
23

DUCK AND COVER: 
Why We Must Abolish Nuclear Weapons
An Interview with Jonathan Schell
by Rob Ponce

Nuclear weapons have survived the Cold War. Though the conflict ended over 12 years

ago, the proliferation of nuclear weapons continues to spread. In his book, The

Unfinished Twentieth Century, Nation columnist Jonathan Schell argues that the last cen-

tury is “unfinished” simply because nuclear weapons still exist.Schell foresees two possi-

ble conclusions to the nuclear age: either states must abolish nuclear weapons or the

“unthinkable” nuclear war—the very mention of which arouses widespread fear—will

break out, threatening the continuity of the human race.

Schell notes that while eight countries are nuclear powers,182 are not. He writes that

the United States must take the lead in the movement to abolish nuclear weapons, or

“denuclearization” as he calls it, because, as the sole superpower, it provides a global

example.

Jonathan Schell says
nuclear weapons cuts
Russia and the United
States agreed upon “were
not so real.” Left, President
George W. Bush and
Russian President Vladimir
Putin walk out to address
the media at the White
House November 13, 2001.
Courtesy of White
House/Paul Morse

BardPolitik In your book you make the

point that it was the United States that

obviously initiated the use of nuclear

weapons, and you give a very interesting

reason for why that now makes the post-

Cold War situation much worse.Please

explain.

Schell Everybody remembers that nuclear

arsenals were built for the purposes of the

Cold War. The United States built them to

deter the Soviet Union,and they did like-

wise with respect to us. So they were a

Cold War development. When the Cold

War ended we asked whether it would now

be possible to get away from nuclear dan-

ger and in fact to move toward the elimi-

nation of nuclear weapons. Recently we

have learned that new arsenals have been

discovered. The Bush administration’s new
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Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) explicitly names seven

countries that the United States is targeting; only one

of [which] is Russia. The others [include] China,

North Korea, Iran, Iraq, and Libya. So this has given

nuclear weapons a new lease on life. It was possible to

think in the first couple of years after the Cold War

that we were going to gradually get away from this

threat, this danger. The stockpiles were dwindling, it

looked possible that proliferation might be stopped,

and you could imagine that at the end of 50 years

they’d be useless, irrelevant, gone. Now a sharply dif-

ferent picture, with two different aspects, emerges.

One is that you’ve had very serious proliferation,

above all in South Asia, which is probably closer to a

nuclear conflict than any other part of the world.

India and Pakistan have a million men on the border,

they’ve got a disputed territory between them,they

have artillery fire going back and forth, you have a

dictatorship on one side of the border in Pakistan, you

have a very hard line nationalist regime on the other,

and you have sectarian strife between Muslims and

Hindus within India. President Musharraf of Pakistan

explicitly threatened the use of nuclear weapons in the

event of a successful Indian attack against his forces.

He did something that’s very unusual in the nuclear

age: He actually used the phrase “atom bomb.”

Normally these threats are cloaked in diplomatic

language such as “all means necessary,” or “all options

are on the table,” or some such expression as that.

All of the ingredients for a nuclear conflict are present.

We just pray that it doesn’t happen.

You could have the use of nuclear weapons in the

Middle East even without an Arab country getting the

bomb. For example, if a terrorist group or Iraq or

some other state were to use a weapon of mass

destruction in Israel then it is quite conceivable that

Israel would retaliate with its considerable arsenal of

200 nuclear weapons. Any single nuclear weapon can

destroy a city. That’s a lot of overkill for the whole

Middle East right there in that arsenal.

Th en , on the other hand, you have the Un i ted State s

tooling up its ars enal aga i n . The NPR has plans for

building a new missile in 2020 and another one in

2 0 5 0 . The cuts that were agreed upon bet ween Bu s h

and Putin tu rn out to be not qu i te real on the U. S . s i de .

This NPR reveals again that the Un i ted States plans not

to get rid of the we a pons that it cut s , but ra t h er just to

s h elve them . So that in 10 ye a rs ti m e , the Un i ted State s

wi ll sti ll have 15,000 nu clear we a pon s . Th a t’s overk i ll

on a trem en dous scale. Some wi ll be in the ga ra ge ,

s ome wi ll be on the we a pon s , s ome wi ll be be s i de the

we a pon s , but it wi ll be 15,000 nu clear we a pon s . An d

t h a t’s 20 ye a rs after the fall of the Sovi et Un i on . Th e

ad m i n i s tra ti on wi ll tell you stra i ght out that it see s

nu clear we a pons as a key instru m ent of power in the

po s t - Cold War age .

Ot h er co u n tries are looking at [U. S . po l i c y ] . Pa k i s t a n

and India loo ked at it, and they said, “O K , i f t h ere are

going to be two clubs in the worl d , a first class and a

s econd cl a s s , we want to be in the first cl a s s . Sad d a m

Hu s s ein wants to be in the first cl a s s . Iran prob a bly

wants to be in the first cl a s s . North Korea maybe too.

