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political will
Civil Society, Social Movements, and Disarmament in the 21st Century

    andrew lichterman

“What might bring the demise of the nuclear indus-
try, or the breakup of the nuclear-military-industrial 
complex?  In order to bring about a substantial change 
in the motion and direction of massive systems of pro-
duction, such as electric light-and-power systems, a 
counterforce of comparable magnitude becomes im-
perative. Changes in circumstances comparable to 
those that cause the demise of organisms well adapted 
to, even shaping, their environment need to occur.  To 
counter large technological systems, forces analogous 
to those that killed off the dinosaurs are needed.  Like 
the dinosaurs, some technological systems have embed-
ded in them characteristics that were taken on in times 
past, characteristics suited for past environments but 
not for the present.  Because these characteristics are 
often embedded in the hardware of a technological sys-
tem, they are especially long-lived.  These anachronistic 
characteristics persist despite incremental changes in 
the environment that favour different characteristics.  
Only an overpowering change in environmental circum-
stances can kill off the new dinosaurs.” — Thomas P. 
Hughes1

The kinds of questions posed by historians and crit-
ics of where our economic development path has 

led are notably absent from the everyday discourses 
of arms control and disarmament. Equally striking is 
the contrast between the pervasive lack of urgency on 
nuclear disarmament matters, both inside and outside 
of governments, and the rapidly accelerating pace of 
events of in the wider world. For the first time in the 
nuclear age, we are seeing a world in deepening eco-
nomic crisis with no end in sight, amidst a dynamic of 
declining and ascending great powers of a scale and 
character comparable to the events that brought the 
great power wars of the last century. Yet in the halls of 
the international disarmament fora and professional-
ized single-issue NGOs that focus on disarmament af-
fairs, few seem to consider any of this particularly rel-
evant to their discussions.  

The terrain upon which nuclear disarmament dis-
course rests is like a conference centre built on the 
shoulders of an awakening volcano, now being rocked 
by an intensifying series of tremors. There is economic 

decline and political paralysis in core capitalist states 
that include several of the original nuclear powers, and 
rapid growth and starkly uneven development in post 
colonial and post-Communist states, several also nu-
clear-armed. We have seen a nuclear power catastrophe 
that has raised fundamental questions about the civil-
ian applications of nuclear technology just when its 
advocates once more were attempting to portray its ex-
pansion as inevitable. The implications of this disaster 
for renewed awareness of the dangers posed by nuclear 
technologies are only beginning to unfold. There have 
been earthquakes literal and metaphorical, but none 
powerful enough yet to interrupt the sterile rearrange-
ment of technical and legal proposals that substitute 
for meaningful progress, or the endless reiteration of 
aspirational catchphrases that substitute for what must 
be done to create the “political will” that could make 
meaningful disarmament progress possible. Public 
responses sparked directly or indirectly by the conse-
quences of the financial cataclysm that has shaken the 
foundations of the global economic system have begun 
to emerge in many places, but so far war, militarism, 
and the misdirection of resources from human needs 
remains at most a minor thread in the new discussion. 
Disarmament goes largely unmentioned.  

Two decades after the end of the Cold War, nuclear 
arsenals of civilization-destroying capacity still exist. 
Most disarmament advocates nonetheless treat nucle-
ar arsenals and the immense, wealthy institutions that 
sustain them as if they were an anachronistic aberra-
tion, a survival from a past order of things that has no 
integral role in the present. In support of this view, dis-
armament professionals point to the fact that nuclear 
arsenals, while still objectively very large, are much 
smaller than they were during the Cold War, and also 
cite pronouncements of political and military leaders 
in the nuclear weapons states that might be read to 
suggest a consensus on the need for nuclear disarma-
ment.  

With a consensus on nuclear disarmament pre-
sumed and the arsenals of the two states that possess 
most of the world’s nuclear weapons trending down-
wards (however gradually), the focus of disarmament 
work remains largely procedural and technical, fo-
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cused on legal and diplomatic measures and on means 
for their verification. Despite the glacial pace of disar-
mament progress after the immediate post Cold War 
period, the possibility that nuclear disarmament may 
have plateaued at current levels, and that this has hap-
pened for structurally significant reasons, receives little 
discussion. The question of how to create the “political 
will” necessary for disarmament, and of whether doing 
so might require forms of social action focused some-
where besides fora dominated by governments and 
professionalized, single-issue NGOs, is seldom asked, 
much less seriously addressed.  

As the articles in this volume show, all of the nuclear 
weapons states are modernizing their nuclear arsenals, 
and some are continuing to expand them. It appears 
likely that smaller but still potentially world-destroying 
nuclear arsenals have been normalized, and are an in-
tegral part of the political and economic architecture 
of the global system as it now exists. Despite social and 
political changes of a magnitude that from the perspec-
tive of the Cold War times might have been expected to 
make nuclear disarmament possible, the nuclear dino-
saurs appear to have adapted successfully to their new 
environment. The task now is to imagine conditions in 
which humanity can outlive them, and the means to 
bring those conditions about.

I believe that at present we lack adequate concep-
tual tools for thinking about both the dangers posed by 
nuclear weapons, and the kind of movements we would 
need to eliminate those dangers, so I can offer only some 
preliminary cuts through a vast and complicated terrain. 

My intention here is to raise some questions about 
how to think about disarmament and the dangers 
posed by nuclear weapons anew—or perhaps, even 
before that, to make an argument for the necessity of 
doing so. I hope to spark discussion among people 
who care enough about nuclear disarmament to de-
vote significant time and attention to it, but who find 
themselves in a time and place far removed from any-
thing that could be called a “disarmament movement,” 
enmeshed in professionalized NGOs and single-issue, 
ameliorative forms of advocacy that seem less and less 
relevant in a crisis-ridden world.  

From apocalypse now to apocalypse repressed: 
interrogating the past to retrieve the present

“If ‘the hand-mill gives you society with the feudal 
lord; the steam-mill, society with the industrial capital-
ist,’ what are we given by those Satanic mills which are 
now at work, grinding out the means of human extermi-
nation? I have reached this point of thought more than 
once before, but have turned my head away in despair. 
Now, when I look at it directly, I know that the catego-
ry which we need is that of ‘exterminism’.” — Edward 
Thompson2

In 1980, as the blocs congealed around the United 
States and the Soviet Union began their last great 
round of Cold War confrontation, Edward Thompson 
cautioned his colleagues on the Left that the nuclear 
arms race of that time had developed a singular dy-
namic not reducible to traditional competition among 
great powers, struggle among classes, or forms of mili-
tarism driven by capitalism and imperialist competi-
tion. “What,” asked Thompson,  

if the object [of analysis] is irrational?  What if events 
are being willed by no single causative historical 
logic (‘the increasingly aggressive military posture 
of world imperialism,’ etc.)—a logic which then may 
be analyzed in terms of origins, intentions, or goals, 
contradictions or conjunctures—but are simply the 
product of messy inertia?  This inertia may have 
drifted down to us as a collocation of fragmented 
forces (political and military formations, ideologi-
cal imperatives, weapons technologies): or, rather, 
as two antagonistic collocations of such fragments, 
interlocked by their oppositions? What we endure 
in the present is historically-formed, and to that de-
gree subject to rational analysis: but it exists now as 
a critical mass on the point of irrational detonation.3 
Thompson saw an arms race that had developed its 

own motive power, independent of the deep ideologi-
cal divide between the Cold War antagonists but also 
reinforcing it. As the confrontation of nuclear-armed 
high-tech militaries spiraled onward for decades, it also 
placed its imprint on every aspect of the competitors, 
spawning leading industrial sectors, forms of culture, 
and forms of rule. The vast scale and scope of the arms 
race could not, Thompson thought, be explained by 
mere arms profiteering in the West or by “rational” re-
actions by the USSR to the Western arms buildup. Su-
perpower elites, locked in a decades long confrontation, 
also had come to depend on it: “At a certain point,” he 
argued, “the ruling groups come to need perpetual war 
crisis, to legitimate their rule, their privileges, and pri-
orities; to silence dissent; to exercise social discipline; 
and to divert attention from the manifest irrationality 
of the operation. They have become so habituated to 
this mode that they know no other way to govern.”4 The 
social impact the institutional machinery of high-tech 
arms racing had become so deep and pervasive that it 
was plausible to take the position that “the USA and the 
USSR do not have military-industrial complexes: they 
are such complexes.”5

