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Abstract 
 
From the beginning of the atomic age, nuclear weapons have been under attack from various 
political and intellectual opponents. Activists have long relied upon fear appeals, arguing that the 
weapons pose a danger to mankind and should be eliminated. Academic critics have identified 
logical inconsistencies and paradoxes associated with nuclear deterrence. Despite decades of 
effort along these lines of argument, nuclear arsenals continued to survive. Since the 1980s, a 
growing number of current and former security policymakers have asserted that nuclear weapons 
have little to no military utility – and many also emphasize great risks associated with living in a 
nuclear-armed world. While those claims have promoted arms control and contributed to a strong 
taboo against nuclear use, the goal of nuclear disarmament remains elusive even as the risks of 
horizontal nuclear proliferation have been elevated on the global security agenda. This paper 
explores recent attempts to delegitimize nuclear weapons and deterrence via the use of public 
ridicule. Seemingly borrowing from the script of Stanley Kubrick’s classic film Dr. Strangelove, 
some critics emphasize that nuclear deterrence is absurd, fantastic, ridiculous, and far-fetched. 
Could a turn toward ridicule help achieve global zero? 
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“Ridiculing Nuclear Deterrence: A Pathway to Global Zero?” 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 In 2009, nuclear disarmament was temporarily elevated to the top of the international 
political agenda. In a speech in Prague in April of that year, the new President of the United 
States, Barack Obama, endorsed “clearly and with conviction America's commitment to seek the 
peace and security of a world without nuclear weapons.”1 In July, Obama and Russian president 
Dmitry Medvedev issued a Joint Statement outlining various efforts to reduce nuclear material 
and weapons. Two days later the G8 issued a statement committed “to creating the conditions for 
a world without nuclear weapons.”2 In late September 2009, the United Nations Security Council 
unanimously approved Resolution 1887, which through a variety of non-proliferation and 
disarmament measures likewise aimed “to create the conditions for a world without nuclear 
weapons.”3 In October, the Nobel Peace Prize committee announced that the American President 
had won the prestigious award and acknowledged that it had granted “special importance to 
Obama's vision of and work for a world without nuclear weapons.”4 The President’s words and 
these anti-nuclear initiatives helped inspire an international disarmament movement called 
Global Zero and thus seemed to provide a perfect example of both hope and change, the central 
ideas undergirding Obama’s rise to the presidency. 
 
 Despite these political developments, the President’s proposal was not uniformly met 
with glowing reviews. For instance, the influential policy journal Foreign Affairs featured a very 
critical lead article by James Joffe and James W. Davis, which noted that past efforts to promote 
nuclear disarmament have typically foundered “on the harsh realities of world politics.” In their 
words, “strategic logic and state interests” almost certainly assure that the new global zero plan 
will fail as well.5 Predictably, in fact, many security policy analysts participating in the public 
debate argued against global zero by defending the value of nuclear deterrence. Military analyst 
Thomas P.M. Barnett and former Assistant Secretary of Defense Keith B. Payne were quick to 
label the idea a naïve and utopian example of wishful thinking.”6 Barnett wrote that “Nuclear 
weapons are the single best thing that has ever happened in mankind's long history of war…. 
Obama's nuclear ideals put World War III back on the table.” Similarly, at the 2010 annual 
                                                 
1 Barack Obama, Office of the Press Secretary, “Remarks,” Prague, Czech Republic, April 5, 2009, 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-By-President-Barack-Obama-In-Prague-As-Delivered/. 
2 Office of the Press Secretary, “Joint Statement by President Barack Obama of the United States of America and 
President Dmitry Medvedev of the Russian Federation on Nuclear Cooperation,” The White House, July 6, 2009. 
Available at  http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/joint-statement-president-barack-obama-united-states-
america-and-president-dmitry-m ; and G8, “L’Aquila Statement on Nuclear Non-Proliferation,” July 8, 2009. 
Available at http://www.g8italia2009.it/static/G8_Allegato/2._LAquila_Statent_on_Non_proliferation.pdf.  
3 Resolution 1887 (2009), Security Council SC/9746, Department of Public Information, September 24, 2009, 
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2009/sc9746.doc.htm. 
4 Press Release, “The Nobel Peace Prize for 2009,” October 9, 2009, 
http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2009/press.html.  
5 James Joffe and James W. Davis, “Less Than Zero; Bursting the New Disarmament Bubble,” 90 Foreign Affairs, 
January/February 2011, p. 7.  
6 Thomas P.M. Barnett, “Seven Reasons Why Obama’s Nuke-Free Utopia Won’t Work,” Esquire, May 14, 2009. 
Available at http://www.esquire.com/the-side/war-room/obama-nuclear-proliferation-051409#ixzz26TtkGLeQ. See 
also Keith B. Payne, “Nuclear Utopianism, The wishful thinking of U.S. arms control,” The Weekly Standard, vol. 
17, April 9, 2012. Available at http://www.weeklystandard.com/articles/nuclear-utopianism_634904.html.  
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Deterrence Symposium hosted by the Strategic Command, former Defense Secretary James 
Schlesinger dismissed the notion with subtle ridicule: “Are we actually going to see a world 
without nuclear weapons?” he asked rhetorically. “This is the vision of many people, and I 
remind you that the dividing line between vision and hallucination is never very clear.” 7  
 
 These critical reactions to President Obama’s statement should not have surprised close 
observers of security politics. Virtually from the first atomic explosions, anti-nuclear activists 
and like-minded politicians have argued against the possession of nuclear arms and encouraged 
the acceptance of various disarmament proposals. These critics have offered seemingly 
reasonable economic, humanistic, ideological, and moral arguments against not only the use of 
nuclear weapons, but also against even their possession. Over those years, however, the ideas 
and arguments of the anti-nuclear activists and their allies have not emerged victorious in policy 
debates. Instead, the anti-nuclear positions have been repeatedly mocked and dismissed by 
civilian and military deterrence theorists and ruling politicians. Former British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher, for instance, ridiculed American and Soviet nuclear disarmament proposals 
from the 1980s as “pie in the sky” dreams. “I cannot see a world without nuclear weapons,” she 
said. “I do not believe it is going to come about.”8  
 
 In an interesting recent essay, Matthew Evangelista argued that the road to “global zero” 
must involve turning the tables upon the critics. The advocates of disarmament must employ 
ridicule against supporters of deterrence and the nuclear status quo. Nuclear weapons, 
Evangelista claims, could best be eliminated if they came to be viewed with the same level of 
stigma as the open practice of slavery would have today.9 If identified, he notes, contemporary 
slave-traders and the countries that harbor them “would be subject to unqualified condemnation.” He 
then asks, “Why should nuclear weapons be treated any differently?” He thus advocates for 
“deliberate and forthright condemnation of nuclear weapons by the leaders of the nuclear-armed 
states” in order to assure that the weapons are universally stigmatized.10 Such efforts could help 
promote popular mass revulsion of nuclear weapons, which Evangelista sees as an important step 
towards global nuclear disarmament. 
 
