese] archipelago should be sunken into the sea by the nuclear 
bomb of Juche. Japan is no longer needed to exist near us.” Such threats 
now seem routine. The problem today is that North Korea can actually 
make good on these threats as its nuclear capabilities grow. It is reasonable 
to expect that as its threats become more credible, Pyongyang will con-
tinue if not increase its use of nuclear brinksmanship to challenge what it 
contends to be objectionable political and territorial arrangements.

It is impossible to know with certainty what is behind North Korean 
nuclear threats: Are they for internal consumption, playing on values in 
the guerrilla tradition? Do North Korean leaders really believe that they 
could endure and survive a nuclear war? Or, are they bluffs that are 
intended for deterrence purposes? Many analysts treat the North’s threats 
as mere bluster and more for domestic purposes than for communicating 
serious military threats but there are good reasons to take them seriously. 
For one, North Korea’s leadership has shown in the past a willingness to 
impose extreme deprivation on its own people and to call on them to 
make great sacrifices. For decades, North Korea has reportedly been build-
ing tunnels for its leadership and military to ride out a nuclear war only to 
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reemerge to fight and prevail.32 The people and army of North Korea are 
continuously told to prepare for a final war against imperialism, such as 
when The Pyongyang Times wrote in 2011 that the “DPRK’s revolutionary 
armed forces are in full preparedness for launching a do-or-die battle 
against any act of military provocation.”33 North Koreans have so often 
repeated to themselves that their military is more courageous, spirited, and 
resilient than that of their opponents and that using nuclear weapons is the 
surest way to defeat its enemies that they may actually come to believe this 
statement and become emotionally committed to an irrational optimism 
about the prospects of waging and prevailing in a nuclear conflict.34

In line with the guerrilla tradition, North Korea might think about 
using nuclear weapons in limited ways to surprise, shock, and/or degrade 
enemy forces. For instance, it might use nuclear weapons for psychological 
effects during a conflict by firing a demonstration shot; for area denial 
effects by targeting access points to North Korea or military ports in the 
South, such as the Port of Busan, where the United States might other-
wise disembark forces; or for operational effects by targeting military bases 
away from civilian population centers, such as air bases at Kusan and Osan, 
to reduce US air sorties.35 The guerrilla tradition in North Korea might 
also impact how North Korea thinks about different delivery methods, 
including the use of highly trained special operations forces to penetrate 
lines of defense. In fact, North Korea showed off what it claims to be an 
atomic backpack unit in a 2013 military parade. A limited use doctrine and 
an operational system involving individually portable weapons would have 
both command and control as well as technical hurdles that North Korea 
may be unable to surmount. But, given the influence of guerrilla warfare 
on shaping North Korean values, it is not unreasonable to assume that it 
is exploring such options.

North Korean Norms and Nuclear Weapons

In 1958, well-known Sovietologist Betram Wolfe wrote that “There is a 
principle of selection in personal despotisms which surrounds the despot 
with courtiers, sycophants, executants, yes-men, and rules out original and 
challenging minds.”36 North Korea’s style of personal despotism likely 
exceeds that of Stalin’s Soviet Union and any other country in modern 
times. It is a country where citizens are arrested and sent to gulags for 
defacing or sitting on a newspaper photograph of the Supreme Leader or 
member of the Kim family. Reports abound of inhumane treatment, 
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torture, public execution, and imprisonment of those who fail to suffi-
ciently conform to Kimism both at the mass and at the elite levels.37 For 
instance, Jang Song Thaek, Kim Jong Un’s uncle, vice chairman of the 
NDC, and often thought to have been second-in-command among 
Pyongyang watchers, was publically executed and labeled a traitor in 
2013.38 In 2015, Hyon Yong Chol, the minister of the People’s Armed 
Forces, was purged (some suggest that he was executed for treason) for 
insubordination and sleeping during formal military rallies, including one 
that was attended by Kim Jong Un.39 Later that year, Choe Ryong Hae, 
senior WPK Secretary and member of the Politburo’s Presidium, was 
reportedly sent away for “re-education.”40 There is no dissent, no loyal 
opposition, and no “conversation” with the Supreme Leader in North 
Korea. One only receives orders and instructions. This is often illustrated 
in pictures released by state media, which show Kim Jong Un surrounded 
by top military and party officials with pen and pad in hand eagerly await-
ing the next nugget of “benevolent wisdom.”

Either through favor or fear, the North Korea system likely habitu-
ates conformity, deference, and an unwillingness to bear bad news. This 
norm could cloud information flows to leadership that results in what 
Bermudez calls a “lens of self-deception.”41 This could have a number 
of implications for North Korea’s nuclear decisionmaking. One implica-
tion focuses on the types of actors involved in nuclear decisionmaking, 
particularly the closest advisors that surround Kim Jong Un. Inclined to 
tell the Supreme Leader what he wants to hear or to embellish their 
own accomplishments, senior advisors may be reluctant to be com-
pletely truthful about actual capabilities. That was the case in Iraq, as 
records show that Saddam Hussein was repeatedly misinformed by 
senior military and party officials about military capabilities that did not 
exist and especially about the strength and readiness of the WMD arse-
nal that Iraq had amassed.42 The same may be true in North Korea. 
During a 2013 crisis on the Korean Peninsula, Pyongyang issued a 
nuclear threat and released photos of Kim Jong Un surrounded by top 
military generals. The images showed a map in the background that was 
marked “US mainland strike plan” with missile trajectories targeting 
Hawaii, Washington, DC, Los Angeles, and Austin, Texas.43 While 
widely seen among analysts as bluster or regime propaganda, it is pos-
sible that the Korean military was actually telling Kim Jong Un a lie 
about their capabilities to bolster their own standing. Similarly, Kim 
Jong Un announced that North Korea had a hydrogen bomb in 
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December 2015 and a couple of weeks later stated that the country had 
successfully tested a H-bomb despite all evidence to the contrary. This 
only raises further the question of exactly what Kim Jong Un knows 
about the country’s actual nuclear capabilities. As a result, it is not clear 
that North Korean decisions about nuclear doctrine would be tied to 
reality.

