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Abstract 

Nuclear weapons remains in the security discourse of the United States for over 70 years. The 

threat of nuclear weapons changed its content several times since then. Our study examines 

how the nuclear threat was socially constructed and how different actors securitized the threat 

and to which purpose. 

Our Diploma thesis uses methodological framework of discourse analysis. We examine the 

political and social nuclear discourse in the U.S. along two levels of analysis: governmental 

level and nuclear disarmament level. The diploma thesis researches multiple governmental 

and societal sources in order to determine how different types of nuclear threat emerged 

within the discourse. 
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Abstrakt 

Nukleární zbraně jsou součástí bezpečnostního diskurzu Spojených států Amerických po vice 

jak 70 let. Hrozba nukleárních zbraní se za tu dobu několikrát změnila. Naše studie zkoumá 

jak byla nukleární hrozba sociálně konstruovaná a jak různí aktéři sekuritizovali tuto hrozbu a 

za jakým účelem. 

Diplomová práce užívá metodologický rámec diskurzivní analýzy. Zkoumá politický a 

sociální nukleální diskurz v USA podél dvou linií analýzy: úroveň vládní a úroveň hnutí za 

nukleární odzbrojení  Diplomová práce pracuje s mnoha vládními společenskovědními zdroji 

za účelem stanovení jak v rámci daného diskurzu různé typy nukleární hrozby vznikly. 
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1. Introduction 

Our research focuses on nuclear weapons and nuclear disarmament in particular. Nuclear 

disarmament covers both reduction and elimination of these weapons to the state of nuclear 

weapon-free world. Nuclear disarmament debate accompanies nuclear weapons since their 

origin and their first use in practice. The nature of this discourse has developed into various 

forms since then. At the beginning, the first aim of this movement was to reverse the course of 

development of nuclear weapons. By popular demonstrations which usually commemorated 

the suffering of Japan people, they pressured government officials to stop development of 

nuclear weapons. Subsequently, these demonstrations were followed by a whole new 

worldwide concern for a mankind survival. This pushed many pacifist organizations to adopt 

this nuclear disarmament agenda. Along with changing demands and motives of nuclear 

disarmament movement, reasoning and justification of the nuclear lobby about a right to 

possess nuclear weapons are changing as well. 

 With the widening and broadening of the concept of security, and along with the changing 

nature of an international environment, this nuclear disarmament movement brought into 

focuses more and more topics. Several groups of this antinuclear movement began arguing 

that not only nuclear weapons, but also nuclear energy itself is a serious security threat to 

human mankind. They began increasing public awareness of nuclear dangers which includes 

also environmental concerns over a usage of nuclear energy. This development is being 

further bolstered by several accidents which occurred in nuclear power plants during several 

last decades. Nuclear disarmament and anti-nuclear debate are usually considered to share the 

same foundations, but they, in fact, differ significantly. Nuclear disarmament debate includes 

some very unique elements which leads our research to focus solely on disarmament debate.  

In the last decade, the nature of this threat changed considerably. In the U.S., the debate on 

nuclear disarmament is led not only by non-governmental organizations but also by 

governmental officials. Currently, U.S. president B. H. Obama plays the key role in shaping 

this discourse and pushing this disarmament agenda towards future nuclear arms reduction. 

There are many possible causes for that. Whether a threat of proliferation of nuclear weapons 
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by terrorist organizations is real or not, it is undeniably one of many reasons standing behind 

recent nuclear disarmament efforts.  

2. Research Question  

The aim of this diploma thesis is not to provide a detailed development of nuclear 

disarmament movement or describe a development of anti-nuclear efforts in U.S.  

This thesis focuses on a line of reasoning of both non-governmental groups and governmental 

officials in U.S. which are supporting the nuclear disarmament cause. We will make an 

attempt to trace down an agenda and a line of reasoning of nuclear disarmament discourse 

between 1945 and 2014. In our research we determine tendencies which stand behind this 

debate. In further reference to these tendencies, we answer our research question: How has 

the construction of the nuclear threat changed since 1945? This thesis addresses three 

central questions: 1) how the nuclear weapons have been stigmatized and a nuclear threat 

constructed; 2) which role has the disarmament movement played in the construction of the 

threat; and 3) how and with the help of which actors the nuclear threat evolved. 

Our thesis analyzes nuclear disarmament debate on two different levels, non-governmental 

and governmental. Nuclear disarmament discourse is constructed by several non-

governmental groups and movements. Some of them are active locally and some are 

supporting their agenda on a global level. This nuclear disarmament movement raises public 

awareness of the existence of nuclear threat and urges political figures to take actions to create 

future without nuclear weapons. Current non-governmental groups promoting restrictions on 

or reduction of nuclear weapons or nuclear disarmament are for example Campaign for 

Nuclear Disarmament, Global Zero, Greenpeace, International Physicians for the Prevention 

of Nuclear War, Mayors for Peace, International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, or 

Ploughshares Fund. One of the key initiatives, Nuclear Security Project, entails actions of the 

key actors including Sam Nunn, William Perry, Henry Kissinger and George Schultz. 

The second governmental level entails particular actions of individual political officials, 

governments and organizations. We examine how these units contributed to the construction 

of nuclear threat and how this perception evolved on this level since the start. For example, 

current U.S. government administration inclines to this trend of nuclear disarmament. 

However, we cannot determine if it was really in reaction to global disarmament movement or 

to which extent it is really a decision based on actual strategic interests of U.S. government. 



We take into account also impact of particular actions of international governmental 

organizations, however, they are not in the core of this level analysis. 

3. Literature Review 

Current nuclear disarmament discourse is largely shaped by a debate between Scott D. Sagan 

and Kenneth N. Waltz (Sagan, Waltz: 1995) where both take the opposite standpoint. Waltz 

argues for a gradual spread of nuclear weapons which creates more stable international 

environment where states are less prone to miscalculation faults than otherwise. In this 

environment, where states are more careful due to the unacceptable high cost of 

miscalculation, nuclear weapons create mutual deterrence of states. On the other hand, Sagan 

defends the opposite point of view where existence of nuclear weapons is likely to create 

more instability. This unstable international environment leads to possible failures and 

accidents resulting in the nuclear war. According to Sagan, nuclear proliferation increases the 

possibility of the nuclear war and therefore nuclear abolition is desirable. On the basis of 

these joint questions thrives the public debate whether the nuclear disarmament is desirable 

and feasible and whether nuclear deterrence is indeed functional or rather imagined. However, 

the theory of nuclear deterrence is not in the center of our study. 

Another field of studies is focused on the power of norms and the process of creation of 

international norms. We take into account theories explaining the creation of international 

norms, especially theories of Richard Price, Kathryn Sikking, and Martha Finnemore. Work 

of Nina Tannenwald, who focuses on the phenomenon of nuclear taboo in U.S., is also a part 

of this normative discussion. Nina Tannenwald analyzes the phenomenon of non-use of 

nuclear weapons which serves as a significant element in answering the most intriguing 

question why nuclear weapons has not been used in conflict since 1945. A 

In our research we use the book Abolishing Nuclear Weapons: A Debate (Perkovich, Acton, 

eds.) which present the main challenges nuclear disarmament brings. The book Confronting 

the Bomb: A Short History of the World Nuclear Disarmament Movement by Lawrence 

Wittner, who provided a detailed description of a development of nuclear disarmament 

movement, is also very valuable for the purpose of our analysis. He analyzes how this 

movement evolved and how government policies often reflect public opinion in this matter. 

We also use the book by Frank Barnaby How Nuclear Weapons Spread: Nuclear-Weapon 



Proliferation in the 1990s which provides us useful background to fully comprehend how the 

understanding of the nuclear threat changed in the 1990s. 

4. Theoretical Concepts and Research Method 

Nuclear disarmament debate can be interpreted on the basis of the concept of securitization 

created by Copenhagen school in the beginning of 1990s (Buzan a Wæver, 1998). According 

to Copenhagen school, our reality which is formed by speech acts is socially constructed. An 

actor usually moves a topic onto a political level and labels it as a security threat. In response 

to this speech act, subsequently, particular phenomenon is considered as a threat and is treated 

as such. Our thesis is based on an assumption that nuclear threat is created by individual 

actors and their speech acts. 

Diploma thesis is researched through discourse analysis which gives us advantage in 

uncovering competing narratives which shapes anti-nuclear weapons movement discourse. 

We understand a discourse analysis to be a research method which requires studying texts as 

well as international conventions and discourse in overall. We must also take into account the 

social context to fully comprehend how the reality is constructed (Phillips and Hardy, 2002). 

With discourse analysis we make an attempt to uncover the way the reality of nuclear threat is 

constructed and produced. 

In this approach we analyze various types of written and spoken language between years 1945 

and 2014 which had a significant impact on or contributed to forming of the debate. First, we 

analyze scholarly articles, monographs, articles from U.S. daily news, and statements made by 

important non-governmental representatives of disarmament lobby. As second, we analyze 

documents, articles and interviews of U.S. government officials arguing for nuclear 

disarmament. 
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Introduction  

Since the first use of nuclear weapons, the nuclear threat is significantly represented 

within the public discourse. Nuclear weapons are inherent components of the U.S. national 

identity. Nuclear weapons as ultimate weapons, how Bernard Brodie termed it, remain to be 

key determinants of American defense and foreign policy. Nuclear weapons are particularly 

powerful phenomenon in spite of the fact that they have not been used against civilians since 

1945 and their potential use is usually considered to be low. A significant part of the nuclear 

discourse is preoccupied by the key question: How is it possible that since 1945 nuclear 

weapons have not been used? The public debate often presupposes that most influential 

factors might be the presence of nuclear taboo or by the non-use tradition, a massive 

opposition of world opinion toward the use of nuclear weapons, or a result of more willing or 

rational calculations of leaders of nuclear powers itself.  

Nuclear deterrence strategy represents a significant part of the debate focusing on the 

threat nuclear weapons. This strategy was initially designed for the purpose of evading 

nuclear war. Since the potential use of nuclear weapons was seen as a national suicide and it 

was often stated that no rational leader would choose to employ such a devastating 

indiscriminatory weapon, nuclear deterrence started to be perceived as a strategy maintaining 

peaceful relations between countries and as a mean of ensuring national sovereignty and 

integrity of nuclear states. By disarmament movement, nuclear deterrence was labeled rather 

as a balance of terror. Nuclear aggressive strategies and striking nuclear implications sparked 

off a global nuclear disarmament movement which usually emphasized several nuclear threats. 

Our thesis focuses on the difference between nuclear disarmament level and 

governmental level and their perception and construction of nuclear threat. It concentrates on 

the contribution of the U.S. administrations and disarmament movement to the construction of 

the nuclear threat and for which purpose the nuclear threat was constructed by that way. We 

examine how the current nuclear threat within the U.S. security discourse was constructed by 

securitizing actors since 1945. 
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1. Analytical Framework 

1. 1. Methodology of the Thesis 

Our diploma thesis focuses on the forming of the nuclear discourse. Discourse is a 

particular way of conversation and comprehensions which enable us to understand the world. 

Discourse is usually considered to be a form of language use.
1
 For the purpose of our thesis, 

we understand discourse as “a form of social action that plays a part in producing the social 

world - including knowledge, identities and social relations – and thereby in maintaining 

specific social patterns.”
 2

 Discourse analysis represents an analysis of specific discourses, 

such as cultural and political discourse. These fields of discourses are very hard to define. Our 

analysis considers political discourse to be speech acts performed by political figures within 

the political context. Similarly, social discourse is performed by public figures by the use of 

language which targets the public societal domain. These two areas are very hard to 

distinguish from each other since it is impossible to draw a clear line between them. 

Discourse analysis, as a type of constructionist approach is based, on an assumption 

that the knowledge of the world should not be considered to represent an objective truth 

because the reality of the world is inherently inter-subjective. Also, our knowledge about the 

world is dependent on historical and cultural specifications. Moreover, our understanding of 

the world is created by social processes. These social constructions of our knowledge produce 

further social consequences.
3

 Therefore, the social reality is not predetermined, but 

constructed socially. Discourse is not a reflection of the reality, but a continual process of 

construction. We understand that discourse itself influences and, thus, constructs the reality. 

Foucault stressed that knowledge is not a reflection of reality and truth is a mere discursive 

construction.
4
 The truth and knowledge are created discoursively. The truth is not universal. 

The aim of the thesis is not to examine the truth of the world, but to examine how discourse 

constructed the threat, in our case, the nuclear threat. 

We understand language as means by which actors constitute the social reality, social 

relations, social identities, and common threats. This approach is based on an assumption that 

                                                 

1
 VAN DIJK, Teun A. The Study of Discourse. In: Teun A. VAN DIJK, ed. Discourse as Structure and Process, 

Sage Publication: Discourse Studies: A Multidisciplinary Introduction, London: Sage Publications, 1997, p. 2. 
2
 JORGENSEN, Marianne and PHILLIPS, Louise J. Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, London: Sage 

Publications, 2002, p. 5. 
3
 JORGENSEN, Marianne and PHILLIPS, Louise J. Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, London: Sage 

Publications, 2002, pp. 5-6. 
4
 JORGENSEN, Marianne and PHILLIPS, Louise J. Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method, London: Sage 

Publications, 2002, p. 13. 
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meaning of words in not inherent within them, but is dependent on the social construction 

which shapes the meaning of these words. Accordingly, signs and symbols acquire their 

meaning by the discursive process as well. The meaning of these means of communication is 

not rigid but flexible and changeable. In this sense, discourse analysis represents a method of 

a study of socially constructive practices, which means by both verbal and non-verbal 

communication. In our work we will examine most importantly documents, articles, reports, 

monographs, but also movies, novels and campaign clips and slogans. Discourse analysis is 

an approach which explores the relation between text, discourse, and context. This approach 

focuses on how the social construction is created and for which purpose.
5
 Context plays a 

fundamental role in this discourse analysis. 

The thesis takes into account how the social reality of nuclear discourse is constructed. 

The concept of nuclear threat was created diversely within variety of different domains and by 

various types of actors. “Discourse analysts, on the other hand, are attuned to the co-

construction of the theoretical categories at multiple levels, including researcher, research 

subject, academic community, and even society, and they attempt to design and present their 

research in ways that acknowledge these complex relationships.”
6
 The thesis explores how 

this threat was constructed differently on government and disarmament movement level. How 

different actors exploited the discourse to achieve their agenda. Actors construct the reality 

themselves and shape the debate according to their interests and goals. According to Foucault, 

power is responsible both for creating and forming of our social world. Power is both a 

productive and a constraining force since it sets ways how the social reality can be talked 

about.
 7

 We will explore how the different levels of powers in both domains influenced the 

evolution of such construction. 

The thesis is based on a qualitative, interpretative, and constructivist approach. We 

consider a division of different discourse analysis approaches along two main dimensions. 

The first focuses on the emphasis on the text or context. The second dimension concerns 

whether the power dynamics or rather a social construction forms a social reality. Our 

research takes into account the interpretive structuralism perspective of the thesis which will 
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focus on the context of the debate and process of social construction of the reality.
8
 Social 

construction of how a nuclear issue was designated as a security threat would represent the 

main focus of the thesis. The discursive approach enable us not only to analyze the changes of 

the discourse, but also help us to investigate how different actors use the discourse itself in 

their attempt to form a social reality and analyze social implications as well. Individuals are 

both products and producers of discourse.
 9

 It takes into consideration also how individuals 

form the interactions and how these actions impact the discourse back. Individuals, through 

the discourse, constitute the social reality of the world 

1. 2. Research Question, Structure of the Thesis and Data Processing 

The main question of our empirical study is: How has the social construction of the 

nuclear threat changed our perception of nuclear weapons since 1945? How the threat 

was socially constructed? Which principal themes were incorporated into the general 

perception of the nuclear threat by social construction debate in each period? How the 

securitization of national security threats affected the perception of the threat of nuclear 

proliferation?  How our two levels of analysis influenced each other? Were subcategories of 

nuclear threat securitized from different reason than what was actually securitized?  

In the end of this analysis we will confirm or disprove two main hypotheses: Nuclear 

weapons are being perceived primarily as a political tool rather than a military weapon. The 

threat of horizontal nuclear proliferation by terrorists began to dominate governmental policy 

only after the 2001 attacks. Nuclear disarmament movement and public opposition to nuclear 

power had a significant impact on forming of the governmental nuclear policy. 