 Evangelista explicitly draws upon the recent work of Nina Tannenwald, who 
demonstrates that there is already a fairly robust taboo against nuclear use. However, this taboo, 
she recognizes, has actually “helped to stabilize mutual deterrence” as nuclear weapons use is 
seen as virtually unthinkable for all purposes except the so-called “last resort” scenario.11 Again, 
                                                 
7 James Schlesinger, “Keynote,” 2010 Strategic Deterrence Symposium, United States Strategic Command, August 
11, 2010. Available at http://www.stratcom.mil/speeches/2010/48/Omaha_Neb/.   
8 Associated Press, “Disarmament Not Likely, Thatcher Says,” Palm Beach Post, March 29, 1986, p. A7. Available 
at 
http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=o0ojAAAAIBAJ&sjid=Hc8FAAAAIBAJ&dq=margaret%20thatcher%20pi
e%20in%20the%20sky&pg=2812%2C7976504.   
9 James Lee Ray, “The abolition of slavery and the end of international war,” 43 International Organization, 
Summer 1989, pp. 405-39.  
10 Matthew Evangelista, “Nuclear Abolition or Nuclear Umbrella? Choice and Contradictions in U.S. Proposals,” in 
Getting to Zero; The Path to Nuclear Disarmament, ed. by Kelleher and Reppy, 2011, p. 312.  Evangelista also 
suggests that some of the practical problems associated with disarmament would be diminished if nuclear weapons 
were universally stigmatized. Whistleblowers, for instance, can more readily identify cheaters in a social 
environment that treats nuclear weapons with revulsion.  
11 Nina Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and the Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons Since 1945 (NY: 
Cambridge University, 2007), p. 371. 
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leaders and many citizens of nuclear-armed states believe that these weapons help deter nuclear 
attack and thus contribute to their nations’ security. Nonetheless, Tannenwald speculates in her 
concluding chapter about the socio-political conditions necessary for disarmament: “If nuclear 
weapons were fully delegitimized and their use unthinkable in absolutely all circumstances, we 
would expect nations to cease preparing for nuclear war and to get rid of their nuclear 
arsenals.”12 The requisite “general opprobrium” needed to achieve that ideal “is far from 
universal or complete” and thus nuclear weapons are not yet able to join slavery, dueling, and 
cannibalism as ideas that have been delegitimized.13  
 
 Clearly, despite the events of 2009, nuclear deterrence is still taken-for-granted by a very 
large number of security policymakers and scholars, as well as citizens of nuclear-armed states. 
Again and again, nuclear analysts find new life in deterrence theory and strategy despite both 
dramatic and subtle changes in global circumstances – the end of the cold war, the gradual 
horizontal proliferation of nuclear weapons, the development of missile defense technologies, 
etc.14 Indeed, if anything, nuclear disarmament may be a more distant vision today than it 
appeared to be just a few years ago. After all, the Obama administration has recently announced 
its intention to undertake an expensive modernization program for the U.S. nuclear arsenal. The 
Washington Post reported in September 2012 that over 5000 nuclear warheads will be affected at 
a likely cost exceeding $350 billion.15  
 
 This paper examines the verbal attacks luanched by scholars and policy advocates 
contesting nuclear deterrence as an international norm.16 Academic and other critics of nuclear 
strategy have often simply revealed and explained the many contradictions and hypocritical ideas 
embedded in deterrence theorizing and practice. Many of these analysts have sought to correct 
and perfect, and thereby reinforce, the fundamental logic of nuclear deterrence. However, this 
paper is primarily concerned with a more intense level of disparagement. It demonstrates that 
opponents have sometimes sought to ridicule, stigmatize, and delegitimize nuclear deterrence in 
order to usher in the strategy’s demise—and thereby potentially create the conditions for, and/or 
provide the impetus to, a world free of nuclear weapons.  
 
 This paper proceeds in three major parts. First, the paper explores ridicule as a strategy 
for provoking international normative change. It reviews the limited amount of prior 
scholarhship on the political uses of ridicule. Second, the paper examines the kinds of criticisms 
offered by academic theorists who often view nuclear deterrence as an illogical, contradictory, 
and thus irrational strategy. The recognition of deep contradictions in a norm like rational 
deterrence strategy makes it potentially vulnerable to social pressures that could destroy its 

                                                 
12 Tannenwald, 2007, p. 369. 
13 Tannenwald, 2007, p. 387. Like Evangelista, Tannenwald suggests that a strong activist abolition movement may 
be necessary to create the conditions for nuclear disarmament. 
14 T.V. Paul, Patrick M. Morgan and James J. Wirtz, eds. Complex Deterrence: Strategy in the Global Age (Chicago: 
University of Chicago, 2009). See also, Jeffrey W. Knopf, “The Fourth Wave in Deterrence Research,” 31 
Contemporary Security Policy, April 2010, pp. 1-33.  
15 Dana Priest, “Aging U.S. nuclear arsenal slated for costly and long-delayed modernization,” Washington Post, 
September 15, 2012. Available at http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/us-nuclear-arsenal-is-
ready-for-overhaul/2012/09/15/428237de-f830-11e1-8253-3f495ae70650_story.html.  
16 Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, “International norm dynamics and political change,” 52 International 
Organization, Autumn 1998, pp. 887-917. 
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credibility as a strategic policy. The norm could lose support altogether if it is thoroughly 
stigmatized, rendered absurd or ridiculous, and ultimately altogether delegitimized.  
 
 Third, the paper examines the views of an impressive set of prominent officials and 
leaders – former public servants and military officers alike – who have advocated (though most 
often in their retirement years) the abandonment of nuclear weapons and deterrence. These views 
are traced primarily from the 1980s through the contemporary “war on terror.” As will be 
demonstrated, these officials too have sometimes mocked and thereby attempted to dismiss 
altogether the idea of nuclear deterrence.  
 
 Finally, the paper concludes by briefly considering whether the potential delegitimization 
of nuclear deterrence strategy might establish the political conditions for disarmament. Is this 
kind of substantial normative change possible? The legitimacy of deterrence is now highly 
contested, making the idea potentially vulnerable to new understandings promoted by prominent 
norm entrepreneurs. The outcome of ongoing norm contests cannot be known with certainty, but 
the possibilities are nonetheless intriguing. 
 
1. Can public ridicule help delegitimize nuclear deterrence? 
 
 In the classic Rules for Radicals, a primer for activists pursuing political change, Saul 
Alinsky writes that “ridicule is man’s most potent weapon. It is almost impossible to 
counterattack ridicule.”17 In his recent book Laughter and Ridicule, Michael Billig also notes this 
“rebellious” function of ridicule, which “outwardly mocks the rules.”18 These writers imagine 
ridicule as “a kind of instrumental humor…used in order to inform an attending audience of the 
absurdity of an opinion.”19  
 
 According to scholars, ridicule is an effective rhetorical weapon in large part it plays on 
an audience’s emotions. To demonstrate this point, Quentin Skinner recently argued that ridicule 
can expose “opponents as laughable,” which can then “bring them into scorn and contempt.” In 
his review of the “advice put forward by the rhetorical theorists,” a “war of words” is won by 
enlisting “the deepest emotions” of an audience. “One of the best ways of inducing this effect is 
to cause your adversaries to appear laughable and absurd….the best way to obtain this result is to 
make use of the full panopoly of the mocking figures and tropes” he singled out for discussion, 
including ridicule, hyperbole and irony.20 Like Skinner, International Communications Professor 
J. Michael Waller contends that ridicule is powerful because of the way it manipulates emotions, 
destroying opponents faster than they can rebuild. Specifically, Waller claims that “directed 
properly… ridicule can be a fate worse than death.” He suggested, for instance, that “ridicule is 
an under-appreciated weapon…against weapons proliferators.”21  
                                                 