One could not understand the nuclear arms race 
and the dangers it posed, Thompson argued, without 
looking to particular dynamics created by the new mili-
tary technologies and the distinctive institutions that 
had developed around them. The immense institu-
tions of the aerospace-nuclear establishment had, in 
his view, developed an autonomous internal dynamic 
of their own, still ill-understood but also not reducible 
to the economic interests and political power of the 
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arms makers. But Thompson viewed the Cold War, and 
particularly the “second Cold War” of the 1980s, as a 
confrontation where ideology even more than the tech-
nological and military aspects had become unmoored 
from any material great power conflict. “It is ideology,” 
he wrote, “even more than military-industrial pres-
sures, which is the driving motor of Cold War II…. It 
is as if—as in the last climax of European imperialisms 
which led on into World War One, or as in the mo-
ment when Nazism triumphed in Germany—ideology 
has broken free from the existential socio-economic 
matrix within which it was nurtured and is no longer 
subject to any controls of rational self-interest.”6 All of 
this, thought Thompson, manifested a world in which 
the polarization between the United States and Soviet 
Union, and to a lesser extent the USSR-US-China tri-
angle, constituted the “central human fracture” and the 
“fulcrum upon which power turns” of the era. “This is 
the field-of-force which engenders armies, diploma-
cies and ideologies, which imposes client relationships 
upon lesser powers and exports arms and militarisms 
to the periphery.”7

Thompson believed that the response to the Cold 
War confrontation needed to work both in parallel 
and across borders to democratize the economy and 
politics, while at the same time attempting to disen-
gage subordinate states from the dynamic of the Cold 
War bloc system. Thompson believed that alliances 
with liberation movements in the post-colonial world 
were important, both to prevent their integration into 
one bloc or another and to prevent the militarization 
of post-colonial and post-revolutionary states. But he 
saw “the fracture through the heart of Europe” as being 
“the central locus of the opposed exterminist thrusts,” 
and the goal of European disarmament politics as “a 
counter thrust, a logic of process leading towards the 
dissolution of both blocs” and “the demystification 
of exterminism’s ideological mythology,” allowing the 
states and peoples of Eastern and Western Europe to 
regain control of their political fate.8 It was essential 
that resistance to each country’s part in the Cold War 
confrontation and nuclear arms racing come not from 
outside, “but only from within the resistance of peoples 
inside each bloc.”9  

But so long as resistance was confined to internal, 
national politics, it might, Thompson thought, be able 
to slow the race towards catastrophe, but it would be 
unable to force any genuine change of course. At the 
same time, movements that could be portrayed by rul-
ing elites as aiding the “enemy” cause would only rein-
force the Cold War dynamic, allowing rulers on each 
side, in alliance with powerful military-industrial na-
tional security state complexes, to reassert ideological 
control and to police their respective territories. What 
was needed was an internationalism that rejected the 
ideologies of both blocs, focusing on the “imperatives 
of human ecological survival” and subordinating for 

the moment political differences—for example, be-
tween those who were anti-capitalist and those who 
were not—about what a different and genuinely bet-
ter future might look like. If these movements could 
“swing those blocs off collision-course,” Thompson 
believed, the blocs themselves would begin to erode, 
opening up the space in which a broader politics, and 
prospects for deeper change, in both blocs and the wid-
er world, might open up once more.10

Thompson’s view that broad coalitions were needed 
to thaw the frozen politics of the Cold War confronta-
tion did not imply, however, that a peace politics could 
afford to ignore the deeper social structures support-
ing militarism and driving conflicts among. Rather, 
Thompson and the wing of the peace movement he 
helped build tried to develop a critique with an appeal 
outside and beyond the orthodoxies of both East and 
West, seeking to disseminate truths officially unmen-
tionable both sides of the Cold War divide:   

Peace is more than the absence of war. A lasting 
peace only can be obtained by overcoming the vari-
ous political, economic, and social causes of aggres-
sion and violence in international relations as well 
as in the internal affairs of states. A comprehensive 
democratization of states and societies would cre-
ate conditions favorable to this aim. Such democ-
ratization includes the existence of a critical public 
which has the capacity to exercise effective control 
over all aspects of military and security policy…. The 
economic systems in East and West urgently need 
democratization. Social needs such as housing or 
work in safe and human conditions have become 
more important in defining economic priorities. In 
the West a primary task is to ensure that people are 
no longer marginalized by massive unemployment. 
In the East, decentralization of the economy is an 
essential task in order to make the economy more 
efficient and responsive to the needs of the people.11

Regardless of one’s view of the role of the Western 
peace movements, it is evident that the collapse of one 
superpower protagonist, the Soviet Union, and the dis-
solution of the communist regimes across Eastern Eu-
rope brought with it the end of the particular nuclear 
danger of that time. But the elements of disarmament 
movements that were narrowly focused on the weap-
ons technologies of the nuclear arms race and that saw 
the Cold War confrontation as its cause diminished 
rapidly as the Cold War wound down. Although a poli-
tics aimed at democratizing not only the politics of the 
East but the economics of the West may have informed 
and inspired core elements of Cold War disarmament 
movements, particularly in Europe, the broader coali-
tions Thompson thought imperative to counteract the 
Cold War exterminist dynamic failed to coalesce into a 
cohesive alternative political vision, instead dissolving 
into a political terrain of causes and identities.  “Noth-
ing is more discouraging,” wrote Thompson in 1990, 
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“than the failure of the Western peace movement and 
progressive forces to move into the spaces of opportu-
nity which have opened; the failure to hasten on recip-
rocal process in the West to match the decomposition 
of Cold War ideological controls in the East.”12 Those 
who sought to democratize the economy and to radi-
calize political democracy beyond plebiscitary choices 
among managerial elites were overwhelmed by the ris-
ing tide of neoliberal triumphalism.

From terror to complacency: the unexamined 
afterlife of Cold War nuclear arsenals

“It is easy to believe that the nuclear age is different, 
that perhaps in the 1920s and 1930s people and nations 
raced toward air war because they were still naive about 
the dangers they faced or just insufficiently scared, but 
that nuclear energy compels a restraint and an anxiety 
impossible at an earlier time. The distinction has some 
validity, especially with regard to the United States, 
where the bomber’s benign properties were most widely 
assumed. But much evidence suggests that the fear of 
air war was nearly as powerful to an earlier generation 
as it is for today’s. Indeed, the generation between the 
world wars had, in the example of World War I, a more 
potent reminder of war’s irrationality than the nuclear 
generation possesses today. Their reminder had taken 
the real-life form of blood and death, but today, with 
World War II more than four decades in the past, people 
can be scared only by what they think may happen, not 
by what they vividly remember to have taken place. To 
regard the missile generation as the first to confront civ-
ilization’s destruction is immodest, self-indulgent, and 
self-defeating as well, for it leads to denial of an often 
instructive example and of the recognition of that heavy 
inheritance received from an earlier age.” — Michael S. 
Sherry13 

“Where there is change, there will be struggle, by al-
ready privileged elements within societies, for control 
over its tempo and direction, and, above all, for the dis-
tribution of its costs and benefits. The problems of con-
flict and change today are essentially the same as those 
that confronted societies in the past; they are likely to be 
the same in the future.” — Sandra Halperin14 

 “The international atmosphere seemed calm. No 
foreign office expected trouble in June 1914, and public 
persons had been assassinated at frequent intervals for 
decades. In principle, nobody even minded a great power 
leaning heavily on a small and troublesome neighbor. 
Since then some five thousand books have been written 
to explain the apparently inexplicable: how, within a lit-
tle more than five weeks of Sarajevo, Europe found itself 
at war.” — Eric Hobsbawm15

Having focused on the Cold War roots of the nuclear 
arms race largely to the exclusion of the relationship 
of high-technology militarism to other, perhaps more 

deeply rooted social and economic dynamics, many of 
those who continued to work for disarmament believed 
that the Cold War’s end offered a significant opportu-
nity for the elimination of nuclear arsenals. The Cold 
War had constituted an unprecedented division of the 
world into ideologically opposed blocs, accompanied 
by the development of equally unprecedented, perma-
nently mobilized military-industrial establishments 
deploying destructive power of a scale and character 
that constituted a radical leap beyond anything that 
had gone before. There was a temptation to believe 
that because the extraordinary conflict had emerged 
together with these extraordinary weapons, the two 
seemingly distinctively intertwined and mutually re-
inforcing, that with the Cold War’s ending nuclear 
weapons no longer had relevance to any form of con-
flict.  Many seemed to assume that not just that nuclear 
danger but any nuclear danger stemming from con-
flicts involving the already nuclear-armed states was a 
thing of the past. The threat nuclear arms continued 
to represent most often was represented as vestigial, a 
remnant of a past conflict, whose continued dangers 
were bound up in confrontations between the weap-
ons systems themselves, rather than in the intentions 
and actions of elites of nuclear-armed states who might 
choose courses of action that resulted in wars in which 
nuclear weapons might be used. Much of the repertory 
of disarmament advocacy to this day consists of char-
acterizing nuclear weapons as Cold War anachronisms, 
or as militarily useless, or both.

