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The  Es s e ntial Irre le vance  o  f Nucle ar We apons  S tability in the  Pos twar World Ilohn Mue z le r that, for be tte r or
wors e , the  e xis te nce  of nucle ar I It is  wide ly as s ume d we apons  has  profoundly s hape d our live s  and
de s tinie s . S ome  find the  we apons  s upre me ly be ne ficial. De fe ns e  analys t Edward Luttwak s ays , "we  have
live d s ince  19 45 without anothe r world war pre cis e ly be caus e  rational minds  . . . e xtracte d a durable  pe ace
from the  ve ry te rror of nucle ar we apons ."' And Robe rt Art and Ke nne th Waltz  conclude , "the  probability of war
be twe e n Ame rica and Rus s ia or be twe e n NATO and the  Wars aw Pact is  practically nil pre cis e ly be caus e  the
military planning  and de ployme nts  of e ach, tog e the r with the  fe ar of e s calation to  g e ne ral nucle ar war, ke e p
it that way."2Othe rs  arg ue  that, while  we  may have  be e n lucky s o  far, the  continue d e xis te nce  of the  we apons
promis e s  e ve ntual calamity: The  dooms day clock on the  cove r of the  Bulle tin of the  Atomic S cie ntis ts  has
be e n pointe dly hove ring  ne ar midnig ht for ove r 40  ye ars  now, and in his  influe ntial be s ts e lle r, The  Fute  of the
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Eurth, Jonathan S che ll dramatically conclude s  that if we  do not "ris e  up and cle ans e  the  e arth of nucle ar
we apons ," we  will "s ink into  the  final coma and e nd it all."3 This  article  take s  is s ue  with both of the s e  points
of vie w and conclude s  that nucle ar we apons  ne ithe r crucially de fine  a fundame ntal s tability nor thre ate n
s e ve re ly to  dis turb it. For he lpful comme nts  I would like  to  thank Richard Ros e crance , Karl Mue lle r, Robe rt
Je rvis , MacCre g or Knox, Richard Be tts , and the  anonymous  re vie we rs  for Inte rnational S e curity. This  proje ct
was  s upporte d in part by the  Unive rs ity of Roche s te r and by a G ug g e nhe im Fe llows hip. John Mue lle r is
Profe s s or of Political S cie nce  at the  Unive rs ity of Roche s te r. He  is  the  author of Re tre at from Dooms day: The
Obs ole s ce nce  of Major War, to  be  publis he d by Bas ic  Books  in 19 89 . 1. Edward N. Luttwak, "Of Bombs  and
Me n," Comme ntary, Aug us t 19 83, p. 82. 2. Robe rt J. Art and Ke nne th N. Waltz , "Te chnolog y, S trate g y, and the
Us e s  of Force ," in Robe rt J. Art and Ke nne th N. Waltz , e ds ., The  Us e  ofForce  (Lanham, Md.: Unive rs ity Pre s s  of
Ame rica, 19 83),p. 28. S e e  als o Klaus  Knorr, "Controlling  Nucle ar War," Inte rnational S e curity, Vol. 9 , NO. 4
(S pring  19 85), p. 79 ; John J. Me ars he ime r, "Nucle ar We apons  and De te rre nce  in Europe ," Inte rnational
S e curity, Vol. 9 , No. 3 (Winte r 19 84/85),pp. 25-26 ; Robe rt G ilpin, War and Chang e  in World Politics
(Cambridg e : Cambridg e  Unive rs ity Pre s s , 19 81),pp. 213-219 . 3. Jonathan S che ll, The  Fute  of the  Earth (Ne w
York: Knopf, 19 82), p. 231. Inte rnational S e curity, Fall 19 88 (Vol. 13, No. 2) 0  19 88 by the  Pre s ide nt and Fe llows
of Harvard Colle g e  and of the  Mas s achus e tts  Ins titute  of Te chnolog y. 55 Inte rnational S e curity 13:2 I 56  The
pape r is  in two parts . In the  firs t it is  arg ue d that, while  nucle ar we apons  may have  s ubs tantially influe nce d
political rhe toric, public  dis cours e  , and de fe ns e  budg e ts  and planning , it is  not at all c le ar that the y have
had a s ig nificant impact on the  his tory of world a airs  s ince  World War 11. The y do not s e e m to have  be e n
ne ce s s ary to  de te r World War 111, to  de te rmine  alliance  patte rns , or to  caus e  the  Unite d S tate s  and the
S ovie t Union to  be have  cautious ly. In the  s e cond part, the s e  notions  are  broade ne d to  a dis cus s ion of
s tability in the  pos twar world. It is  conclude d that the re  may be  a long -te rm tre nd away from war among
de ve lope d countrie s  and that the  long  pe ace  s ince  World War I1is  le s s  a pe culiarity of the  nucle ar ag e  than
the  log ical conclus ion of a s ubs tantial his torical proce s s . S e e n broadly, de te rre nce  s e e ms  to  be
re markably firm; major war-a war among  de ve lope d countrie s , like  World War I1 or wors e -is  s o  improbable  as
to  be  obs ole s ce nt; imbalance s  in we apons  s ys te ms  are  unlike ly to  have  much impact on anything  e xce pt
budg e ts ; and the  nucle ar arms  compe tition may e ve ntually come  unde r control not s o  much out of
cons cious  de s ig n as  out of atrophy born of bore dom. The  lrnpact of Nucle ar We apons  The  pos twar world
mig ht we ll have  turne d out much the  s ame  e ve n in the  abs e nce  of nucle ar we apons . Without the m, world war
would have  be e n dis courag e d by the  me mory of World War 11, by...
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