The thesis does not consider a security doctrine to be a direct response to a threat. 

Particular doctrine is a result of a combination of discursive factors: the securitization of an 

issue, the presence of particular norms, and the presence of domestic identities.
10

 We do not 

strive to explain how particular U.S. security doctrines came into existence, since a 

securitization of a threat is only a part of this complex issue. Our research aspires to explain 

how and why the discourse of nuclear threat was constructed. 
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The thesis is structured along two levels: the government level and nuclear 

disarmament level. In each area, the nuclear threat was constructed by a wide range of actors 

alongside distinctively different themes. We have to take into consideration that this division 

on two levels is artificial and it cannot be verifiably distinguished which actor should be 

regarded as actor of a particular level. These boundaries are not always clear since these 

actors itself could influence both levels simultaneously. These two levels of analysis are 

examined chronologically according to time periods which correspond to the length of 

particular U.S. presidential administrations. 

 The first governmental level examines the construction of the nuclear threat on the 

basis of presence of different topics. The study recognizes a large variety of national security 

actors. The main actors are considered to be the President, his office with the National 

Security Council staff, and the Congress. However, the national security branch is much 

broader comprising also of courts and to some extent, also media, think tank organizations, 

and lobby groups.
11

 In this level, we analyze a specific scope of actors. Taking the aim of this 

thesis into account, we will focus mainly on the President and his office. We will also take 

into account particular politicians, political groups, and individuals which substantially 

shaped the nuclear threat construction in particular meaning.  

This first governmental level researches the literature along four main subcategories of 

nuclear threat and how they emerged and evolved within the discourse. These topics comprise 

of: 1) the threat of nuclear war and possible annihilation of the civilization, 2) the threat of use 

of nuclear weapons and limited war plans, 3) the threat of nuclear proliferation, and 4) the 

threat of nuclear testing.  The first topic of the threat of nuclear war comprises of perception 

of nuclear weapons as leading toward nuclear war and the end of civilization. The second 

topic comprises of a societal construction of a possibility of the use of nuclear weapons, 

considerations whether tactical nuclear weapons are more usable in the battlefield, whether 

limited nuclear war is possible, or that nuclear exchange is survivable. The third topic of 

nuclear proliferation takes into account both horizontal and vertical proliferation. In our 

analysis, we consider vertical proliferation to be an increase of stockpiles of nuclear weaponry 

of nuclear states. Also it comprises improvement and other development-type changes of 

nuclear stockpiles. Horizontal proliferation is regarded as acquisition of nuclear weaponry by 

actor who did not have one already. This horizontal proliferation could be perpetrated by state 
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or non-state actors. Therefore, vertical proliferation signifies deepening the amount of nuclear 

weapons and horizontal proliferation signifies widening the scope of different nuclear actors. 

The forth subcategory of the threat of nuclear testing comprises of nuclear testing in different 

types of environment such as atmospheric testing or underground or undersea testing. It is 

closely linked to health and environmental threats. We also distinguish short-term and long-

term consequences of such testing. However, for the purpose of our thesis, we examine 

mainly studies focusing on long-term forecasts. 

The second nuclear disarmament movement level studies the construction of the 

nuclear threat at the societal level of analysis. As other movements, also nuclear disarmament 

movement is not unified and comprises of several different organizations, groups and 

individuals which emphasize threats of nuclear weapons and calls for nuclear abolition. The 

study recognizes a large variety of securitizing actors which might be considered as anti-

nuclear movement activists. For the purpose of our analysis, we consider actors of nuclear 

disarmament movement individuals or groups which made studies, documents, articles, 

statements, speeches, or addresses in which they expressed their intentions or beliefs to 

achieve nuclear limitation, reduction, or complete nuclear disarmament. One of the main 

actors of this level are pacifist groups, academic community, media, the public, influential 

public individuals. 

In the thesis, we are using also the term anti-nuclear movement or anti-nuclear 

activism which describes movement which is not particularly interested only in nuclear-

weapons abolishment, but might also struggle to abolish the use of nuclear power. We are 

using this term to describe nuclear disarmament movement in its early stages when they 

struggled to achieve variety of possible future goals and they did not focus only on nuclear 

disarmament as their final goal. Thus, our analysis also focuses on the issue of nuclear 

weapons, not on the whole problematic of nuclear power. 

The main themes of this movement dimension are: 1) the threat to the world, 2) the 

threat to the U.S., 3) the threat to an individual, and 4) the threat to the environment. The first 

topic of the threat to the world comprises of perception of nuclear weapons as an existential 

threat to the world and the future of human civilization. Usually, the threat to the world is 

securitized as the concern that the mere existence of nuclear weapons or nuclear arms race 

inevitably leads to the end of all humanity. Second subcategory refers to the societal security 

threat which is usually perceived as a threat of the use of nuclear weapons against the U.S. or 

as a securitization of nuclear terrorism. Third type of nuclear threat perceived as a threat to an 

individuam represents a humanitarian threat which endangers lives of individuals, poisons 
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their environment or food system which individual eventually consumes. The third type of 

nuclear threat is usually securitized as a threat of nuclear testing. Fourth subcategory of 

nuclear threat is the threat to the environment which emphasizes the radioactive poisoning of 

the environment, atmosphere and biosphere. 

The thesis is structured chronologically according to different eras and U.S. 

presidential  administrations. The first period covers the era of Truman administration 1945-

1953. The second period is structured along the Eisenhower administration which lasted from 

1953-1961. Third chapter covers years of Kenney’s and Johnson’s presidencies from 1961 to 

1969. Fourth period from 1969-1981 is divided according to the presidencies of Nixon, Ford,  

and Carter. Fifth era from 1981 to 1989 is periodicized according to presidency of Reagan. 

Sixth period covers G. H. W. Bush’s and B. Clinton’s presidency together lasting from 1989 

to 2001. The last researched period lasts from 2001 to 2014 and corresponds to presidencies 

of G. W. Bush and B. Obama. Then, both levels of analysis are evaluated. 

 

1. 3. Literature Review 

In our research we use the book Confronting the Bomb: A Short History of the World 

Nuclear Disarmament Movement by Lawrence Wittner as the main reference point.
12

 Wittner 

provided a detailed description of a development of international nuclear disarmament 

movement, is also very valuable for the purpose of our analysis. He analyzes how this 

movement evolved and how government policies often reflect public opinion in this matter. 

For the purpose of manageability of our work, we focus on the sources with the most potential 

of influencing the American population and with the most evidence value. We understand that 

such precondition is inherently highly subjective. Therefore, we used several monographs as a 

litmus paper on whether we should include particular information it into our research or not. 

Even though, we focused on primarily American sources, we also included several foreign 

sources which significantly contributed to construction of nuclear threat. Moreover, we also 

included several sources, due to its meaningful and useful reference, which could not be 

regarded as overly influential. In addition, we have to take into account that many materials 

were not accessible. 
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Subsets of texts examined in the governmental dimension are mainly presidential 

speeches and proclamations from conferences and addresses. We also examine significant 

public speeches, documents and records released by the administration and its officials, as 

well as presidential campaign clips and slogans. However, we focus on a form of text as a 

more accurate form of language than others. 

The main subset of examined materials comprises of monographs, scholarly 

documents, articles, proclamations, announcements,  reports and also media news, films, 

interviews, novels, and poems. Sources use in this level are primarily Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists. However, in certain period, only a limited amount of literature is available in 

primary sources. For this reason, we use several also particular secondary literatures from 

which we draw particular quotes. 

Our research is written with the aim to contribute to the analysis of nuclear 

disarmament movement an the construction of nuclear threat. Valuable moment would be also 

symmetrical description of different levels in the same era and in which moment they differed. 

 

1. 4. Theoretical framework: Securitization 

“Almost everyone in today’s world feels insecure, but not everyone feels insecure 

about the same thing.  Different threats seem more urgent to people in different parts of the 

world.”
 13

 

Our theoretical framework is based on a constructivist theory of securitization, 

outlined by Copenhagen school which considers security to be a speech act, therefore not an 

objective reality but an inter-subjective process constructed by different actors. Weaver, 

representing a Copenhagen school of thinking, outlined a constructivist approach toward 

security. He regarded security as a speech act, which constitutes the primary reality. A 

naming a certain development as a security threat could lead to this thing being widely 

perceived as a security threat. According to him, “something is a security problem when the 

elites declare it to be so.” 
14

 Thus it could be regarded as a strong elitist approach. Whether 

the security problem is being perceived as existential threat to sovereignty depends on if it is 
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labeled as such threat by power holders. Securitization is successful and, thus, complete when 

audience of this securitization perceive the issue as a threat. Success of such securitization is 

highly dependent on the power of securitizing actor.
15

 With more power, the more likely is 

that the securitization would be successful. Labeling something as existential threat creates 

conditions prone to a social change and an opportunity for leaders to justify their certain 

actions by this perceived need for a change.  

Security issue is “when an issue is presented as posing an existential threat to a 

designated referent object (traditionally, but not necessarily, the state, incorporating 

government, territory, and society). The special nature of security threats justifies the use of 

extraordinary measures to handle them.”
16

 Labeling an issue as a security threat allows 

decision makers to employ extraordinary measures to cope with it. It is a tool of legitimization 

of the use of force as well as means to mobilize the population in order to gain their support. 

Security is a self-referential practice because the issue becomes a security issue in 

consequence of how actors refer to it as such a threat. The process of securitization moves 

along the spectrum raging from non-politicized through politicized to securitized according to 

how the debate considers the issue to be an existential threat. The process of presenting 

something as a threat is called a securitizing move. The issue is securitized only when referent 

object accepts it as a threat.
17

 Something could be designated as a threat because they perceive 

it as more important than other issues. The audience must accept the construction as a fact that 

they are being threatened. Securitization is successful and complete once an audience or a 

referent object accepts the constructed threat as real. This causes the focus of the analysis to 

be on decision makers securitizing moves. 

For the purpose of making the securitization theory more applicable, we follow the 

example of S and modify certain hypotheses. For the purpose of our analysis, we do not focus 

on the securitization as a successful process, but we concentrate on the securitizing moves of 

different actors.
18

 Thus our analysis do not regard successful securitization and an acceptance 

as a threat by the audience as the key. Rather, the research takes into account the presence of 

securitizing move as the key factor.  Also, this elitist approach is limiting considering the 
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scope of our analysis. We regard securitizing move as a public framing of an issue and 

labeling it as a security and national threat. Existential threat could be understood only in 

relation to particular referent object. The nature of what is said to be an existential threat vary 

according to which sectors are being taken into account. We make an attempt to examine how 

different actors constructed and utilized the threat to achieve their own separate agenda. Thus, 

our research concentrates on two levels of analysis. In addition, we also take into account 

desecuritization as an attempt to lessen the general perception of the threat. 
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2. Construction of the Nuclear Threat at the Beginning of the 

Nuclear Era, 1945-1953 

 

“If they do not now accept our terms they may expect a rain of ruin from the 

air, the like of which has never been seen on this earth.”
19

 

 

This chapter will examine the beginning of nuclear era between years 1945 and 1953 

which corresponds with the years of presidency of Harry S. Truman.
20

 If we take into account 

the international context, we have to mention several key events which shaped forming of the 

nuclear discourse. In this era, the key event which started the narrative of nuclear weapons 

was the use of nuclear weapons by the U.S. against Japanese cities in August 1945. Four years 

later on August 29, 1949, the Soviet Union tested its first nuclear bomb. This fueled the 

development of thermonuclear weapons. The first U.S. thermonuclear detonation occurred on 

October 31 1952. Also United Kingdom tested their first nuclear bomb near Australia in 1952. 

 

2. 1. Governmental level (1945-1953) 

2. 1. 1. Threat of Use of Nuclear Weapons and Limited War Plans 

Initial approach of the government toward the use of nuclear weapons was 

predominantly positive.  Both Roosevelt and Truman administration perceived nuclear 

weapons as another, just as slightly bigger and more expensive weapon.
21

 Thus, they were not 

overly alarmed by the possibility of their eventual use. Nuclear weapons were perceived as 

being conventional since their capability was not considered to be so powerful to be able to 

change rules of the world politics. This shows how politicians were not concerned, initially, 

about qualitative difference of nuclear weapons. Moreover, the decision making process of 

the use of nuclear weapons against Japan suggested, the government did not question whether 
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they even should be used. They were considering how they should be used.
22

 No one from the 

top governmental officials questioned the use. This weapon was seen as a weapon built to be 

used. Also the President did not lean toward questioning decisions of previous 

administration.
23

 He believed that if such weapon existed, then it should be used. 

Immediately after the Hiroshima and Nagasaki nuclear bombings, the general public 

started to securitize the idea whether the use of nuclear weapons was a military necessity. The 

evidence shows that the decision making process was influenced by military as well as 

political considerations. They strived to use the nuclear weapons not only because it would 

destroy Japan and speed up the end of the World War II, but primarily because there was an 

additional shock value which would intimidate the Soviet Union and provide them the upper 

hand in the post-war international relations in order to. They also chose not to warn Japanese 

people in order to increase the shock value.
24

 Regardless of many alternatives available to the 

President related to the possibilities for ending the World War II within a short time, the 

official rhetoric centered on military implications of the use of nuclear weapons and on the 

necessity to shorten the war and avoid additional losses of American lives. Truman 

securitized the threat of Japan as a cruel and uncivilized nation and the use of the nuclear 

bomb as the absolute necessity in order to save Americans.
25

 In his realist perception of 

nuclear bomb, the U.S. should be prepared to strike if their sense of responsibility forced them 

to. According to this point of view, use of nuclear weapons was seen as a moral act and a 

legitimate instrument of war. 

After the nuclear bombings, Truman labeled the nuclear weapons as the greatest 

marvel of the U.S. scientific community. Truman stated that the U.S. has spent more than two 

billion dollars on the greatest achievement.
26

 The message was that nuclear weapon was 

nothing to be stigmatized due to the fact that it is undoubtedly a scientific marvel which 

moves power of the U.S. to preferable international position. Moreover, Truman must have 

felt a strong responsibility to show some results because of the massive amount of money 
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which funded the Manhattan Project. Truman labeled nuclear bomb to be the greatest 

destructive force. Moreover, he warned that Japanese might expect a rain of ruin if they would 

not surrender.
27

 This warning of total destruction was the first sign of the use of nuclear 

weapons as a deterrent. The notion of the rain might suggest warning that there is no escape 

against it. Moreover, the same as rain, nuclear weapons are also indiscriminate.
 
Furthermore, 

in a need to justify the decision to drop the nuclear bomb, several politicians continued to 

insist that this weapon was designed to be used as any other military weapon. According to 

them, the only difference was that nuclear weapons were slightly more expensive.
28

 

After the dropping of the bombs, there existed a general narrative that nuclear 

weapons could bring world peace, because Japan, in the end, reconsidered its policy and 

surrounded in response to nuclear weapons bombing.
29

  The U.S. government made an 

attempt to promote an image of a choice between 1 million American lives or the employment 

of unfortunately indiscriminate weapon on Japanese. This rhetorical trade should be 

understood mainly in the context of a postwar justification of the use of the nuclear 

weapons.
30

 Stimson emphasized that they were not overly optimistic about the prospects of 

Japan’s unconditional surrender without the nuclear weapons being used, even though Japan 

was already very weak back then.
31

 This rhetoric resulted in a dominant belief that the 

decisive factor behind the end of War was the use of nuclear weapons. Also, the atom bomb 

was seen as the least abhorrent choice, therefore as the best available option.
32

 Nevertheless, 

according to the United States Strategic Bombing Survey, the use of atomic bomb was not a 

decisive factor behind the final defeat of Japan.
33

 Moreover, 1 million American lives was a 

rather exaggerated number used mainly for political purposes.  