Senior advisors might also be reluctant to fully inform the Supreme 
Leader about operational progress, limitations, and risks. This is a par-
ticular concern during crises. For instance, the 1999 India–Pakistan 
Kargil crisis appeared to be veering toward nuclear war when US intel-
ligence found that Pakistan’s military was moving nuclear weapons 
toward its border with India. When confronted by US President Bill 
Clinton, Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was reported to be 
genuinely surprised by the supposed missile movement. He later 
claimed that he was not informed about the movements and that the 
entire crisis was the result of misadventure on part of General Musharraf, 
who later revealed that Pakistan’s nuclear delivery systems were not 
even operational during the conflict.44 While perhaps not a perfect anal-
ogy for North Korea because the seamlessness between civilian and 
military rule there suggests that the prospect of a “rogue” general is 
unlikely, it does highlight a principal-agent problem that can be exas-
perated by misinformation or poor communication out of fear of 
informing Kim Jong Un about facts on the ground. How sure could he 
be in establishing an effective command and control system that guar-
antees nuclear weapons are used when and only when he intends them 
to be used?

North Korean Perceptual Lens  
and Nuclear Weapons

North Korea’s perceptual lens is shaped by a historical sense of vulnerabil-
ity to outside predators. Korea is surrounded by more powerful and, at 
times, expansionist neighbors. It has suffered centuries of being coveted, 
colonized, and paying tribute to outsiders. From 1392 to 1897, it was a 
vassal state of China. The Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905 was fought 
over the conflicting imperial ambitions those countries had over Manchuria 
and Korea. When Japan won, it became the dominant power in Asia and 
annexed Korea in 1911. It brutally ruled over the Korean people until the 
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end of World War II. North Korean historiography and entertainment 
media often retell the humiliation at the hands of its neighbors with the 
promise of “never again.” Nuclear weapons are portrayed as the means for 
keeping that promise and overturning the traditional hierarchy of regional 
geopolitics. International aid, assistance, and diplomatic concessions that it 
has gained through nuclear threats have even been presented domestically 
as “tribute.”45 More concerning is that the tone of humiliation that is often 
spread through propaganda connotes a requirement for retribution.

To be sure, Korea has long likened itself to a “shrimp among whales” 
to illustrate its historical position in Asian geopolitics. For North Korea 
today, its position is even more precarious. Its relevancy is in decline com-
pared with its modern and economically superior neighbors, save for its 
nuclear weapons. It has fewer vested interests in a stable regional status 
quo that unevenly benefits others. Its leaders might look at trend lines in 
the region and decide that particularly bold actions are necessary to reas-
sert control over their ability to shape future political outcomes. It would 
thus be unsurprising if the North used nuclear threats and provocations in 
an effort to generate instability that, in turn, might open opportunities to 
advance its interests. Statements out of Pyongyang suggest that its leaders 
are in fact thinking about how to exploit nuclear weapons to “dictate” 
international trends and regional relations.46

While its geopolitical position certainly shapes the North’s perceptual 
lens, it is South Korea and the United States that are seen to be more 
immediate and existential threats. Since the Korean War, leaders in 
Pyongyang and state propaganda have portrayed South Korea as a “pup-
pet” of the United States. In fact, North Koreans are taught that the 
South colluded with the United States to invade the North in 1950. 
Without US intervention in Korea’s domestic affairs, the story goes, the 
victory of the “people’s revolution” would have been complete.

For decades, the North held conventional military superiority over the 
South. The KPA is still the world’s fourth largest military. Its thousands of 
artillery tubes, potentially filled with chemical weapons munitions, could 
devastate Seoul and therefore pose a credible deterrent against South 
Korea. However, this superiority has eroded over the past generation. The 
KPA primarily fields legacy weapon systems built by China and the Soviet 
Union in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s.47 Its capabilities and resources have 
dwindled along with the country’s economy and its international isolation. 
Meanwhile, South Korea has become one of the world’s largest economies 
with a modern society and a modern military. Faced  with relative  and 
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dramatic decline, John Park argues that North Korea has viewed nuclear 
weapons as a way “to restore a semblance of balance on the peninsula.”48 
Indeed, statements out of Pyongyang suggest that the North is looking to 
augment if not supplement its waning conventional forces. The CMC 
released a report one day before the SPA Law on Consolidating Position 
of Nuclear Weapons State was adopted, directing the military to begin to 
more fully integrate nuclear weapons into its broader doctrine: “The 
People’s Army should perfect the war method and operation in the direc-
tion of raising the pivotal role of the nuclear armed forces in all aspects 
concerning the war deterrence and the war strategy, and the nuclear armed 
forces should always round off the combat posture.”49

With lost confidence in its conventional capabilities vis-à-vis South 
Korea, nuclear weapons offer the North an attractive substitute. Some, 
such as Peter Hayes and Scott Bruce, argue that the target of its nuclear 
doctrine has in fact shifted since 2009 from the United States to a multi-
directional and flexible strategy that has South Korea as its main focus. 
Recent nuclear threats from Pyongyang might reflect such a change. In 
December 2010, the North threatened “the south Korean puppet forces” 
with “a sacred war of justice Korean style based on the nuclear deterrent” 
in response to South Korean military exercises. Moreover, nuclear weap-
ons may have emboldened North Korean leaders to launch low level prov-
ocations like the ones in 2010—the sinking of the Cheonan and shelling 
of Yeonpyeong-do—because they were confident that the specter of 
nuclear war would deter South Korean escalation.