The immediate post-Cold War period did result in 
significant reductions in the number and variety of nu-
clear weapons, particularly those deployed by the two 
superpowers. Massive arsenals comprising in aggregate 
tens of thousands of nuclear weapons were reduced 
to thousands, and delivery systems to the vicinity of a 
thousand for each of the former Cold War adversaries. 
The initial waves of reductions were facilitated by the 
fragmentation the Soviet Union and precipitous eco-
nomic decline of Russia, its nuclear-armed successor 
state, providing the US government and military (with 
domestic opposition as its main obstacle) with the op-
portunity to demobilize the most redundant, obsoles-
cent, expensive, and in some instances most potentially 
provocative nuclear weapons systems. 

That steep curve of declining stockpile numbers, 
however, has flattened, and shows little concrete sign of 
tending towards zero in the foreseeable future. We are 
now more than twenty years past the end of the Cold 
War—half the length of that era itself. The original su-
perpower antagonists still deploy thousands of nuclear 
weapons, more than enough to end global civilization 
in a day. Six other countries deploy nuclear arsenals 
large enough to kill hundreds of millions and to do sig-
nificant, long-lasting ecological damage. There appears 
little reason to believe that we are on an inexorable 
path towards elimination of nuclear arsenals. Rather, it 
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seems more likely that we are in the latter stages of the 
“normalization” of nuclear arsenals in a post Cold War 
context. Great power armed forces and their constella-
tions of large-organization allies are busy doing other 
things than confronting each other’s nuclear arsenals. 
New kinds of permanent states of war have provided 
ideological rationales for national security states and 
immense military-industrial complexes, allowing these 
elements of Cold War elites to successfully sustain their 
wealth and power, while at the same time continuing to 
provide a model and a justification for similar elites to 
find a path to power and privilege in ascendant states.  

Despite much aspirational rhetoric about disarma-
ment from current and past political and military lead-
ers, there is no path in view that will reduce nuclear 
arsenals below the level where wars involving nuclear-
armed states could inflict catastrophic damage to hu-
manity and the ecosphere in anything like the near 
term. To the contrary, it appears possible that barring 
other, far deeper changes in societies that have nuclear 
weapons establishments, the bottom limit for nuclear 
reductions may well be what their ruling elites perceive 
as an adequate “existential threat”—the certain abil-
ity to inflict catastrophic damage on those they see as 
their likely adversaries. And for elites who continue to 
entertain global ambitions, perhaps the damage that 
they believe they must be able to inflict to keep their 
ever-expanding “way of life” alive must be on a global 
scale.  It may be that this is where the ultimately irratio-
nal logic of “deterrence “by threat of limitless violence 
converges with the irrational, limitless logic of capital-
ism (and perhaps of all totalizing modernist ideologies 
rooted in an unending effort to achieve control over 
nature and society by the perfection of technology).  
“For power left to itself can achieve nothing but more 
power, and violence administered for power’s (and not 
for law’s) sake turns into a destructive principle that 
will not stop until there is nothing left to violate.”16

Whatever war crises our global economic and po-
litical system generates in the next few decades we will 
have to face in a nuclear-armed world, barring some 
significant change of course. The political basis, the 
“political will,” for such a sea change is nowhere vis-
ible on the current political landscape. It is past time to 
consider once more the kinds of questions Thompson 
asked, to think anew about the character of the “nucle-
ar danger” in our particular historical moment. What 
vast structures with an inertia of their own “may have 
drifted down to us as a collocation of fragmented forces 
(political and military formations, ideological impera-
tives, weapons technologies?)” What kinds of dynam-
ics are at work today that might bring constellations 
of immense organizations deploying nuclear weapons 
into confrontations that could reach “a critical mass on 
the point of irrational detonation?”17  

In the United States, the vast nuclear-military-indus-
trial complex and national security state that Thomp-

son saw as a distinctive Cold War phenomenon persists. 
It has proved not to need an equal partner to legitimate 
endless arms development, global force projection, and 
a ceaseless search for overwhelming military domi-
nance. After an interregnum of ideological disarray 
in the early 1990s, the organizations of the military-
industrial complex and their allies cobbled together a 
new ideological narrative of terrorism and rogue states 
and a new kind of permanent war emergency. The 9/11 
attacks coalesced and accelerated ideological, econom-
ic, and political programmes well underway in the late 
1990s. These initiatives proved successful enough to 
bring US military spending up to and beyond average 
Cold War levels, to launch two wars, and to expand the 
already vast US permanent military presence in the oil 
producing regions of the Middle East and Southwest 
Asia. The US nuclear arsenal is smaller, but still of civ-
ilization-destroying size, the institutions they sustain 
and that sustain them modest only by comparison to 
their Cold War magnitude.  

The role of nuclear weapons has changed, but the 
essential nature of the conflicts and potential conflicts 
of which they play a part has changed as well: from two 
status quo superpowers locked in ideological struggle 
on their boundaries and hinterlands to developing 
multi-polar great power contention—with a nuclear 
armed hegemonic state in economic decline, but still 
unmatched in military power. Yet there is little discus-
sion of whether nuclear war was avoided during the 
Cold War not by luck, not by successful deterrence, 
not by the restraining effects of peace movements, 
but rather mainly because those who controlled the 
nuclear-armed states did not see their core interests 
threatened to a degree that impelled them to push war 
risk to, and over, the limit. The two superpowers were 
vast continental empires with internal hinterlands not 
yet fully developed, and both dominated large spheres 
of influence in which their interests, both economic 
and ideological, could be furthered. Both states, and 
the Soviet Union most of all, had recent memories of 
the carnage and devastation wrought by industrialized 
total warfare. Armed competition occurred mainly at 
the periphery of both systems without threatening ei-
ther core. The collapse of the Soviet-centered system 
did not result from a death struggle with Western capi-
talism, but rather was mainly an internal affair. Large 
segments of the various East bloc national elites (and 
those in China as well) successfully preserved their 
privileged position by consolidating and privatizing or 
selling off the fruits of communist-era modernizing de-
velopment, emerging as new power players inhabiting 
ascendant urban nodes of the global corporate capital-
ist metropole.   

It is conceivable in this context that the existence of 
nuclear weapons added to, rather than reduced, the like-
lihood of great power war during the Cold War period. 
Material conflicts between competing elites remained 
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below the level of existential threat to either side, and 
the still-fresh memory of the horrors of World War II 
induced a degree of caution in the decision-makers. 
But nuclear weapons and the means to deliver them at 
global ranges raised the potential of a coup de main, de-
stroying the adversary in one swift stroke. The appeal 
of this to some extreme elite elements, particularly in 
the United States, combined with the ideological con-
frontation in ways that intensified it and increased the 
inherent dangers of arms racing and of large, perpetu-
ally mobilized nuclear forces.  