So the whole thing is moving tow a rd a kind of nu cl e a r

revival if you wi ll ; n ew target s , n ew stra tegi e s , n ew

bom b s , n ew del ivery veh i cl e s , n ew nu clear we a pon pow-

ers , and that’s why I say that I’m afraid that we’re head-

ing down a path that sharp ly increases the risk of t h e

use of nu clear we a pons in one way or another.

BardPolitik You said that nations like Iraq and North

Korea are looking to come into this first class. So then

is it idealistic to trust that all nations will put the

The Bush administration’s new Nuclear

P o s t u re Review (NPR) explicitly names

seven countries that the United States is

t a rgeting; only one of [which] is Russia. The

others [include] China, North Korea, Iran

Iraq, and Libya. So this has given nuclear

weapons a new lease on life.
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collective welfare of the global community above their

own aspirations to increase their own stature by

becoming nuclear powers?

S c h e l l Well , I think that’s the directi on that we’re headed

in now. In other word s , pro l i fera ti on breeds more pro l i f-

era ti on . But re a lly your qu e s ti on is, can that be tu rn ed

a round? And my answer is em ph a ti c a lly ye s . But it can

do so on ly with Am erican leaders h i p. And we’re lead i n g

in the oppo s i te directi on . In the first place , it is histori-

c a lly proven that it’s po s s i ble at the very least to keep on

a path of redu cti on . Af ter all , we have redu ced since the

end of the Cold Wa r. Now we seem to be stopp i n g ;

i n s te ad we’ve dec i ded to put them in stora ge ra t h er than

to redu ce . Tre a ties work . Th ere’s an even more dra m a ti c

example that pertains to pro l i fera ti on . You have the

Nu clear Non - Pro l i fera ti on Tre a ty, a n d , mind yo u , t h a t’s

the most su ccessful tre a ty perhaps ever nego ti a ted in the

h i s tory of the human spec i e s . You have 182 out of a bo ut

190 co u n tries in the world that have agreed to do wi t h-

o ut nu clear we a pon s . All of So uth Am erica does wi t h o ut

nu clear we a pon s . Ken n eth Bolding liked to say that if i t

ex i s t s , it is po s s i bl e . Both Brazil and Ar gen tina have the

c a p ac i ty to build nu clear we a pons and took several step s

down that road , but backed of f .

Now if you ask yo u rs el f is it imagi n a ble that all the

co u n tries would go down to zero, well again obvi o u s ly

i t’s a very tall order, i t’s a kind of revo luti on in intern a-

ti onal affairs , a limited revo luti on I would say, but nev-

ert h eless a kind of revo luti on . But on ce aga i n , it seem s

a little less form i d a ble if you rem em ber that we’re on ly

asking ei ght to do what the 182 have alre ady don e . So

even there I would say it’s a lon g - term goa l , i t’s a diffi-

cult goa l , i t’s a very tall order, but it’s som ething that

must be on the map of our futu re . Because wi t h o ut it 

I don’t think it’s going to be po s s i ble to stop pro l i fera-

ti on . I don’t think that the co u n tries wi t h o ut nu cl e a r

we a pons are going to con ti nue that way for long if t h e

ei ght that have them decl a re to the world that they ’re

going to have them indef i n i tely. I think in one way or

a n o t h er that’s going to break up the Nu clear Non -

Pro l i fera ti on Tre a ty and lead to a kind of f u ll nu cl e a r-

i z a ti on of the worl d , in wh i ch case another use of

nu clear we a pons is going to be not just po s s i bl e , but

ex trem ely likely.

BardPolitik What is the likelihood that Americans

would sign on to your proposal of denuclearization?

Schell Well,these are pre-September 11 figures, but

if you go out and ask the public, are you in favor of

getting rid of nuclear weapons, more than 80 percent

will say yes. Now that doesn’t mean a lot, I’ll admit,

because the argument hasn’t taken place, the debate

hasn’t taken place, nevertheless it doesn’t indicate

entrenched resistance to the idea. It’s more in official

circles that the resistance to the idea is entrenched.

I think what we need right now is a change of direc-

tion. Right now the United States has either pulled out

of, or is seriously damaging, all of the current arms

control treaties. We have pulled out of the Anti-

Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, we won’t sign the

Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, we have, in effect,

pulled out of the START agreement, because we insist

on reducing unilaterally rather than by agreement.

