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Harald Müller 

 

The bumpy road to zero 

 

Introduction: Stumbling stones on the way 

 

In August 2010, it appeared as if nuclear disarmament, so hopefully pushed forward by 

President Obama’s Prague speech in April 2009, was losing momentum. The ratification 

process suffered a postponement due to Republican resistance in the Senate, A few weeks 

later, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee voted the ratification resolution out of 

Committee. At the time of writing, though, one week before the Mid-term elections, the US 

have still not ratified the Treaty. The elections will predictable shift the power relations in 

U.S. Congress towards the Republicans, and a couple of new members will belong to the 

radical wing of that party which can easily be compared with right-wing populist fringe 

parties in Europe which are usually looked at with some distrust if not despise by the center. 

In the US, this category of politicians has been hegemonial under the Bush Administration 

and may well become so again. If so, it would be a most serious setback for nuclear 

disarmament. 

 

The influence of the position which pleads for military superiority and is skeptical of security 

cooperation and disarmament in particular could already be felt. The enormous investments 

which the Obama Administration had announced for revamping the nuclear weapons complex 

and for keeping nuclear weapons safe, secure and ready were obvious concessions to the other 

side of the aisle with a few to earn enough votes in return to make the New START Treaty 

sail safely through the Senate vote.  

 

Apart from the United States, the Middle East remains a powder keg with nuclear overtones. 

Iran is moving slowly and consistently towards a weapons capability while the United Nations 

Security Council takes 0nly relatively weak measures to enforce its series of resolutions 

which had requested Iran to halt enrichment and other activities and to cooperate fully and 

without constraints with the International Atomic Energy Agency. Israel, the only nuclear 

armed nation in the Middle East so far, feels threatened existentially by the Iranian 

leadership’s repeated call for Israel’s disappearance, combined with significant support for 

Hamas and Hizbollah, the two actors which try directly to do damage to Israel, while at the 
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same time Israel’s settlement policies continue to block a decisive move towards a peace 

process, probably the only chance to isolate Iran in the region. Tensions in the Korean 

Peninsula wax and wane, while North Korea is sticking to its small nuclear capability whose 

quality and operational status are unknown, and while a transition period in North Korea 

creates uncertainties in the region that are not without risks. NATO’s new strategic concept is 

expected to leave the deployment of US substrategic nuclear weapons in European territory 

unchanged; the pro-disarmament members will apparently register some success in making 

arms control and disarmament a distinct mission of the Alliance. China, India and Pakistan 

continue to enhance rather than diminish their relatively modest nuclear arsenals. 

 

In other words, the barriers on the way to zero are manifold and non-trivial. Nuclear weapons 

abolition is reasonable, necessary and in principle feasible. But doctors know well nigh that 

what is reasonable, necessary and feasible is not always done. 

 

Hence, whether a zero nuclear world can ever be achieved cannot be predicted with any 

degree of accuracy. While this author believes in the possibility - and necessity -, this is his 

belief, no more: The future cannot be proven. Vice versa, however, that the belief that nuclear 

abolition cannot be attained is no more than a personal belief as well, even though the pundits 

of the status quo claim the “impossibility” with the certainty of a celtic Druid, or the 

infallibility of the Pope (after he was declared to be infallible in the 19th century). Even with 

this general uncertainty, it may still be worthwhile to embark on a well-devised road towards 

this final objective, and to see how far one can walk it. There is a threefold reason for this 

proposition: First, the scenario of nuclear abolition, while dynamic, looks altogether more 

stable than its competitors, namely the eternal continuation of deterrence, while one by one, 

new nuclear weapons states enter the scene. or, even worse, a nuclear stampede, multiplying 

in relatively short time, say, fifteen years, the present number of nine countries possessing 

nuclear weapons. Secondly, the transformational potential of the interaction between 

disarmament proper and related political moves (notably between the great powers) has 

positive side-effects on a couple of other political issues which, in turn, promise to stabilise 

the nuclear constellation even more. Third, any end-state short of, or actually realising, a zero 

nuclear world, also promises to be more stable than the dynamics of the first two scenarios 

would predict. 
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Next steps 

 

Negotiations on further reductions should start immediately after the New Start enters into 

force if not even earlier. It would aim on the magical below-1000 figure. It might finally 

include all types of warheads: deployed, stored, scheduled for refurbishing and scheduled for 

dismantlement, plus sub-strategic ones. At this point, others will be invited to join (China has 

indicated its willingness to consider participation once the big ones are below 1000, and 

similar considerations have been uttered by Paris and London. A result of such five-party-

talks could be a freezing agreement by the three minor nuclear weapon states, followed by 

commensurate commitments by the other nuclear weapons possessors not to trespass a certain 

number (North Korea might be exempted).  