Globally, nuclear establishments and military-in-
dustrial complexes exist today in the context of (and, 
to a degree still inadequately understood, in the service 
of) an aggressive corporate capitalism that now encom-
passes virtually the entire planet. This particular phase 
of capitalism is intensely financialized at the core and 
export-driven in the regions of most rapid development, 
resulting in unevenly distributed growth and immense 
wealth disparities. That growth is of an unprecedented 
absolute magnitude, resulting as well in growing re-
source competition in a world in which the most easily 
exploited deposits of many key nonrenewable resourc-
es are nearing exhaustion and in which the disruption 
of existing ecosystems is threatening societal capacities 
to sustain production of traditional renewable resourc-
es, such as foodstuffs, while attempting to develop new 
ones, such as biofuels. The result is a kind of universal 
imperialism, with new nodes of the global capitalist 
metropole springing up in competition with one an-
other within and across national boundaries. Heavily 
defended islands of new wealth remain immersed in 
a sea of poverty. Fortresses of old wealth in the core 
have seized control of increasing shares of national 
income amidst deteriorating 20th century conurba-
tions inhabited by polyglot multitudes whose common 
ground appears to be a future of thwarted expectations.   

It is in this broader global context that we need to 
view nuclear weapons, and also the integral relation-
ship between nuclear weapons and nuclear power. 
Both are elements in and help to sustain a dominant 
global circulation of trade and investment devoted to 
the production of goods and services that only a frac-
tion of the world’s population can afford to buy. In this 
kind of world, weapons and military services will be a 
growth industry. And nuclear technology, with its po-
tential for the ultimate in weaponry, provides one way 
for certain elites and sectors of the new middle classes 
to make a profitable place for themselves within the 
wave of corporate-capitalist globalization spanning the 
late 20th century, into the 21st.  

The nuclear road provides elites in nuclear estab-
lishments with privileged access to their own country’s 
resources, a development context that can be shielded 
from foreign competition, and forms of trade and in-
dustry that can be portrayed as increasing in impor-
tance as fossil fuels diminish. This is so whether the 

intention to develop nuclear weapons is clear or is al-
lowed to remain ambiguous. The powerful tools of na-
tionalism and “national security” secrecy can be used 
to facilitate the extraction of wealth from the rest of 
society and prevent scrutiny of national nuclear en-
terprises that whether in first generation nuclear pow-
ers or post-colonial states have been rife with techni-
cal problems, corruption, and widespread, intractable 
environmental impacts. Nuclear technology, with its 
overtones of near-magical, limitless power (an image 
its purveyors energetically promote), casts a positive 
aura over other big, centralized high-tech development 
programmes that are profitable for elites, but have little 
or even negative value for much of the population in an 
ever more stratified world.18 

Nuclear weapons and nuclear power are preeminent 
examples of the irrationality of the whole. Nuclear 
energy risks destroying society in order to power it; 
nuclear weapons risk destroying the people to save 
the state. Nuclear arsenals are tools in power struggles 
that only determine which fraction of global elites will 
be best positioned to exploit the rest of us, contests 
in which the few seek to profit while all bear the risk. 
Nonetheless, they have been celebrated by national 
regimes both capitalist and socialist, neo-imperialist 
and post-colonial, as crowning national achievements, 
and as supreme implements of productive and coercive 
power. Immense institutions and academic disciplines 
have been constructed to develop, deploy, and justify 
them, institutions which have ideological and politi-
cal influence that appears to far exceed their economic 
and military-political role. Thus, the appeal of nuclear 
weapons to elites pursuing a range of political and eco-
nomic development paths over the past half century 
suggests that nuclear abolition may require change that 
reaches even deeper than the institutions of global cor-
porate capitalism. 

The kind of “nuclear danger” facing us today is per-
haps the inverse of that presented by the Cold War 
world E.P. Thompson portrayed, requiring a shift in 
focus for those who hope to reduce it, and to eliminate 
nuclear weapons. We no longer have a nuclear danger 
concentrated in one central conflict, its contours de-
fined by the intertwining of an unprecedented tech-
nological and industrial arms race and an equally un-
precedented ideological confrontation that divided the 
world. Instead, we now see nuclear weapons deployed 
in the more “normal” context of shifting constellations 
of immense corporate capitalist organizations, their 
interests aligning or conflicting with nation-states 
that deploy nuclear weapons. The prevailing opinion 
among those who are most visible in arms control and 
disarmament discourse appears to be that great power 
war and wars involving nuclear weapons are far less 
likely in this conjuncture than they were during the 
Cold War. Otherwise, the notion that nuclear weapons 
that do not exist (i.e. those that might come into the 
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possession of “rogue states” or “terrorists”) constitute 
a greater danger than thousands of nuclear weapons 
held at the ready by nuclear-armed states would appear 
absurd.19

There are two main sorts of arguments in circula-
tion supporting the proposition that the danger today 
of large-scale wars among nuclear-armed states is van-
ishingly small. The first is that today’s “great powers” 
have become so economically interdependent that to-
tal wars among them would be against their interests. 
This notion, it should be noted, also had considerable 
popularity in the years immediately before World War 
I.20 The second argument essentially is that nuclear de-
terrence works. One may wonder why this should be 
any more true now than it was during the Cold War, 
and why there is so little sense of urgency today about 
bringing nuclear arsenals down below the numbers 
where they can wreak catastrophic damage on human-
ity and the natural world.  

The political economy of nuclear danger: beyond 
guns vs. butter

“By the end of the twentieth century, the largest U.S. 
corporations, approximated by the Top 0.01%, have 
reached an unprecedented situation: their net profit 
share of national income hovers around record highs, 
and it seems that this share cannot be increased much 
further under the current political-economic regime…. 
Peering into the future, they realize that the only way to 
further increase their distributional power is to apply an 
even greater dose of violence. Yet, given the high level of 
force already being exerted, and given that the exertion 
of even greater force may bring about heightened resis-
tance, capitalists are increasingly fearful of the backlash 
they are about to unleash.” — Shimshon Bichler and 
Jonathan Nitzan21

What discussion there is of the “political economy” 
of nuclear weapons complexes and disarmament large-
ly is limited to the profit motives and money-driven 
political influence of military contractors and to the 
impact of the allocation of government spending to 
the military rather than to programmes that would 
provide for human needs. In this latter vein the cur-
rent economic crisis, and the austerity campaigns that 
have been a central element of the economic  policy 
response by Western elites, have been seized upon as 
an opportunity to attack nuclear weapons budgets as 
spending on useless or obsolete Cold War weapons. 
There also have been renewed efforts by disarmament 
groups to form alliances with NGOs working to defend 
social welfare programmes and workplace rights and 
protections, emphasizing “guns vs. butter” themes. 
So far, however, there has been little new analysis of 
the relationship of nuclear arsenals and institutions to 

the broader constellations of economic power associ-
ated with particular states, or of the way that the cur-
rent systemic economic crisis, the first of its kind in the 
nuclear age, might affect the risk of war involving use 
of nuclear weapons. 

One place to start in untangling these strands is to 
consider whether money cut from military budgets 
would indeed be spent on the development of institu-
tions, technologies, and practices that serve the needs 
of the vast majority of populations either within par-
ticular states or globally. Changes in government fiscal 
schemes on both the revenue and expenditure sides are 
far more likely to be used to support the asset values 
and income streams of the wealthy and powerful in-
stitutions that have the preeminent say in installing 
and influencing governments. This is particularly vis-
ible now in the sweeping austerity programmes being 
imposed in varying degrees on the populations of the 
countries of the old capitalist core, with the top tier cor-
porate capitalist organizations taking the opportunity 
of global crisis to consolidate their control over econo-
mies while rolling back welfare state programmes and 
regulations. In this climate, people hard pressed to sus-
tain their individual economic existence are unlikely to 
see disarmament as a pressing concern. People work-
ing in organizations focused on preserving existing 
public goods, social services, and workers’ rights likely 
understand this, whether that understanding has been 
articulated or not. Consequently, disarmament advo-
cacy approaches that make simple “guns vs. butter” ar-
guments for redirection of funds spent on the military 
to human needs are unlikely to succeed. It will be dif-
ficult to develop broad and effective coalitions without 
a deeper critique of the current conjuncture, a vision of 
an alternative path forward that reduces the demand 
for weapons and military services, and a strategy for ad-
vancing along that path.  