While South Korea represents a growing threat to the North’s ambi-
tion to unite the peninsula and, in turn, to the part of the regime’s legiti-
macy that is pegged to the stated goal of unification, Pyongyang has been 
and continues to be obsessed with the threat from the United States. Its 
leaders have consistently justified developing nuclear weapons as a deter-
rent primarily against US aggression. In 2002, Pyongyang defended its 
nuclear work as self-defense against US nuclear threats.50 When it 
announced that it had nuclear weapons in 2005, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs declared:

The US disclosed its attempt to topple the political system in the DPRK at 
any cost, threatening it with a nuclear stick. This compels us to take a mea-
sure to bolster [our] nuclear weapons arsenal in order to protect the ideol-
ogy, system, freedom and democracy chosen by [our] people. We had 
already taken the resolute action of pulling out of the NPT and have 
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manufactured nukes for self-defense to cope with the Bush administration’s 
evermore undisguised policy to isolate and stifle the DPRK. [Our] nuclear 
weapons will remain [a] nuclear deterrent for self-defense under any 
circumstances.51

Ahead of its first nuclear test in 2006, the Foreign Ministry similarly 
explained:

[A] people without [a] reliable war deterrent are bound to meet a tragic 
death … [North Korea’s] nuclear weapons will serve as [a] reliable war 
deterrent for protecting the supreme interests of the state and the security 
of the Korean nation from the US threat of aggression….52

Under Kim Jong Un, North Korean propaganda has called the United 
States its “sworn enemy” and even released a dreamscape film in 2013 
depicting an attack on New York and Washington, DC, stating:

It appears that the headquarters of evil, which has had a habit of using force 
and unilateralism and committing wars of aggression, is going up in flames 
it itself has ignited. Just imagine riding in a Korean spaceship. One day, my 
dream will come true. No matter how hard the imperialists try to isolate and 
stifle us, they will not stop our people’s path toward our final victory of 
achieving a unified, strong and prosperous Korea.53

Not only does North Korea see the United States as its greatest threat 
and primary nuclear target, its state media also continuously warn of pre-
emptive US strikes against its “supreme interests,” suggesting that the 
United States would launch a decapitating first-strike on its leadership or 
a disarming first-strike on its strategic nuclear assets (“national treasures”). 
Such concerns could incentivize North Korea to adopt nuclear operations 
that emphasize survivability, such as the dispersal of forces, and tiered 
launch authority to ensure that others will retaliate in the event that the 
Supreme Leader is removed. As previously suggested, this would come 
with significant risks. For a regime that might be concerned about internal 
rivals or maintaining a tight grip on the levers of power, relinquishing 
authoritative control over weapons that it calls “the nation’s life” and “a 
national treasure” could expose internal vulnerabilities. Of course, there 
would also be external risks. For instance, there would likely be interna-
tional political and economic consequences as well as increased military 
tensions, since the United States and South Korea could be expected to 
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respond with their own heightened defenses. Putting nuclear weapons in 
the hands of lower levels of authority could also lead to unintended escala-
tion during crises and even the loss of command and control. North Korea 
may be willing to accept these costs and risks, but it is unclear whether it 
can ever overcome the inherent obstacles, even if it aspires to develop such 
capabilities.

Policy Implications and Recommendations

Nuclear weapons are tightly intertwined with all that makes North Korea 
North Korea. They have become integral to its national identity and both 
an expression of and fundamental to its national aspirations of self-
determination, reunification, and historical significance. For this reason, it 
is increasingly difficult to imagine that North Korea will give up its nuclear 
weapons program. Any hope to slow, halt, or reverse its nuclear program 
will require four elements.

First, the United States must redouble its efforts to build broad diplo-
matic and economic pressure to oppose North Korea’s nuclear ambitions. 
It must demonstrate to leaders in Pyongyang that nuclear developments 
will result in increasing international isolation and tightening economic 
sanctions that target businesses and banks that continue to cooperate with 
North Korea. To date, international sanctions have been watered down or 
poorly implemented by countries, such as China, which either seek to 
maintain a strategic relationship with North Korea or fear that sanctions 
could lead to its instability. But, that is precisely the point. Sanctions 
should signal that nuclear weapons could be the regime’s undoing and not 
the ultimate guarantor of “the eternal future of the nation” in order to be 
effective.

Second, sanctions and economic pressure will be more effective in turn-
ing the North’s nuclear ambitions if they are paired with a clear path to 
prosperity for its leadership to take. That path would likely need to include 
diplomatic incentives as well as detailed steps toward peaceful coexistence 
and opportunity for the regime to benefit—in terms of building an eco-
nomically “strong and prosperous” nation—from halting its nuclear pro-
gram or denuclearizing. Otherwise, it would have little incentive to do so. 
This could include some type of normalization of relations, although it is 
unclear that the North Korean regime is looking for better international 
relations, which would run counter to its anti-imperial partisan identity.
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Third, information operations could be used to undermine the interna-
tional and domestic legitimacy for a Kim regime that is bent on developing 
nuclear weapons. For instance, the United States could use radio broad-
casts, leaflets, telecommunications, and so on, to spread information about 
the estimated costs of North Korea’s nuclear program in contrast to the 
condition of ordinary North Koreans, including its human rights abuses, 
in contrast to the potential benefits of a “path to prosperity.” Appealing to 
its historical identity and dignity of the ancient Korean nation, informa-
tion operations could highlight the perverse priorities of the regime. After 
every nuclear test, missile launch, or other provocation, the United States 
and its allies should emphasize the narrative that such actions are a sign of 
weakness not strength of an increasingly desperate regime with no record 
of progress or success outside of nuclear capabilities.

Fourth, crises and tensions often serve to strengthen the North Korean 
internal narrative of being under attack by outsiders and the “sole 
defender” against US imperialism. Overreacting and hyping the threat 
from North Korea each time it conducts a nuclear or missile test can 
heighten the symbolic value of its nuclear program for domestic audi-
ences. The United States and its allies should respond in a measured but 
concrete manner. Rather than looking reactionary, for instance, they 
should articulate well in advance how their military postures will respond 
should North Korea continue on its current path in order to convey that 
continued nuclear developments will not buy Pyongyang strategic advan-
tage. The types of actions the United States and its allies could take include 
increasing trilateral security cooperation between the United States, South 
Korea, and Japan; modifying basing and prepositioning of regional assets 
to better fight under the nuclear shadow on the peninsula; enhancing 
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities and operations; 
building up quick response stealth aircraft and regional conventional 
prompt strike capabilities; increasing anti-submarine warfare assets and 
operations; and ramping up regional and homeland missile defenses. By 
telegraphing these types of actions in advance, the United States and its 
allies signal a willingness to pace the North Korean threat and incentivize 
restraint by Pyongyang.