17 Saul Alinsky, Rules for Radicals, A Pragmatic Primer for Realistic Radicals (New York: Vintage Books, 1971, 
1989), p. 128. 
18 Michael Billig, Laughter and Ridicule: Towards a Social Critique of Humour (SAGE, 2005) p. 207.  
19 Jan Albert Van Laar, “Confrontation and Ridicule,” 28 Informal Logic, No. 4, 2008, p. 304 
20 Quentin Skinner, “Political Rhetoric and the Role of Ridicule,” in The Politics of Democratization in Europe; 
Concepts and Histories, ed by Kari Palonen, Tuija Pulkkinen and José María Rosales (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 
2008), pp. 143-44.  Goodall et al note that the Federal Bureau of Investigation viewed ridicule as “one of the most 
potent weapons which we can use against” the New Left. Goodall et al, 2012, p. 74.  
21 J. Michael Waller, “Ridicule as a Weapon,” Public Diplomacy White Paper (Institute of World Politics) No. 7, 
February 2006, pp, 2, 1.  
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 It must be noted, however, that the literature is not completely united behind the idea that 
ridicule plays a rebellious role in political and social life. Many scholars contend that quite the 
opposite is true as ridicule often functions to encourage compliant behavior with traditional and 
established norms. Billig claims that “everyday codes of behavior are protected by the practice of 
embarrassment….the prospect of ridicule and embarrassment protect the codes of daily behavior, 
ensuring much routine conformity with social order…Therefore, ridicule has a universal role in 
the maintenance of order.”22 The logic behind this claim is powerful and serves to explain an 
important social role for ridicule. By mocking transgressions of customs, actors employ the 
seemingly unruly practice of ridicule to protect current norms and discourage genuine deviance 
from the status quo. In this way, carried to a logical extreme by Billig, ridicule often has quite 
conservative and disciplinary functions, essentially reaffirming the naked power of current 
authority. In the context of this paper, those defending nuclear deterrence as a well-established 
norm, such as former Defense Secretary James Schlesinger, have long employed ridicule to 
mock proponents of disarmament.23   
 
 Realist international relations theorist Kenneth Waltz similarly noted that “ridicule may 
bring deviants into line or cause them to leave the group.”24 Though he was actually writing this 
passage about the uniform clothing choices made by teenagers, it is favorably referenced in a 
highly influential article on international norms published by Martha Finnemore and Kathryn 
Sikkink in 1998. Their well-known piece is primarily concerned with the political processes 
undergirding political change, but there is no denying that ridicule is sometimes used in 
international politics by powerful actors seeking to maintain their position. In a book Sikkink co-
edited on The Power of Human Rights, the concluding chapter emphasizes how autocratic 
regimes attempt to employ ridicule to preserve the status quo in their state.25 Dictators, for 
instance, attempt to ridicule and dismiss their transnational critics as foreigners.  
 
 Nonetheless, much of the social science discussion and research about ridicule finds it to 
be a mechanism for challenging the status quo. Perhaps the most influential political scientist to 
embrace the rebellious aspect of ridicule is international relations scholar John E. Mueller. In his 
1989 book Retreat From Doomsday; The Obsolescence of Major War, Mueller argues that a 
number of ideas that were once taken-for-granted eventually fell out of favor thanks in part to 
public ridicule. The act of dueling, for instance, was traditionally a viable means used by men to 
defend their honor. However, due largely to public ridicule, the very idea of dueling is now 
viewed as unthinkable. Mueller references a study finding that the “most effective weapon” 
against dueling “has undoubtedly been ridicule.”26 Additionally, the IR scholar argues that 

                                                 
22 Billig, 2005, pp. 201-2. 
23 Many scholars and other analysts have noted that opponents of Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative 
dubbed the program “star wars” in an effort to ridicule it. Arguably, however, this label backfired as the President’s 
technologically optimistic hope for “rendering nuclear weapons impotent and obsolete” was relatively popular and 
the critics were weakened. Robert C. Rowland and Rodger A. Payne, “The Effectiveness of Reagan's ‘Star Wars’ 
Address,” 4 Political Communication, 1987, pp. 161-78.  
24 Kenneth N. Waltz Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), p. 76.  
25 Thomas Risse and Stephen C. Ropp, “Conclusions,” in The Power of Human Rights, International Norms and 
Domestic Change ed. by Risse, Ropp and Kathryn Sikkink (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 251.  
26 John E. Mueller, Retreat From Doomsday; The Obsolescence of Major War (NY: Free Press, 1989), p. 10. See 
Robert Baldick, The Duel; A History of Duelling (New York: Potter, 1965), p. 199.  
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ridicule also played a role in ending the international slave trade, as Brazil abandoned the 
practice “in 1888 through the force of embarrassment and ridicule.”27  
 
 More prominently within the discipline, Mueller argues that war has long been viewed as 
an “essentially absurd” means for addressing conflict among developed nations and is well on its 
way towards becoming a ridiculous and thus obsolete policy option. He writes that “war in the 
developed world seems now to be rejected not so much because it's a bad idea, but because it 
never comes up as a coherent alternative--avoided not because it's stupid, but because” like foot 
binding, bearbaiting, lynching, and the Spanish Inquisition “it's absurd, ridiculously 
incongruous.” Put differently, war among developed countries, he claims, is becoming 
“subrationally unthinkable,” meaning that it “fails to percolate into one’s consciousness as a 
conceivable option.”28 Clearly, Mueller grants ridicule and mockery a potentially powerful 
position in the rhetorical toolbox available to advocates.  
 
 Some additional scholarship also supports the rebellious function of ridicule, especially if 
the context for the use of such mockery seems absurd or bizarre – an important distinction since 
the idea of nuclear retaliation is often described in precisely those terms, as shall be 
demonstrated in the following section. Ebenezer Obadare explains in his work on the exercise of 
ridicule within Nigeria, “ridicule has emerged as a means through which people attempt to 
deconstruct and construct meaning out of a reality that is decidedly surreal.” He continues by 
concluding that ridicule can help achieve the “long-term erosion” of a political regime.29 
Moreover, a team of researchers working on means to deflate the kind of extremist narratives 
offered by terrorists and others found that ridicule can be viewed as a “strategic communication 
device,” used to “counter taken-for-granted truths,” or norms.30 
   
2. The irrationality of nuclear deterrence: academic ridicule? 
 
 An extensive academic literature reveals fundamental logical flaws in nuclear deterrence 
theory. This section explores whether detractors have primarily attacked the rationality and 
practicality of deterrence, and thereby essentially addressed the theory on its own terms, or if 
their critique has gone beyond such standard criticism and thus potentially serves to delegitimize 
and stigmatize deterrence altogether through mocking ridicule. 
 
 By the early 1960s, a number of important scholarly critics were mounting serious 
challenges to the fundamental logic of deterrence. Many of these detractors targeted head-on the 
ideas of the classic deterrence theorists, such as Thomas Schelling and Herman Kahn. As 
explained throughout this section, several key concerns dominate the critical works. Most 
fundamentally, scholarly critics have long identified a clear disconnect between the risk and 
reality of overkill, caused by the revolutionary destructive nature of nuclear weapons as well as 
the unavoidable possibility of escalation, and the adoption or advocacy of strategies promoting 
limited nuclear options and the potential pursuit of political objectives.  

