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Abstract

This article, challenges the fundamental assumption of the global non-proliferation
regime, that limiting the spread of nuclear weapons leads to peace, and argues
instead that nuclear deterrence is the most effective mechanism for preserving
national sovereignty and preventing war. Drawing on realist theory, deterrence
models, and extensive comparative analysis of case studies, this research shows that
non-nuclear-weapon states have been vulnerable to foreign intervention, regime
change, and coercive diplomacy. In contrast, nuclear-weapon states have been able
to deter foreign aggression. Moreover, competing nuclear powers have consistently
avoided full-scale war. These patterns suggest that nuclear weapons, even among
adversaries, induce caution and strategic restraint, making deterrence a stabilizing
force. Using a comparative qualitative methodology, combining process tracing,
dynamic analysis, and comparative qualitative analysis, this paper examines the
mechanisms linking nuclear power to peace and strategic immunity. From a

theoretical perspective, it introduces the concept of “proliferation justice,” a
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framework that critiques the structural inequality embedded in the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and advocates for regulated, threat-based access to
nuclear deterrence for vulnerable states. Ultimately, the paper argues that peace is
achieved not. through disarmament or normative consensus, but through the credible
threat of retaliation.

Keywords: Nuclear deterrence, non-proliferation regime, nuclear weapons,

proliferation justice, NPT.

Introduction

Since the beginning of the nuclear age, the international security order has been built
upon the assumption that limiting the proliferation of nuclear weapons is a necessary
condition for preserving global peace and security. This normative logic -embodied
most prominently in the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT)
and the safeguards system of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)- has
shaped global nuclear governance for more than five decades. According to this
dominant perspective, reducing the number of nuclear-armed states and preventing
new actors from acquiring such weapons lowers the risks of war, miscalculation,
and escalation.

However, contemporary empirical evidence reveals a growing gap between this
normative logic and the realities of international politics. Numerous non-nuclear
states -including those fully compliant with non-proliferation commitments- have
experienced military intervention, regime change, and coercive diplomacy. In
contrast, nuclear-armed states, even under conditions of isolation, hostility, or
violations of other international norms, have largely avoided full-scale war and
direct external intervention. Moreover, rival nuclear powers have consistently
refrained from engaging in total war against one another.

These recurring patterns raise a fundamental question: Has the non-proliferation
regime genuinely produced peace, or has it reproduced a form of structural
inequality within the international security system?

This article challenges the foundational assumption of the global non-
proliferation regime -that restricting nuclear weapons leads to peace- and instead
argues that nuclear deterrence constitutes the most effective mechanism for
preserving national sovereignty and preventing war. The study advances a central
hypothesis: nuclear deterrence, rather than disarmament or non-proliferation, is the
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primary factor preventing large-scale war and external military intervention in the
contemporary international system.

Theoretically, the article introduces the concept of “Justice in Proliferation”, a
framework that critiques the structural inequality embedded in the NPT and defends
regulated, threat-based access to nuclear deterrence for vulnerable states.

Materials and Methods

This research employs a qualitative and comparative methodology grounded in
structural realism, nuclear deterrence theory, and institutional critique of
international regimes. The analytical framework assumes that in an anarchic
international system, security is determined primarily by power balances and cost—
benefit calculations rather than by legal norms or moral consensus.

Methodologically, the study combines:

- Process tracing to identify causal mechanisms linking nuclear capability to

security outcomes

- Comparative dynamic case studies

- Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA)

Data were collected from official documents, historical records, international
relations scholarship, and documented case studies.

The empirical analysis compares the experiences of non-nuclear states -including
Iraq, Libya, Ukraine, Syria, and Afghanistan- with patterns of interaction among
rival nuclear powers. The conceptual model defines:

- Independent Variable: Nuclear capability

- Intervening Variable: Credible nuclear deterrence

- Contextual Variable: Structural inequality within the international system and

the NPT regime

- Dependent Variable: War, military intervention, or preservation of peace

The model posits that possession of nuclear weapons increases the cost of

external intervention to prohibitive levels, thereby generating strategic immunity.

Discussion & Result

The findings reveal a consistent empirical pattern:
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1. Non-nuclear states, even when fully compliant with non-proliferation
obligations, have remained vulnerable to coercive diplomacy, foreign

intervention, and regime change.

2. Nuclear-armed states have demonstrated a significantly higher degree of

strategic immunity, effectively deterring direct military aggression.

3. Rival nuclear powers have systematically avoided full-scale war, exhibiting
strategic caution and restraint even in periods of severe crisis.

These patterns suggest that nuclear weapons -even among adversaries- induce
caution and strategic self-restraint, transforming deterrence into a stabilizing force.
The evidence challenges the normative assumption that disarmament inherently
produces peace. Instead, peace appears closely associated with the presence of
credible retaliatory capability.

Furthermore, the institutional structure of the NPT has created a formal security
hierarchy distinguishing between “nuclear-weapon states” and “non-nuclear-weapon
states.” This differentiation has contributed to structural inequality, wherein strategic
immunity is concentrated among recognized nuclear powers. The continued
modernization of nuclear arsenals and limited progress toward disarmament
reinforce this asymmetry.

The concept of Justice in Proliferation emerges as a theoretical contribution
aimed at addressing this imbalance. It argues that under conditions of structural
inequality, denying vulnerable states access to credible deterrence may perpetuate
insecurity rather than reduce it.

Conclusion

This study concludes that peace in the contemporary international system is
achieved not primarily through disarmament or normative consensus, but through
credible threats of retaliation. Nuclear deterrence functions as a powerful mechanism
for preserving sovereignty, preventing external intervention, and reducing the
likelihood of full-scale war between major powers.

While the global non-proliferation regime seeks to limit the spread of nuclear
weapons in the name of peace, empirical patterns suggest that strategic stability has
been more closely associated with deterrence than with disarmament. The findings

call for a critical reassessment of the structural inequalities embedded in the current
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regime and invite further theoretical and empirical debate on the relationship

between nuclear capability, justice, and peace in international security.
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