The U.S. government perceived nuclear weapons as something to be utilized for 

political purposes. Truman even proposed to add a lightning symbolizing a nuclear bomb to 
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existing presidential emblem.
34

 This should have been a symbolic reference to the 

significance of nuclear weapons and the impact it had on American policy. Nuclear weapons 

were considered to be a way to project power and therefore, fiercely pressed for a positive 

image of the nuclear weapons. They aimed to shield the general public from the consequences 

of the use of nuclear weapons. They feared that public would become suspicious and start 

asking questions causing reevaluation of their nuclear policy. While confronting the public 

opinion and an increasing criticism to the use of the bomb, they greatly desecuritized the 

threat of the consequences of the use of nuclear weapons. 

Subsequently, Truman reevaluated his perception of significance of nuclear weapons. 

He reflected the fact that since Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings, the public opinion turned 

rapidly against the use of nuclear weapons. After Nagasaki, he never again spoke of nuclear 

bomb as just another military weapon. Moreover, he ordered that no more nuclear weapons 

should be dropped. In the context of 1948 Berlin crisis, he stated that nuclear weapons should 

not be used unless absolutely necessary. Truman added that they are not just military 

weapons: “It is used to wipe out women and children and unarmed people, and not for 

military uses. So we have got to treat this differently from rifles and cannon and ordinary 

things like that.”
35

 They were securitized as weapons of a last resort, in the effect non-

conventional. 

Truman refused to use nuclear bomb during the Berlin crisis in 1948. Moreover, a 

nuclear strategy referring to the use of nuclear weapons and potential military targets was 

largely absent.
 36

 He did not specify under which conditions he would use them in an attempt 

to avoid nuclear escalation if such conditions were met. Despite the accelerated nuclear arms 

race and an existence of tactical nuclear weapons, Truman openly declared his non-use 

approach even in the context of the Korean War.
37

 However, later that year he stated that 

there had always been active consideration of their use, just as of the use of any other weapon 

which is available, even though he believed that it would lead to possible total destruction of 
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civilization.
38, 39

  Truman, for political reasons, refused to take publicly nuclear weapons out 

of the consideration. He securitized the threat of the use of nuclear weapons which might 

bring the total destruction. However, Truman wanted to avoid expanding the local war into a 

general nuclear war. Truman began the tradition of nuclear weapons being perceived 

primarily as a deterrent which can avert the escalation of the conflict between great powers.  

Also, the non-use of nuclear weapons in the Korean War signified the emergence of 

the nuclear taboo. There is strong evidence that normative factors played an important role in 

restraining U.S. government from taking a pro-nuclear stance because the statement of 

Truman about the possible employment of nuclear weapons created a worldwide massive 

discontent among foreign officials and the public.
40

 Moreover, they assumed that the nuclear 

attack would have resulted in the U.S. being placed in “the untenable propaganda position of a 

butcher discarding his morals and killing his friends in order to achieve hid ends.”
41

 This 

suggests that the nuclear attack would destroy image of the U.S. as a soft power.
42

 Thus, 

political considerations overruled the military ones. 

 

2. 1. 2. Threat of Nuclear War and Possible Annihilation of the Civilization 

The U.S. military officials adopted a strategy of preemptive nuclear strikes which was 

designed to obliterate Soviet nuclear capability.
43

 They believed that in case international 

control negotiations would have not resulted in a substantial agreement, they, nevertheless, 

needed to be prepared to defend themselves forcefully. In the result, this aggressive deterrent 

policy resulted in the perception that the employment of nuclear weapons, while done without 

warning, would be massive causing terrible consequences. Moreover, the 1949 report 

suggested that despite the U.S. nuclear monopoly, the nuclear war would be highly difficult to 

win. It would not break resistance of the Russian people, but only further complicate 

subsequent fighting their vengeful forces. The study concluded that the U.S. could not afford 
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to lose this type of war and could not win a conventional war against Russia, therefore must 

rely on nuclear monopoly.
44

  

But in the situation where nuclear monopoly was longer present, the U.S. had to rely 

on accumulation of nuclear capabilities to gain quantitative advantage. Also, this brought the 

image of unwinnable nuclear war into the debate. After the 1950 decision to build a 

thermonuclear weapon, this perception was even strengthened. Kennan argued that the 

decision to develop thermonuclear weapon means a choice of either a self-preservation or a 

survival. He suggested that in the case of thermonuclear war, surrender to the Soviet Union 

would be preferable to igniting a thermonuclear war.
45

 According to him, possession of 

thermonuclear weapons lead to a total destruction of civilization, which is the reason why 

nuclear control must be established. He supported international control of atomic energy and 

consider nuclear weapons to be only a temporary deterrent till international control would be 

established.  

In the beginning of a thermonuclear age, Truman declared that nuclear weapons newly 

encompassed the threat for the whole mankind. He stated that nuclear power could lead to 

heights of civilization or it might destroy it.
46

 This suggests a duality of the use of nuclear 

power. On the one hand, nuclear power could be liberating, on the other, nuclear weapons 

might destroy all the mankind it handled carelessly. For this purpose, Truman ruled out the 

possibility of nuclear attack: “Such a war is not a possible policy for rational men.”
47

 This 

suggests that the U.S. were aware that it was not desirable to use nuclear weapons because it 

would lead to the end of our civilization. As Truman left the office in January 1953, he 

remarked that Americans would not use such a weapon because they are moral people who 

strive to prevent World War III. They would not use it because they are not the only power 

possessing nuclear weapons. Truman reaffirmed: “Starting an atomic war is totally 

unthinkable for rational men.”48 Truman securitized that the use of nuclear weapons might 

bring the destruction to the U.S. itself. Therefore, thermonuclear weapon was to be 

understood as a deterrent used only for strategic purposes, not in warfare. Also D. D. 
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Eisenhower affirmed that with the existence of thermonuclear weapons, war no longer had 

any sense.
49

  

The existence of Soviet nuclear arsenal also created an image of indefensible 

American cities. The popular perception forced Americans to consider Soviet nuclear attack 

and destruction of American society as being more or less possible. The U.S. government 

disregarded such concerns by its emphasis on civil defense systems. Truman declared that 

building up civil defense against nuclear attack was essential. He securitized that with 

efficient civil defense, the likelihood of nuclear attack was considerably lessened.
50

 Threat 

that the Soviet Union might launch an attack was predominant. For this reason, the 

administration promoted the idea that building civil defense would prevent such attack. It also 

promoted the perception that nuclear war might be survivable. 

It was necessary both to explain to the public what nuclear bomb was exactly and to 

educate how to behave in certain nuclear war-like situations so they would be prepared. They 

needed to educate citizens on how to survive a nuclear attack. In 1951, the U.S. government 

released an educational civil defense video Duck and Cover in which they urged people how 

to act during a nuclear attack; in cases they would see a bright flash. According to this civil 

defense video, nuclear precautions must be dealt in the same way as any other every day 

danger such as fire. In the same way, radiation burns are explained in comparison to sun burns. 

In most cases, people would be warned ahead so there is time to hide. But if not, public was 

urged to duck and cover.
51

 The video encourages people to be always ready for an attack. The 

video shows a turtle using his carapace as a shelter, which is very symbolical given the overall 

duck and cover message. Also, it was in the line with the affiliated poster “You must learn to 

find shelter”. This film played a huge role in forcing people to accept nuclear precautions as 

an everyday reality. 

Furthermore, the U.S. issued several handbooks to familiarize people with the nuclear 

weapons and nuclear war. The booklet Survival Under Atomic Attack declared that nuclear 

weapons would not destroy the earth and nuclear attack was highly survivable even without 

special protection. They even insinuated that even the power of hydrogen bomb is limited and 
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therefore survivable.
52

Moreover, the booklet stated that the destruction would not go beyond 

2 miles and it was possible to recover from the radiation sickness.
53

 They were, essentially, 

belittling radioactive burns and the massive blast impacts. They feared that public could rise 

against the nuclear weapons and they would be useless for them because public would prevent 

them from taking a strong deterrent posture. Therefore, the government needed to calm public 

opinion down and to tell people that nuclear attack was not really so catastrophic. 

Government made an attempt to desecuritize the nuclear threat by emphasizing that readiness 

(just to lie down or duck) would save lives by itself. However, widespread and everyday 

trivializing of nuclear danger led to early opposition to evacuation planning. 

The film Our Cities Must Fight instructed citizens to stay in cities after a nuclear 

attack have occurred. The film suggested that massive evacuation, as an act of fear, would be 

disastrous and something what could never be permitted. Restoring the city and society would 

be essential and all manpower would be needed to keep city alive. Evacuation was labeled as 

desertion or responsibilities to oneself, to its city.
 
They feared that everyone would leave the 

cities which would signify the loss of will to fight back, loss of power to produce.
54

 They 

discouraged people from leaving by the appeal to their citizenry.  

 

2. 1. 3. Threat of Nuclear Proliferation  

In the beginning of the nuclear age, the government officials did not focus on the need 

to control nuclear power on an international level. By that time, they were not overly 

concerned of the future proliferation of nuclear weapons nor did they fear nuclear arms race. 

The debate focused on three principal approaches of how to handle this weapon. The first 

alternative suggested maintaining a lead over the Soviets and other potential nuclear states to 

gain a strategic advantage by achieving their national objectives.
55

 They knew they will 

maintain nuclear monopoly for certain amount of time till the Soviet Union builds their 

nuclear arsenal as well. There was a prevalent notion that with nuclear monopoly, even 
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though temporary, they will be able to set the rules in certain essential post-war matters. 

Byrnes, then the U.S. Secretary of State was convinced that the nuclear monopoly will be a 

useful diplomacy tool while colliding with the Soviet' interests. Stimson, then the Secretary of 

War, on the other hand, was concerned that by using its nuclear monopoly to pressure and 

compel the Soviet Union in an attempt to gain power over her would lead to an arms race 

between the U.S. and the Soviet Union.
56

 

In the second scenario, they would try to foster cooperation with the Soviet Union. For 

instance, H. L. Stimson, then Secretary of War, was particularly enthusiastic about the 

possible diplomatic outcomes on fostering cooperation with Soviets through information 

sharing of the nuclear weapons.
57

 There was a belief that nuclear rivalry might be replaced by 

nuclear cooperation. In a result, the nuclear monopoly was not utilized either way.  

The third option, outlined by some government officials and scientists, supported the 

idea of preventive attack against the Soviet Union to prevent them developing the bomb. They 

securitized the need to prevent future horizontal proliferation when it was feasible. The key 

aim was to stop their nuclear development program before it started to threaten U.S. national 

objectives. Several officials stated that it was essential not to permit any adversary power to 

obtain nuclear weapons.
58

 The threat of nuclear proliferation was projected only to adversary 

countries. However, this scenario was not favored by majority of the top officials. The 

question was why the U.S. did not prevent other states from developing the bomb and avoid 

further spread of nuclear weapons, which should have been the highest priority of the U.S. 

government. If we take into account the anarchical nature of the world, the primary concern of 

the U.S. has to be ensuring their own security at all costs. It is the reason why concerns over 

ensuring their own security through developing more and better weapons prevailed over 

concerns of the spread of nuclear weapons to other states. They chose nuclear arms race, 

where they has a chance to be the first in line, over nuclear disarmament. Therefore they 

continued developing and testing nuclear weapons with the aim to gain primacy in it.  

Role of nuclear weapons in the U.S. defense policy was highly interlaced with the 

Cold War dynamics through the whole Cold War era. However, threatening the growing 

tensions between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, some attempts to establish international 
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control of nuclear power were, to some extent, successful. On November 15, 1945, the 

Declaration on Atomic Bomb By President Truman and Prime Ministers Attlee and King was 

issued calling for cooperation on the basis on the new UN commission. In the “Agreed 

Declaration”, they stated three main reasons why this cooperation toward control is necessary. 

Firstly, nuclear weapons are means of destruction hitherto unknown. Secondly, there is no 

adequate defense against them. Thirdly, the nuclear monopoly is not possible.
59

 In response, 

the UN Atomic Energy Commission was established.
 
In 1946, Truman in his message to the 

Congress stated, that he believed that effective measures can be developed through the UN 

commission to prohibit and prevent the use of atomic energy for destructive purposes.
60

 

In cooperation with D. Lilienthal and R. Oppenheimer, D. Acheson, then an 

undersecretary of State, the State Department released a report known as the Acheson-

Lilienthal report. The report called for the international control of nuclear energy and 

proposed a detailed plan for preventing proliferation of nuclear material while stating, that 

policing approach would not bring peace.
61

 Baruch, the U.S. representative at the new 

UNAEC appointed by Byrnes, followed these efforts by new Baruch plan. Baruch addressed 

the UNAEC with its plan for international control of nuclear energy and outlined a control of 

nuclear materials. The basis remained the same as in Acheson-Lilienthal Report, but the 

Baruch plan strengthened the notion of inspections to ensure fulfillment of the proposed plan. 

He refused the use of the UN Security Council veto in cases someone violated the control 

agreement.  It also included sanctions for violations.
62

 In the state of mutual distrust, forceful 

measures must be employed. These strict rules were, nevertheless, unacceptable for the 

Soviets.  

In 1947, Truman emphasized, that they do not seek to maintain nuclear monopoly but 

they wished that sufficient measures of international control will ensure that nuclear energy 

would be used only for peaceful purposes.
63

 It can be argued that these cooperative attempts 

for international control were not genuine. On one hand, they needed to prevent the use of 
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these weapons by others, and to prevent spreading weapons. On the other hand, they 

contributed significantly to the emergence of nuclear arms race. 

The 1947 report evaluated that nuclear threat to mankind could be lifted only by 

outlawing all wars by efficient international control. This report insinuated that because 

international control of nuclear weapons was not achievable, states must engage in nuclear 

arms race in order to increase their nuclear deterrence. It was noted that with more powerful 

nuclear weapons increases also the value of surprise attack.
64

 The threat of proliferation forces 

states to accelerate arming which creates additional nuclear buildup. Truman policy 

emphasized the necessity of maximum nuclear buildup to maximum attainable strength for 

some specific date in the future, known as a year of maximum peril.
65

 To achieve this, he 

adopted the policy of unlimited nuclear spending. Moreover, people in charge were aware of 

the nature of nuclear knowledge and admitted a possibility of smaller countries or even 

groups obtaining these weapons in the future. Stimson acknowledged that they could be also 

constructed in secret and used suddenly against unsuspecting targets. They even contemplated 

the possibility of powerful state being conquered this way by much smaller one.
66

 This 

reflected an interesting use of words such as conquered instead of the word destroyed or 

annihilated, which was being commonly used by anti-nuclear activists suggesting the 

unlimited power of nuclear weapons. 

Initially, Truman believed that nuclear disarmament was possible, but only when other 

countries will be willing to disarm first. He stated that the world must be protected from the 

threat of nuclear destruction by enforcement of an international control.
 67

 The international 

control was essential in order to preserve the world and the U.S. would ensure that its misuse 

will be prevented. Till Soviets developed its own nuclear weapon, the U.S. nuclear arsenal 

gave Americans a sense of protection. The first Soviet nuclear test caused great upheaval 

among U.S. government officials because they estimated this would occur in a much longer 

term.
68

 Truman made an effort to assure American public that the Soviets gaining nuclear 
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arsenal was inevitable process once nuclear knowledge existed in the world.
69

 They perceived 

nuclear proliferation as inevitable. In the 1949, the debate erupted as many U.S. officials tried 

to come up with the right response to it. The first approach urged to pursue the development 

of thermonuclear weapons.
70

According to the second approach, Oppenheimer and Lilienthal 

argued for the control of the nuclear energy and feared that this decision would fuel additional 

acceleration of costly and unnecessary nuclear arms race. The majority of the U.S. Atomic 

Energy Commission (AEC) argued that the inherent dangers of hydrogen bomb outweighed 

any possible military advantage of such bombs.
71

 Truman realized the significance of nuclear 

weapons and the need to establish international control of nuclear power. He acknowledged 

that the future of civilization depends on international arrangements with the aim to renounce 

the use of the nuclear weapons and to encourage the use of nuclear energy for peaceful 

purposes.
72

 However, he believed that nuclear control was not achievable and, therefore, they 

must accelerate nuclear arms race.
 73

 Thus, they chose nuclear buildup over international 

control negotiations even though they possessed nuclear superiority and officially securitized 

the need for international control of nuclear weapons.  