                                                 
27 Mueller, 1989, p. 253 
28 Mueller, 1989, pp. 242, 240.  
29 Obadare, 2009, p. 245. 
30 H.L. Goodall, Jr., Pauline Hope Cheong, Kristin Fleischer and Steven R. Corman, “Rhetorical Charms: The 
Promise and Pitfalls of Humor and Ridicule as Strategies to Counter Extremist Narratives,” 6 Perspectives on 
Terrorism, March 2012, p. 70.  
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 For example, in 1961 political scientist J. David Singer published a quite negative review 
of Herman Kahn’s On Thermonuclear War. As one scholar put it, “the importance” of Kahn’s 
seminal treatise “cannot be overestimated.”31 Despite its significance, however, Singer explained 
that Kahn’s text is “laden with inconsistency and is lacking in strategic coherence.”32 For 
instance, Kahn views invulnerable second-strike capabilities as a viable means to achieve 
deterrence, and thus security, but notes that their actual use would result in self-destruction. 
More importantly, Kahn’s support for what were essentially first-strike counterforce 
capabilities—useful, he claimed, to demonstrate American resolve to fight and thus to cope with 
crises—would increase the risk of deterrence failure by elevating the chances of preemptive 
attack.33 Moreover, the author admitted this tradeoff! Indeed, Singer’s attack (p. 201) is 
especially powerful on this point: “Kahn is proposing a highly asymmetrical set of operational 
codes. He wants us to engage in the sort of behavior which is supposed to deter the U.S.S.R., but 
which, if employed by them, would almost certainly compel us to opt for a pre-emptive strike.” 
In his introduction to a translation of Clausewitz’s classic On War, mathematician and game 
theorist Anatol Rapoport counted Herman Kahn among the “bizarre” “Neo-Clausewitzian” 
strategists whose rational theorizing on the potential uses of nuclear weapons promoted “not a 
tragedy but a ghastly farce.”34 
 
 In 1964, Hans Morgenthau likewise published an important journal article describing 
some basic “contradictions between our modes of thought and action.” 35 Specifically, the essay 
considered what he called four paradoxes of nuclear strategy. The first paradox should perhaps 
be the most worrisome for deterrence theorists – “the commitment to the use of force, nuclear or 
otherwise, paralyzed by the fear of having to use it.” Because states both rely upon nuclear 
weapons and fear them, scholars have long argued that they will be tempted to pursue foreign 
and security policies that would invite crises. This is the so-called “stability/instability paradox.” 
In Morgenthau’s words (p. 24), as states come to recognize the “emptiness” of the threat of 
nuclear retaliation for various contexts, the nuclear threat itself will have “ever-diminishing 
plausibility” and the states will therefore face “ever bolder challenges to make good on it.” 
 
 Morgenthau’s second paradox (p. 23) was essentially the problem of crisis instability --  
states searched for limited nuclear options that “would avoid the predictable consequences of 
nuclear war.” By adopting “counter-force” strategy, for example, states invite what he called the 
“conventionalization” of their nuclear force – and thus increased the danger that they might be 
willing to use their weapons in an actual crisis situation, whether through over-confidence in the 
utility of the weapons or out of fear that they must “use them or lose them.” Morgenthau 
additionally described paradoxes (p. 23) in “the pursuit of a nuclear armaments race joined with 
attempts to stop it” and “the pursuit of an alliance policy which the availability of nuclear 
weapons has rendered obsolete.”  This latter paradox is reflected in France’s contemporaneous 

                                                 
31 Philip Green, Deadly Logic, The Theory of Nuclear Deterrence, NY: Schocken Books, 1966, p. 16. 
32 J. David Singer, “The Strategic Dilemma: Probability versus Disutility; A review of Herman Kahn, 
On Thermonuclear War,” 5 Journal of Conflict Resolution, June 1961, p 204. 
33 Essentially, this is “crisis instability.” 
34 Anatol Rapoport, ed. “Introduction” in Carl von Clausewitz, On War (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1967), p. 80.  
35 Hans J. Morgenthau, “The Four Paradoxes of Nuclear Strategy,” 58 American Political Science Review, March 
1964, p. 23. 
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decision to proliferate for fear that the U.S. would not risk losing Washington or New York to 
save Paris.  
 
 In this same period, government professor Philip Green penned a more polemical book-
length critique of rational deterrence theory, which condemned what he called the “pseudo-
science” methods of game theory and systems analysis so often employed by nuclear strategists. 
In his 1966 Deadly Logic, Green warns that “absolutely contradictory courses of action are 
equally ‘rational’” under nuclear deterrence theory as explained by the strategists.36 To be more 
specific, like Singer, Green points outs that the concept commonly dubbed “escalation 
dominance” by strategists presumes asymmetrical rules of behavior for the United States and its 
foes (p. 169). Green also argues (p. 237), as many deterrence critics have (including Singer and 
Morgenthau), that deterrence is generally self-defeating. “It is, after all, simply impossible to 
imagine circumstances in which an annihilatory counterstrike makes any sense at all, by any 
standard of ‘rationality’ that is not equivalent to sheer vengefulness.”   
 
 Looking back at the debates in this period, historian Marc Trachtenberg argues that the 
“most basic intellectual tensions” outlined above persisted from the mid-1960s throughout the 
end of the cold war and “could not be resolved.” For Trachtenberg, this stalemate ultimately led 
to stagnation in the field – deterrence strategists “hit a dead end” after about 1966.37 In the 
1970s, for example, Paul Nitze, members of the Committee on the Present Danger, and the so-
called “Team B” group of intelligence analysts battled with proponents of MAD (mutual assured 
destruction) about the meaning of Soviet military doctrine, the potential vulnerability of 
American land-based missiles, and the need for the U.S. to adopt a counterforce strategy and 
deploy the MX missile.38 Doves (and even some owls) of the era fretted that Nitze’s hawkish 
recommendations would increase the U.S.-Soviet arms race and invite crisis instability. 
Ultimately, the window of vulnerability was closed politically by the Scowcroft Commission 
(formally the Commission on Strategic Forces) in spring 1983, which among other things 
emphasized the invulnerability of U.S. nuclear submarines. 
 
 Nearly twenty years after the alleged intellectual dead end, international relations theorist 
Robert Jervis notably began his powerful book on The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy with 
the sweeping declaration that “a rational strategy for the employment of nuclear weapons is a 
contradiction in terms.”39 His book is a direct attack on 1980s-era countervailing strategy, which 
Jervis (p. 147) argues “is led into many inconsistencies, incoherencies, and contradictions 
because it seeks to repeal the nuclear revolution rather than coming to grips with the inevitable 
vulnerability of American society or utilizing the inevitable Soviet vulnerability.” For Jervis, the 
countervailing strategy presented “a maze of incoherence and contradictions” (p. 13) because its 
supporters (like Nitze) both recognized the reality of assured destruction and yet advocated a 
nuclear doctrine that sought to gain military advantage and deny such advantage to an adversary 
(the Soviet Union, at the time).  
 