Since North Korea appears bent on developing and deploying an oper-
ational nuclear weapons capability, the actions above may slow but are 
unlikely to stop it from its current course. If that is the case, US interests 
presumably would be better served by some North Korean decisions 
regarding doctrine and operations over others. To avoid encouraging 
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North Korean adoption of risky doctrinal and command and control 
arrangements, US military measures would need to balance resolve with 
its own restraint and assurances. The goal would be to convey that any 
additional US military measures needed to protect the United States and 
its allies against North Korea’s growing nuclear threat are defensive in 
nature. How to do that is difficult, as it requires overcoming the quintes-
sential security dilemma in international politics. Indeed, it is unclear 
whether North Korea would ever trust that US intentions are purely 
defensive. Anything that exacerbates North Korean concerns that the 
United States is preparing a decapitation or disarming first-strike will 
incentivize Pyongyang to disperse its weapons and pre-delegate launch 
authority. Such arrangements would increase the risk of nuclear conflict. 
At the same time, overemphasizing the defensive nature of US military 
measures might convince North Korea’s leadership that nuclear weapons 
in fact secure the regime from US military coercion. As a result, it has less 
incentive to curb its nuclear ambitions.

Lastly, US policy also should consider an information campaign aimed 
at disrupting command and control arrangements should North Korea 
take steps to disperse its nuclear forces and delegate launch authority to 
lower-echelon commanders. The United States could conduct an infor-
mation campaign aimed at exploiting any divisions in civil–military rela-
tions. For instance, it could communicate to military commanders and 
political leaders that, should conflict come, any and all individuals respon-
sible for carrying out any part of a nuclear-use order will be held personally 
accountable. On the other hand, those who do not carry out those orders 
would receive amnesty and an opportunity to pursue a normal life in post-
war Korea. An information campaign could also be used to raise questions 
about the surety, security and authority to complicate command and con-
trol related decisions. Conducting successful information operations 
against a hard target such as North Korea, however, would be very 
difficult.
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Chapter 9

Conclusion: Using Strategic Culture 
to Explain Real-World Decisionmaking

Jeffrey A. Larsen

Introduction

Decisionmaking by political leaders of a nation, state, nonstate actor, or any 
other political entity is naturally influenced by value preferences. These values 
are the accumulation of a lifetime of learning, both active and passive, by that 
decisionmaker of his or her personal culture. Strategic culture can be thought 
of as an even larger set of influences. The editors of this book and some of its 
authors were also participants in an earlier publication on strategic culture: 
Strategic Culture and Weapons of Mass Destruction: Culturally Based Insights 
into Comparative National Security Policymaking. In a well-crafted defini-
tion of strategic culture in that volume they stated that “strategic culture is 
that set of shared beliefs, assumptions, and modes of behavior, derived from 
common experiences and accepted narratives (both oral and written) that 
shape collective identity and relationships to other groups, and which deter-
mine appropriate ends and means for achieving security objectives.”1

That 2009 book was an effort to explain political decisions by nation-
states and violent nonstate actors to acquire, proliferate, and potentially 
use weapons of mass destruction (WMD), and whether to abide by inter-
national norms. The book examined eight important states and one 
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nonstate actor that were central figures in the international security envi-
ronment at the time. The project was in many ways a response to factors 
that had brought consideration of strategic culture back to the forefront 
of international relations and security: the attacks of 9/11 and the post-
9/11 security environment, and calls to develop and establish new frame-
works to guide policymaking in the post-Cold War era. Surely, it was 
thought just a decade ago, these shocks represented unusual and system-
altering challenges to the existing system that were unlikely to be repli-
cated any time soon.

Changes in the Past Decade

So what has changed in the decade since that book was written? Nearly 
everything—or so it sometimes seems. The narratives in many states are 
being rewritten, and occasionally acted upon; for the West the shocks just 
keep on coming. To wit:

•	 The return of Russia, a nuclear-armed great power adversary chal-
lenging Europe, and its acquisition by force of neighboring territory 
that it considered a part of its own sphere of strategic influence.

•	 The continued growth of China as a regional power and global eco-
nomic colossus, with potential military power that it is testing in East 
Asia (especially the South China Sea) through spurious territorial 
demands and military actions.

•	 The continued disrespect shown by North Korea toward norms of 
international behavior, including development of its nuclear weap-
ons and ballistic missile programs, its threats against the United 
States, South Korea, and Japan, and its belligerent and erratic public 
relations statements and military testing and exercises.

•	 Social and political collapse in multiple countries of the Middle East 
and North Africa, including civil wars in Syria and Libya, an ongoing 
Arab-Israeli conflict being led at the moment by state-sponsored ter-
rorist groups, and the unresolved status of Palestine. These disputes 
are based on strategic cultures informed by religious differences.

•	 The rise of culturally inspired terrorism in the Middle East, most 
particularly in recent years the emergence of the Islamic State, which 
purports to represent a pure and extreme interpretation of Islam and 
the teachings of the Koran. The fact that its efforts are brutal, and 
that every nation on earth, including the Islamic states in which it 
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operates, has condemned the group, does not lessen the fact of its 
ideological grounding in a particular strategic culture perspective.

•	 The growth of culturally inspired independence movements in 
Britain, Belgium, Spain, and other states that were previously 
thought to be immune to such centrifugal forces.

•	 The rise of populism throughout the Western world. The growing 
political divisions within the United States and France, for example, 
reflect alternative views of the world within each country, based on 
different backgrounds and perspectives: in short, varying political 
cultures.

Strategic culture has a role to play in explaining, understanding, and 
possibly predicting the ramifications of all of these challenges to the inter-
national status quo. Of course, strategic culture alone is typically a neces-
sary but insufficient explanatory tool for such matters, but at the same 
time it is nearly always inseparably part of the problem, the explanation, 
and any solution. This is what makes the concept so challenging: it is 
messy and amorphous, not easy to grasp like meta-concepts such as real-
ism with its emphasis on more easily measured elements of power, or lib-
eralism which assumes the goodness of humankind; instead, culture 
reflects the multilayered reality of life and each person’s background. This 
milieu plays a role in decisions as innocuous as what type of bed one pre-
fers to sleep on or what she eats for breakfast, to whether to launch a 
nuclear attack on a neighboring state. It is a learned set of preferences 
which determine behavior to a considerable extent. It is the background 
clutter we all must deal with no matter how rational we think our behavior 
is or our decisions are. This makes it more challenging than most theoreti-
cal or methodological approaches, as numerous authors have shown. But 
that intellectual challenge makes it no less vital to understanding ourselves, 
our friends, and our adversaries.