In 1950, Truman authorized development of a thermonuclear weapon, called 

superbomb. He acknowledged that the aim of this authorization is that the U.S. is able to 

defend itself against any possible aggressor. Moreover, he stated that his decision was, 

nevertheless, in line with the principle of maintaining peace and security and in the 

accordance of the plan to establish international control of nuclear energy in the future.
74

 

Truman authorized the development of thermonuclear bomb because it was highly probable 

that the Soviet Union would be capable to do it as well. In fact, according to the National 

Security Council (NSC) report, the Soviet Union has been already acquiring materials to 

develop thermonuclear weapon.
75

 The U.S. desired to match Soviet nuclear capabilities. Since 
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it could be perceived as threatening if those armaments were not on the same level, the 

decision to build a bomb might be perceived as not directly contradictory to the peaceful 

purpose of this nuclear development. Later, Truman justified this decision by arguing that 

since they had no longer nuclear monopoly in 1949, the only logical response to the Russian 

bomb was to strengthen the U.S. armed forces to maintain their lead in nuclear weapons as 

hard as they could. He was aware that every advantage in this race was only temporary. He 

also stressed, that they had to choose this path of continual building more deadly and more 

effective weapons due to the uncertainty about the Soviet intentions and objectives.
76

 Truman 

stated that he believed that nuclear arms race was the only choice. He decided to build the 

thermonuclear bomb to preserve the Cold War balance. Nuclear arms race was regarded as the 

primary choice while international control agreement was seen as a future goal when the 

situation would be favorable for such step. 

 

2. 1. 4. Threat of Nuclear Testing 

Health and environmental effects of nuclear testing were largely ignored since the 

principal concern was given to nuclear arms race and maintaining nuclear superiority. Nuclear 

tests and development were perceived to be a guarantee of national security and the only 

defense against the Soviet Union. Therefore, the government usually securitized that it was 

essential to maintain nuclear lead. 

Threat of nuclear testing was not part of the discourse because the debate focused on 

how to survive nuclear attack, not how to survive own nuclear testing. Nuclear fallout dangers 

were not usually regarded as being very serious. Scientists considered possession of nuclear 

arsenal to ensure the U.S. security as the greater good which could justify the risks of nuclear 

fallout. They even compared radiation from flying airplane and radiation from fallout, where 

the latter was declared as less dangerous. They usually asserted that the danger of nuclear 

testing is acceptable and mild.
77

 This debate over nuclear fallout was more political than 

scientific. The AEC withheld many materials about nuclear testing and nuclear weapons from 

                                                                                                                                                         

Papers, April 14, 1950. Available online at 

https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/coldwar/documents/pdf/10-1.pdf. 
76

 TRUMAN, Harry S. Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union, January 7, 1953. Available 

online at http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=14379. 
77

 GOERTZEL, Ted and GOERTZEL, Ben. Linus Pauling: A Life In Science and Politics. New York: Basic 

Books, A Division of Harper Collins Publishers, 1995, pp.145, 148. 

https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/coldwar/documents/pdf/10-1.pdf
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=14379


24 

 

the public. This belittling of the nuclear dangers followed the official AEC policy of 

desecuritizing of the threat of nuclear testing. 

 

2.2. Nuclear Disarmament Movement Level (1945 – 1953) 

2. 2. 1. Nuclear Threat to the World 

Due to dynamics of the World War II, physics scientists grew worried of the 

possibility that Germany could be the first to have constructed nuclear weapon. In the context 

of our thesis, it is particularly important to mention Albert Einstein’s letters to the U.S. 

President F. D. Roosevelt. In his letters from 1939 and 1940, Einstein, in cooperation with 

physicist Leo Szilard, informed Roosevelt of the possibility to construct a powerful bomb 

based on a nuclear chain reaction and recommended him to take an action in this matter 

because of the threat that Germany might have built such a powerful weapon as well.
78

 They 

urged them to build nuclear weapons to prevent the destruction of western civilization by 

German nuclear bomb. Physicists were the first group who securitized the nuclear threat that 

other country might possess such technology as first. The government chose that the only way 

how to cope with such a threat is to proceed with the development themselves. They hoped 

that if the U.S. possessed the nuclear bomb then Germany would not use it. Therefore, the 

primary purpose was to deter. 

The nuclear bomb was initially designed to deter an attack. After Germany 

surrendered, the U.S. started considering actual use of nuclear weapons against Japan. 

Scientists were the first in line to oppose the actual use of nuclear weapons. They were the 

only group who had both proper information and scientific background to be aware of the 

risks of nuclear weapons. Several physicists, who participated on the Manhattan Project, 

started to question and, later, to oppose plans to use the nuclear weapons.
79

 Many scientists 

started to fear that nuclear bomb will be used as an offensive weapon against Japan which 

would unleash a nuclear arms race. Many scientists, among them mainly L. Szilard, began 

writing reports and petitions trying to warn the U.S. government of the implications of the use 
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of the weapon and to convince them of the need for postwar nuclear arms control.
80

 

According to them, the use of nuclear weapons would unleash nuclear arms race which would 

end the civilization. Physicist Leo Szilard made an attempt to influence President Truman and 

Oppenheimer to convince them not to authorize the use of nuclear weapons. Oppenheimer, 

then a member of influential Interim Committee, replied to him, that nuclear bomb was a big 

weapon with no military significance.
81

 On July 1945, Szilard wrote a Petition to the 

President of the United States signed by 155 Manhattan Project scientists, in which he 

appealed to the President to reconsider his decision on the basis of the nature of nuclear 

weapons which opens the door to an era of devastation.
82

 These appeals had no significant 

impact on the U.S. government’s decision making process. Paradoxically, antinuclear 

movement led by scientists could not get enough popular support to halt the use due to the 

fact, that to draw sufficient public attention, the real consequences of the nuclear bomb first 

needed to be publicly demonstrated in action. Thus, their reports appealing against the use of 

nuclear weapons met without any significant response. 

It is usually believed that after the first nuclear Trinity test on July 16, Oppenheimer 

recalled a part of Bhagavad Gita: “I am become death, the destroyer of the worlds.” However, 

certain evidence suggests that immediately after the test was performed, scientists joyfully 

congratulated each other, obviously relieved that the test was successful, while not being 

overly concerned about the future of nuclear weapon.
83

 Therefore, popular belief that 

Oppenheimer, immediately after the first nuclear test, realized the perils of nuclear weapons, 

most likely did not occur. This narrative was most likely created in the aftermath of the 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings and in response to emergence of anti-nuclear movement. 

Nevertheless, the popular narrative started to project a strong fear that nuclear weapons 

created a possibility of the end of the civilization. Nuclear scientists, while often feeling guilty 

for bringing such a disastrous achievement upon the world, started to emphasize perils of 

nuclear weapons which might cause a destruction of the world. The existence of the Soviet 

nuclear capability only fueled this narrative. 
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Nuclear scientists with the common cause of abolishing nuclear weapons formed the 

Federation of American Scientists (FAS). Also they established the Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists. They often lobbied for the international control of nuclear energy. The central goal 

was to inform general public about horrors of the future with nuclear weapons and warn them 

about the consequences of its use. They believed that if nuclear power were not controlled, the 

nuclear annihilation was inevitable. Therefore, a world government was being considered to 

be the only alternative to war. They believed that law and order in a form of world federation 

represents the only way how to prevent the total war.
84

 They securitized nuclear power as a 

threat and that the only measure which could save the whole civilization could be a world 

government. They also began supporting the nuclear scientists in their effort for international 

control of nuclear power.
85

 Besides that, also pacifist groups incorporated anti-nuclear agenda 

on the basis that the existence of nuclear weapons raised the overall stakes of future war. For 

pacifists like Fellowship of Reconciliation, Women's International League for Peace and 

Freedom, or War Resisters League, the likelihood of nuclear war represented the gravest fear 

which could lead to a total annihilation of the life on the earth. Thus they also began raising 

nuclear awareness and called for nuclear abolition.  

After the nuclear bombings over Japan, the antinuclear sentiment started to slowly 

spread among the American people. In the Hiroshima aftermath, there were not much accurate 

information among the general public about nuclear weapons and possible consequences of 

the nuclear war. Also the American public began occasionally questioning the use of nuclear 

weapons. The Chicago Tribune predicted, that in the future “this earth will become a barren 

waste, in which the survivors of the race will hide in caves or live among ruins.”
86

 The media 

raised a subject that the mankind faced two eventualities, either to live in peace or to face a 

total destruction. The existence of nuclear weapons stirred up the widespread vision of the end 

of the civilization. When asked what kind of weapon would be used in the world war III, 

Einstein’s acknowledged this grave fear in his famous quote: “I don’t know. But I can tell you 

what they’ll use in the fourth. They’ll use rocks!”
87

 They securitized that the existence of 

nuclear weapons could lead only to the end of civilization unless they move toward 

international control of nuclear power. 
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Shortly after the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the idea of the World 

War III disappeared and was replaced by visions of holocaust, annihilation, or apocalypse. 

The U.S. media started portraying the use of nuclear weapons against Japanese cities as a 

doomsday itself, or as a cosmic power, or sudden rain, which completely annihilated these 

cities. The polls signified that a quarter of all American population believed that nuclear 

experiments would be likely to destroy the planet.
88

 This signifies how nuclear fear of nuclear 

annihilation began spreading among American population. Moreover, nuclear power started 

to be personalized immediately after the bombings. They started depicting nuclear weapon as 

a mythical creation, a Frankenstein monster, and a horrifying force of the universe unleashed 

by scientists.
89

 Slowly, the media began connecting nuclear weapons to the image of 

apocalypse, idea of a nuclear rain you cannot escape from. 

 However, the general public was still greatly confused to the extent whether nuclear 

weapons should be perceived as a tool which ensures the power and safety of the U.S., which 

is how the government often portrayed nuclear weapons potential, or as a Frankenstein 

monster bringing the end of the civilization upon them. Government made a strong effort to 

link the image of a mushroom cloud to the idea of progress and unprecedented power. They 

greatly benefited from not informing people about the implications of nuclear weapon use. In 

the spirit of such nuclear optimism of the utopian society, nuclear weapon was perceives as 

tools which could bring peace. American public tended to perceive nuclear weapons as a 

utopian achievement ensuring the position of the U.S. as a superpower, rather as a disastrous 

achievement threatening the existence of the U.S. itself. 

In 1946, 67 percent of American public polled stated that they wanted to prevent all 

countries from making nuclear weapons. After Truman publicly acknowledged his approval 

for an accelerated development of hydrogen bomb, 68 percent of the public favored new 

efforts toward nuclear weapons control agreement with the Soviet Union.
90

 The public 

perceived nuclear arms race and horizontal proliferation as potential existential threat. 

American population began considering nuclear non-proliferation and international nuclear 

control as the only possibilities of how to avoid the end of the world by nuclear annihilation. 

Einstein also expressed his grave concern about the future of nuclear arms race and appealed 
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for more efforts toward future peaceful coexistence. He warned that the U.S. falsely believed 

that by building thermonuclear weapons it was possible to maintain decisive military 

superiority. He stated that hydrogen bomb would poison the atmosphere by radioactivity 

which would lead to the general annihilation of all life on the Earth. He feared that the 

development of a hydrogen bomb would lead to imminent destruction of mankind. Einstein 

urged the U.S. government to reconsider their policy of unlimited nuclear arms race which 

leads to increased nuclear danger. He emphasized that if it was not possible to maintain 

nuclear monopoly, it was absolutely unfeasible to maintain nuclear superiority either.
91

 

In a 1948 article, Bernard Brodie identified that even though the U.S. possessed 

monopoly, it was bound to be only a temporary status because multilateral possession was 

inevitable. The international control of nuclear energy was, therefore, desirable and also 

possible if the guarantees against potential violation or evasion are watertight. If the U.S. 

failed to deliver workable international nuclear control, it would lead to uncontrolled nuclear 

arms race.
92

 He recognized that nuclear knowledge was bound to be spread among more 

countries and therefore, the most probable but not rational response would be to accelerate 

nuclear buildup. The nuclear disarmament community increasingly securitized international 

nuclear control as the only way how to prevent nuclear proliferation and uncontrolled nuclear 

arms race. Such spread of nuclear weapons was perceived as a way leading to the nuclear 

annihilation. 

2. 2. 2. Nuclear Threat to the U.S. 

The main threat to the U.S. was depicted by the fact that since nuclear weapons were 

used against Japan, they could be easily used against the U.S. as well. The U.S. government 

struggled to contain such fears mainly by censoring information about nuclear weapons. 

Policymakers feared that proper briefing to the public about nuclear weapons would create a 

panic among American population which could greatly limit public support for a firm national 

nuclear policy. The government made a significant effort to prevent a dissemination of 

redundant information about the impact of the use of nuclear weapons and radiation among 

the public. Consequently, the public, while not being properly informed, usually tended to 

support the government policy. In the aftermath of Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings, the 

American public overwhelmingly approved the use of nuclear weapons. The Gallup poll 
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results showed that 85 percent favored the bombings and only 5 percent opposed them.
93

 Thus, 

American public tended to praise the development of nuclear weapon and celebrated an 

atomic sensation as an embodiment of the U.S. superiority. This sentiment was only enhanced 

by the sensation of the end of the war. They strived to desecuritize such threat by 

downplaying the threat of the use of nuclear weapons against the U.S. as well as belittling 

effects of the use of nuclear weapons.  

However, American public began doubting whether nuclear bombings of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki were caused by a real military necessity. The use of nuclear bomb was labeled 

as a modern type of barbarism. According to this statement, the U.S. should have avoided the 

use of nuclear weapons on the basis of their Christianity and morality.
94

  The reality where 

others might be barbaric did not justify that the U.S. should have acted accordingly. The 

spreading criticism of nuclear weapons caused some proponents to start defending nuclear 

bombings. Part of the popular debate began supporting the governmental rhetoric justifying 

the use of the bomb with the aim of saving American lives.
95

 Due to the escalating Cold War 

and the accelerated nuclear arms race, the general public largely believed in the reliance of 

national security on the use of nuclear weapons. They started adopting government 

propaganda which focused on selling the bomb to general public. Governmental measures to 

cope with the Soviet threat enjoyed the popular support 

The U.S. government was greatly concerned over activists opposing nuclear weapons 

thus the U.S. officials even started to contain their anti-nuclear activism. By various means, 

they tried to discredit many scientists and activists on the basis of alleged accusations of 

involvement in communist activities. J. Edgar. Hoover, among others, made significant efforts 

to revoke Einstein's American citizenship.
96

 In many cases, American physics scientists were 

suddenly treated like national enemies while intelligence organizations constantly spied on 

them.
97

 Their loyalty to the U.S. was in question once they started opposing and criticizing 

nuclear development strategy. In reaction to nuclear disarmament movement, the government 

started securitizing the communist threat which in general justified their nuclear program. 
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By the end of the World War II, there was a strong government propaganda that forced 

people into the political disengagement. Forces of conformity discouraged public to 

participate in oppositional politics.  Public was pushed away from the public arena. Even 

governmental policies to build civil defense relied on home fallout shelters.
98

 People were 

encouraged to perceive their home as the best shelter for the event of nuclear war. They did 

not participate in, question, or even oppose governmental Cold War policies. They perceived 

their home as the best defense available and this way they did not have to face the realities of 

the nuclear world. In the same way, media did not question government propaganda and were 

largely indifferent to the anti-nuclear movement. Frightening as the nuclear war could be, the 

best rational way of dealing with such problems was not to question governmental foreign 

policy. Nuclear issue was something people did not want to see and deal with in their 

everyday life.  

In the same way, anti-nuclear movement was not particularly self-assertive and 

declined. Even though the result of nuclear disarmament movement was not overly successful 

in these years, it set the agenda on the necessity of nuclear control of atomic power as the first 

essential step toward nuclear disarmament. And even though the U.S. government maintained 

the policy of development of new and more effective nuclear weapons, they still rhetorically 

supported the idea of future disarmament as national objective and a measure how to avoid 

using nuclear weapons. They rhetorically labeled an international control of atomic energy as 

most favorable way to reach this state.  

The existence of the Soviet nuclear arsenal brought into the discourse an immediate 

threat that Soviet nuclear arsenal might be used against the U.S. in a massive surprise attack. 