The deeper structural trends, it should be noted, 
were in place long before the crash of 2007–2008. In 
1994, Greg Albo saw the dominant global circuit of 
trade and investment as leading to

an unstable vicious circle of ‘competitive austerity,’: 
each country reduces domestic demand and adopts 
an export-oriented strategy of dumping its surplus 
production, for which there are fewer consumers in 
its national economy given the decrease in workers’ 
living standards and productivity gains all going to 
the capitalists, in the world market…. So long as all 
countries continue to pursue export-oriented strate-
gies, which is the conventional wisdom demanded 
by IMF, OECD, and G7 policies and the logic of neo-
liberal trade policies, there seems little reason not to 
conclude that ‘competitive austerity” will continue 
to ratchet down the living standards in both the 
North and the South.22

Almost two decades later, this regime of “competi-
tive austerity” is deep in crisis, likely caused in large part 
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by the extremes of wealth and poverty and resulting 
economic stagnation it has engendered. Nonetheless, 
most of the major economic actors seem committed 
to an intensification of the “competitive austerity” ap-
proach. The resulting economic and political landscape 
is beginning to bear some uncomfortable resemblances 
to the conditions that brought on the great power wars 
of the last century, but this time with permanently mo-
bilized, nuclear-armed great power militaries. Widely 
separated historical periods cannot be easily com-
pared, but the differences between the two conjunc-
tures do not necessarily point in the direction of less, 
rather than more danger of large-scale war. Contrary to 
the contention that “austerity” is likely to result in sig-
nificant reductions in arms expenditure and changes 
in total force structures that could be honestly under-
stood as “disarmament,” these conditions appear likely 
to favour the continuing power of military industrial 
complexes (again, in the absence of more fundamen-
tal changes in the character of global economics and 
politics). As leading high-tech economic sectors with 
significant organizational alliances in governments, 
arms makers and military services providers are well-
situated politically to continue to draw on state funds 
amid circumstances in which many forms of profitable 
high-value added global trade are disrupted.  And with 
conflict and the potential for conflict on the rise due 
both to the immiseration of populations by intensify-
ing cycles of austerity and the rapid ascendance of new 
economic powers, military-industrial complexes will 
find it relatively easy to find and to justify a continuing 
market for their wares. 

Wars among “great powers” in such circumstances 
arise not as part of a rational competitive scheme, but 
rather when the accumulating irrationalities of a global 
system of competition generates conflicts both within 
and among states that elites find insoluble. The kinds 
of regimes that singly or in combination generate war 
crises result not from the pursuit of economic ends by 
carefully chosen military means, but rather from na-
tional systems themselves locked in irresolvable do-
mestic conflicts, their elites bereft of strategies that 
would allow them to contain dissent while protecting 
their own privilege (whose legitimacy must remain be-
yond question). It is, as at such times in the past that, 
again in Thompson’s formulation, “ideology has bro-
ken free from the existential socio-economic matrix 
within which it was nurtured and is no longer subject 
to any controls of rational self-interest.”23  

Further, long-entrenched elites, blinkered in such 
moments by ideologies whose content and function has 
become more and more a one-dimensional defence of a 
deteriorating status quo, typically lack the intellectual 
tools as well as the imagination to anticipate the likely 
consequences of war-making, which they have come to 
view as just one more tool of instrumental, top-down 
statecraft. Gabriel Kolko notes,

All wars in the past century began with men who 
initiated them substituting their delusions, in which 
domestic political interests and personal ambitions 
often played a great part, for realistic evaluations of 
the titanic demands and consequences that modern 
warfare invariably imposes.... They have been oblivi-
ous of surprises and have harbored false expecta-
tions; wars almost never conform to the convenient 
assumptions about how long conflicts will last and 
their decisive political consequences.24

“Those who become leaders of states,” Kolko also 
observed, “are ultimately conformists on most crucial 
issues, and individuals who evaluate information in a 
rational manner—and therefore frequently criticize 
traditional premises—are weeded out early in their ca-
reers.”  Today, the same elites who assured us that the 
business cycle had been conquered by new improved 
forms of economic rationality and management, mak-
ing long, deep global economic crises virtually impos-
sible, now maintain that the rise of new economic 
powers and the decline of the old can be “managed” 
without catastrophic conflict.  They also continue to 
believe that immense high-tech militaries ultimately 
backed by world-destroying nuclear arsenals are a use-
ful tool in the repertory of “management.”  

All of these factors suggest that those who pursue 
the prevalent incremental approaches to disarmament 
in nuclear-armed states may be thinking too narrowly 
and too small. Eliminating concrete instances of nucle-
ar weapons complexes is a good thing, but once again 
must be considered in a broader context. Paring away 
at arsenals and infrastructure while leaving the core 
institutions of high-tech nuclearized militarism and 
the interests they serve not only untouched but largely 
uncriticized, with nuclear disarmament generally pro-
ceeding at a glacial pace, may do little to reduce the 
threat that nuclear weapons pose. This is particularly 
true of approaches that take on the aspect of a kind 
of “peer review” for military establishments, bracket-
ing the fundamental interests and purposes militaries 
serve while suggesting that military budgets are better 
spent on some mix of capabilities that has fewer nucle-
ar weapons but perhaps more of the most modern and 
sophisticated conventional forces.25 

This kind of approach, again, implicitly assumes 
that the risk of war is very low among great powers over 
the time it is likely to take to reduce nuclear arsenals to 
the point where their threat no longer is significant. In 
this regard it is worth considering the fact that we have 
not seen total war mobilization by the leading indus-
trial powers for over half a century. We have no idea, 
really, what it would look like in the current conjunc-
ture, with immense high-tech economies operating at 
full capacity, many millions of people added to militar-
ies and workforces, peacetime regulations of all kinds 
thrown aside and top-down planning and disciplinary 
structures of an entire new order imposed. World War 
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II completely transformed the technological and orga-
nizational character of all the leading states, even leav-
ing aside the effects of the war’s destruction. In a war 
crisis, what marginal progress there might have been 
in reducing the numbers of nuclear weapons and de-
livery systems could be quickly swept away. If the war 
plans of the contending powers demanded more nu-
clear weapons, more nuclear weapons would be built. 
If the peer review-style efforts of mainstream Western 
arms control advocates had indeed been on target and 
a moderately downsized nuclear arsenal could provide 
an adequate ultimate threat to work most effectively in 
combination with a fearsome array of high-tech “con-
ventional” weaponry, perhaps no additional nuclear 
weapons would be deemed necessary. The possibility 
that available resources and over-burdened ecosystems 
would not easily sustain full-scale war mobilizations by 
the most powerful states might make a war crisis more 
dangerous rather than less, intensifying resource con-
flicts and domestic political unrest in ways that make 
ruling elites even more likely to take risks.  

Where does political will come from? Social 
movements and the crisis of the NGOs

“The lowest and widest common denominator of 
anti-nuclearism has to be the collective moral senti-
ment against such life-threatening evil. But the vision 
of a collective and shared humanity that this arouses 
also has to be linked, at least in some informal and in-
direct sense, to a broader agenda for collective human 
progress in the twenty-first century. In this vital sense, 
it remains as true now as in the past, we must fight for 
more than peace. To fight successfully against nuclear-
ism, we must fight against more than nuclearism. To 
fight successfully for a nuclear-free world, we have to be 
internationalists. And to deepen and strengthen our in-
ternationalism on this front, we will have to be interna-
tionalists on many other fronts.” — Praful Bidwai and 
Achin Vanaik26

When seeking to explain the perennial absence of 
disarmament progress in international negotiating 
fora, diplomats and NGO staffers alike often will cite 
the absence of “political will”. How such political will 
might be created, however, is seldom seriously ana-
lyzed or discussed. In the context of interactions be-
tween the states themselves, this absence is unremark-
able. States are assumed to come to the table with their 
“political will” largely predetermined, their diplomats 
acting within limits established by political processes 
within presumptively legitimate sovereign states. Suc-
cessful rounds of diplomacy may yield confidence on 
a particular matter such as nuclear disarmament that 
prepares the ground for further progress, but the deter-
mination that further progress is desirable still occurs 

within whatever political processes are decisive in the 
negotiating states.  