That’s really as important as pulling out of the ABM

Treaty, but people talk about it less because the direc-

tion is down. And finally, the new Nuclear Posture

Review reverses a whole series of undertakings that the

United States promised to the n on nu clear nati ons wh en

the Nu clear Non - Pro l i fera ti on Treaty was ratified. Thus,

You could have the use of nuclear weapons

in the Middle East even without an Arab

c o u n t ry getting the bomb. For example, if a

t e rrorist group or Iraq or some other state

w e re to use a weapon of mass destru c t i o n

in Israel then it is quite conceivable that

Israel would retaliate with its considerable

arsenal of 200 nuclear weapons.
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for example, we vowed at that time that we would not

target any country that did not itself possess nuclear

weapons or was not allied with a nuclear power. Now

we’ve reneged on that and we’ve announced to the

world that we will attack them if they use chemical or

biological weapons, or in other vague circumstances

that we refuse to define. We’ve gone back on the NPT

bargain and that’s putting pressure on that treaty. It

hasn’t broken down yet, thank God. But we’re heading

in the direction of a breakdown [of NPT] if we keep

on this path. That’s what I fear.

BardPolitik Can you explain why you chose the title

The Unfinished Twentieth Century?

S c h e l l In the immed i a te po s t - Cold War peri od , Fra n c i s

Fu k ayama wro te The End of Hi s to ry. Th ere were many

people who bel i eved that the fall of the Sovi et Un i on

m a rked the end of the terri ble spiral of vi o l en ce that had

re a lly begun with the First World Wa r, con ti nu ed wi t h

the rise of the to t a l i t a rian regimes in the Second Worl d

Wa r, and sort of c u l m i n a ted with the nu clear standof f . It

s eem ed to me that this was palpably untru e , as long as

t h ere were nu clear we a pons and other we a pons of m a s s

de s tru cti on left in the worl d . Also there’s another dimen-

s i on of that that I didn’t re a lly go thro u gh mu ch in the

boo k . That is, that the practi ce of gen oc i de actu a lly con-

ti nu ed in the 1990s. I ’m speaking of co u rse of the Hutu

and the Tutsi in Rwanda, of Saddam Hu s s ei n’s attack on

the Ku rdish pop u l a ti on in Ira q , of the Serbian campaign

in Ko s ovo. So it was pret ty clear on that local level too. I

think there’s a very intere s ting com p a ri s on with the

In tern a ti onal Criminal Co u rt (ICC). The con cept of

c rimes against hu m a n i ty, wh i ch is a 20th-cen tu ry inven-

ti on (that is, both the crimes and the con cept of t h e

c ri m e s ) , is a point of conver gen ce bet ween dem oc rac y

and the human ri ghts movem ent on one hand, a n d

nu clear disarm a m ent on the other. Nu clear we a pons are

not men ti on ed in the tre a ty for an intern a ti onal co u rt .

However, t h ere is simply no way to use a nu clear we a pon

u n der current stra tegies wi t h o ut com m i t ting what is

cl e a rly a crime against hu m a n i ty under that def i n i ti on .

I ’m not imagining that people are going to give up

nu clear we a pons because a co u rt has told them to. Th e

whole movem ent for intern a ti onal acco u n t a bi l i ty, wh i ch

i n clu ded the ICC and mu ch el s e , wi ll inters ect at a cer-

tain point with a disarm a m ent movem en t , because they

re a lly pertain to one and the same thing: the ri ght to su r-

vive or, as som eone put it at an anti nu clear march ,“ I

demand the ri ght to be su rvived .”

BardPolitik Can you explain the most recent argument

that the Bush administration has come up with to

reject nuclear disarmament?

S c h e l l It looks to me as if t h ey have dec i ded that in its

a pproach to the worl d , the Un i ted States should rely

pri m a ri ly on force . We’ve seen the long string of tre a ti e s

that they ’ve ref u s ed to ra ti f y, or have wi t h d rawn from .

Th ere’s a def i n i te ten dency for the Un i ted States to take

a unilateral ro ute and at the same time to look for a

m i l i t a ry soluti on . Now in that con tex t , i f the Un i ted

S t a tes is going to become the gre a test military power in

the worl d , and it’s going to use that power to have its

w ay in the worl d , t h en why on earth would it be wi ll i n g

to move with other co u n tries to get rid of the most

powerful military we a pon? Th a t’s just a con trad i cti on .

Now I’d argue with them , and in fact this is the argu-

m ent that Paul Ni t ze made , that the Un i ted State s

would in fact be far more powerful in rel a ti on to other

n a ti ons if the world was depen dent on conven ti on a l

we a pon ry, because the U. S . l e ad in conven ti on a l

we a pon ry is re a lly just insu pera ble at this mom en t ,

wh ereas even a weak co u n try can equ a l i ze the imbal-

a n ce qu i te qu i ck ly by devel oping just a few nu cl e a r

we a pon s . But that argumen t , wh i ch would be one made

in their own term s , just doe s n’t cut any ice with them . I

don’t think I re a lly understand it. But I think you re a lly

h ave to look at the en ti re directi on of the ad m i n i s tra-

ti on’s forei gn po l i c y. I think it’s on ly in that con text that

you can even begin to understand it.
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