A deterrence theory symbolized this threat. In response to Soviet nuclear development 

program, the U.S. started considering the possibility of preventive nuclear strikes to disrupt 

their buildup because they perceived it as the primary existential threat. The strategy of a 

preventive war is based on an assumption that the total nuclear war was inevitable in the 

future and, therefore, it is more advantageous to strike massive first attack. In 1946, a political 

scientist Brodie published a book The Absolute Weapon, in which he defined the military 

utility of the nuclear weapons and what later became called nuclear deterrence. He later 

claimed that the cost of potential nuclear retaliation would be too high to contemplate which 

would make the nuclear preventive strike irrational and highly improbable. The nuclear 

deterrence works not due to the actual use of these weapons in war, but with the threat of their 
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use.
99

 The purpose of nuclear weapons was being considered more and more in terms of 

nuclear deterrence. Such strategy assumes that deterrence does not fail thus ensures reliable 

security. American public started to perceive nuclear weapons as their safety assurance. 

The key factor of this strategy was to ensure that the U.S. would possess the power of 

retaliation. This threat of massive counterattack destroying the whole society prevents that 

such occurrence would happen. Brodie declared that a possibility of retaliation was the best 

guarantee of security. He acknowledged that the deterrence theory aimed to avert the 

possibility of nuclear war.
100

 The mere explanation that nuclear weapons would ensure 

peaceful future and the fact that nuclear weapons would never be used provided a successful 

securitization of nuclear threat and a massive justification for nuclear spending. Brodie also 

emphasized that there is a need to protect those retaliatory forces to survive a surprise attack. 

According to him, nuclear superiority makes a little or no difference in a time of crisis 

because each side cannot be sure of its security. This fear will be a decisive strategic driver.
101

 

Thus protecting retaliatory forces is a key measure how to avert annihilation of the U.S. 

Brodie also stated that there was no defense against the nuclear bomb and the bomb itself had 

no military utility. Nuclear weapons enable wars to be decisive, short, and to be waged on 

longer distance. He considered the American vulnerability to nuclear attacks in the future.
102

  

He acknowledged that different states will possess nuclear bombs against which there is no 

defense, but he did not emphasized the political implications of this stalemate and their 

bargaining potential. 

2. 2. 3. Nuclear Threat to an Individual 

The American public began opposing nuclear weapons on the basis of its 

indiscriminate killing of civilians. On August 9, Samuel McCrea Cavert, an influential 

religious figure, complained to Truman about the indiscriminate nature of an attack. Truman 

responded that since Japanese government staged an attack on Pearl Harbor, it was only 

appropriate to respond in a way which would be understood to them.
103

 The Truman’s 
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response signified the division between Americans and Them, those who represent a group of 

barbarians, those outside of American culture. Then, nuclear bomb was perceived as the only 

way those Japanese people could understand reason. Truman initially did not consider nuclear 

weapons as weapons threatening individuals, but as the mere instrument of forcing 

government into surrender. Truman did not securitize nuclear bombs as weapons threatening 

individuals, but threatening governments. In the aftermath of nuclear bombings he justified 

this decision by stating that the U.S. was not the one first using indiscriminate killings. 

Morality of such act is then ensured on the basis of the eye for an eye principle. However such 

indiscriminate killing provided an agenda for nuclear disarmament movement. They 

mobilized Americans by stressing that nuclear weapons threatened every single American. 

Norman Cousins emphasized that the threat of nuclear war might destroy the whole 

U.S. He outlined a possible scenario of 36 hour full-scale nuclear war in which more than ten 

million Americans were killed. He stressed that in this short but massive nuclear war, the 

enemy would not target the industry but would have strived to paralyze the U.S. by killing as 

many Americans as possible.
104

 He securitized that Americans would be the real targets of 

such an attack instead of targeting the political and industrial infrastructure of the country in 

their struggle to destroy the U.S. By emphasizing that Americans would be the real aim of 

enemy nuclear attack he pointed out the imminency of such a threat of nuclear weapons. The 

debate started emphasizing how nuclear war would affect the lives of individuals.  

This idea of an existential threat to every American was further strengthened by 

popular coverage of nuclear explosions and testing such as novels No Place to Hide by David 

Bradley (1948). People began feeling threatened by the fear of the unknown which Norman 

Cousins called a primitive fear. He emphasized that a threat of nuclear power is mainly the 

fear of irrational death.
105

  This fear materialized within the disarmament agenda swiftly after 

the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. 

 

2. 2. 4. Nuclear Threat to the Environment 
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The threat of environmental damage caused by nuclear explosions and testing was not 

securitized initially due to the lack of knowledge about consequences of the use of nuclear 

weapons. The government strived not to inform public properly because they feared it might 

cause panic which would disrupt their nuclear policy. Limited knowledge concentrated on 

harms to individuals, not on damages to environment. 
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3. The Construction of Nuclear Threat in the Beginning of 

Thermonuclear Age, 1953-61 

“Science speaks in many tongues. The advancement of the nuclear arts has 

been the work of men of many nations. That is so because the atom itself is 

nonpolitical. It wears no nationality and recognizes no frontiers. It is neither 

moral nor immoral. Only man’s choice can make it good or evil.”
106

 

 

The second researched era corresponds with years of the presidency of Dwight D. 

Eisenhower.
107

 During this era, the Soviet Union tested their first thermonuclear weapon in 

1953 and first intercontinental ballistic missile in 1957. Also we have to take into account that 

several international crises such as Korean War or Suez crisis occurred in this period. 

Furthermore, the Soviet Union considered the U.S. nuclear superiority to be a national threat 

which in consequence unleashed another circle of nuclear arms race. France tested their first 

nuclear weapon in 1960. This nuclear development together with the infamous 1954 

thermonuclear test significantly revived the anti-nuclear movement. 

 

3. 1. Governmental level (1953-1961) 

3. 1. 1. Threat of Nuclear War and Possible Annihilation of the Civilization 

On December 1953, Eisenhower declared that their nuclear stockpile increased daily 

and now exceeded the explosive equivalent of all explosives used in the World War II.
108

 

Eisenhower brought into the discourse an image o massive nuclear armament with the 

capacity to wage more disastrous war than the World War II. He based his nuclear policy on a 

long-term projection of a maximum strength. 
109

 He opposed the idea of Truman’s unlimited 

spending to the absolute maximum accumulation of strength for a specific date of future 

nuclear exchange. John Foster Dulles, then Secretary of State, remarked, that the U.S. security 

is based on “a maximum deterrent at a bearable cost … reinforced by the further deterrent of 
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massive retaliatory power.”
110

 This suggests, that the second strike capability of massive 

retaliation creates more powerful deterrent because it minimizes chances of surprise attack. 

He proposed this new policy to create the risk of waging nuclear war so great, that the Soviet 

Union would never chose that option.
111

 Although Eisenhower did not share Dulles’s views of 

massive retaliation, the public perception regarded the Eisenhower’s nuclear policy is the 

policy of massive retaliation. In the beginning of his administrative, Eisenhower preferred 

Dulles’s policy of massive retaliation over limited war plans.
112

 He insisted that the U.S. 

could win the nuclear war. Therefore, in an event of a Soviet surprise nuclear attack, U.S. 

should retaliate with all power that is available. Eisenhower acknowledged that if the U.S. 

used nuclear weapons, it would be translated as an initiation of global war.
113

 Eisenhower 

declared, that if such a surprise attack occurred, their reaction would be swift and resolute and 

retaliation capabilities so great, that they could inflict terrible losses upon aggressor and turn 

their land into waste. He added: “Surely no sane member of the human race could discover 

victory in such desolation “
114

 It is an approach where after the second retaliatory strike, an 

adversary has no more power to strike the forth one in response due to his absolute 

annihilation. 

The 1953 first Soviet thermonuclear test shocked the U.S. administration. 

Consequently, they tried to downplay their achievement in public.
115

 They were threatened 

that the likelihood of nuclear war was far greater when thermonuclear weapons are part of the 

context. They felt extremely threatened by the Soviet thermonuclear capability with the 

potential to initiate mutual destruction that Eisenhower even considered preventive nuclear 

attack against the Soviet Union. Eisenhower stated that if it had corresponded with the U.S. 

national interests, they would use it. Dulles expressed several times that for this purpose, the 

                                                 

110
 DULLES, John Foster. Speech of Secretary of State John Foster Dulles before the Council on Foreign 

Relations, January 12, 1954. 
111

 CRAIG, Campbell. Destroying the Village: Eisenhower and Thermonuclear War, New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1998, p. 36. 
112

 CRAIG, Campbell. Destroying the Village: Eisenhower and Thermonuclear War, New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1998, p. 36. 
113

 ERDMANN, Andrew P.N.´War No Longer Has Any Logic Whatever´: Dwight D. Eisenhower and the 

Thermonuclear Revolution. In: GADDIS, John L., GORDON, Philip, MAY, Ernest, and ROSENBERG 

Jonathan, eds. Cold War Statesmen Confront the Bomb: Nuclear Diplomacy since 1945, New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999, p. 98.  
114

 EISENHOWER, Dwight D, Address delivered by the president of the United States before the General 

Assembly of the United Nations (Atoms for Peace Speech), December 8, 1953. Available online at 

http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/atoms_for_peace/Binder13.pdf. 
115

 COLEMAN, David G. and SIRACUSA Joseph M. Real-World Nuclear Deterrence: The Making of 

International Strategy, Westport: Praeger Security International, 2006, p. 47. 

http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/atoms_for_peace/Binder13.pdf


36 

 

U.S. must bypass the nuclear taboo and create more usable nuclear policy.
116

 They felt 

threatened by the presence of the taboo which was perceived as an obstacle in their attempt to 

ensure national security. This together with the presence of soviet thermonuclear armament 

led military officials to shift their focus toward the employment of limited war strategy. Thus, 

government stated that in the event of Chinese or Soviet hostilities, “the United States will 

consider nuclear weapons to be as available for use as other munitions.”
117

 Later, Eisenhower 

publicly affirmed, that nuclear weapons have achieved conventional status within the U.S. 

armed services.
118

 Their declared intention to react with nuclear forces as with any other 

weapon was proclaimed in order to encourage and compel caution on the other side. The 

purpose of this declaration, later known as brinkmanship, was to let them know that every 

provocation could inflict unacceptable damage. In response to that, certain top U.S. officials 

also shifted their views and started emphasizing the need for lessening international tensions. 

The NSC report stated, that if both the U.S. and the Soviet Union possessed enough 

nuclear weapons to inflict critical damage on its adversary, this would not prevent major 

atomic retaliations but, nevertheless, it could create a stalemate when both sides are reluctant 

to ignite a general war.
119

 On the one hand, the report assumed that nuclear balance would 

inhibit the Soviets from attacking. On the other hand, they noted that for this reason, the 

Soviet Union might launch a surprise attack.
120

 To minimize the chances of the general war 

and thus the probability of destroying the world, the NSC report maintained a strong security 

posture of massive offensive retaliatory capability and adequate defense system.
121

 Also Vice 

President Nixon stated that the U.S. must rely primarily on massive retaliatory forces in order 

to preserve the U.S. against the Communist threat.
122

 This stressed the need for massive 

retaliation which was a way to deter the Soviet threat in limited proxy wars. It reflected 

inability to cope with this threat so they chose massive retaliation as the ultimate deterrence 
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which could counter their aggression. Launching the massive retaliation was therefore, 

securitized as the only way how to ensure their survival.
123

 Moreover, the Basic National 

Security Policy declared that a total war would inflict such destruction that further survival of 

both blocs will be threatened. In spite of that, the U.S. would use all weapons available 

against the Soviet Union, if needed, while taking into account the fact, that limited war was 

not feasible anyway.
124

  

Later, Eisenhower updated this policy by adding, that the U.S. must reject the concept 

of preventive war.
125

 In 1955, Eisenhower publicly stated, that the U.S. will never start an 

aggressive war, due to their support of prosperity, safety and good faith among nations.
126

 It 

was an attempt to reaffirm that their intensions are to deter, not to provoke or strike 

preventively. However, in the same month, Eisenhower publicly declared that nuclear 

weapons should be used on military targets “just exactly as you would use a bullet or anything 

else.”
127

 Thus, if the U.S. would be provoked they would use all weapons available. Nuclear 

weapons were declared to be perceived as conventional weapons. During the NSC debate, 

Eisenhower added, that the U.S. must be willing to “push its whole stack of chips into the 

pot”, if it would be needed.
128

 The purpose of this rhetoric was to deter Chinese military 

efforts and to make their strategy more credible by insinuating that Eisenhower would rather 

see the world destroyed than be the one who surrenders. Therefore, he securitized a totality of 

war and possible massive nuclear counterforce. Nevertheless, this policy was not particularly 

believable because it was a suicidal strategy. This pushed the U.S. even deeper into the search 

for tactical nuclear weapons with enhanced credibility. 

During his first three years in office, Eisenhower believed that the nuclear war was 

thinkable and winnable. Later, we see clear evidence that the nuclear exchange was perceived 

as unimaginable and appalling, mainly due to the enormous number of estimated American 

casualties, reaching up to 65 percent of the population, and the minimal impact of prevention 
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arrangements.
129

 He believed that defense measures would have minimal impact and would 

only scare people. As a result of these unimaginable potential costs, he took a stance that both 

the U.S. and the Soviet Union would not initiate nuclear war in the future due to the threat of 

escalation.
 130

 Later, Eisenhower stated, that mutual deterrence provided no stability 

guarantees because, in the same time, limited wars on the periphery might be waged. He 

stated that it would lead more likely to global war.
131

 Therefore limited war in Europe was 

perceived as unthinkable. He believed that it would escalate into global war between Russia 

and the U.S. He securitized the threat of nuclear escalation in order to deter potential Russian 

aggression. 

Major shift was made in response to the 1953 first Soviet thermonuclear test. His view 

changed rapidly mainly due to the amount of damage thermonuclear weapons could inflict. 

Till then, they asked how much damage it would cause, with thermonuclear weapons they 

started asking reversed questions: who will survive and what will be left on both sides. In 

1956, during the NSC meeting, Eisenhower even expressed his desire to abolish 

thermonuclear weapons for the sake of world population. He insisted that the thermonuclear 

war could not be won.
132

 Eisenhower strongly rejected the possibility of nuclear war on the 

basis that it would destroy the civilization. He felt threatened by the destructiveness of 

thermonuclear weapons which might cause millions of casualties. He declared nuclear and 

primarily war to be unthinkable.
133

 Eisenhower was sure that there would be no winners in the 

case of thermonuclear war: “The destruction might be such that we might have ultimately to 

go back to bows and arrows.”
134

 The hydrogen bomb changed the nature of warfare and 

Eisenhower was well aware of this fact. Destruction of the enemy now meant the annihilation 

of the U.S. He proclaimed that the nuclear war was too horrible to contemplate and to 
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practice.
135

 They were terrified of the likelihood of the Soviet nuclear surprise attack, but in 

the same time they proclaimed, that it is impossible for a rational man to do that. Moreover, 

nuclear weapons mist be handled with caution and without going hysterical.
136

 He suggested 

that then the public had nothing to fear that nuclear weapons would be used. Nevertheless, he 

maintained his official policy of nuclear retaliation in spite of the fact that he believed the 

nuclear employment has no sense. 

On the other hand, Eisenhower was pessimistic about the possibility that leaders 

would act rationally. He was concerned, that deterrence could fail despite the presence of 

large thermonuclear deterrent. According to his view, the existence of intercontinental 

ballistic missiles (ICBM) changed the nature of nuclear strategy. For this reason, he changed 

the U.S. nuclear strategy toward long-range nuclear weapons and a reliable warning system to 

ensure that U.S. could execute their massive nuclear retaliation plan in case of the Soviet 

surprise attack.
137

 The primary factor behind it that he believed it would deter Soviets from 

initiating such an attack. Once the attack would be authorized, there was no turning back. In 

consequence, it made a possibility of nuclear holocaust more instantaneous and more likely. 

The second factor was the necessity to possess at least the same technology as the Soviets had 

because without proper retaliation capability, the surprise attack would be more probable. 

With the intercontinental ballistic missiles, the perception of potential nuclear war changed 

rapidly. The nuclear war transformed into one potential nuclear battle which was not expected 

to last longer than thirty minutes. In this case, mobilization planning and nuclear precautions 

were perceived, to some extent, as useless. 