Let us look more closely at one of the above examples to see why we need 
strategic culture analysts. Since at least 2008, and most evidently since 2014, 
Russia has violated or ignored multiple norms of international behavior to 
which it had previously subscribed, including the UN Charter, the Helsinki 
Process, the 1994 Budapest Agreement, and others, including multiple arms 
control agreements. It is in violation of at least one international arms con-
trol treaty (INF), it continues to undertake a major nuclear weapons mod-
ernization program that may include arms build-ups in violation of another 
strategic nuclear arms control treaty (New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty), 
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and it is threatening neighbors with nuclear saber rattling and snap exer-
cises. This behavior is undoubtedly driven to some extent by rational cal-
culations and realpolitik, but it also reflects the underlying reality of 
Russian strategic culture. The problem for the West is that the field of 
Russian area studies, experts who can decipher and explain Russian strate-
gic culture and identify its preferences and likely decisions, has been seri-
ously neglected for a generation. As a result there are few experts left who 
can reliably explain what Moscow or its leaders are thinking, and nearly no 
one who can combine that capability with a lifetime of diplomatic or mili-
tary experience. As but one example, in determining how best to respond 
to President Putin’s challenges along Russia’s Western borders—which 
abut NATO’s borders, in many places—a logical question to ask is how 
the Alliance should respond. The answer is not easy, for cultural reasons. 
If Mr. Putin is an opportunist, seeking weaknesses in Western economic or 
military arrangements that he can exploit, the West should respond 
strongly, perhaps by forward deploying military forces along the border to 
meet strength with strength. But if the president is merely reflecting tradi-
tional Russian paranoia about its security, and if his administration truly 
believes its country is threatened by NATO or EU enlargement, then his 
military actions take on a different hue. In that case the deployment of 
additional Western military forces along the border is the last thing NATO 
should do; instead, it should focus on diplomacy and dialogue to reduce 
the level of Russian angst. Differing analyses, therefore, lead to different 
policy prescriptions that are both based on strategic culture, but which are 
substantially at odds with one another. Without good cultural analysts to 
help explain what is really going on, the West does not know which path 
is preferable.

Strategic Culture as a Theory and as a Methodology

What does all of this uncertainty and instability mean for students and 
practitioners of strategic culture as a methodological approach to under-
standing the world? That is the purpose of this book. It focuses on a nar-
row slice of international relations to show the value of an approach 
grounded in strategic culture: identifying and explaining thresholds for 
nuclear decisions, and determining US foreign policy actions that might 
influence such decision points.

It may be instructive to recall the aspects that can be considered a part 
of strategic culture. Strategic culture can include such physical attributes 
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as geography, climate, natural resources, technology, and generational 
change; political factors like historical experience, elite beliefs, and military 
organizations; and social/cultural aspects such as myths, symbols, and 
defining texts.2 All of this becomes part of what many cultural theorists call 
the narrative, the basis on which decisions are made. And yet, as Colin 
Gray reminds us, culture matters deeply, but it is not all that matters.3 
Strategic culture must take its place alongside other explanatory variables 
when assessing a decision, or a threshold for decision.

The first book in this series included case studies of eight nation-states and 
one nonstate actor in an attempt to determine how strategic culture played a 
role in determining whether a political entity would choose to acquire, pro-
liferate, or use WMD, and whether it would adhere to international rules and 
norms that proscribe such activities. This book continues that examination 
with six cases, four of which are new and two that are updated or 
extended from the earlier volume. The goal of the research that produced this 
volume was to look more closely at nuclear thresholds, those interstices 
where a state or nonstate actor has the opportunity to choose one path or 
another—one leading to further advancing its progress toward becoming a 
nuclear state, or to share or possibly even use its nuclear capabilities, and the 
other moving away from such aspirations. The secondary effort of the proj-
ect was to then identify potential levers for US foreign policy in order to 
influence those decision points—the goal being to persuade the other party 
to choose the path toward reduced emphasis on nuclear weapons.

Traditional nuclear literature has treated nuclear problems by “type” 
and has developed a number of labels in order to effectively do so (i.e., 
counterproliferation, deterrence). By contrast, this volume provides an 
innovative approach to framing nuclear concerns. Rather than addressing 
them by type, the authors address serial decision points in a state’s journey 
toward becoming a nuclear power. “Nuclear thresholds” are near to 
medium term actions which are both plausible and critical in that they have 
potential for significant impact in the international security environment. 
These may include nuclear proliferation concerns, but also actions as varied 
as unilateral military action to protect one’s nuclear monopoly, or tactical 
nuclear use in violation of long-standing nuclear-taboo norms. Because 
these have the potential to occur simultaneously, there is value in treating 
these cases as complex and interconnected aspects of a global nuclear field. 
This approach is more reflective of the reality faced by policymakers and 
challenges the community of nuclear scholars to think in terms of 
the  strategic complexity of such a dynamic environment, for example, 
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the repercussions of attempting to influence the nuclear behavior of a long-
standing “friend” of the United States (e.g., Saudi Arabia) at the same time 
as it is dealing in a different way with a long-standing adversary (such as 
Iran).

The book uses a new methodological approach developed by Jeannie 
Johnson and Marilyn Maines for the US intelligence community that they 
call the Cultural Topography Analytic Framework (CTAF). As explained 
in Chap. 2, the CTAF method draws from Grounded Theory,4 an approach 
tested within anthropology and often unfamiliar to political scientists. Its 
approach is inductive rather than deductive. The CTAF process seeks to 
explain “why things which happened were to be expected,” and then proj-
ect probabilities for future iterations.5 A deductive model which seeks 
causal connections—why an event must have happened—is an overly 
deterministic tool for capturing and explaining cultural influence. Humans 
act as willful agents, absorbing but also impacting the cultures around 
them. The result is a cultural context which flexes and bends, requiring a 
hermeneutical approach—the art of interpretation—rather than a positiv-
ist pursuit of natural laws.