                                                 
36 Green, 1966, p. 204  
37 Marc Trachtenberg, “Strategic Thought in America, 1952-1966,” 104 Political Science Quarterly, Summer 1989, 
p. 332.  
38 See Paul H. Nitze, “Deterring Our Deterrence, 25 Foreign Policy, Winter 1976-77, pp. 195-210. 
39 Robert Jervis, The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy, Cornell University, 1984, p. 1.  
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 By the end of his book, Jervis mounts a narrow defense of deterrence, but he also notes 
that “there is something horribly irrational about a strategy which turns on the inherently 
uncertain possibility of unleashing the destruction that everyone wants above all to 
avoid….nuclear weapons have so changed our world that much of the truth does not make 
sense.”40 A few years later, drawing upon his prior work on psychology and perception, Jervis 
published a follow-up book that further refined his arguments about the illogic of counterforce 
nuclear strategy.41 
 
 Jervis, of course, was not the only Reagan-era critic to view the practices associated with 
nuclear strategy as nonsensical. In fact, some analysts writing in this period started openly 
mocking and ridiculing U.S. (and Soviet) nuclear planning, finding the imagined nuclear 
scenarios to be almost comical. Soon after The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy appeared, 
and not long after the peak of the nuclear freeze movement, political psychologist Steven Kull 
wrote in Foreign Policy of the “farcical quality” of the superpower military rivalry. Kull 
compared the nuclear standoff to a “charade” in a “drawing-room comedy.” Accordingly, “All of 
the key characters know a certain secret—that strategic asymmetries are militarily irrelevant in 
an age of overkill—but because they think that others do not know the secret they act as if they 
do not know the secret either.”42 As shall be explained below, American and Soviet leaders were 
soon sitting together in a room challenging this charade with disarmament proposals.  
 
 In his survey of deterrence thinking, Trachtenberg too recognized the farcical quality of 
the “basic tension” in the “set of ideas” pertaining to nuclear strategy. Because the United States 
and Soviet Union had by the late 1960s “obtained survivable and deliverable strategic forces, all-
out war between these two powers would become an absurdity.” 43 Essentially, this was the point 
Stanley Kubrick made in his classic film, “Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying 
and Love the Bomb.” As Dan Lindley wrote, the film “makes fun of the sad, perverse, and absurd 
reality that the U.S. and the Soviet Union could destroy each other within 30 minutes…. 
Ironically, MAD makes nuclear weapons so illogical that deterrence may actually suffer unless 
the credibility of suicide (or further damage) can be restored.”44  
 
 During the latter days of the cold war, neorealist IR theorist Kenneth Waltz also stressed 
that much of the vast literature on nuclear strategy seemed preposterous. In particular, he 
lampooned the hawks like Nitze who imagined credible Soviet attack scenarios. “The 
assumptions made in the effort to make a Soviet first strike appear possible are ridiculous….just 
as deterrence logic is abstract and deductive, so too are the weaknesses attributed to it. Scenarios 
showing how deterrence might fail are not only abstract but are also far-fetched.”45 While Waltz 
made this argument to defend the robustness and stability of nuclear deterrence, it seems equally 
apparent that rational deterrence theorists were quite willing to doubt openly the plausibility of 
the “last resort” scenarios, especially as the cold war rivalry was about to end.  

                                                 
40 Jervis, 1984, p. 170.  
41 Robert Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution, Cornell  University, 1989.  
42 Steven Kull, “Nuclear Nonsense,” Foreign Policy, No. 58, Spring 1985, p. 6. 
43 Trachtenberg, 1989, pp. 301-2.  
44 Dan Lindley, “What I Learned Since I Stopped Worrying and Studied the Movie: A Teaching Guide to Stanley 
Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove,” 34 PS: Political Science and Politics, September 2001, p. 663. 
45 Kenneth N. Waltz, “Nuclear Myths and Political Realities,” 84 American Political Science Review September 
1990, pp. 735-6.  
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 While many scholars over the years have explained the logical shortcomings of 
deterrence theorizing, others have gone to great lengths in order to keep it alive. Political 
Scientist Ed Rhodes, for example, employed an inventive maneuver to construct a logical 
solution to the basic contradictions inherent in nuclear deterrence. The strategy he emphasized 
rested “on the threat to behave irrationally…More precisely, it rests on the threat to behave 
irrationally if the opponent fails to be deterred.”46 Like other analysts before him, Rhodes 
proclaims that “nuclear war is not rational to wage” (p. 229) and said that the “search for rational 
nuclear options” was “futile” (p. 228). Nonetheless, the scholar argued in favor of a strategy that 
would exploit “the coercive power associated with irrationality.” While acknowledging that such 
an approach “runs directly counter to common sense” and relied upon a counterintuitive logic (p. 
229), Rhodes noted that the U.S. “has the capability credibly to threaten to behave irrationally” 
(p. 201). He expressly called for the U.S. to signal “contingently irrational behavior” and openly 
invited a comparison to Dr. Strangelove (p. 155) by discussing the need to live with the existing 
de facto “Doomsday Machine” and redesign it “to make it easier to live with” (p. 229). In 
Lindley’s analysis of the film’s applicability to the real-world of nuclear deterrence, he too noted 
the potential need to make retaliation credible either by “automating retaliation” or “introducing 
illogic and uncertainty.” 
 
 Skeptics of this advice might recall Herman Kahn’s warning for teenage drivers about to 
play the notorious game of chicken. A seemingly perfect irrationally rational strategy is available 
-- attempt to appear intoxicated, wear very dark glasses, and remove the steering wheel of the 
vehicle and throw it out the window. In turn, drivers appearing “drunk, blind and without a 
steering wheel” may well “win” a game of chicken by making a competing driver swerve to 
avoid certain death. However, not even the creative Kahn considered this a “useful or responsible 
policy” for decision-makers in the nuclear age.47 Rhodes, in fairness, supports somewhat 
standard improvements in command, control, and communication (C3), so he was not literally 
offering the same wild advice that Kahn rejects. However, the embrace of irrationality is 
reminiscent and Kahn’s warning seems apt.  
 
 Nuclear deterrence theory continues to play a role in post-cold war era international 
politics, but it is not clear that the debate has advanced significantly beyond the earlier iterations. 
For example, like many other academics referenced throughout this section, the rational choice 
theorist Frank Zagare points out that “numerous analysts” have noted that “classical deterrence 
theory is riddled with logical inconsistencies.”48 In contrast to Rhodes, Zagare and colleague 
Marc Kilgour attempt to “fix” these logical flaws by offering a fully rational solution. In a book 
and various articles, the scholars offer a strategy that they call “perfect deterrence.”49 Their 
argument allows for variable costs of conflicts and emphasizes the connection between 
rationality and credibility. While deterrence can fail under their models, they seek to explain the 
circumstances when it works best. Zagare and Kilgour find that deterrence works best when the 
status quo is highly valued—the increased costs of conflict often has no bearing on the chance of 

