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1 Preliminary Remark

Since the election of President Obama the world has a new vision: A nuclear free world. 
Since you all are familiar with the Global Zero Commission plan to eliminate all nuclear 
warheads over the next 30 years as well as President Obamas Prague speech in which he 
embraced this idea, I will focus in the 15 minutes allocated to me on the question which 
was given to me by the organizers of this hearing but I would like to extend it also to a 
point which according to me is neglected in the public and academic debate on Global 
Zero, namely the question if a nuclear free world is also a desirable one.

To avoid any misunderstandings right at the beginning let me state personally that I am 
in favor, as I have written and stated publically on a variety of occasions, that I don’t see
currently and for the foreseeable future any strategic rationale for both nuclear 
superpowers which justifies the enormous stockpiles of warheads they both still posses. I 
personally hope the both, Russia as well as the US will agree in the next couple of years 
on a reduction of their stockpiles which allows for minimal deterrence. Having said this 
I will dwell in the next minutes on four major arguments why I think that the idea of 
going down to Zero is not realistic and the associated hopes with such a policy won’t fly 
and I will present to you one argument why – in the totally unrealistic case- that all 
nuclear powers will agree on a complete dismantlement of their stockpiles – such a 
policy would be even dangerous for global stability.

2 Why Global Zero is not realistic

First and foremost the nuclear policy of both, the US and Russia hints to the fact that 
both actors don’t consider Global Zero more a rhetorical smoke grenade than a realistic 
option. Recent decisions in the Pentagon as well as in Russia to allocate more money 
from existing defense budgets to modernize strategic but also tactical nuclear arsenals 
must leave advocates of Global Zero puzzled. Why, one could legitimately ask is the 
modernization of existing arsenals planned (which is going to take a long time) if both 
players are seriously committed going down to Zero?  

Second, the vision of Global Zero depends to a large extend on the willingness of others 
(besides the US and Russia) to cooperate in such an endeavor. Right now the reactions of 
most of the other nuclear powers to Global Zero have been lukewarm today the least. 
Besides one public statement made by Gordon Brown there is no much enthusiasm to 
follow the path. Quite to the contrary: As Russia and the US are investing in making 
part of the existing arsenals smarter, Israel, India, Pakistan, China and others are about 
to augment the numbers of their nuclear warheads. But it seems to be quite unrealistic 
that the US and Russia are going to agree on Global Zero, if others are not willing to 
follow. And in that vein I haven’t talked about the potential willingness of North Korea 
to go Zero or Iran to stop its enrichment efforts.



Third, let’s assume for a second that there won’t be any nukes around anymore. This 
would mean that the weapons are no longer there but the knowledge to produce them is 
still out. To put it differently: The genie is out of the bottle since a long time and can’t be 
pushed back into it. As long as the knowledge (meaning the technology) is still available 
there is no guarantee that states or non state-actors are not going to try to acquire the 
technology in order to build nuclear warheads. And the incentive to do so is even bigger 
in a world without nukes. Given the enormous destructive potential of these kind of 
weapons everyone knows that their possession (and in a world without nukes a first 
strike capability would be sufficient) will skyrocket you into the champions league of 
great powers. So why should a nuclear free world not trigger an arms race in order to 
acquire or build nuclear weapons with the purpose to elevate the status of a country or a 
group in the global realm. This question, in all existing proposals, is largely ignored.  

And even those who would have renounced their arsenals would be still in possession of 
the technology to build them quickly. Every major crisis would result then into a 
nuclear arms race but all the mechanisms which ensured over the last 6 decades that a 
nuclear war was out of the thinkable would no longer be in place. 

3 Why Global Zero is not desirable

The last argument already pointed out to a normative argument I want to make with 
regard to Global Zero which in the current debates has not been addressed so far. We 
got used to the idea that in the 20th and 21st century major great powers war is no longer 
an issue we have to be afraid of. And therefore advocates of Global Zero rightly argue 
that future crisis and conflicts (which probably are asymmetric) do not require a 
nuclear arsenal or that it is even unrealistic to assume that nukes (strategic or tactical) 
are going to be used in the theater of the 21st century war. True as this reasoning is it 
neglects the fact that great power stability was and is largely the product of the existence 
of Massive Assured Destruction (MAD), provided by second strike capabilities. The 
abolishment of nuclear weapons on a global scale would increase the likelihood of 
conventional great power. While nuclear deterrence (with all the theoretical and 
practical problems associated to it) guaranteed what J. L. Gaddis called the “long 
peace” after WWII, the abolishment of all nuclear weapons would increase the 
possibility that conventional great power war becomes thinkable again. And as we have 
seen in European History conventional deterrence is highly instable since the risk of 
misperceiving the own strength and the others weakness is much higher than in a 
nuclear world.

4  Conclusion

 I tried to outline my thought on whether Global Zero is realistic and for this I presented 
three arguments to show that it is not. First the modernization of current arsenals 
indicates that even the strongest proponent of Global Zero, the US, seems not to be 



serious in pursuing this idea. Second, that minor nuclear powers have not shown any 
intent to follow down this path and third that an abolishment of existing arsenals would 
not solve the major problem , that the knowledge on how to build one would be still 
available. 

Further to this I outlined my thinking on the consequences of a nuclear free world in a 
realm which I consider as important for global stability. I have argued that a nuclear 
free world would not produce more global stability, rather the opposite. 

To sum up: Global Zero from this perspective is neither realistic nor is it desirable. But 
as I’ve stated in the beginning: We should not give up our thinking on how to reduce 
existing arsenals and here minimal deterrence ought to be a concept which could bring 
some of the advantages “Global Zero” proponents want to achieve without risking 
global instability.
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