The CTAF is designed to serve foreign and security policy decisionmak-
ers by defining the range of probable behaviors pursued by a foreign actor 
in order to enhance efforts at planning, anticipate backlash to US policies, 
identify actors and issue areas within another polity most open to US influ-
ence, and craft tailored strategies accordingly. In this, the book’s method 
invites a more nuanced approach to security policy than traditional realpo-
litik. True, it is possible that realism could anticipate many of the nuclear 
decisions taken by the states under consideration in our volume. The real-
ist assumption of states as “black boxes” of similar motivation and trajec-
tory is inhibiting, however, for policymakers who wish to explore options 
beyond the often blunt traditional toolsets used to influence the behavior 
of other actors on the world stage. This book, on the other hand, supplies 
the data required for a more carefully crafted set of strategic tools. By 
opening the box of state structure and examining its decisionmaking 
norms, its perceptions of acceptable mechanisms for exerting influence, its 
regard for the United States as a partner, its sense of identity and entitle-
ment vis-à-vis nuclear arms, and cultural narratives regarding nuclear use, 
the analyst using CTAF can be better prepared to devise tailored and effec-
tive strategies for dealing with nuclear thresholds faced by other states, 
including potential adversaries. The variety of “inducements” each author 
identifies as salient for the particular regimes they study, and the distinct 
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and regime-specific policy recommendations they offer, are a testament to 
the utility of a culturally informed approach to US nuclear strategy.

Strategic Culture Does Matter

Each case study examines its country in terms of identity, norms, values, 
and perceptual lens in order to offer culturally based insights into their 
behavior and intentions. From this, each chapter makes recommendations 
for US foreign policy that were tailored for use with that actor. The focus 
on nuclear thresholds is a new and fresh approach to understanding 
nuclear decisionmaking.

Nuclear policy and decisionmaking have a long and rich pedigree cre-
ated by some of the most brilliant minds of the last 70 years. As men-
tioned, most previous analyses have focused on nuclear challenges by 
type—deterrence policy, missile defenses, command and control, nuclear 
use, and so on—or by more general national studies of adversaries. This 
book takes a new and different approach, addressing the range of complex 
and dynamic nuclear challenges US policymakers are likely to face in the 
near to medium term, while taking into account the dynamic nature of 
such decisions, and the risk and potential dangers inherent in decisions 
involving nuclear matters. Its focus is on nuclear “thresholds,” those criti-
cal nodal periods when an actor must decide “yes” or “no” on a decision 
of consequence for nuclear acquisition, proliferation, or use, and whether 
to violate extant norms and agreements. This is a refreshing approach to 
the realm of study known as strategic affairs.

Several themes emerged in the case studies in the book. For example, in 
those actors who have or are likely to make “go” decisions at various 
nuclear thresholds, there was a common perception of a strong sense of 
national pride and feelings of entitlement to being a nuclear player on the 
international scene. These were based on that state’s commonly shared 
narrative—its strategic culture. In addition, many of these decision points 
were influenced by a perceptual lens colored by that actor’s threat percep-
tions; a “go” decision was often related to the fear a state or nonstate actor 
had relative to one of its (often nuclear-armed) more powerful neighbors.

The Ukrainian sense of identity is Western-leaning and dedicated to basic 
international norms of nonproliferation, which predisposed its leaders to 
abandon plans for retaining Soviet-era nuclear weapons and to join the Nuclear 
Nonproliferation Treaty. This reflected a sense of restraint by Ukraine. Yet 
there is an underlying longing to return to those early post-Cold War years 
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when Ukraine had more importance on the international scene, a situation 
that some believed was due in part to the existence of Soviet nuclear weapons 
on Ukrainian soil. One issue for the West will be how to maintain a feeling of 
restraint on Kiev’s part.

Russia is an enigma.6 The obvious trademarks of its strategic culture, 
however, are easy to identify: national pride, belief in its role as the keeper 
of the true Christian faith, its view of Russian civilization as unique and 
superior to that of the West. At the same time, it is afraid of outsiders, of 
invasion, and of the military, economic, and social aspects of the enlarge-
ment of European culture. The latter concerns require strong military 
forces, including modern nuclear weapons and the means for their 
delivery.

Israel’s sense of identity as a law-abiding democratic nation with civilian 
control of the military, and limited power for the prime minister, has been 
reflected in its choosing on repeated occasions not to attack Iran’s nuclear 
program. Israel’s strategic culture gives it a real sense of entitlement to 
whatever forces will secure the Jewish state, including (presumably, if not 
openly confirmed) its nuclear arsenal. This is one part of its “peace through 
strength” policy.

Iran’s identity as the vanguard of the Shi’ite worldview, with its sense of 
entitlement to nuclear power, makes it an untrustworthy actor in the 
international scene. While many in the West would prefer not to keep it as 
the adversary it has been for nearly 40 years, its own actions, based on its 
own strategic culture, keep it as one.

North Korea’s identity is based on its self-perception as a bastion of 
racial purity, descended from the glorious emperors of the past, and the 
Kim regime’s identity as the leader of a besieged country. The leader’s 
comments and the propaganda coming from this backward country is so 
absurd as to be laughable, were it not for their dramatic improvements in 
nuclear weapons and delivery means in recent years. The combination of 
a strategic culture that believes in its own superiority and its role in regional 
leadership, combined with a lack of commitment to international norms, 
all mixed with modern weaponry, makes for a dangerous concoction.