                                                 
46 Ed Rhodes, Power and MADness, The Logic of Nuclear Coercion, Columbia University, 1989 p. 170. Subsequent 
page references to this text are noted in parentheses.  
47 Herman Kahn, On Escalation, 1965, p. 11.  
48 Frank C. Zagare, “Reconciling Rationality with Deterrence, A Re-Examination of the Logical Foundations of 
Deterrence Theory,” 16 Journal of Theoretical Politics, 2004, p. 107.  
49 Frank C. Zagare and D. Marc Kilgour, Perfect Deterrence, Cambridge University, 2000.  
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war. Stephen Walt, however, dismisses their body of work by claiming that their findings are 
unremarkable, simply reflecting long-established ideas bolstered by game-theoretic models: 
“Scholars who are interested in the real world are unlikely to find their understanding enhanced 
by reading these works.”50 
 
 Obviously, this section does not address every important academic work on nuclear 
deterrence strategy, nor does it present the recommendations of a strategist such as Colin Gray 
who like Kahn has over the years called for war-fighting options. I have also ignored the writings 
of contemporary analysts who worry that the U.S. has perhaps achieved “nuclear primacy”-- 
“splendid first strike” capability made possible because of American technological developments 
and the lack of advancement by great power rivals.51 
 
 Instead, this section has simply attempted to demonstrate that numerous academics have 
convincingly outlined some serious contradictions in nuclear deterrence logic. Some of these 
critics attempt to address the logical inconsistencies and thereby salvage rational nuclear 
deterrence theory. Many, however, have expressed their firm belief that these inconsistencies 
reveal elements and/or assumptions of nuclear strategy that are  absurd, fantastic, ridiculous, and 
far-fetched. While it would certainly seem arbitrary and unfair to credit these scholars with 
victory in debates that often continue to rage, this fairly one-sided rendering has nonetheless 
served my purpose. Indeed, this section has sought to establish the academic backing for a set of 
political actions described in the next section. A large set of public policy-makers have agreed 
with the scholarly critics and have spearheaded a long-term effort to discredit nuclear strategy 
and eliminate nuclear weapons. 
 
3. Ridiculing the bomb? Public policy-maker activism. 
 
 Anti-nuclear efforts began almost immediately after the introduction of atomic weapons 
into international political life. In fact, some fairly sophisticated disarmament proposals--the 
Acheson-Lilienthal and Baruch Plans, for example--were promoted by a number of diplomats in 
the early years of the cold war.52 Many critics questioned the morality of weapons and strategies 
promising the mass killing of civilian populations. Other opponents made economic, humanistic, 
and ideological arguments against nuclear arms. However, this paper does not discuss either the 
early history of disarmament efforts or the ethics and costs of nuclear deterrence strategy. Rather, 
the purpose of this section is to identify the prominent critics who first rejected and then 
eventually mocked the strategic logic and purpose of nuclear weapons, especially after thousands 
were deployed into “superpower” arsenals.  
 
 Over the past few decades, many prominent former political and military officials have 
offered some very serious challenges to nuclear deterrence theory and strategy. One good place 
to begin is with a fairly simple observation offered by a set of well-known foreign policy hands. 

                                                 
50 Stephen M. Walt, “A Model Disagreement,” 24 International Security, Spring 1999, p. 123.  
51 Keir A. Lieber and Daryl G. Press, “The Rise of U.S. Nuclear Primacy,” 85 Foreign Affairs, March/April 2006. 
They argue that “the age of MAD is nearing an end. Today, for the first time in almost 50 years, the United States 
stands on the verge of attaining nuclear primacy. It will probably soon be possible for the United States to destroy 
the long-range nuclear arsenals of Russia or China with a first strike.51 
52 See U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Public Affairs, “The Acheson-Lilienthal & Baruch Plans, 1946,” 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ho/time/cwr/88100.htm.  
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In 1982, ex-public servants McGeorge Bundy, George Kennan, Robert McNamara and Gerard 
Smith coauthored a piece in the widely read Foreign Affairs recognizing “that in the age of 
massive thermonuclear overkill it no longer makes sense—if it ever did—to hold these [nuclear] 
weapons for any other purpose than the prevention of their use.”53 One year later, Defense 
Secretary McNamara offered a blunt and seemingly authoritative view in the same outlet: 
“nuclear weapons serve no military purpose whatsoever. They are totally useless – except only to 
deter one’s opponent from using them.”54 In this piece, McNamara claimed (p. 79) that he 
recommended to Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson “without qualification, that 
they never initiate, under any circumstances, the use of nuclear weapons.” McNamara said that 
he believed that the leaders accepted his recommendation. Years later, the former Secretary of 
Defense told an interviewer that nuclear decisions had long had their own strange momentum: 
“Each individual decision along the way seemed rational at the time…but the result was 
insane.”55 
 
 The 1996 Canberra Commission Report, which is discussed below, documents a series of 
statements by a number of former public officials questioning the rationality of nuclear 
deterrence during what could be called the Reagan-Thatcher period. Admiral Noel Gayler, 
former commander in chief of US air, ground and sea forces in the Pacific, remarked in 1981 that 
"There is no sensible military use of any of our nuclear forces.” British Field Marshal Lord 
Carver, Chief of the Defence Staff from 1973 to 1976, stated in a newspaper editorial in 1982 
that initiating the use of nuclear weapons in response to a Soviet attack of Europe would have 
been “criminally irresponsible.” Richard Nixon’s Defense Secretary, Melvin Laird reportedly 
said in 1982 that nuclear weapons were “useless for military purposes” and that the U.S. should 
thus pursue a “worldwide zero nuclear option.” Former West German Chancellor Helmut 
Schmidt told the BBC in 1987 that NATO’s flexible response doctrine “is nonsense. Not out of 
date, but nonsense.”56 Long-serving American nuclear strategist and defense analyst William 
Kaufmann declared “it was easy to get caught up in the whole nuclear business,” however, 
“that’s a crazy world.”57 The Canberra Commission Report included a number of other similar 
(and longer) statements that are not highlighted here.  
 
 Remarkably to his critics, many of these anti-nuclear views were apparently shared even 
by cold warrior Ronald Reagan, who reportedly considered nuclear weapons to be "totally 
irrational, totally inhumane, good for nothing but killing, possibly destructive of life on earth and 
civilization."58 In 1983, in Reagan’s so-called “Star Wars” address, the President openly declared 
his dream to render “nuclear weapons impotent and obsolete.” Of course, in the speech, Reagan 

                                                 
53 McGeorge Bundy, George F. Kennan, Robert S. McNamara, and Gerard Smith, “Nuclear Weapons and the 
Atlantic Alliance,” 60 Foreign Affairs, Spring 1982, p. 768.  
54 Robert McNamara, “The Military Role of Nuclear Weapons: Perceptions and Misperceptions,” 62 Foreign 
Affairs, Fall 1983, p. 79.  
55 Quoted by Richard Rhodes, Arsenals of Folly; The Making of the Nuclear Arms Race, (New York: Random 
House, 2008), p. 99 
56 All of the quotations in this paragraph are from the Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear 
Weapons, Report (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, August 1996), pp. 32-3. Available at 
http://prop1.org/2000/canbrp03.htm.  
57 Quoted in Fred Kaplan, “No More Nukes?” Time, October 10, 2010. Available at 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2019614-3,00.html.  
58 Quoted by George P. Shultz, William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger, and Sam Nunn, “A World Free of Nuclear 
Weapons,” Wall Street Journal, January 4, 2007, p. A15.  
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was imagining the possibility of workable missile defenses to make this possible.59  In his 1984 
State of the Union Address, Reagan offered a more sweeping and bold observation: “People of 
the Soviet Union, there is only one sane policy, for your country and mine, to preserve our 
civilization in this modern age: A nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought. The only 
value in our two nations possessing nuclear weapons is to make sure they will never be used. But 
then would it not be better to do away with them entirely?”60 In October 1986, Reagan and 
Soviet counterpart Mikhail Gorbachev met in Reykjavik, Iceland, and seriously discussed the 
abolition of nuclear weapons.61 
 
