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Abstract

This paper starts locating the problem of non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) – and the related questions of use of force in international relations – within its path-dependencies. It then elucidates the state of the art of non-proliferation on the eve of 11 September and the Iraq conflict (2002/03), deriving working propositions about non-proliferation policy in the early 21st century. On this background, it discusses two prime examples: post-"9/11"-terrorism and "Iraq". The result is that on the one hand, we still have to conceive of the problem of non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction in the light of last decades' experience. On the other hand, certain principles of non-proliferation policy are fading, especially its co-operative and universal idea. This leaves us with three important conclusions for U.N. collective security in the WMD sector. 

The first is that the effectiveness of international norms at the global level is likely to decrease and the U.N., or the Security Council in particular, to be confronted with the risk of losing its primary responsibility for peace and international security, at least as far as WMD control is concerned. Along with this comes a uni- and multilateralization of WMD policy – although insofar as it is legally based on a global U.N. rooted regime with collective review and verification mechanisms, such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). Relevant examples are the U.S. approach towards North Korea and the British-French-German approach towards Iran. Together with the non-existent evidence for Iraq WMD (pre-)capabilities, this may foster rogue states' perceptions that the vital security interests of the U.S. and the "Western community" were of a deeply constructivist character, making them negotiable and fading out red lines that may trigger a collective response to a WMD threat. 
The second conclusion is that whereas especially nuclear non-proliferation policy in the NPT framework was, since its inception in the 1960ies, marked by inclusiveness and reciprocity, it has now come to be characterised by differentiation and asymmetry, along with a decay of the WMD non-proliferation regime in general. Currently, almost only antagonists who share no common background of experiences are facing each other. Thus, they lack the antagonistic co-operation potential that results from commonly gone-though crises. As a result, in present and coming WMD-control related crises, they will not be likely to develop complementary security interests. This does not allow much chance of success for a broadly conceived, civil-society and prevention-based approach. Consequently, we have to expect a further erosion of the concept of regimes in non-proliferation policy: In political terms, the dominant strategy for implementing non-proliferation is no longer one of positive incentives, as classically applied in the NPT, which promises security guarantees and help in civil use of nuclear energy. Rather, and in fact already before 9/11, there was a shift away from world-society and compliance-oriented principles ​– such as verification and confidence-building – towards pre-emption defined in military terms and dominance of escalation.  
The third conclusion is that non-proliferation must not be conceived of or studied in axiomatic terms. WMD non-proliferation is not a universal target value but its effectiveness for international security problem-solving clearly depends on the respective security constellation. Non-proliferation is not a means for collective conflict-prevention in the case of suddenly emergent crises that involve strongly asymmetric actors. Rather, arms control regimes of any kind are a specific instrument for peace building – that is, for a medium to long-term management of conflict potentials and for reducing tension and mistrust but not for coping with imminent, manifest conflict processes.