 

A FMCT, negotiated, concluded, and implemented while this three-step START process 

continues, would grant unprecedented insights into the nuclear weapons complexes of nuclear 

weapons possessors: We would know about the size and site of their fissile material 

production facilities. Either might designate one single facility where warhead refurbishment 

would continue as long as nuclear weapons were still around, with appropriate verification 

measures to ensure that no new fissile material would be produced for weapons purposes. In 

parallel and in addition to a FMCT, it might be advisable to obtain commitments by all of 

them to work with the IAEA on methods to develop the best possible “nuclear archeology” on 

past fissile material and warhead production. These steps would go a long way to preparing 

the ground for a reliable verification system for a nuclear weapon free world. 

 

The third leg on which disarmament would march forward is, of course, the CTBT. The 

symbolic value of this legal instrument is enormous. The verification system which comes 

with it has proven its capabilities already during the small-scale nuclear tests by North Korea. 

This success was all the more impressive as the system was incomplete, due to the fact that 

the Treaty was not yet in force. The CTBT might later be followed by an agreement not to 

develop, produce and deploy new types of nuclear warheads; the logical corollary of such a 

treaty would be a nuclear weapons register which would lay out the technical parameters of 

existing warheads in a way that would not foster proliferation, and would also indicate 

numbers and delivery vehicles designed to carry them, so that date on warheads currently 

refurbished could be compared with these former holdings, certifying that no significant 

technical changes were observable.  
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The political key: A concert of powers 

 

As emanates from this imagined constellation of international agreements, we would achieve 

a very high degree of transparency and concomitant confidence-building on the nuclear 

weapons complexes and their history which holds the promise of changing the relationships 

between the participating states for the better. Such an improvement is most probably the 

indispensable condition for them to accept going towards zero. At the same time, it would be 

illusionary if we would make us believe that this happy state of affairs would be feasible 

though arms control efforts alone. Arms control/disarmament takes a strong impact on states 

relations, but the vice-versa relationship is true as well. It is thus appropriate to consider what 

complementary measures would be necessary on the political side. 

 

The formula I propose is “concert”. Of course, this rings a “historical bell” in our memories: 

There was once a concert of powers in Europe, established at the end of the Napoleonic wars. 

It kept the peace among the great powers, and helped them manage some significant change 

(the independence of Greece, Belgium, Romania and the transfer of sovereignty over the 

territory of Neuchatel from Prussia to Switherland) without bloodshed – no small 

achievement (Holbrad 1970; Schulz 2009). The concert rested on a small pattern of relatively 

simple and straightforward principles:  

• All participating powers recognize each other as equal. 

• All respect the vital interests (Freedman 1994). of all others and avoid intruding on 

them. This includes the interest in a secure regional environment for each of them. 

• All practice permanent consultations on issues of common and global concern. 

• All refute the unilateral use of force. 

• All agree that the network of consultation is immediately intensified when a crisis 

loom. 

• None does seek unilateral advantages in such crises. 

Today, we would have to complement these principles: 

• All great powers enter arms control/disarmament agreements with a view to establish 

equal security 

• All renounce the ambition for absolute superiority and large-scale offensive options 

• All submit to international law and related procedures 

• All observe the imperative to develop peaceful, non-repressive relationships towards 

their smaller neighbours 
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• All renounce geostrategic rivalry at the regional level: Regional crises and middle 

power „spoilers“ have to be contained by common efforts. 

• They accept the vital interests and sovereignty of smaller states, notably those in their 

immediate neighbourhood. 

 

It goes without saying that this would require considerable policy changes on part of the great 

powers. The US would have to give up “full spectrum dominance”, NATO enlargement, and 

geostrategic gambling at the periphery of China and Russia. China would have to accept 

transparency as a principle of great power politics, and renounce the option to use force 

against Taiwan unless that island declares independence (in which case the US would have to 

declare neutrality). China would also have to give priority to keeping order against “spoilers” 

to narrow-minded economic (energy) interests. Russia would have to agree to behave less 

bearish towards its neighbours and to limit arms sales towards countries poised to upset the 

international order. China and India both would have to accept the present borderline as final 

– with Aksai Chin belonging to China, and Arunachal Pradesh to India for good. All would 

have to accept as a golden rule that casting the veto in the UNSC would be out of question 

unless the most vital interests of national security and survival were at stake. None of these 

prescriptions appears so overwhelming as to be a priori unacceptable. None, on the other 

hand, would be all to easy to swallow to the government from which the change had to be 

requested. 