 The Reagan-Gorbachev summit was certainly controversial in deterrence circles. As 
former Secretary of Defense William Perry has stated simply, “Most security specialists at the 
time were incredulous that the two presidents would even discuss such an idea.”62 However, the 
summit and the cold war-ending events that soon followed arguably opened the transnational 
public sphere to real dialogue about the possibility for nuclear disarmament. Herman Kahn may 
have been “thinking about the unthinkable” in the 1960s, but by the early 1990s, the political 
context had dramatically shifted and various policymakers were openly speculating about a 
course of action that had arguably been even less thinkable than the prospect of strategic nuclear 
war.  Disarmament was now on the agenda and nuclear strategy was under serious fire. The 
weapons that were supposedly a key element of “the long peace” were increasingly viewed as 
unnecessary and dangerous to international security. 
 
 In 1996, for instance, sixty retired generals and admirals from 17 countries signed a 
statement proclaiming that “long-term international nuclear policy must be based on the declared 
principle of continuous, complete and irrevocable elimination of nuclear weapons.” Nuclear 
weapons, they wrote, “represent a clear and present danger to the very existence of humanity.” 
Existing nuclear arsenals, along with the prospect of further proliferation, “constitute a peril to 
global peace and security and to the safety and survival of the people we are dedicated to 
protect.”63 Most of the military leaders who signed on to that statement were American or 
Russian, though the list also included a small number from other nuclear powers at the time, 
namely France and the United Kingdom, as well as some from India and Pakistan. The statement 
was relatively brief and stopped short of offering a detailed plan towards nuclear disarmament. 
The statement includes only a few sentences outlining the need for improved inspections, 
assistance programs, and possibly the development of plans to intervene. “The exact 

                                                 
59 See Robert C. Rowland and Rodger A. Payne, “The effectiveness of Reagan's "Star Wars" address,”4 Political 
Communication and Persuasion, 1987, pp. 161-178. 
60 Ronald Reagan, “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of the Union  
January 25, 1984.” Available at http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=40205. 
61 See the declassified U.S. and Soviet documents at the National Security Archive, The Reykjavik File, George 
Washington University, October 13, 2006, http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB203/index.htm. See 
also Shultz, Perry, Kissinger, and Nunn, 2007. 
62 William J. Perry, “Have We Reached the Nuclear Tipping Point?” Second Annual Robert S. McNamara Lecture 
on War and Peace,” Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs and Institute of Politics, Harvard University, 
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circumstances and conditions that will make it possible to proceed, finally, to abolition cannot 
now be foreseen or prescribed.”  
 
 In contrast, the Canberra Commission Report of 1996 offers not only a critique of 
nuclear weapons, but also a far more detailed plan towards the elimination of nuclear weapons. 
The Report opens with very clear reference to the kind of arguments offered by the academic 
analysts, noting the “inherent contradiction of nuclear deterrence: that forces should be postured 
to convey a credible capability of use, but they should not at the same time provoke 
countervailing reactions that lead to expanded arsenals, crisis instability and mounting 
consequences should deterrence fail.”64 The Commission, sponsored by the Australian 
government, included as members Australia’s Richard Butler, McNamara, Oxford Professor 
Robert O’Neill, Nobel Laureate Joseph Rotblat and a dozen other prominent international 
officials. Their distaste for nuclear deterrence seemed comprehensive (p. 28): 
 

“The risks of retaining nuclear arsenals in perpetuity far outweigh any possible benefit 
imputed to deterrence. The possession of nuclear weapons increases the possibility of a 
nuclear response in a crisis, encourages others to develop nuclear arsenals and provokes 
the rapid development of nuclear weapons by adversaries. The presence of nuclear 
weapons in regions of chronic tension does more to increase than alleviate the chances of 
misunderstanding and conflict. It increases the risk that low intensity regional conflicts 
could escalate into a wider nuclear confrontation.” 

 
 Not long after the Canberra Commission published its statement, one of its members, 
most notably the final commander of the Strategic Air Command, Air Force General Lee Butler, 
delivered a set of important speeches that mocked nuclear deterrent logic and called for the 
elimination of nuclear weapons “with all deliberate speed.” In a speech in Washington, DC at the 
National Press Club in December 1996, for example, Butler offered a sweeping critique of 
nuclear armament that echoed the standard academic criticisms of deterrence even as it took on 
the major arguments long levied against disarmament advocates. Butler claimed “that nuclear 
weapons are inherently dangerous, hugely expensive, and militarily inefficient” and that any 
nuclear weapons use would “defy reason.” Indeed, from his perspective, nuclear disarmament 
was not some sort of far-fetched “Utopian dream.” Rather, “the Utopian dream was ending the 
Cold War. Standing down nuclear arsenals requires only a fraction of the ingenuity and resources 
as were devoted to their creation.”65 In this address, Butler claimed that it was “imperative” for 
himself and others  
 

“to forge a global consensus on the propositions that nuclear weapons have no defensible 
role; that the broader consequences of their employment transcend any asserted military 
utility; and that as true weapons of mass destruction, the case for their elimination is a 
thousand-fold stronger and more urgent than for deadly chemicals and viruses already 
widely declared immoral, illegitimate, subject to destruction and prohibited from any 
future productions.” 
 

                                                 
64 Canberra Commission, 1996, p. 22. 
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Two months prior to his appearance in the nation’s capitol, Butler gave an even more colorful 
anti-nuclear speech to the State of the World Forum in San Francisco. By his own admission, 
after retiring from military service, General Butler “came to a set of deeply unsettling 
judgements” about the “bizarre” and “fatally flawed” strategy of nuclear deterrence, which he 
said was “premised on a litany of unwarranted assumptions, unprovable assertions and logical 
contradictions”:66  
 

That from the earliest days of the nuclear era, the risks and consequences of nuclear war 
have never been properly weighed by those who brandished it. That the stakes of nuclear 
war engage not just the survival of the antagonists, but the fate of mankind. That the 
likely consequences of nuclear war have no politically, militarily or morally acceptable 
justification. And therefore, that the threat to use nuclear weapons is indefensible. 

 
For all these reasons, Butler dismissed the prospect of even a retaliatory U.S. attack, calling such 
a response “inconceivable.”67  
 
 Perhaps even more remarkably, Butler openly ridiculed the history of U.S. nuclear war-
planning, which he claimed (p. 764) was filled with “maddening contradictions, alien constructs 
and insane risks.” Butler acknowledged that throughout the nuclear age, war “planning was 
increasingly distanced and ultimately disconnected from any sense of scientific or military 
reality,” creating weapons systems and processes “that defied control or comprehension.”68 
Worse, Butler explained that he had personally “participated in the elaboration of basing 
schemes that bordered on the comical and force levels that in retrospect defied reason. I was 
responsible for war plans with over 12,000 targets, many struck with repeated nuclear blows, 
some to the point of complete absurdity.”69  
 
 Years later, Butler referred to the U.S. nuclear strategy as “the most grotesque and 
irresponsible war plan that had ever been devised by man,” mirrored by “its counterpart in the 
Soviet Union.”70 The “madness” of “creeping re-rationalization of nuclear weapons” for use 
against “rogue nations” and others ultimately “radicalized” General Butler in the 1990s to work 
towards the elimination of nuclear weapons. 
 