Saudi Arabia’s self-identity is to serve as the guardian of Islam’s holiest 
sites, an identity and role that cannot be yielded to Iranian Shi’ite apos-
tates. Despite its latent capabilities, however, the Saudis do not appear to 
be a serious contender for nuclear weapons capabilities, in part because 
they do not have the strategic cultural affinity to do so.
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Practical Matters: A Checklist of Policy Responses 
to Nuclear Thresholds

Understanding the cultural factors involved in nuclear decisionmaking can 
enhance one’s analysis of a state or nonstate actor, including the decisions 
it is likely to make at one of the nuclear thresholds. Decisions as to whether 
to cross one of those thresholds may be swayed to some extent by foreign 
policy and diplomatic, military, or economic factors. This in turn relies on 
improved understanding of the decisionmaking process of those states of 
concern. Such knowledge can lead to an improved ability to craft creative 
strategies to influence the process in other states.

The following checklist, developed by one of this book’s co-editors, 
Marilyn Maines, represents an attempt to break out the many decision points 
or steps along the road to a nuclear weapons capability that fall within each 
of six categories.7 Once these decision points have been successfully identi-
fied, the CTAF approach can be applied to each of the individual decision 
points with the goal of discerning and evaluating the impact of the key cul-
tural factors on each of the individual thresholds. This effort will help poli-
cymakers determine the right way to influence a state’s decisionmaking.

Nuclear Decision Thresholds

�Thresholds Related to Compliance or Noncompliance with International 
Nonproliferation Regimes and Norms
Normally, the threshold of deciding whether to adhere to or violate com-
mitments already undertaken, or commitments contemplated, could occur 
at any point in a nuclear development program. At this stage, the nation-
state or nonstate group may not have decided whether it is pursuing a 
basic nuclear science and technology (S&T) capability for general knowl-
edge, undertaking an effort for peaceful applications of nuclear power, or 
if it intends to progress to a nuclear weapons research and development 
effort. Many of the initial steps within this category may be taken with full 
adherence to the NPT. Crossing this threshold, however, ultimately 
involves deciding whether to cheat or violate existing arms control or 
treaty agreements, or to break commitments to international nonprolif-
eration norms and attempt to procure a nuclear weapon or nuclear weap-
ons capability. This threshold could include the following associated 
sub-thresholds:
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•	 Whether to explore or pursue nuclear research and S&T capability.
•	 Whether to develop a cadre of qualified nuclear scientists.
•	 Whether to approach a sympathetic nuclear-capable state for assis-

tance in training and/or to make efforts to incorporate scientists 
within other country’s training and research programs.

•	 Whether to establish basic nuclear research laboratories and 
institutes.

•	 Whether to make initial resource investment in technology required 
to lay the foundations for a future nuclear program.

•	 Whether to begin uranium prospecting and exploration in country, 
or, if no uranium deposits exist, to acquire uranium from another 
nation-state.

•	 Whether to openly acknowledge interest in a nuclear program for 
basic S&T or peaceful applications of nuclear power.

•	 Whether the pursuit of nuclear weapons capability, once taken, will 
be open or covert.

•	 Who to include in the initial organizational structure for a nuclear 
program, including:

–– The role of nation-state leadership in nuclear program decisions.
–– The role of civilian nuclear authority within the nuclear program.
–– The role of military organizations within the nuclear program.

�Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons or Nuclear Weapons Capability
This is the second stage of decisionmaking within the nuclear weapons 
development process in which a nation-state or nonstate group moves 
forward with the development of a nuclear weapons research and develop-
ment and/or production capability and constructs indigenous production 
facilities. For each basic production capability or set of facilities, the 
nation-state or group must decide whether to acquire the capability on its 
own or to seek assistance from a sympathetic state or supplier for some 
part of the material or technology needed. Also at each decision point the 
state or nonstate group must decide if this production capability will be 
pursued openly or covertly. This threshold could be composed of the 
following sub-thresholds and decision points:

•	 Whether to begin uranium mining and processing.

–– Development of in-country mining sites if natural resources are 
available.

  J. A. Larsen



  261

–– Acquisition of uranium ore from outside source if there are no in-
country deposits.

–– Decision to build uranium ore refining and processing facilities for 
ore processing and production of yellow cake and green salt.

•	 Whether to build an initial nuclear research reactor.

–– Use own scientific capabilities and resources.
–– Seek assistance in construction from a sympathetic nuclear-capable 

nation-state.

•	 Whether to pursue uranium enrichment capability.

–– Type of enrichment process to be used: centrifuge, gaseous diffu-
sion, laser isotope separation, or other more experimental 
process.

–– Build pilot plant or laboratory scale enrichment capability.
–– Construction of full-scale uranium enrichment facility.

•	 Whether to pursue plutonium production capability.

–– Use small-scale withdrawal/reprocessing of fuel rods from nuclear 
research reactor (only for certain reactor types).

–– Construction of dedicated plutonium production reactor(s).
–– Build pilot plant or laboratory scale plutonium separation and 

reprocessing facility.

•	 Construction of full-scale plutonium reprocessing facility.

–– Whether to build/acquire related technology capabilities and 
facilities necessary for a nuclear fuel cycle.

–– Construction of a heavy water production plant.
–– Construction or development of rare earth metals, chemical pro-

duction, and conventional high explosives capability.
–– Development of a technology base for sophisticated machine tools 

and technical instrumentation.

•	 Whether to construct nuclear weapons assembly facilities.

–– Use of small-scale pilot assembly facilities located at nuclear 
research sites.

–– Construction of full-scale nuclear weapons assembly facility.

•	 Whether to acquire nuclear weapons delivery capability.

  Conclusion: Using Strategic Culture to Explain Real-World… 



262 

–– Acquisition of nuclear-capable ballistic missiles from a missile pro-
ducing state.

–– Development of an indigenous ballistic missile production 
program.

–– Development of nontraditional delivery system(s).

•	 Whether to proceed with nuclear weapons testing.

–– Use of laboratory level, sub-critical and cold-testing methods 
only, no full-scale nuclear testing program.

–– Decision not to test device. A nation-state may be using an exist-
ing nuclear design that has already been tested or may decide not 
to test to avoid international censure.

–– Construction of a nuclear test site. This decision requires (i) iden-
tification of a geologically suitable, remote location; (ii) prepara-
tion of tunnels/adits and/or drilled shafts to detonate nuclear 
devices; and (iii) acquisition or development of nuclear test instru-
mentation and diagnostic capabilities.

