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What can be said but not practiced is better not said; 
When you utter words, you should always consider their end.1 

-Zen Buddhist Baiyun

In his April 2009 speech in Prague, US President Obama said he would 
“seek ... a world without nuclear weapons.” Most people around the 

world—activists and politicians alike—took these words at face value. Th ey 
believed the US President had just committed his administration to embark-
ing on a path toward the elimination of nuclear weapons. However, the op-
erative promises of Obama’s Prague speech were of further investment in 
the US nuclear arsenal, not disarmament.2 Obama caveatted his “vision” of a 
world without nuclear weapons by saying that until all nuclear weapons have 
been eliminated, the US will “maintain a safe, secure, and eff ective arsenal to 
deter any adversary, and guarantee that defense to all our allies.”3 However, 
in reality, “Th e vain search for an ‘eff ective’ arsenal that can deter ‘any’ adver-
sary requires unending innovation and continuous real investment, includ-
ing investment in the extended deterrent to which Obama referred.”4

Not surprisingly, the Obama administration’s fi scal year 2011 budget 
request called for increased funding for nuclear weapons programmes, in-
cluding “critical infrastructure improvements”.5 Darwin BondGraham, co-
author of the chapter “Rhetoric vs. reality: the political economy of nuclear 
weapons and their elimination,” points out that the funding “surge” is un-
necessary if the US is planning to reduce its nuclear weapon stockpile. In-
stead, he argues, “these projects are necessary to lock-in nuclear weapons 
spending at the labs for many decades, and fully commit the US to nuclear 
weapons, regardless of how well international treaty discussions might go.”6

Th e budget request came three days aft er US Vice President Joe Biden 
wrote an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal explaining that the government 

 

Ray Acheson is the Director of Reaching Critical Will.



2 BEYOND ARMS CONTROL 

would seek an increase of $5 billion over fi ve years for nuclear weapons.7 
Biden’s article itself came ten days aft er George Shultz, William Perry, Henry 
Kissinger, and Sam Nunn (the “four horsemen”) wrote their third Wall Street 
Journal op-ed, which laid out arguments for why funding for the nuclear 
weapon laboratories needed to increase.8 

Led by these “four horsemen,” the political and defence intellectual elite 
in the United States have craft ed a new dominant discourse around nuclear 
weapons. Th is discourse has spread to the wider international community 
and is now used by elites in other nuclear weapon states and by those in 
states that shelter under the US nuclear umbrella. Th is discourse is couched 
in terms familiar to nuclear weapon abolition advocates—terms such as dis-
armament, elimination, and world free of nuclear weapons. It thus appears 
diff erent than the nuclear weapons discourse created by such elites during 
the Cold War, which included terms such as mutually assured destruction 
and strategic stability. Yet, there is one key term present in both discourses: 
nuclear deterrence.

Th ere is wide recognition among civil society and military strategists 
alike that nuclear deterrence is irrelevant to the perceived threats facing the 
world today—such as terrorism, climate change, food, water, and energy 
shortages, and increasing global economic disparity. Indeed, nuclear weap-
ons are antithetical to mitigating these converging crises, as their develop-
ment, deployment, and proliferation increases global tensions, disparities, 
polarizations, and environmental degradation and squanders the economic, 
political, and human resources that could otherwise be used to confront and 
solve these crises.

In fact, the only thing that nuclear weapons seem to deter is disarma-
ment—this “contagious doctrine of deterrence”9 has been used as a rationale 
by all the governments that possess nuclear weapons to acquire these weap-
ons originally and to maintain them now.

Yet, the new elite champions of nuclear disarmament around the world 
continue to emphasize the importance of maintaining an “eff ective nuclear 
deterrent” until nuclear weapons are eliminated. Another important aspect 
of the new mainstream discourse maintains that until non-proliferation is 
absolutely assured, those who possess nuclear weapons will need to retain 
theirs. Th is illogic—we will keep the weapons until we no longer “need” 
them—illuminates the reality of the elite political establishments’ intended 
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actions behind the rhetoric of their words. Th ese actions seek absolute guar-
antees that no other states will ever acquire nuclear weapons under any cir-
cumstance at any point in the future while in the meantime preserving and 
enhancing their own nuclear capacities.

Nuclear disarmament in this now-mainstream discourse is in fact “arms 
control as the pursuit of military advantage by diplomatic means.”10 In par-
ticular, the US, UK, and French governments have issued varying degrees of 
verbal support for nuclear disarmament, but in terms that describe disarma-
ment “entirely for what it means for the rest of the world—securing nuclear 
materials and preventing other states from going nuclear or further devel-
oping their existing arsenals.”11 Based on reports and statements issued by 
these governments12, it appears that the US, UK, and French governments 
plan to off er some comprehensive rhetoric on their commitment to nuclear 
disarmament as a future goal while making fi rm demands on the rest of the 
world for commitments to nuclear non-proliferation as a present impera-
tive. Th ese states, which already work to maintain an unequal world order of 
nuclear haves and have-nots through the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) and increasingly seek to implement the Treaty’s rules in a discrimi-
natory fashion, have adopted a discourse about nuclear disarmament and 
non-proliferation that advances their own narrowly perceived interests in a 
way that is detrimental to common security.