Furthermore, between 1955 and 1957, Eisenhower removed plans counting on non-

nuclear weapons from military policy, thus ensuring that in the case of military conflict 

between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, the war would immediately become thermonuclear.
138

 

After the extensive debate, the 1957 NSC report placed the main reliance on nuclear weapons. 

This integrated nuclear weapons within other weapons in their armament.
139

 It resulted in 

                                                 

135
 EISENHOWER, Dwight D. The President's News Conference, March 23, 1955, Available online at 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10437. 
136

 EISENHOWER, Dwight D. The President's News Conference, March 16, 1955. Available online at 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10434. 
137

 CRAIG, Campbell. Destroying the Village: Eisenhower and Thermonuclear War, New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1998, p.44. 
138

 CRAIG, Campbell. Destroying the Village: Eisenhower and Thermonuclear War, New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1998, p.45. 
139

 JONES, Matthew. After Hiroshima: The United States, Race and Nuclear Weapons in Asia, 1945-1965, New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2010, pp. 340-341. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10437
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10434


40 

 

nuclear bomb achieving conventional status. Eisenhower made changes to ensure that the 

nuclear war would be so destructive, that it would never happened. 

During the second Berlin crisis in 1958, Eisenhower was less confident about the 

mutual deterrence because he was concerned that Soviets did actually plan an attack. When 

journalists asked Eisenhower in 1959 about his intentions toward his no first strike policy, he 

answered, that if the U.S. were under a threat of attack or if it was needed to protect the future 

of the nation, then he would act as rapidly as was possible and order such strikes.
140

 But 

nevertheless, he maintained his posture that the U.S. would not start any hostilities toward the 

Soviets. He stated that nuclear bombs were not policing weapons which could free people. He 

added that using nuclear weapons was senseless and self-defeating.
141

 He did not say the use 

of nuclear weapons are out of the question, but he expressed his belief that there were 

situations, like Berlin, where using nuclear weapons would not help but only create an utter 

destruction. During Eisenhower’s first years of presidency, he understood nuclear weapons as 

an instrument of the U.S. policy which could be employed at any moment. During the second 

term of his presidency, when he threatened with the use of nuclear weapons, he emphasized 

its self-defeating potential. Therefore, he maintained his posture where he relied on deterrence 

as defense. 

In response to Soviet thermonuclear test, the U.S. administrative also started 

considering the possibility of public education in national defense matters. They needed to 

inform the public in order to proceed with their civil defense planning. They emphasized that 

shielding population from potential nuclear blast and radiation increased their survivability. 

However, they feared that, by informing the public, they might lose public support and they 

could even fuel the pacifism sentiment. The government ordered a study on possible effects of 

nuclear attack on public. The report Human Effects of Nuclear Weapons Development, issued 

in 1956, assumed that in the nuclear attack by the Soviet Union, in which ninety cities would 

be destroyed with about fifty million casualties. They concluded, that such massive attack 

would caused several psychological and social changes: 1) major fears of radioactivity, new 

attacks, invasion, loss of relatives, starvation and cold, 2) feeling of loss and quilt, sense that 

the lives might have been spared by better preparations, and 3) hyperactivity or apathy. They 

deduced that confrontation with negative consequences and proper psychological preparation 
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of public for such event would strengthen the society which can improve chances of surviving 

a nuclear war.
142

 Therefore, they assumed that informed public which was familiarized with 

national security objectives and some consequences of possible nuclear attack would be 

advantageous for the whole national effort. They needed to start informing the public about 

the risks and consequences of nuclear weapons. With better prepared public, there would be 

less disastrous consequences of surprise nuclear attack.  

Thus, the report Deterrence and Survival in the Nuclear Age urged to develop 

adequate assurances of protection to civilians, mainly shelter and survival programs.
 
Also they 

urged the government to ensure that the U.S. retaliatory forces would not be vulnerable to 

Soviet attacks.
143

 There existed a wide belief that the civilian population must be informed 

properly because they must know what to expect. They presupposed that an adequate passive 

defense system will reduce casualties significantly because the public will understand the 

proper procedures. There was also strong government propaganda to sell the idea of survival 

after the nuclear attack, which gave legitimacy to civil defense measures and to the whole 

governmental policy of nuclear arms race.
144

 They hoped people would be more supportive of 

their policies. For them it was essential to stress how, only with appropriate civil defense 

system, the chances of survival the nuclear attack was high. In order to justify governmental 

policies and civil defense programs, the public opinion had to believe that the nuclear war was 

survivable. The morale of nation needed to be stronger. They argued that the U.S. will survive 

everything and the nuclear attack is survivable. 

Edward Teller, among others, began supporting the idea to build bomb shelters. 

Teller’s and Kissinger’s nuclear optimism was manifested in their idea of winnable nuclear 

war. They assumed that the population would hide underground for no more than two weeks 

and after that people would return to their daily lives.
145

 They presumed that nuclear exchange 

would not alter the reality in any significant way. This proposition met with a strong 

opposition in the U.S. government while representing a classical security dilemma which 

explained that states which would choose to spend finances on welfare rather than on defense 
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systems would be destroyed earlier by its adversaries which chose the opposite.
146

 There was 

a debate among government officials whether such civil defense programs would be effective 

or counterproductive. Many top officials argued that it would be appropriate to state officially, 

that no effective measures to protect the nation existed. Eisenhower believed that even 

minimal defense would increase significantly the chances of survival of many people.
147

 

On the other hand, in 1955 the government launched a series of national defense drills 

called Operation Alert. According to the Operation Alert, Americans practiced preparations 

for a potential nuclear attack each year throughout the whole U.S. Their propaganda films 

featured shockingly unrealistic images of the aftermath of nuclear holocaust. These films and 

photos were regarded by the public as ridiculously staged. This senseless divergence of 

approaches led to the anti-civil defense protests. The government response to these protests 

was an increasing perception that these civil defense drills pose a huge threat to maintaining 

nuclear strategy.
148

 Nevertheless, they continued to made attempts to legitimize civil defense 

planning in order to assuage public opinion. 

The U.S. officials suggested that the idea of private home shelters would be also a 

viable option given the circumstances. Evacuation of unprotected millions was politically 

very difficult to sell to public who was increasingly aware of the health dangers of nuclear 

fallout. They continued to avoid the question whether the shelters and other civil defense 

measures were necessary and effective in the situation when people do not survive direct hit 

anyway.
149

 Also there is no way of warning people efficiently of coming nuclear attack. 

Warning time would not be sufficient to evacuate the cities. On several occasions, civil 

defense programs were criticized by the U.S. officials by labeling them as calculated 

ineffectiveness or cruel delusion. They also stated that these programs are “nothing more than 

a mean fantasy to fool the public into believing that many Americans could survive a 

multimegaton nuclear attack.”
150

 Eisenhower administration had a huge problem with an 

antinuclear sentiment and the negative public opinion toward effectiveness of civil defense 

systems and the nuclear radiation fallout. 
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3. 1. 2. Threat of Use of Nuclear Weapons and Limited War Plans 

In his 1952 presidential campaign speech, Eisenhower pledged, that if he were in 

charge, he would ended the Korean War honorably.
151

 This statement was usually translated 

as an insinuation to the employment of the nuclear weapons. Eisenhower was more willing to 

use nuclear weapons. Later as the President, during the Korean truce talks, as well as in other 

crises, he threatened several times to use conventional and nuclear force to end the Korean 

War honorably.
152

 Eisenhower saw a clear distinction between periphery and general big wars. 

Thus, he believed that the use of tactical nuclear weapons would not trigger a total war no 

more than the use of conventional weapons would. Initially, he considered the use of nuclear 

weapons in local wars as likely.
153

 In 1954 NSC meeting, Eisenhower mentioned, that he 

believes, that in the aftermath of a nuclear attack on the U.S., a totalitarian regime would be 

needed to be installed.
154

 

By 1954, Dulles started opposing massive retaliation policy with statements that 

massive retaliation would definitely not be employed under all circumstances and flexible 

retaliation would be more credible.
155

 Eisenhower encouraged the development of tactical 

nuclear weapons with more applicability in the battlefield while not necessarily leading to a 

large-scale nuclear war. By 1960, out of 18,000 fission and fusion weapons developed by 

1960, only 4,000 were designed for strategic purposes.
156

 Tactical weapons were considered 

to be a more credible and applicable instrument of power projection due to limited damage 

they might cause. Eisenhower approached nuclear weapons as another instrument of war, not 

as an absolute weapon. 

The U.S. administration hoped that the emphasis on tactical nuclear bombs and 

deployment of nuclear weapons in Western Europe would help them to cope with vast 
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Warsaw Pact conventional forces.
157

 Thus, a strong retaliation policy together with the 

emphasis on tactical nuclear weapons and the establishment of extended deterrence 

significantly enhanced the credibility of the U.S. nuclear forces. However, it also strengthened 

the perception of the threat of the use of nuclear weapons. 

Consequently, Eisenhower started to emphasize the necessity of defense for the sole 

purpose to deter. He stressed the need for securing primarily the U.S. retaliatory forces and 

not to secure population first.
158

 He desired to build stronger deterrent not because he wanted 

to have more powerful retaliatory forces, but because he wanted to limit the threat that the 

Soviets would take that risks and attack those retaliatory forces. For this purpose, he 

emphasized the importance of missile development. 

Eisenhower admitted that the existence of the thermonuclear arsenals transformed the 

nature of warfare and created a condition of mutual deterrence.
159

 Mutual nuclear deterrence 

took effect in mid-1950, when both the U.S. and the Soviet Union had a credible nuclear 

capacity to launch large-scale nuclear strikes from their homeland against their adversary.
160

 

There existed a debate whether the Soviets might start the war by provoking the U.S. into 

nuclear war. Both Eisenhower and Dulles declared that the Soviet Union was no more likely 

to start a nuclear war than the U.S.
161

 However, some officials started questioning the 

credibility of massive retaliation policy in the state of mutual deterrence. 

In 1957, during the NSC meeting, Dulles admitted that the public opinion inhibited the 

U.S. from using the nuclear weapons in the battlefield. He stated, that using nuclear weapons 

would ruin their image.
162

 Due to the existence of the nuclear taboo, the use on nuclear 

weapons was politically impossible. During the last years of his presidency, there was a 

debate whether nuclear bombs should be really handled as conventional weapons. And if so, 
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under which specific circumstances should they be used. Unwilling to decide, Eisenhower 

argued, that if nuclear weapons would be used in limited wars, the world would be repelled.
163

 

Also, the production of new neutron bombs releasing more radiation whilst not 

inflicting serious material damage was cancelled. Eisenhower administration perceived them 

as weapons which could not be employed to achieve their foreign policy objectives. Science 

advisor to Eisenhower, G. Kistiokowsky, noted that neutron bomb was not applicable against 

Asians.
164

 They believed the employment of these weapons was not feasible due to public 

opposition. 

3. 1. 3. Threat of Nuclear Proliferation 

The main threat of nuclear proliferation was considered to be nuclear arms race and a 

struggle to maintain U.S. nuclear superiority. In the UN Atoms for Peace speech, Eisenhower 

admitted, that the knowledge of development of nuclear weapons will inevitably spread 

among other states. He conceded that even a vast superiority in numbers and a strong 

retaliation capability is not preventive against the surprise attack. Therefore, beside a strategy 

of massive retaliation, a strong defense system is essential. But this alone did not guarantee 

safety for the people. Eisenhower urged a confidence building toward peaceful relations with 

Russia and proposed a plan of action which would facilitate it.
165

 This statement indicated 

relative importance of nuclear arms race due to the fact that nuclear superiority would not 

guarantee their security. In a press conference in 1955, he indicated that a nuclear superiority 

is not essential to ensure defense of the country. He stated that if a country had enough of 

particular type of nuclear weapons, there was no point in having even more.
166

 Eisenhower’s 

rhetoric clearly suggested that the U.S. was more devoted to human welfare than was to 

human destruction.
167

 However, this rhetoric of importance to halt nuclear proliferation did 

not match the policy. 

Nuclear disarmament was being considered only as an imaginary goal which must 

been preceded by a series of mutual nuclear treaties and agreements. Eisenhower stated that 

                                                 

163
 CRAIG, Campbell. Destroying the Village: Eisenhower and Thermonuclear War, New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1998, p.46. 
164

 COHEN, Sam. F*** You! Mr. President: Confessions of the Father of the Neutron Bomb [online], 2006 (3rd 

edition), p. 186. Available at http://www.athenalab.com/Confessions_Sam_Cohen_2006_Third_Edition.pdf.. 
165

 EISENHOWER, Dwight D. Address delivered by the president of the United States before the General 

Assembly of the United Nations (Atoms for Peace Speech), December 8, 1953. Available online at 

http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/atoms_for_peace/Binder13.pdf. 
166

 EISENHOWER, Dwight D. The President's News Conference, March 2, 1955. Available online at 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10424. 
167

 EISENHOWER, Dwight D. The President's News Conference, March 2, 1955. Available online at 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10424. 

http://www.athenalab.com/Confessions_Sam_Cohen_2006_Third_Edition.pdf
http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/atoms_for_peace/Binder13.pdf
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10424
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=10424


46 

 

the U.S. would seek to achieve more than mere reduction or elimination of nuclear 

weapons.
168

 However, it is disputable whether the disarmament proposal was genuine or 

whether it was only a propaganda statement to gain a psychological advantage over the Soviet 

Union in their desire to exploit the rhetorical war over the disarmament debate.
169

 

Disarmament was possible, but under existing circumstances, highly improbable. The NSC 

report admitted that disarmament would be highly difficult due to mutual distrust and 

suspicion, but chances can be highly improved by agreement on other conflicts and the 

realization that disarmament would be beneficial for both sides.
170

 Among the top U.S. 

officials, the prevalent idea was that the U.S. should not participate in the negotiations for the 

control or abolition of nuclear weapons. Dulles secretly admitted, that even if it was possible, 

the abolition was probably not desirable.
171

 Eisenhower considered moratorium on nuclear 

testing as a first step toward disarmament. 

The Antarctic treaty, opened for signatures in December 1, 1959, was an extraordinary 

multilateral treaty signed to ensure that Antarctica shall continue to be used for peaceful 

purposes only. The treaty represents an international body which shall prevent colonial 

competition over this area. Is refers to the nuclear weapons. According to the Article V, all 

nuclear explosions or disposal of radioactive material in Antarctica is prohibited.
172

 

 

3. 1. 4. The threat of nuclear testing and radiation 

One of the key moments of this administrative was the hydrogen bomb test (BRAVO), 

which occurred on Bikini atoll in the Marshall Islands on March 1, 1954. The explosion was 

so massive that it exceeded all scientific estimates and by accident exposed to radiation 

twenty three Japanese fishermen on a boat named the Lucky Dragon and more than 200 

Marshall Islanders. Despite the fact that they were outside the cleared danger zone, they 
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happened to be exposed to heavy doses of radiation.
173

 The resettlement of Bikini islanders 

and subsequent evacuations, following lawsuits, radiation monitoring, and cleanup of the 

island, were, for more than next 50 years, media-attention issue. Lawsuits and compensation 

claims continue to be an issue still. 

This accident stirred a lot of controversy worldwide and caused a great anxiety over 

the fallout of nuclear testing. The U.S. thermonuclear test on Bikini atoll stirred massive 

protests from general public so that the government officials were forced to answer for the 

incident. Also, the government had to deal with the pressure which came from the growing 

disarmament movement. In public statement, AEC Chairman L. Strauss emphasized the 

importance of testing weapons to be ready for enemy and that the weapon used is powerful 

enough to take out the city. He also stressed, that all people who were located within the 

danger range are under close observation. He even mentioned an obscure trivialization of the 

situation, that resettled natives were well and happy.
174

 They inadequately downplayed the 

threat of nuclear testing and the consequences of radiation. They were even emphasizing the 

extensive security measures under which the test was performed.  