–– Use of alternative nuclear testing options. This could include 
another state’s test site, or testing in a concealed manner (space, 
underwater, etc.)

�Nuclear Counterproliferation: Actively Deny Acquisition of Nuclear 
Weapons to Others Through Preemptive Attack or Use Covert Means 
to Denigrate Capability of Nuclear Weapons
What role do sociocultural factors play in formulating policies and initia-
tives to actively deny or counter the acquisition of nuclear weapons by 
neighboring states or to negatively affect or prevent use of existing nuclear 
weapons? This could involve the following sub-thresholds:

•	 Whether to preemptively attack another country’s alleged nuclear 
weapons development facilities to deny them acquisition of the infra-
structure for acquiring nuclear weapons of their own.

•	 Whether to take covert steps to denigrate another country’s nuclear 
weapons capability or render them useless by technical means.

�Proliferation and Transfer of Nuclear Weapons
How do sociocultural factors promote or inhibit tendencies or incentives 
to proliferate or transfer nuclear weapons? This is the stage of decision-
making within the nuclear weapons development process in which a 
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nation-state or nonstate group that has already developed a nuclear capa-
bility decides if it is willing to share this capability with other nation-states 
or groups. Nuclear-capable nation-states or groups will also have to decide 
on their willingness to share full nuclear capability or to limit assistance to 
individual capabilities within the nuclear fuel cycle. For each decision point 
within this stage, nation-states or groups will also have to decide if prolif-
eration assistance is to be supplied openly or secretly. It could involve 
these additional issues:

•	 Whether to transfer or sell a complete nuclear weapon to another 
nation-state or group seeking to acquire nuclear capability.

•	 Whether to share nuclear weapons design information.
•	 Whether to supply nuclear weapons technology or provide assistance 

with key nuclear components or production capabilities that would 
substantially advance a nuclear program (e.g., provision of uranium, 
assistance with nuclear reactor design/construction, supply of cen-
trifuge technology for uranium enrichment, supply of plutonium 
reprocessing technology).

•	 Whether to share nuclear weapons delivery system technology or to 
supply nuclear-capable ballistic missiles.

•	 Whether to provide technical experts or nuclear scientists working in 
country with nation-state or group seeking to acquire nuclear 
capability.

•	 Whether or not to supply nuclear proliferation support at an official 
state level, but to overlook rogue scientists or private efforts to sell or 
transfer nuclear technology or production related equipment.

�Operational Deployment of Nuclear Weapons
How do sociocultural factors help determine whether to proceed with 
overt deployment of nuclear weapons, or to deploy covertly? This thresh-
old is composed of the following additional issues:

•	 Whether to proceed with development and deployment of an opera-
tional nuclear weapons capability.

•	 Whether to overtly deploy or covertly deploy nuclear weapons.
•	 Decision to develop a command and control system for authorized 

release and use of nuclear weapons.
•	 Decision on storage and deployment of nuclear weapons.
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–– Military or civilian control of nuclear weapons storage facilities.
–– Physical deployment of combat ready nuclear weapons
–– Option for separate storage of certain nuclear weapons compo-

nents with need for some final assembly before release/use.
–– Proximity of nuclear weapons to nuclear delivery systems (e.g., 

use of mobile missile systems, storage at/nearby ballistic missile 
sites or on board nuclear-capable submarines).

�Use of Nuclear Weapons
How do sociocultural factors influence decisions to use nuclear weapons, 
either in the sense of wielding nuclear weapons for deterrence and coer-
cive purposes or in the sense of actually conducting attacks with nuclear 
weapons? This is the ultimate stage of nuclear decisionmaking within the 
nuclear weapons development process in which a nation-state decides 
what nuclear weapons it will produce and how it will deploy or use its 
weapons. In this stage, a nuclear program is institutionalized, and cultural 
factors play a significant role in determining a state’s nuclear doctrine. 
Strategic decisions must be made on use of nuclear weapons for deter-
rence and coercive purposes, use of nuclear weapons as a key symbol to 
obtain global status, and formulation of actual command and control doc-
trines on nuclear weapons use. Whether the state will adopt approaches 
that view nuclear weapons only as a last resort, adopt a “no first use” 
doctrine, or develop a more aggressive doctrine—such as preemptive 
nuclear strike, or use of conventional weapons or WMD within a region to 
deny nuclear capability to other regional rivals—become key threshold 
decisions is this stage.

•	 Whether to develop an explicit or tacit nuclear doctrine or national 
policy.

–– Use of nuclear capability primarily for deterrence. This approach 
could include such doctrines as  “no first use,” presumption of 
nonuse, or “minimum credible deterrence” policies.

–– Use of nuclear capability for defense only. Nation-state or group 
publicly states that it will use nuclear weapons only in retaliation 
for nuclear, chemical, or biological attacks on national territory or 
deployed forces.
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–– First-strike use of nuclear capability as a preventative, preemptive 
measure to prevent another state or adversary from acquiring 
nuclear capability.

•	 Decisions related to the size (numbers), composition (mix of basing 
options), and posture (alert status) of the nuclear arsenal. How many 
weapons, what types will be produced to achieve a desired level of 
nuclear capability or strategic assurance, and how will they be 
postured?

Conclusion

Strategic culture can serve as a valuable supplemental approach to achieve 
better understanding of another state and the factors that will play into its 
decisionmaking at various nuclear threshold points. Such an approach can 
supplement traditional methods, but using a cultural lens allows the analyst 
to cast a wider net for information than simply thinking in terms of realism 
or some other international relations theory. Focusing on nuclear thresholds 
can help avoid the proverbial stovepipe of information that is based solely on 
a particular aspect or type of nuclear weapons study. It also allows a country 
to better determine the decisions another state is likely to make when it 
comes up to a nuclear threshold, thereby allowing the first state to best 
influence the state facing that decision point. The cultural toppography ana-
lytic framework model is an effective way of conducting such research; it 
shows what can be done and how to do it. The case studies in this book 
showed how CTAF can be applied to real-world situations, and the checklist 
in this final chapter provides a rudimentary set of questions for the analyst 
interested in how another states will deal with a “go/no go” decision.
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