A discourse of nuclear weapons that establishes non-proliferation as dis-
armament—and modernization of and investment in nuclear weapons in-
frastructure as a necessary precursor to disarmament—serves to further en-
trench the perception and role of nuclear weapons as instruments of power. 
In his chapter in this book on “Iran’s challenge to the nuclear order,” Michael 
Veiluva argues that the “political, ideological, and even theological attributes 
attached to nuclear weapons” and the resulting perceptions of their role and 
value is a critical component in any decision to obtain and retain them. As 
the “platinum credit card of state power, infl uence, and nationalistic pride,” 
he argues that nuclear weapons are “endowed with more complex and sig-
nifi cant political attributes that combine to create units of international ex-
change as well as confl ict.” 

Zia Mian of Princeton University, who has written the chapter “Toward 
a fi ssile material (cut-off ) treaty,” likewise has noted, “Nuclear weapons, fi rst 
and foremost, are weapons. Th ey are instruments of violence and the threat 
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of violence. Th e strategies and policies for their development, deployment, 
and use are not contained within them. Nuclear weapons are given meaning 
and purpose by the politics of nuclear weapon states.”13

Th is perception of power inevitably attracts others. But part of the value 
of nuclear weapons is that they off er admittance into a very exclusive club, 
wherein the powerful can ensure the maintenance of a world order compati-
ble to their interests. Newcomers, unless willing to “play by the rules” and ac-
quiesce to the hegemonic world order, challenge not only the privileged sta-
tus aff orded by nuclear weapons but the very world order that sustains them.

As Carol Cohn, Felicity Hill, and Sara Ruddick argue in the chapter, “Th e 
relevance of gender for eliminating weapons of mass destruction,” the con-
cept of proliferation, as used in the mainstream discourse, constructs some 
nuclear weapons as a problem and turns a blind eye to others. It asserts that 
there are legitimate possessors “implicitly not only entitled to those weap-
ons, but to modernize and develop new generations of them as well.” 

Proponents of this perspective work to prevent proliferation in order to 
prevent nuclear weapons from “falling into the wrong hands”. Th ey purport 
that the “problematic” nuclear weapons are only those that “spread” into 
the arsenals of other, formerly non-possessor states. Cohn, Hill, and Rud-
dick note that the “legitimate” nuclear weapon possessors consider them-
selves prudent, mature, restrained, while the unruly others are irrational, 
unpredictable, incompetent. Th is discourse serves to further entrench and 
politicize the diff erences between nuclear and non-nuclear weapon possess-
ors. It gives these “others”—emasculated by the heavily gendered attributes 
assigned to them—one more reason to desire nuclear weapons.

Th e mainstream nuclear disarmament discourse, therefore, does not help 
close the gaps in a world starkly divided between haves and have nots, pow-
erful and powerless. It is, quite simply, not intended to lead to the elimina-
tion of nuclear weapons or reduce their perceived value.

It is thus diffi  cult but imperative to force an examination of the assump-
tions and language surrounding nuclear weapons and their elimination. 
Hugh Gusterson, a professor of anthropology and sociology who specializes 
in nuclear culture, argues that it is necessary to understand “the importance 
of discourses and practices that permeate all corners of society and whose 
power may lie in their dispersed and routine ordinariness.”14 Carol Cohn 
notes that part of the diffi  culty in analyzing the discourse arises because as-
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sumptions in established discourses are treated as “objective reality” rather 
than as beliefs stemming from personal identities, values, or position.15 

Th is book, a collaborative work of several non-governmental researchers, 
writers, activists, and scholars, critically examines the mainstream discourse 
of nuclear weapons. It explores some of the most important challenges to 
nuclear disarmament that governments and civil society will face at the 2010 
NPT Review Conference and beyond. Th e authors of this book strive to cut 
through the dominant discourse to highlight the prospects and pitfalls for 
nuclear disarmament in the current world order—and off er some suggestions 
on how to move beyond this order to a better one, more conducive to nucle-
ar disarmament as well as to social and economic justice for human beings.

Part I of the book highlights several challenges to nuclear disarmament. 
It begins by further investigating the problems of rhetoric that have been 
identifi ed here and goes on to examine issues related to nuclear sharing ar-
rangements within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and between the 
United States and the United Kingdom; the relationship between nuclear 
weapons and nuclear energy; the implications (and complications) of both 
nuclear weapons and energy in the contexts of India, the Middle East, and 
Iran; and the threats from missiles, missile “defence,” and space weapons.

Part II begins again with an examination of discourse, suggesting an alter-
native analytical framework that includes human security and gender analy-
sis. It lays out some specifi c recommendations for achieving concrete nu-
clear disarmament in the near and long-terms and includes chapters on the 
negotiation of a nuclear weapons convention and a fi ssile material (cut-off ) 
treaty. Th e fi nal chapter highlights some lessons from other arms control and 
disarmament processes that could assist along the road to nuclear abolition.

Th roughout, the authors demonstrate that nuclear disarmament must be 
pursued in the context of a broader movement for social, environmental, 
and economic justice and equality. Abolishing nuclear weapons without af-
fecting change in the systems that sustain, promote, and in fact require the 
existence of nuclear weapons to survive is impossible. Th e military utility of 
nuclear weapons may be diminishing in the current world order, but nuclear 
weapons are still useful to the economic and political elite of many countries 
and will thus be pursued by others seeking the same elite status. Th e fi rst 
step on this road is exposing the doublespeak around nuclear weapons and 
their elimination.