In further questioning, Strauss declared, that such bomb can destroy any city, as large 

as one wished. This comment caused a lot of excitement as many journalists began asking 

what would be left of New York City after the bomb would hit it.
175

 This remark forced many 

people to consider how personally nuclear attack would affect them if their city was hit. To 

some extent, people started to panic and to question governmental Cold War policy only after 

real consequences were shown to them directly. They started to fear that the nuclear 

catastrophe could happen in their own homeland, in their own city. People also began 

questioning the purpose of nuclear armament. This represented a continual source of concern 

for the administration. Eisenhower made several attempts to downplay the nuclear danger and 

to reassure public that they have no reason to be hysterical.
176

  

Strauss emphasized that testing and the nuclear development program itself is 

necessary for ensuring security of the U.S. He believed that on the one hand the testing might 
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involve some health risks, but on the other hand, this negative elements will be 

counterbalanced by millions people saved by nuclear development program and their nuclear 

superiority. For this reason, the EAC continually denied any real danger from nuclear fallout. 

The U.S. officials struggled continuously to control the public opinion while trying to 

downplay the dangers of nuclear testing. They perceived proper information as threatening to 

their national security policy. Eisenhower even advised the AEC to keep the general public 

confused as what the difference between fission and fusion was. Moreover, public statements 

tended to be deliberately ambiguous in order to hide the facts.
177

 They especially tried to 

conceal the truth of nuclear testing and the fallout from the public eyes while hoping they will 

have their support for defense spending. They were certain that the disclosure of the nuclear 

dangers would create anxiety throughout the U.S.
178

 

The U.S. government made several attempts to reduce public concern. They made 

several assurances to public that nuclear testing was not a health hazard. They were concerned 

that public pressure might caused the halt on nuclear testing.
 179

 The governmental officials 

maintained their pro-nuclear posture while reaffirming the public that humanity is not in 

danger. They even pointed out, that the nuclear danger was being greatly exaggerated.
180

 In 

June 1955, in their effort to regain positive image, volunteers from all over the country were 

invited to observe the nuclear test explosion.
181

 They attempted to create a positive public 

image of the nuclear testing and nuclear bombs. In their massive propaganda effort, they built 

a stadium for people to observe nuclear tests. They struggled to shift the public attention to 

more positive characteristics of nuclear power while emphasizing that nuclear testing do not 

pose health danger. In 1955, The U.S. government released the statement on nuclear fallout.  

They emphasized, that the nuclear testing created fallout dangerous only within the Nevada 

Test Site and the nuclear fallout did not pose any health hazards beyond that.
182

 The AEC 

contended that the nuclear fallout is not a safety or health issue. The AEC was in a difficult 

position due to their dual responsibilities for both the nuclear development and establishment 
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of protection arrangements. For this reason, the public tended to distrust the AEC and their 

protection provisions. Their reports which focused on dangers of fallout were regarded as 

inadequate and subjective.
183

 

They had to deal with the public debate on negative implications of possible nuclear or 

thermonuclear war and dangers of nuclear testing. They needed to convince people that 

nuclear weapons are under control and that nuclear weapons do not pose any health dangers. 

The U.S. government appointed several ad hoc committees to prepare reports on health effects 

and nuclear contamination. Moreover, agencies began sampling milk and water because of the 

possibility of contamination from testing. Also a radioactive contamination of food started to 

be a problematic issue.
184

 

The AEC denied any real danger to people from the nuclear fallout during most of the 

1950s. This information embargo was being lifted by 1958 when Strauss left the position of 

the chair of the AEC and when the U.S. officials began supporting the idea of nuclear 

education and civil readiness.
185

 Despite the growing need to start educating people on this 

problem, this change, nevertheless, did not lead to better informed population. Some 

commissioners continued to deny the hazards anyway. In response to criticism of nuclear 

testing being harmful to future generations, E. Teller in 1958 publicly recalled, that nuclear 

tests are not necessarily harmful, but might be possibly helpful.
186

 On the other hand, Joint 

Committee on Atomic Energy acknowledged that there is a possibility that even a small 

amount of radiation from the fallout in the atmosphere might increase the incidence of cancer 

and genetic damages.
187

 

Furthermore, the general fear of nuclear testing resulted in U.S. population demanding 

a moratorium on nuclear testing. The U.S. government began seriously considering if the 

moratorium was feasible and desirable. Eisenhower genuinely favored nuclear test ban. 

Eisenhower stated that the ban could be considered as desirable and as the first step toward 

more comprehensive agreements with the Soviet Union or until there was a solid agreement 
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they would never be used at war.
188

 Eisenhower strived to be perceived as a peacemaker to 

gain propaganda advantage over the Soviet Union. The U.S. government decided that 

temporary moratorium would be politically beneficial, but, nevertheless, they could not trust 

the Soviets and therefore they concluded that this agreement would be unenforceable.
189

 They 

feared that nuclear test ban could not be monitored and verifiable. In order to bolster the idea 

of nuclear test ban, Eisenhower created the President’s Science Advisory Committee as a 

counterweight to EAC,who opposed the test ban. They concluded that the test ban would be 

both advantageous and technically feasible.
190

 

Due to the growing worldwide concern over the fallout hazards, possible nuclear test 

ban was a sensitive issue. The key part of presidential democratic candidate Adlai E. 

Stevenson’s 1956 campaign was based on a promise of an end to testing nuclear weapons. He 

declared that testing of nuclear weapons threatened the biological future of the species. Till 

then, dangers of nuclear testing were not part of the public debate.
 191

 His speech brought 

nuclear fallout into presidential debates. 

On June 26 1957 a press conference, Eisenhower acknowledged, that the U.S. was 

working on a production of a clean bomb which produce no fallout. They assumed that this 

weapon which will be entirely military in its application, would be developed in a five year 

horizon.
192

 They assumed that no civilian casualties would be caused by this weapon and only 

the target which was aimed at would be destroyed. Scientists who worked on development of 

this weapon, perceived a possible suspension of the tests as a “crime against humanity”.
193

 

They perceived nuclear development as something which was done for the benefit of the 

mankind. Also, the primary idea was that clean weapons will dramatically reduce unnecessary 

civilian casualties. The suspension of nuclear testing was perceived, therefore, as not overly 

advantageous for the U.S. administrative because it would mean a suspension of the 

development of a new type of a hydrogen bomb. This need put the U.S. in a difficult position 

because in the same time, they continued with negotiations with the Soviets. Teller insisted on 

continuation of testing. He believed that nuclear testing was necessary because it would 
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enable the U.S. to maintain its military superiority.
 194

 The tests were necessary if the U.S. 

wanted to continue developing more sophisticated weapons and to be maintain its lead. There 

would have to be a suspension of all nuclear development and production and an effective 

inspection system/guarantees in order to this proposal being advantageous for the U.S. as well. 

Consequently, the U.S. had no choice but to accede to the terms of the announced 

unilateral Soviet moratorium on nuclear testing. Other possibility was public condemnation. 

Thus, on 1 November 1958 the U.S. officially began its test moratorium. This decision was 

not very hard due to the fact that they managed to perform seventy-two tests earlier that 

year.
195

 This provided enough study material and therefore the moratorium was no much of a 

limitation to them. On December 29 1959 Eisenhower announced, that given the expiration of 

the moratorium and the fact that no satisfactory agreement was in sight, they felt free to 

resume testing.
196

 

 

3. 2. Nuclear Disarmament Movement Level (1953-61) 

3. 2. 1. Nuclear Threat to the World 

In response to increasing securitization of the nuclear threat, the U.S. government 

started promoting the idea of nuclear disarmament. The initial public reaction to the 

Eisenhower’s UN Atoms for Peace speech was a general support for the U.S. administration 

in their effort. It was viewed as a sincere effort toward disarmament. Both the New York 

Times and the Washington Post affirmed that cooperation on genuine disarmament is 

essential.
197

 His speech raised hopes for possible nuclear disarmament. It signified that 

nuclear annihilation was not inevitable. Public increasingly pressured the government to 

change their policies and strengthen their disarmament negotiations. The main theme of 

public debate was that nuclear arsenals comprise so many weapons that they could put an end 

to all life on earth and there is no defense against such annihilation. Pacifists groups called for 
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unilateral disarmament and nonviolent Gandhian disobedient actions directed against nuclear 

weapons.
198

 

The primary concern was that the Soviet Union possessed nuclear weapons. The 

perception of imminent and inevitable nuclear conflict led anti-nuclear movement to promote 

the idea of nuclear disarmament and international control of nuclear power. The threat of 

nuclear war increased significantly after both the Soviet Union and the U.S. expressed their 

determination to develop thermonuclear weapon. Oppenheimer was using its influence to 

strongly oppose thermonuclear weapons development and to raise public awareness on the 

implications of nuclear and more importantly thermonuclear war. As a result, Oppenheimer 

was seen as a huge threat to the government and his security clearance was revoked.
199

 The 

threat of acute nuclear annihilation worsened with the existence of thermonuclear arsenal. 

Thermonuclear weapon test brought into the picture a more acute vision of the end of the 

world. The 1952 test followed article titles such as “How to End a World: The Truth about the 

Bomb.”
200

 The nuclear threat began spreading throughout popular culture and created strong 

anxiety among the American population. People felt increasingly threatened by the theoretical 

possibility of a Soviet nuclear attack. Linus Pauling stated that nuclear arms race would lead 

to world catastrophe.
201

 

Also the development of intercontinental ballistic missiles made the nuclear attack 

against the U.S. more likely. ICBMs changed the nuclear balance, which further inspired 

nuclear disarmament movement. Schweitzer acknowledged, that with the intercontinental 

ballistic missiles and other technological advancements, the nuclear attack could occur within 

thirty minutes since its launching and it could be expected that an enemy will use the nuclear 

weapon on large cities. Schweitzer securitized the nuclear attack as continuous destruction: 

“In an atomic war there would be neither conqueror nor vanquished. During such a 

bombardment both sides would suffer the same fate.”
202

 He warned that such nuclear war 

would be suicidal. Anti-nuclear activist started to appeal to the public with their message that 

nuclear holocaust is closer than one could have thought. Human errors are part of human 
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nature and nuclear encounter can happen by accident. But even if everything works 

automatically by electronics, there is still some room for errors. 

However, Brodie proclaimed that total nuclear disarmament would not be reasonable 

because potential violation of international agreements would be too easy and the risks to the 

non-violator would be enormous. Nevertheless, he admitted, nuclear arms race creates huge 

risks and states should strive to reduce the nuclear danger.
203

 Also military strategist H. Kahn 

promoted the idea that totally disarmed world is senseless. The development of thermonuclear 

weapons only deepens this idea because it would be too easy to hide hundreds of these 

weapons. Mutual distrust and suspicion would pressure states to stockpile weapons covertly 

which would compel other countries to withdraw from such disarmament agreements and 

follow suit. Moreover, because the violation was so easy, we must presume that countries 

would tend to hide some weapons preventively because they had anticipated others might do 

the same.
 
Therefore, such total disarmament would be possible only if an international 

authority with a power to destroy potential nuclear candidate existed.
204

  No state would risk it 

in the thermonuclear age 

Kahn stressed, that thermonuclear war do not inevitably result in a total mutual 

annihilation. He did not agree with the saying that nobody wins a suicide pact. According to 

him, thermonuclear war would not end in mutual suicide and the attacked country would only 

be affected economically. Moreover, de declared, that states should build whatever weapon is 

needed to make retaliation talk at least look reliable and effective.
205

 He believed that 

maximum deterrence is essential. On the contrary, Kahn opposed strategists who argued that 

it does not make a difference whether the overkilling is done by factor two or ten, still it is an 

unnecessary armament. Kahn opposed such theories and maintains his maximum overkill 

stance.
206

 He presented a hypothetical Doomsday Machine, which could destroy all human 

life, while being triggered automatically if certain amount of nuclear weapons exploded over 

the U.S. This threat of total annihilation would not be under human control or final decision. 

207
 It is the ultimate deterrent. Because people would not have any control over it, it would be 

automatic, in the result it would be the ultimate nuclear deterrent. 
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The image of the threat of nuclear global war was highly intensified by several novels 

and movies. These popular works has a huge impact on the overall construction of the threat. 

The 1957 novel On the Beach written by Nevil Shute depicted the world after the nuclear 

escalation in which a series of nuclear attacks polluted the whole northern hemisphere with 

radioactivity and the radioactive cloud slowly moved to Australia, the only remaining 

habitable place. They stated that human race would be completely wiped out by radioactivity: 

“The human race was to be wiped out and the world made clean again for wiser occupants 

without undue delay.”
208

  

The movie On the beach released in 1959, based on a 1957 bestseller novel of the 

same title, depicts the aftermath of the fictional World War III. The movie suggested that 

nuclear global war would have occurred with the Soviet Union firing the nuclear surprise 

attack because they did not think the U.S. would retaliate. The nuclear war completely 

destroyed and polluted northern hemisphere, while the rest of the world was preparing for the 

moment when the nuclear radioactivity reaches them and destroys the whole civilization. The 

movie focuses on the soon to be dead people, who mostly choose suicide pills rather than face 

radiation sickness. The movie depicted a clear appeal of several anti-nuclear activists, that 

there was still time to reconsider such national policies.
209

 Movies and novels often depicted 

how the civilization might end and how only few people would have survived the global-scale 

nuclear holocaust.
210

 They usually suggested that nuclear war might occur as an accident and 

misjudgment of situation of decision makers. Popular culture often took an extremely pacifist 

view that the fear of extinction was imminent. These fatalistic movies insinuated that civil 

defense systems could not save the civilization because radiation would spread across the 

globe despite the existence of fallout shelters. Then, also a vision of an annihilistic total 

nuclear war itself and statements that mutual deterrence is suicidal is based on an assumption 

that there is no effective defense against such an attack.
 211

 

Several novels also reflected the fear of nuclear war and urged the governments not to 

act rashly and to reconsider current policies.  The 1958 novel Red Alert emphasized how 
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easily the nuclear war could be sparked off if one general failed to follow its orders.
212

 A 

securitization of an accidental or unintentional launch was widespread. 

The government launched the civil defense program called Operation Alert which was 

mostly ignored by the American public and several cities even refused to participate in its 

defense preparations enactment. Faced with ineffective civil defense system, more radical 

groups chose more direct opposition to civil defense programs. Individuals from the Catholic 

Workers, the War Resisters League, or the Fellowship of Reconciliation launched nonviolent 

civil disobedience actions such as refusal to take shelter. They claimed that the only purpose 

of these drills was to disseminate fear. Instead of participating in the drills, they often hold 

protests signs or prayers. 
213

 They criticize these programs for deluding public that the nuclear 

war is survivable. These drills frightened people and for this reason, they were later cancelled. 

These civil defense drills meant to form an idea that even in a thermonuclear age, there was 

still hope that civilization might survive. 

 

3. 2. 2. Nuclear Threat to the U.S. 

Peace activists also often securitized how superfluous and dangerous nuclear arms 

race was. The study Speak Truth to Power, issued by peace activists in 1955, acknowledged, 

that arms races has never built peace in history. Despite deterrent value of such arsenals, wars 

have always broken out. Why then build nuclear arsenal with such an uncertain hope that 

history will not repeat itself. Moreover, in strongly opposed nuclear strikes against China.
214

 

They strongly appealed to the U.S. as a moral country which cannot do such thing. These 

surprise attack were securitized as a threat to the U.S. because these nuclear power would 

retaliate on American cities. Gradually, anti-nuclear sentiment began spreading also 

throughout the newspapers. In the New York Times, James Reston noted that waging nuclear 

or thermonuclear war would not serve any national or human values.
215
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The nuclear threat to the society started to be more and more securitized. The 

existence of thermonuclear weapons brought into the discourse the imminence of the nuclear 

threat and also significantly higher risks of nuclear accidents and misjudgments which could 

potentially produce total destruction of any American city. Brodie admitted that in the 

thermonuclear age, offensive doctrine was more rational than ever before.
216

 On the other 

hand, the mere existence of thermonuclear weapons and the strategy of massive retaliation 

make the nuclear war more improbable and unthinkable due to the threat of escalation.
217

 

Therefore the introduction of thermonuclear weapons brought about such high risks that it 

increased the probability of the use of tactical nuclear weapons in limited nuclear wars. Even 

though their employment was considered to be more likely in Europe, nevertheless, it 

increased the likelihood of the use of nuclear weapon which might escalate and threaten also 

the U.S. 