 

If accepted, and if implemented in parallel towards the described disarmament steps, the 

effect of this political re-arrangement would be immense. The security dilemma between the 

great powers, while not yet completely disappearing, would shrink tremendously, whithout 

enhancing the security dilemmas of smaller powers, thereby enhancing incentives for them to 

go nuclear. As in the classical Concert, great power harmony is today the precondition for 

dealing with regional conflicts, in the current world the most likely motivation for middle 

powers to consider going nuclear. Concerted pressure by the great powers might help to make 

Pakistan accept the “line of control”, which was fixed as armistice line in the first Kashmir 

war, as the final border between Pakistan and India. With that, the Kashmir conflict would 

lose its virulence. Likewise, concerted pressure might induce the main parties in the Middle 

East to realise a two-state-solution between the Israelis and the Palestinians, establish a lasting 

peace between Israel and its Arab neighbours and solve the Iranian challenge by whatever 

means might be applicable to achieve such a solution. 
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It has to be emphasized that one of the main showstoppers of today, missile defenses, might 

change its effects considerably in the disarmament process. Missile defences, not deployed 

unilaterally on a national basis, but as the result of a cooperative endeavour, might be seen as 

a facilitator for the disarmament process, and as a reassuring feature of a nuclear weapon free 

world. But this change of meaning would only take effect if it was a truly international, 

collective project, and if it would not be accmpagnied by the ominous erection of national 

first strike capabilities. The trouble of missile defences of today is that they emerge clearly in 

a threatening strategic context. 

 

Conclusions 

 

In tackling the problem of “nuclear world order”, it would be foolish to leave out “realist” 

variables. Power rivalries, power transition, and the security dilemma all cast their long 

shadow over state relations, and the remedies proposed in the preceding pages are aimed at 

mitigating if not overcoming this dilemma. Without nuclear abolition, the probability of a 

local nuclear war would rise, the probability of a katalytic nuclear war that might entangle the 

majorpowers would rise as well, though at a slower rate, and all throughout the probability of 

a serious nuclear terrorist incident would grow with the number of access points to fissile 

material or ready-made, unsafe nuclear weapons.  

 

Compared to these prospects, nuclear disarmament appears as the much preferable alternative. 

The process, construed as an interaction between proper steps of nuclear disarmament and 

parallel political measures to improve the relations between the great powers, would be 

beneficial in its own right, even if it stops short of the final objective. Yet the benefits 

accruing on the road make it also much more probable that after thirty or more years of a 

progressive process of nuclear de-emphasis, smaller arsenals, increased transparency, and 

gains in mutual confidence, the last step would not look as monumental (and thus unlikely) as 

it does today. 

 

Utopia? I think that there is enough realpolitik in this scenario as to deserve serious 

consideration. It is this realpolitik aspects which have induced Henry Kissinger, George 

Shultz, William Perry and Sam Nunn to initiate embarking on that road, and has brought them 

by now several hundred prominent followers, all from mainstream security establishment 

positions. It’s worth a try – not only because it has much more realistic features than its 
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detractors would want to admit, but also because the alternatives are most likely – to invert 

the famous quote of former U.S. Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger – to end the world 

not with a whimper, but with a bang. 

 

At last, I invite my readers to consider, in thinking about nuclear disarmament, to consider the 

following principles which may help to defend against the stubborn proposition by the 

skeptics and adversaries of nuclear disarmament:  

• The „James Bond Principle“: „Say never never“ (In the realm of the social and the 

political, there are no impossibilities, because everything is man-made: i.e. Kings 

don‘t rule anymore; women vote; slavery has been abolished; the Berlin Wall fell; the 

Soviet Union dissolved without a war; the Swiss banking secret is loosened; an Afro-

American is US president...) 

• The „Heraklit Principle“, called after an ancient Greek philosopher: „You cannot jump 

into the same river twice“ (The world never stops moving, tomorrow is different from 

yesterday. As time goes on, circumstances change, we change with them, and new 

opportunities arise.) 

• The „Wittgenstein Principle“, picking up a quote from one of the greatest philosophers 

of the 20th century: „We make the rules as we go along“: ( We are masters of our own 

practice and not fixed to our old habits. Fixated structures of rule - e.g. nuclear 

deterrence - can give way to alternatives - e.g. collective security) 

• The „Edmund Burke principle“, using the views of this conservative contemporary of 

the American and French revolutions on how change should proceed: „Progressing 

slowly and in a measured way one listens to the effects of each step: The success or 

failure of the first one sheds light on the second one, and thus we are led from light to 

light through the whole series safely.“ (The final steps of nuclear disarmament are in 

the dark, and we cannot consider them in the light of today’s circumstances. But the 

closer the come, the clearer the way will look). 

• The „Eduard Bernstein principle“, developed by a German social democratic political 

theorist of the late 19th century: „The way is all, the goal is nothing“: Our next step 

will change the world for the next steps after. When the final jump to zero will be 

possible, and how, is too early to judge. But even on the way, the gains in security are 

already remarkable. We should thus not hesitate to embark on the first steps. 

 

  