Nuclear disarmament activists focus a great deal of 
attention on interactions among states and on the fora 
where they meet to negotiate (or to produce the endless 
appearance of negotiating) on disarmament matters. 
This is true not only of arms control groups with agen-
das largely delimited by the foreign policy goals of the 
states in which they are located, but of smaller NGOs 
dedicated to the speedy elimination of all nuclear ar-
senals. They do so despite the fact that international 
fora and interactions among states pose difficulties for 
social movements that ultimately have interests and 
goals that are not aligned with those of any state, as de-
fined and expressed by the constellations of elites who 
control states.   

The nature of international civil society remains 
problematic, in ways that pose some particular ten-
sions for the role of international “civil society” actors 
in disarmament matters. The concept of civil society it-
self was developed in relation to the public sphere and 
mechanisms for the expression of public opinion and 
the formation of political will within nation states.27 In 
the international arena, people and organizations who 
do not share common citizenship seek to influence de-
cisions and actions of states and organizations of states 
whose constituent actors are governments. The actions 
and decisions that disarmament advocates seek to in-
fluence are core aspects of state function: the deploy-
ment of the highest levels of military force. There are 
good reasons why international publics, and publics 
not limited to those of nuclear weapons states, should 
have a voice in decisions about nuclear weapons and 
disarmament and arms control more generally. Nuclear 
weapons pose a threat to the future of all humanity and 
the ecosphere. The ways that states, and particularly 
the most powerful states, deploy armed force shapes 
the character of global society as a whole.  

Nonetheless, there are reasons why a form of inter-
nationalism that seeks to directly affect interactions be-
tween states may be problematic for the development 
of effective movements that can help build a world 
in which elimination of nuclear weapons is possible. 
The first is that decisions about nuclear weapons poli-
cies—whether to acquire them, whether to continue to 
maintain and deploy them—are made within the poli-
ties of particular nation states, and direct pressure on 
the relevant governments can most easily be applied by 
domestic peace movements. But in addition, a nuclear 
weapons discourse focused on international fora and 
state interactions (such as treaties) tends to represent 
states as unitary actors. There are some sound reasons 
for this, including the fact that in many circumstances 
norms requiring respect for claims of national sover-
eignty can be invoked to defend the right to self-deter-
mination of populations as well. But in disarmament 
discourse, treating states as unitary actors also elides 



       Assuring destruction forever 139

the existence of particular constellations of organiza-
tions and interests within states that drive and benefit 
from pursuit of nuclear weapons, and more generally of 
a national technological capacity to build them. 

Treating states as unitary actors manifesting the 
common interests of their populations is an important 
component of a non-proliferation and disarmament 
narrative that legitimizes the nuclear status quo. On 
the proliferation side, the pursuit of nuclear weapons 
is seen as a natural goal for states, because acquir-
ing nuclear weapons is seen as a way to achieve mili-
tary advantage over states without them, and then as 
a means of “deterring” the use of nuclear weapons by 
other states that possess them. The difficulty of elimi-
nating nuclear arsenals once they exist is conceived as 
a technologically constructed version of the tragedy of 
the commons: each state’s search for greater security 
via acquisition of nuclear weapons leads to greater in-
security for all, but no nuclear armed state is likely to 
disarm unless its potential adversaries do so as well.28 
In the context of non-proliferation and disarmament 
discourse, officials of nuclear weapon states (dutifully 
echoed by many arms control and disarmament profes-
sionals) strive to portray the nuclear arsenals of the nu-
clear weapon states (at least those that are signatories 
of the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty) as the product 
of a long-ago original sin, regrettable in retrospect but 
exceeding hard to undo. This narrative is underscored 
by ritual denunciations of nuclear weapons by offi-
cials of nuclear-armed states as burdensome anachro-
nisms that all hope one day to eliminate. This account 
of things neatly justifies the continued possession of 
nuclear weapons by those that have had them longest, 
while at the same legitimating the prevention of their 
acquisition by anyone else. It does nothing to explain 
what the stakes are for the relevant elites in nuclear 
weapon states that make them willing to risk the fate 
of their populations and of human civilization itself in 
a perpetual nuclear standoff, while being willing to risk 
very little of their own wealth and power to eliminate 
the dangers nuclear weapons pose.

Positing false collectivities, shared communities of 
interest where there are none, is a significant element 
of nationalist and militarist ideologies.  Criticizing and 
breaking down such false collectivities is an essential 
part of peace and disarmament work. For the vast ma-
jority of us, nuclear weapons have never been “ours” in 
any meaningful sense. The decision to acquire them 
has, in every instance, been made in secret, and the in-
stitutions that have developed and expanded nuclear 
arsenals have everywhere been among the least trans-
parent and subject to democratic control. The ideolo-
gies that justify militarism and the national security 
state in general are grounded in images of common 
“homelands” and “national interests” that must be de-
fended at all costs, up to and including the risk of glob-
al annihilation.  Nuclear deterrence ultimately rests on 

the assumption that all inhabitants of nuclear weapons 
states (and even of states with the “benefit” of being 
under a superpower “nuclear umbrella”) have interests 
of a kind and magnitude that justify this dangerous 
gamble. In a world where both political and economic 
democracy is in short supply, nuclear weapons are tools 
in power struggles that mainly determine which frac-
tion of global elites will be best positioned to exploit 
the rest of us.  

Much of the work done by civil society at the inter-
national level has focused on developing mechanisms 
and tools to implement disarmament institutionally 
and technically once the requisite “political will” ex-
ists. While useful, it has not actually generated “po-
litical will”. Creating the political will for disarmament 
requires the construction of movements within states, 
particularly in states that deploy nuclear weapons or 
in which there are powerful elements that might wish 
to acquire them. Constructing movements capable of 
supporting the conditions for disarmament will vary 
depending on the role that nuclear weapons and nu-
clear technology plays in national economies, develop-
ment discourses, and in the military and geopolitical 
strategies of particular national elites. As during the 
Cold War, the internationalist character of disarma-
ment work will consist of finding common ground be-
tween the relevant movements in parallel on both sides 
of confrontations between states that involve nuclear 
weapons, including efforts by nuclear weapons states 
to prevent additional states from acquiring them. As 
E.P. Thompson noted, the prospects for success of such 
international efforts will be increased to the extent that 
they do not allow national elites to portray their domes-
tic movements merely as allies of their adversaries. The 
task of constructing genuinely international and inter-
nationalist movements is, however, more daunting in 
the current conjuncture. States that possess nuclear 
weapons or that might be the targets of counterprolif-
eration efforts vary far more in culture, development 
history, and place in the global order of things than did 
the countries on the two sides of the main Cold War 
divide, which often shared cultural and political ties 
only recently severed that aided international efforts 
on a people to people basis. The number and variety 
of confrontations that might emerge involving nuclear-
armed states in the coming years and decades also may 
make the Cold War era seem both simple and stable by 
comparison.   

The complexities of this kind of internationalism 
will be effaced in large part to the extent that interna-
tional disarmament work remains both single-issue 
and focused at the upper institutional levels of both 
states and interstate fora. This leads to self-selection 
of the participants both in terms of organizations 
and individuals, with their commonality more a re-
sult of a screening and exclusion process imposed by 
the structure and location of the fora than by any au-
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thentic commonality of interest among the disparate 
social forces international NGOs claim to represent. 
This can become a self-reinforcing spiral—leading to 
“movements” consisting mainly of clusters of NGO 
staff, experts, and academics that seem “international” 
due to the origins of their participants, but ultimately 
only represent tenuous constituencies in any particular 
country. The longer this separation from active social 
movements goes on, the more difficult it may be to mo-
bilize movements within the key states to change their 
conduct.  

