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WHO’S AFRAID 
OF NUCLEAR 
TERRORISM? 
THE SOURCE: “Why States Won’t Give Nuclear Weapons to Terror-

ists” by Keir A. Lieber and Daryl G. Press, in International Security,  

Summer 2013.

IMAGINE YOU’RE A MALEVOLENT 

dictator in Iran, or maybe North 
Korea, and your military has just 
built its first nuclear weapon. You 
finally hold the power to blast the 
domineering United States into 
an ashy mushroom cloud. But to 
openly wage atomic war would 
be folly, leaving you vulnerable to 
swift and severe retaliation. Much 
smarter would be to attack by 
proxy—let a weapon or two “slip” 
into the hands of a terrorist group 
and have it do the dirty work  
for you. 

That kind of nightmare scenar-
io is a perennial concern of U.S. 
policymakers and the American 
public, note political scientists 
Keir A. Lieber of Georgetown and 
Daryl G. Press of Dartmouth. A 
hard look at the evidence, though, 
shows that only a country with a 

strong death wish would give nuclear 
weapons to terrorists.

Any leader plotting an attack on the 
United States would worry first about 
whether an accomplice terrorist group 
could be identified. Using a database 
of more than 18,000 terrorist attacks 
worldwide between 1998 and 2008,  
Lieber and Press ran the numbers to see 

Would you give this man a nuclear weapon? Even the closest 
allies of Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah would have good 
reason not to trust such a terrorist with so much power.
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how often perpetrators were identified.  
Offenders were named in about 75 per-
cent of all attacks worldwide that caused 
more than 100 fatalities. The record was 
even better—97 percent—when analysis 
was limited to attacks that occurred on 
the soil of the United States and its al-
lies, and incidents that killed 10 or more 
people were included. 

Doomsayers might argue that a nuclear 
blast would be different, since it would 
wipe out so much of the evidence. But 
it’s also true that “the victim would use 
every resource at its disposal—money, 
threats, and force—to rapidly identify 
the source of the attack.” And the in-
ternational community would rush to 
provide assistance, including adversar-
ies anxious to clear their names from 
the suspect list, as Iran and Pakistan 
did when they helped the United States 
gather intelligence after 9/11.

Once the terrorists were identified, 
finding the accomplice regime would be 
child’s play, Lieber and Press conclude. 
The universe of malevolent countries 
armed with nukes is very small. Of the six 
states that sponsor terrorist groups, only 
Pakistan currently has nuclear capabili-
ties, and only Iran plausibly could soon.

There’s a more fundamental problem 
with the sponsorship plan—a regime 
would be handing immense power to 

people it couldn’t control. Only a terror 
group that “had repeatedly demonstrat-
ed its reliability, competence, and ability 
to maintain secrecy” could be considered 
for the job. Even then, the regime would 
have to accept the disturbing possibil-
ity that the terrorists would divulge the 
origin of the weapons or even pick a dif-
ferent target.

What if a malevolent leader played a 
“loose nukes” card, claiming that terror-
ists stole the weapons from his country’s 
stockpile? Such a defense “would be 
nearly as suicidal as launching a direct 
nuclear attack,” since an already suspect 
regime would not be given the benefit of 
the doubt.  A leader might do better to 
claim that the terrorists had stolen from 
another state’s inventory. With 1.3 mil-
lion kilograms of highly enriched ura-
nium in stockpiles around the world, it 
might seem that sly thieves could easily 
purloin enough to build a bomb without 

Instead of fretting aloud 
about the possibility of 
nuclear terrorism, officials 
should be talking up their 
ability to zero in on any 
reckless perpetrator. 
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making a dent in the global supply. In 
reality, though, determining the origin of 
fissile materials used in any bomb would 
not be difficult. Another alibi out.

Even if the sponsor state were identi-
fied, some argue, a victim might hesi-
tate to retaliate if it wasn’t completely 
positive that it had the right culprit. 
The authors respond with a pointed hy-
pothetical: If Hezbollah bombed Israel,  
and Israel suspected Iran of contribut-
ing the weapons, is it possible to imag-
ine that “Israel’s leaders would be too 
restrained by their deep humanity and 
lingering doubts about sponsorship to 
retaliate harshly against Tehran?” 

Instead of fretting aloud about the 
possibility of nuclear terrorism, Lieber 
and Press conclude, officials should be 
talking up their ability to zero in on any 
reckless perpetrator. The daunting risks 
of such an attack have deterred nuclear 
terrorism for more than six decades, and 
raising awareness of those risks is the 
best antidote we have to evil fantasies. n

THE AMAZONIAN EDGE
THE SOURCE: “What Women Bring to the Fight” by Ellen L. Haring, in 

Parameters, Summer 2013.

SERGEANT LEIGH ANN HESTER AND NINE 
other soldiers were trailing a military 
convoy in 2005 when about 50 Iraqi  

insurgents launched an ambush. Braving 
machine gun fire and rocket-propelled 
grenades, Hester, along with her squad 
leader, successfully flanked and cleared 
two enemy trenches, killing three of the 
attackers. For her actions in combat, 
Hester was awarded the Silver Star—
the first female soldier so honored since 
World War II.  

Heroism has not been rare among 
women serving in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, where the blurring of battle lines 
has frequently put them in combat situ-
ations. They have won 1,800 combat ac-
tion badges, and the Pentagon’s decision 
in January to open combat positions to 
women will only increase the number 
of badges. But critics claim that gender 
integration will impair unit cohesion, 
damaging the “brotherhood” that bonds 
frontline troops together.

Nonsense, says Colonel Ellen L. 
Haring, writing in Parameters, which 
is published by the U.S. Army War  
College. “New research suggests women 
can enhance the combat capabilities of 

Women serving in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have won 1,800 
combat action badges. 