 Obviously, despite the prominence of many of the officials serving on the Canberra 
Commission, the strident nature of their critique, and the relatively detailed pathway they offered 
towards the elimination of nuclear weapons, their Report did not lead to its intended 
consequences. In fact, a Google Scholar search reveals only a small number of references to this 
document in the years since its release. Academics have subsequently noted that the Report was 
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issued at the end of a productive period in arms control, was not supported by a new Australian 
government, and fell victim to proliferation failure in Pakistan and India.71 
 
 The Canberra Report, however, was certainly not the last word on the topic. In January 
2007, George P. Shultz, William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger and Sam Nunn published an op-ed 
in the Wall Street Journal arguing for “a world free of nuclear weapons.”72 Generally, the 
argument they advance is couched cautiously – and does not include mocking ridicule of nuclear 
weapons or deterrence. In this much-discussed 2007 piece, the authors embraced both the anti-
nuclear criticisms levied by other public officials in the 1980s and 1990s and the fears about the 
potential ineffectiveness of deterrence in a more proliferated world of states with shadowy 
connections to transnational terrorist organizations. One year later, in another op-ed piece in the 
same outlet, the four noted that their project had been supported by an impressive array of former 
public officials—Madeleine Albright, Richard V. Allen, James A. Baker III, Samuel R. Berger, 
Zbigniew Brzezinski, Frank Carlucci, Warren Christopher, William Cohen, Lawrence 
Eagleburger, Melvin Laird, Anthony Lake, Robert McFarlane, Robert McNamara and Colin 
Powell.73 The related Nuclear Security Project website additionally highlights similar 
endorsements from Mikhail Gorbachev, Helmut Schmidt, and John McCain.74 Their follow-up 
piece also mentioned a concrete series of steps that could be taken towards nuclear disarmament, 
including pursuit of various arms control initiatives, new strategic postures, early warning 
systems, strengthened treaty compliance, etc.  
 
 Inspired by the four U.S. statesmen, a new International Commission on Nuclear Non-
proliferation and Disarmament was convened in 2008 by Japan and Australia, with an impressive 
membership of global commissioners. The group issued a report on Eliminating Nuclear Threats 
in December 2009.75 It is too early to say if the work of Gareth Evans (co-chair), Gro Harlem 
Brundtland, François Heisbourg, William Perry, and colleagues will have a lasting legacy, but it 
is difficult to imagine that any attempt to undermine the threats posed by nuclear weapons could 
be framed much more strongly than members of the Canberra group did. Indeed, the ICNND 
group specifically credits the progress that the Canberra Commission achieved. In any case, the 
2009 report includes a chapter on “Delegitimizing Nuclear Weapons,” which discusses the 
immorality of nuclear use and the lack of utility of nuclear weapons. However, as the document 
acknowledges, their recommendations are relatively “cautious…but realistic” and “pragmatic.” 
The tone seems to stop well short of open ridicule. 
  
 Clearly, the contemporary anti-nuclear movement has been dominated by former political 
leaders offering either rational criticism demonstrating the undesirability of nuclear weapons 
and/or ethical arguments about their immorality. For the most part, they have not utilized the 
kind of mocking ridicule employed by General Lee Butler and other previous officials. This 
could be a consequence of the collective nature of their work. Over the years, individuals have 
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been much more likely to mock and ridicule nuclear deterrence. The collective efforts reflect the 
shared perspective of very serious individuals. 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
 As discussed in the first section of this paper, critics seeking to challenge well-established 
status quo norms may be served best by openly mocking and ridiculing these ideas and practices. 
As demonstrated by John Mueller, long-accepted conventional wisdom can instead become 
“subrationally unthinkable” if people develop a new understanding of the ideas and practices. 
Dueling, slavery and even major power war were mocked and then largely rejected as legitimate 
policy practices. The objective, in the particular case discussed here, would be to promote 
disarmament by making the need to possess nuclear weapons seem absurd and ridiculous.  
 
 From the 1960s through the 1980s, the academic critics of nuclear weapons developed a 
thorough and somewhat devastating critique of nuclear deterrence strategy and practice. As 
emphasized throughout this paper, many of these opponents have over the years claimed that it 
promises an absurd result and cannot hold up to a serious rational reading. Some scholars stated 
bluntly that nuclear deterrence strategy and its potential implementation is absurd, fantastic, 
ridiculous, and far-fetched. Of course, many academics defend deterrence and some attempt to 
fix the problems they identify. 
 
 Most importantly for the purposes of this paper, the critical academic assessments clearly 
informed the often impassioned positions taken by a transnational cadre of political and military 
figures who spoke out against nuclear strategy and armaments from the early 1980s onward. 
Most notably, in his diatribe against American nuclear planning, ex-SAC Commander General 
Lee Butler explicitly used much of the same colorful language as some academic critics had 
employed for decades, calling nuclear postures comical, absurd, and indefensible. Many other 
public officials simply label deterrence nonsensical and dangerous. Arguably, the elite-drive 
anti-nuclear movement initially peaked with the publication of the Canberra Commission Report 
in 1996. This peak, however, did not prove to be a norm-altering tipping point.  
 
 Indeed, despite the anti-nuclear sentiments expressed by prominent elites, the 1990s did 
not end with strong moves towards disarmament. Rather, the nuclear detonations of India and 
Pakistan, followed soon by the 9/11 attacks, highlighted an assortment of political roadblocks 
and alternative priorities that precluded significant change. To make matters more complicated, 
North Korea eventually pulled out of the Nonproliferation Treaty and detonated a nuclear device. 
Much of the world fears that Iran is even now working towards a nuclear capability. For its part, 
prior to a recently announced expensive nuclear modernization plan, the U.S. worked to develop 
“bunker busting” nuclear weapons systems designed to threaten potential proliferant states with 
the ability to penetrate their underground research and deployment sites.76  
 
 Just as the presidency of George W. Bush was nearing its end, and nuclear disarmament 
seemed remote, a number of former U.S. foreign policy leaders helped launch a renewed 
transnational effort to eliminate atomic weapons. However, as explained above, the former 

                                                 
76 Benjamin Phelan, “Buried truth: Debunking the nuclear ‘bunker buster,’” Harpers, December 2004, 
http://www.harpers.org/archive/2004/12/0080324 



18 
 

statesmen have generally advanced arguments that openly embrace caution, political realism, and 
pragmatism. Collectively, at least, they do not employ mockery and ridicule in their rhetoric. 
Thus, at least for the foreseeable future, the current period would seem unlikely to yield 
significant new disarmament achievements. The vision of a nuclear-free world imagined by 
Presidents Reagan and Obama may not be realistic until the possession of those weapons has 
been thoroughly stigmatized by mockery and ridicule. 
 