On the level of everyday NGO practice, a variety of 
mutually reinforcing factors impede changes in work 
styles, much less deeper changes in approach. A num-
ber of commentators have criticized funding patterns 
resulting in a “foundation-NGO complex” that mar-
ginalizes voices calling for fundamental change in the 
distribution of wealth and power.29 Campbell Craig 
and Jan Ruzicka recently dubbed the prosperous con-
stellation of government organizations, academic in-
stitutions, think-tanks, and well-heeled arms control 
groups that cluster around the capitols of the Western 
nuclear weapon states the “nonproliferation complex”. 
They noted the success of the organizations of the 
“nonproliferation complex” since the Cold War in shift-
ing attention away from the actual nuclear arsenals to 
those that don’t yet exist, and of the NGO elements in 
the complex at putting together “unthreatening pro-
grammes”—unthreatening, that is, to the continued 
existence of great power nuclear arsenals—“of startling 
cost and scope” occupying much of the publicly vis-
ible space in arms control and disarmament discourse.. 
“By conveying to the public in the West the message 
that the blame for the continuing nuclear danger lies 
elsewhere,” Craig and Ruzicka concluded, “the com-
plex has cultivated the false belief that nuclear peace 
can be accomplished over the course of time without 
the need for unpleasant forms of political action, and 
without any sacrifice. In so doing, it has pushed to the 
fringes debate about what will actually have to be done 
if we don’t wish to live perpetually with the specter of 
nuclear war.”30

A nuclear disarmament discourse in which discus-
sion of the risk of great power war is pushed to the mar-
gins facilitates the slide towards a nearly exclusive focus 
on preventing the spread of nuclear weapons to “rogue 
states” and “terrorists”.  It helps to legitimate an inter-
national status quo  in which the continued brandish-
ing of nuclear weapons by elites who control existing 
nuclear-armed states is tolerated, while the potential 
acquisition of nuclear weapons can be portrayed as so 
intolerable as to justify violation of what remains of 
international law, right up to the most fundamental 
norms against wars of aggression. Information about 
nuclear weapons and “intelligence” about the potential 
of various parties for their acquisition is arcane, largely 
secret, and highly susceptible to manipulation by gov-

ernments that can lay claim to having the technical 
means to acquire it. All of this contributes to a political 
climate in which accusations of nuclear weapons pro-
liferation remain a tempting stalking horse for more 
mundane geopolitical agendas of great power elites.  

Broader narratives that connect attacks by the for-
eign Other to nuclear fears further reinforce a general 
climate in which more militarized “security” is por-
trayed as the only path to safety. In the United States, 
even local disarmament groups, seeking ways to import 
a sense of urgency into local struggles against nucle-
ar weapons facilities in a context in which the central 
dangers posed by existing nuclear arsenals have been 
suppressed and displaced, routinely invoke the risk 
of terrorist attack on well-defended nuclear weapons 
facilities deep in the North American hinterland, in 
places where no act of “terrorism” ever has occurred (at 
least since those perpetrated by foreign Others from 
across the Atlantic Ocean who invaded and dispos-
sessed the original inhabitants).   

The ability of an elite “nonproliferation complex” to 
dominate disarmament discourse, however,  is only one 
manifestation of a broader professionalization of poli-
tics and erosion of a civil society rooted in face-to-face, 
human scale interactions and institutions.31 The oppo-
sitional political landscape in many parts of the global 
metropole, and particularly in the United States, is 
dominated by single-issue or single constituency orga-
nizations driven by professional staffs. The prevailing 
relationship between staff and constituency mirrors 
the relationship of mainstream professionals to their 
clients, with zealous advocacy of a particular interest 
taking precedence over all other concerns. All of this is 
reinforced not only by top-down funding but by pro-
fessional norms that reward approaches that implicitly 
limit solutions to incremental, expert-driven adjust-
ments to the status quo while stigmatizing any hint of 
analysis or action pointing towards fundamental social 
change as “impractical.”

 The habits of mind and the nature of discourse in 
organizations and institutions suffused by the pro-
fessional advocacy model in practice often proves in-
compatible with the kind of research, reflection, and 
discussion needed to form useful strategies for mean-
ingful progress even on individual issues. A lack of 
incentives (and a broader political, economic, and ca-
reer culture that provides many disincentives) to think 
systematically about the relationship among issues 
and the basic power structure of society blinds many 
single-issue advocates to both obstacles to progress 
and to what actually is necessary to build effective co-
alitions to overcome concentrated power and wealth. A 
lifetime spent proposing remedies for problems with-
out being able to name their underlying causes largely 
excludes thinking more than superficially about who 
might be opposed to change and why, and what might 
be done about it. Where this mode of political action 
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prevails, there can be no setting of collective priorities, 
no meaningful discussion of the role any one issue and 
the particular reforms its advocates demand might play 
in movements for and transition to a significantly more 
fair, democratic, and ecologically sustainable society, 
no discussion across issues of sequencing or priorities. 

The result of all this is a disarmament discourse in 
which there is little room for analysis and debate con-
cerning the relationship between the goal of eliminat-
ing nuclear arsenals and what else might have to be 
changed to make that goal achievable. Governments, 
think tanks, and the more prestigious and visible NGOs 
clustered in power centres of the global metropole all 
are shackled one way or another to a global order of in-
vestment, production, and distribution that they prefer 
or feel compelled to represent as largely autonomous 
and unchangeable. For them, significant changes in 
the distribution of wealth and power are off the table. 
Mainstream arms control and disarmament discourse 
is delimited by a conceptual frame in which this is held 
to be not only true but self-evident. In this frame, the 
possibility that the entrenched inequities, pervasive 
absence of democracy, and ecological irrationality of 
the status quo might both pose insuperable obstacles 
to disarmament and increase the potential for wars 
between states already armed with nuclear weapons is 
exiled to the margins of thought. 

One exception to this limited outlook has been work 
emanating from South Asia as India and Pakistan ac-
celerated the development and deployment of nuclear 
arsenals in the late 1990s.  The emergence of a new arms 
race sparked new thinking about the character of nu-
clear arsenals, the dangers they pose, and the reasons 
that ruling elites seek to develop nuclear technology 
and nuclear weapons. This included analysis of the re-
lationship between the economic, ideological, and or-
ganizational strategies of nuclear institutions, together 
with discussion of the role that nuclear technology has 
played in the broader development agendas of South 
Asia’s post-colonial elites.32 Some of this work is of a 
kind that has seldom been attempted with regard to the 
original nuclear weapons states. The growth of nuclear 
institutions in a development context that is both rapid 
and highly uneven has thrown into high relief the way 
relatively small fractions of societies both control the 
pursuit of nuclear technologies and are their primary 
beneficiaries. There are lessons that might be learned 
by considering earlier rounds of nuclear development 
in the light of more recent ones. So far, however, nei-
ther the emergence of new arms races nor resulting 
new thinking about nuclear institutions has had much 
effect on the nature and limits of the broader discourse 
about nuclear weapons, which continues to be domi-
nated by ideas drawn from the familiar arms control 
and nonproliferation conceptual toolbox.  

The path forward: realism from the bottom up
“You cannot talk like sane men around a peace table 

while the atomic bomb itself is ticking beneath it. Do not 
treat the atomic bomb as a weapon of offense; do not 
treat it as an instrument of the police. Treat the bomb 
for what it is: the visible insanity of a civilization that 
has ceased to worship life and obey the laws of life.” — 
Lewis Mumford33

“Is this association of inordinate power and produc-
tivity with equally inordinate violence and destruction a 
purely accidental one?” — Lewis Mumford34

  
The path to nuclear disarmament likely will not be-

gin in negotiations among states, or even in the par-
liamentary and electoral processes of nuclear armed 
states. Decisions made in these venues that can be 
understood as firm, irreversible commitments to dis-
armament will come quite late in the journey, far down 
the road from where we are now. Once we approach the 
point where these decisions and negotiations truly be-
come possible, it is quite likely that they no longer will 
be very difficult. The path to disarmament likely will 
require changes in the nuclear weapons states, and also 
in the global economic and political order, so profound 
that the reasons states threaten each other with nuclear 
weapons will have been eliminated.  

This view encounters resistance from many disar-
mament advocates. One reason may be that it bears a 
disconcerting resemblance to one of the main tenets 
of the dominant arms control ideology, in which elimi-
nation of nuclear arsenals is represented as a desirable 
but always-distant goal. Those who rule nuclear-armed 
states frequently affirm their support for nuclear disar-
mament, but insist that they must retain their nuclear 
arsenals until “security issues” that threaten their “na-
tional interests” have been resolved. Ideologies that 
justify inequitable orders of things often contain a ker-
nel of truth, displaced and reframed in a manner that 
can both reassure the privileged and convince the rest, 
at least to an extent sufficient, when combined some 
measure of coercion, to dull any impetus towards re-
bellion.35 The prevailing ideologies of war and peace, 
international relations and disarmament, allow us to 
look anywhere for the causes of threats to peace and 
human survival but to the fundamental institutional 
arrangements of our economy and their relationship 
to the technologies, built world, and development path 
that they entail.  

Here, that kernel of truth is that we live in a world 
still in many ways deeply divided and bristling with 
high-tech armaments. However, some perspectives 
which acknowledge this resemble each other, but in 
fact are directly opposed. One claims that the causes 
of war must be explored and revealed. The factions in 
society with a stake in the existing highly inequitable 
order of things must be named and opposed. Opposed 
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to this is a narrative that implicitly insists that we must 
accept the unfair and undemocratic nature of the exist-
ing order as given, and then uses the conflict and vio-
lence it systematically generates as an excuse to hold 
onto the entire apparatus of state violence which sus-
tains that same order.  

To say that progress toward nuclear disarmament re-
quires progress towards eliminating the causes of war 
is not the same as saying that eliminating the causes of 
war is a precondition for  nuclear disarmament. We do 
not have to wait until we have removed the causes of war 
to advocate for disarmament, or to develop the move-
ments and social change strategies that make disarma-
ment possible. Removing the causes of war and work-
ing for nuclear disarmament are part of the same larger 
project. Making the world more economically equitable 
lessens the danger of war. Giving all people a voice in 
the decisions that affect every sphere of their lives less-
ens the danger of war—and almost certainly increases 
the chances that economic life will become more fair 
as well. Moving towards a way of life that is consistent 
with the rhythms and limits of the ecosystems that sus-
tain us likely reduces the dangers of war over the long 
term. Nuclear weapons and nuclear power are both 
leading instances of the irrationalities that result from 
a social world that has been constructed to concentrate 
power in the hands of tiny minorities, and to make it 
possible for them to maintain and defend their power.  

But even many committed activists in the disarma-
ment field turn away from these questions because 
their implications are so daunting. Meaningful prog-
ress towards nuclear disarmament may be impossible 
without removing, or a least sharply reducing, the like-
ly causes of war characteristic of the development path 
we have taken. Chief among these are the vast inequi-
ties and drive for ever-increasing wealth and power that 
that has been built right into the institutional struc-
tures of the dominant form of modernity. The elites 
who control nuclear weapon states, already possessors 
of wealth on an unprecedented scale, use every means 
at their command to acquire yet more even amidst the 
deepest global economic crisis of the nuclear age, forg-
ing on inside their brightly lit office towers and luxury 
gated estates, impervious to the deepening poverty, 
hopelessness, and rage gathering outside. The prospect 
of great powers in transition, ascending and declining, 
combined with widespread political instability flow-
ing both from stark inequality and from rapid, uneven 
development, threatens to bring the prospect of great 
power war back into the realm of undeniable possibil-
ity, eroding the officially “unthinkable” status of large 
scale nuclear warfare. An intensifying atmosphere of 
conflict and potential conflict may make disarmament 
a harder, not easier, sell within national, and national-
ist, political discourses.   

It is much easier to place all of this outside the prob-
lem, to assume that the special destructiveness of nu-

clear weapons assures that no one, really, ever will use 
them again in warfare intentionally, and that everyone, 
really, wants to get rid of them. Then one can turn back 
to searching for some formula, technical, legal, or dip-
lomatic, which, once devised, will lead us inexorably 
to disarmament, and safety. This reflexive tendency to 
stay within the limits of the professional and institu-
tional discourses as conventionally defined can be rep-
resented to others and oneself as the only “practical” 
choice. But in a world where the institutional machin-
ery of both the economy and of governance most places 
is paralyzed or breaking down, the pragmatism of this 
choice hardly is self-evident.  

There is not much left of a middle ground.  The only 
alternative is to let all of this in, combining awareness 
of the fact that nuclear warfare risks ending us all, ev-
erything that was and could be, with the knowledge 
that people only can be willing to take such a risk in 
a society that has gone terribly wrong, that has built 
institutions within which people can become so far re-
moved from the fundamentals of life on this planet as 
to be willing to gamble it all away.  Nuclear weapons 
are our ultimate message to ourselves that our way of 
life, built on brute force, deception on a mass scale, and 
profligate waste, all driven by the endless race to accu-
mulate things and power over others, must come to an 
end, one way or another.  

There also is little time left on the planet’s ecological 
clock. Our current crisis is exacerbated by the approach 
of resource limits, most centrally for easily retrievable 
fossil fuels, and by ecological limits, most centrally in 
terms of human-induced climate change, but also in 
terms of widespread destruction of ecosystems that 
sustain many of the earth’s species as well as irreplace-
able “ecological services” such as sources of fresh water. 

The approach of these resource and ecological limits 
poses unprecedented challenges to a global economic 
system already in crisis. It has been contended by some 
analysts for a century that capitalism cannot survive 
without an ecological and social “outside,” a non-cap-
italist frontier available for relatively easy exploitation 
when the mechanisms of economic growth within the 
portions of the globe and of global society encompassed 
by the capitalist system grind to a halt. Today, both the 
so-called second world of the 20th century and most 
post-colonial regimes that had sought some different 
path have largely been incorporated into the global cor-
porate capitalist circuit of production, investment, and 
trade. Despite ever more intensive commodification 
of the interactions and relationships of everyday life, 
the immense organizations that dominate the world 
are running out of geographical, technological, demo-
graphic, and social “fixes,” new arenas to exploit when 
they have exhausted the old. We need to find a way to 
mobilize social energies at a scale and pace previously 
devoted only to war to transform our built world and its 
workings to be ecologically sustainable.  
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 The risks of this transition must be fairly shared, 
or the necessary transformation likely will be impossi-
ble. The chaos and violence resulting from incumbent 
elites attempting to defend existing inequities will be 
compounded by already unavoidable consequences of 
ecological decline, combined with the urgent need to 
shift resources into massive rebuilding or refitting ev-
erything from energy, transportation, and agricultural 
systems to buildings of all kinds.  Further, much of 
the necessary transformation consists of moving away 
from the large-scale technologies and far-flung chains 
of production and distribution that incumbent elites 
have developed in large part as a means of cementing 
their power over resources and production, and hence 
their privileged access to wealth. The choice between 
retaining a global economy controlled by immense, un-
accountable private institutions but somehow making 
it “greener,” and a radical restructuring and democrati-
zation of our economic and political systems likely is a 
false one, with only the latter leading to the survival of 
human civilization for the long term.36 

The process of nuclear disarmament is stuck be-
cause all global politics is stuck, unable to find peaceful 
means to resolve these fundamental dilemmas. Most of 
the world’s wealth and power has stopped at the top. 
The solutions on offer from elites for a global economic 
crisis causing widespread poverty and desperation 
are austerity measures designed to support the value 
of their assets and to further concentrate wealth and 
power in their own hands. One can hardly expect that 
in such a moment those same elites will seriously con-
sider giving up their weapons, especially the most pow-
erful means of destruction ever devised.

The political will to build the new international or-
der we need, one in which disarmament will become 
possible, must be built from the bottom up. The path 
to nuclear disarmament, like the path towards prog-
ress on most things that really matter, runs in this 
moment through New York’s Zucotti Park and the Oc-
cupy encampments world-wide, through Cairo’s Tahrir 
Square and the centres of local resistance to India’s Ku-
dankulam nuclear power project, through the growing 
opposition to US military outposts in South Korea and 
Japan, through all those places that the excluded and 
suppressed are gathering to find their voice and their 
power. It will not lead back to the halls of governments 
and the United Nations until much has changed. His-
tory has left the building for the streets and public 
squares; it is happening out beyond the security check-
points in places where credentials are neither required 
nor accepted. 

Movements sufficient to create the political will to 
eliminate the danger of nuclear weapons use, and finally 
the weapons themselves, will not arise from within the 
professional and institutional worlds of arms control 
and disarmament.  Even the kind of debate and analy-
sis needed to understand what must be done to create 

the political conditions for disarmament have largely 
failed to take hold within disarmament discourses and 
institutions.  It is a time for all of us who work not just 
for disarmament but for peace and justice to be looking 
outward: for allies, for hope, and for understanding of 
what must be done. Only by building a place where we 
can have the conversation about how to make another 
world possible, will we be able to start moving towards 
a world where nuclear weapons have no place. 
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