Joseph Alsop declared rules of nuclear war since it is a possible but improbable 

outcome. First, that first blow must be the last to prevent a nuclear exchange. Second, the 

aggressor requires an overwhelming superiority of force to completely destroy enemy’s 

nuclear forces to prevent any retaliation. Third, retaliation entails that a small number of 

nuclear forces must survive enemy’s attack. Forth, survival of retaliatory forces is a certain 

deterrent of nuclear aggression. Nevertheless, he presupposes that purely accidental 

malfunction might cause a holocaust. 
218

 The key message is that, however improbable, the 

attack must be massive if an attack is needed. Furthermore, numerical advantage is essential. 

Also the first priority target must be the enemy’s strategic retaliatory capabilities, then their 

cities.
219

 The first strike capability itself implies that destruction of enemy’s retaliatory power 

is a necessary primary goal. But even if the U.S. had the first strike capability, it would have 

most likely provoked the enemy to attack first in order to prevent the U.S. to take the initiative. 

220
 The intention of striking first before being hit itself might worsen the crisis and trigger an 

enemy attack. Then, the U.S. would be the one receiving the first strike. In situation when 

strategy of the preventive war has been officially rejected as a policy, the U.S. must rely on a 
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deterrent strategy.
221

 Accordingly, the U.S. defense policy must ensure primarily that 

retaliatory forces are protected against enemy attack.
222

 In order to prevent an attack on 

homeland, the U.S. must ensure protection of their second strike capability.  

In order to desecuritize such imminent fear, scientific community often emphasized a 

need to possess a reliable nuclear deterrence. Nuclear weapons could not be perceived as 

being just another weapon since they are predominantly strategic weapons.
223

 Also Snyder 

considered nuclear weapons primarily in the context of its deterrent role. 
224

 Nuclear 

deterrence as a strategic instrument is based on an assumption, that the retaliation forces 

would hopefully never be used. 
225

  This nuclear deterrence strategy worked as a guarantee 

that nuclear powers would not start such a disastrous nuclear attack against each other and, 

thus, created an image that American society was safe as long as the U.S. nuclear deterrence 

was credible. Brodie also contemplated the stability of a situation of mutual deterrence. The 

stable situation do not derived from the symmetry of their offensive nuclear power. It is the 

situation where neither side is tempted to strike first because gains would be overshadowed by 

tremendous costs.
226

 This, in the extent, gave justification to the possession of nuclear 

weapons. 

Albert Wohlstetter further developed Brodie’s  theory of nuclear deterrence. He 

stressed that deterrence, called the delicate balance of terror, is feasible, but not automatic. 

Wohlstetter concluded, that universal acceptance of deterrence is faulty and also extremely 

dangerous.
227

 He indicated that the nuclear optimism is unprecedented and has no solid 

ground. Also, nuclear deterrence strategy by itself will not remove the danger of accidental 

nuclear war or reduce the inflicted damage if deterrence failed. Moreover, nuclear deterrence 

is not adequate for periphery crises.
228
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As nuclear arsenal moved toward nuclear parity, many scientists began arguing, that 

numerical superiority in nuclear weapons is not important, because certain small number of 

thermonuclear weapons is a sufficient and reliable deterrent.
229

 Others supported the idea that 

the main threat is the growth of Soviet nuclear striking power and, therefore, numerical 

superiority matters. This gave justification to unlimited nuclear arms race which in response 

only fueled the perception of nuclear threat. 

Nuclear deterrence theory is based on an assumption that nuclear weapons induce 

stability because both enemies would perceive the risks of nuclear war as being too high. On 

the contrary, particular group of political scientists maintained a nuclear revisionist approach 

while stating that nuclear weapons have a limited both military and diplomatic value. They 

admitted that nuclear weapons induced wars, but questioned whether American superiority 

was essential to this restraint. This idea was later developed into more radical nuclear nihilism 

represented by J. Mueller and his hypothesis of nuclear weapons' essential irrelevance for 

international stability. This means that the nuclear weapons did not inhibit wars during the 

Cold War by themselves. The image of conventional war between two blocks of power was a 

sufficient deterrent.
230

 

 

3. 2. 3. Nuclear Threat to an Individual 

Anti-nuclear movement continued to campaign more actively for the testing ban 

because it was perceived as a more achievable goal. The general idea of anti-nuclear 

movement was that first they had to achieve a stop of nuclear testing which would then enable 

them to pursue total nuclear disarmament in the future. They began to securitize the threat of 

nuclear testing which was the most visual example of the nuclear threat. 

In 1951 most nuclear testing was moved to Nevada Test Site. Initially, people living 

nearby started calling themselves downwinders. They felt not overly threatened by nuclear 

testing. This perception changed in 1953 with increasing occurrences of radiation poisoning. 

Despite increasing nuclear dangers, people were warned only not to consume local milk and 

dairy products.
231

 People started to perceive nuclear testing as a threat to an individual. Even 
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before the 1954 nuclear testing series occurred, nuclear scientists tried to appeal to the U.S. 

government explaining that further testing was unnecessary and dangerous to humans. 

Protests against nuclear weapons increased exponentially after 1954 nuclear testing series, 

which shown how deadly hydrogen bombs could be. James R. Arnold titled them “Tests on 

Human Beings.”
232

 Another red flag occurred in 1955, when radioactive rain fell on Chicago. 

Americans started to perceive nuclear fallout as a silent killer, especially after radioactive 

strontium-90 began emerging in wheat and milk.
233

  

Nuclear motive was spread throughout the whole culture. Many movies, novels, 

comics, poems and even television series started to reflect the full-scale nuclear scare. But 

nevertheless, only a small part of public was asking for the change and for the ban of the 

testing. The word atomic was being used as a synonym to words such as modern or 

progressive and nuclear power was perceived as a utopian source of energy which could heal 

world problems and satisfy all human needs. Nuclear optimism suggested, in the beginning, 

that the future of nuclear power as promising. The 1954 movie The Atomic Kid quite 

interestingly signify that radioactivity was still quite an unknown phenomenon. This comedy 

depicts a man who was accidentally exposed to the biggest ever nuclear bomb blast while 

searching for uranium in order to sell it and get rich. Instead of showing a real suffering, they 

portrayed him as a radioactive man, who is well and is even able to sell his remarkable story. 

Glowing with radioactivity, the first ever radioactive man who survived a nuclear blast, he is 

suddenly shown as the most important man in the world.
234

 Radioactivity was portrayed as 

hugely profitable business, a way how nobody became somebody. This changed in mid 1950s 

when the debate following the thermonuclear test sparked off a massive reaction in general 

public which began asking for details on thermonuclear weapons and the health consequences 

of such nuclear tests. After the 1954 test, they started to fear of nuclear fallout from nuclear 

testing and began demanding also a halt on all nuclear tests due to their concerns over 

radiation.  

Linus Pauling, influential scientists, peace activist, and a Nobel Prize winner, along 

with his wife Ava Helen Pauling, made several speeches and papers about the world peace 

and dangers from nuclear testing. Pauling also wrote a letter to Eisenhower, informing him 
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about the movement to ban the testing, and asking him to reconsider his nuclear testing 

policy.
235

 Pauling, in the name of American scientists, drafted An Appeal by American 

Scientist to the Government and People of the World, in which they urged that an 

international agreement to stop nuclear testing must be made immediately. They demanded 

the ban on testing because it releases burden of radioactivity all over the world while causing 

damage that leads “to an increase in the number of seriously defective children that will be 

born in future generations.”
236

 The center of the securitization was a concern over the health 

risks and the damage endangering future generations and cause children to be defective. The 

Petition implied that in the situation where only three countries possessed nuclear weapons 

the establishment of international control is still feasible. According to the Petition, if the 

possession of nuclear weapons spread, there would be an increased danger that an 

irresponsible national leader will use nuclear weapons in the reckless action.
237

 An 

international agreement to stop the testing was seen as a first step toward abolition of nuclear 

weapons. The Petition subsequently signed about two thousand geneticists and other scientists 

by June 1957 and more than nine thousand by early 1958. Among them was Herman J. Muller 

who won Nobel Price on a discovery that a radiation causes mutations.  

Pauling considered nuclear testing to be a catastrophe for human race.
238

 Also in 1955, 

Einstein and B. Russell issued a Manifesto, which on behalf of the whole human race urged 

the world leaders to renounce nuclear weapons and to resolve their conflicts peacefully 

because nuclear weapon will be otherwise necessarily employed in the future world war. It 

warned that radioactivity was still something unknown and thermonuclear weapons might 

destroy the whole human race.
239

 They securitized the threat of nuclear weapons as a threat to 

the whole humanity in order to accumulate support to ban the nuclear testing. The 

securitization appeals were stressing the threat to the whole humanity, but their aim was to 
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emphasize that it might be a threat to each individual because no one could determine how far 

really radioactivity reached. 

In late 1950s, a full scale nuclear radiation scare was present in the whole U.S. Several 

groups were formed with the goal of informing people about the facts of radiation. They 

issued radioactivity studies, baby tooth surveys and massive collections of them, and tested 

radioactive cow’s milk which proved to be especially dangerous to children more than to 

adults.
240

 To prove radioactive fallout from the testing, Barry Commoner began collecting 

baby teeth from children in the whole U.S. These baby teeth contained radioactive elements 

which could emerge in teeth only by testing.
241

 Baby teeth survey began to symbolize anti-

nuclear testing struggle. 

What we might call family concerns became the main securitization topic of peace 

activism in 1950s. Anti-nuclear activism switched its focus into non violent civil disobedience 

actions where Nevada Test Site functioned as a central focal point of such activities. They 

established The Committee to Stop H-Bomb Tests and formed the Committee for Non-Violent 

Action. They often tried to penetrate the test site in order to disrupt scheduled nuclear tests. 

They usually explained their actions in the way that they had to risk their freedom in order to 

save unborn children of the world. They claimed that as fathers and mothers, they opposed 

endangering the lives of children.
242

 As concerned parents they would risk their lives for the 

lives of their children. They securitized nuclear testing as a thing which should concern every 

responsible parent in America because everybody was affected by such nuclear testing. They 

were emphasizing immorality of every single nuclear test. 

In response to the government announcement that they were reinstating nuclear testing 

in the Marshall Islands, in order to raise a public awareness, anti-nuclear activists sailed a ship 

Golden Rule into the nuclear testing zone. They hoped they would arouse the conscience of 

the world to end the production of nuclear weapons.
243 

 They were more or less ad hoc efforts 

to turn public opinion in their direction but, even though media began covering these stories, 

public opinion nevertheless did not incline significantly toward their agenda. This changed by 
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the late 1950s when several studies about the health risks from nuclear testing were starting to 

be published. 

The Committee for a SANE Nuclear Policy (SANE) was formed in 1957 by anti-

nuclear activists and pacifists such as Norman Cousins and Clarence Pickett. SANE became 

the most influential and most visible peace organization supported by many prominent public 

figures including Eleanor Roosevelt, Dr. Benjamin Spock, and Bertrand Russell. SANE 

adopted the popular demand for an end to nuclear testing and ban the bomb agenda. They 

emphasized that they strived toward comprehensive disarmament in the future.
244

 They 

focused on public education and informing the general public about the dangers of nuclear 

testing. One of SANE’s spokespersons, Dr. Benjamin Spock, was frequently being shown in 

news with a girl in order to highlight the statement that nuclear fallout pose an imminent 

threat to the health of all children.
245

  

In 1957, Albert Schweitzer’s statement Declaration of Conscience was broadcasted 

worldwide from Oslo. In his speech, he pointed out, that all three nuclear countries usually 

openly proclaimed their intentions to end the testing of nuclear weapons and to reach a joint 

agreement, but they do not really indented to do it. He declared that the main reason why 

nuclear testing is not halted is that there is no public pressure on them in these countries.
246

 

He called upon the governments that if they really want to end nuclear testing, as they are 

openly declaring, reaching an agreement should not be as problematic. Later in his appeals 

from Oslo in 1958, he stressed, that in spite of the fact how the U.S. trivialized the radiation 

problem, the nuclear testing and the radioactive fallout was an imminent danger to the 

population. He especially called for involvement of women in this ban-the-testing effort.
247

 

On the basis of the perception of nuclear testing as the main threat causing health problems of 

future generation, he appealed on the femininity which should safeguard the future generation 

and secure the health of their babies. Furthermore, Schweitzer stressed that nuclear testing 

threatened everyone: “Mankind is imperiled by the tests. Mankind insists that they stop, and 
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has every right to do so.”
248

 He securitized the nuclear testing again as a threat to mankind in 

order to mobilize the worldwide opinion. His appeal had a great impact worldwide which was 

translated into a massive anti-nuclear test ban movement. 

In 1955, the polls signified that 67 percent of the American public favored arms 

reduction agreement among major powers.
249

 The 1958 Gallup poll suggested that 70 percent 

favored international agreement to general ban to production of nuclear weapons.
250

 

Consequently, the U.S. suspension of nuclear testing was perceived as a huge success of this 

movement. The anti-nuclear movement significantly impacted the outcome to establish 

nuclear testing moratorium which was also hugely favored by the general public. By 1959, the 

extension of the moratorium was favored by 77 percent of Americans.
251

  

 

3. 2. 4. Nuclear Threat to the Environment 

In response to Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace speech, people started linking nuclear 

weapons with nuclear power plants, which were not perceived as an existential threat. This 

perspective was reversed by the 1954 U.S. thermonuclear test on Bikini atoll which severely 

contaminated a vast area by its fallout. Prior to 1954 test A Los Alamos laboratory warned 

that water near the explosion would be a radioactive witch's brew with the potential to poison 

the whole U.S. arms forces.
252

 Not only those Marshall Islands inhabitants needed to be 

hospitalized, but due to the land contamination, they needed to be also permanently resettled. 

People started asking what the real effects of nuclear explosions are. Information about the 

contamination of milk, grass, wheat, fishes, and radioactive rain started to be increasingly 

securitized. 

However, environmental effects of nuclear testing were still regarded as not overly 

important in comparison to damages which radioactivity could inflict upon population. James 

R. Arnold even argued that the U.S. nuclear testing should have been performed exclusively 
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on American soil because they were their own risks to take in order to be secure. Moreover, 

Americans should not protest against such testing because they served the national security.
253

 

The public had limited amount of information about the effects of nuclear testing because the 

government kept them secret in order to shield governmental policies from public critique. 

They were concerned that if the public knew about the radioactive fallout issue, it would kill 

their civilian defense programs.
254

 

Nevertheless, increasingly, environmental damage of the food products caused by 

nuclear testing was in the center of the securitization debate. Several organizations together 

with the U.S. Public Health Service began sampling mainly milk and water. Also baby Tooth 

Survey was launched in order to determine effects of testing on humans. The research showed 

that radioactive levels were often much higher in wheat or vegetables than in milk. However, 

the hazards in milk were publicized the most. Media presented the picture of a milk bottle 

with skull and crossbones.
255

 The widespread fear of nuclear testing focus primarily on a 

damage caused on humans, environmental damage was not regarded with the same alarmist 

view. However, the public debate increasingly focused on the damage caused on environment 

products which were being consumed.  

Also, the anti-nuclear movement began securitizing the dangers of radioactive 

pollution of air by itself. They perceived nuclear testing within the context of “the immorality 

of poisoning the air.”
256

 SANE’s statement We Are Facing A Danger Unlike Any Danger That 

Has Ever Existed…, which appeared originally on November 15 1957 New York Times, was 

reprinted in several other newspapers. They emphasized, that the government’s approach to 

the danger is completely unequal to the actual danger and called to immediate suspension of 

nuclear testing. Moreover, the human community had the right to breathe unpoisoned air and 

to work on uncontaminated soil.
257

 They securitized that nuclear testing endangering 

Americans and poisoning its environment was the true existential threat to the U.S. 
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4. The Construction of the Nuclear Threat and First Nuclear-

Weapons Control Treaties, 1961-1969 

 

“Total war makes no sense in an age when great powers can maintain large 

and relatively invulnerable nuclear forces and refuse to surrender without 

resort to those forces. It makes no sense in an age when a single nuclear 

weapon contains almost ten times the explosive force delivered by all the 

allied air forces in the Second World War. It makes no sense in an age when 

the deadly poisons produced by a nuclear exchange would be carried by 

wind and water and soil and seed to the far corners of the globe and to 

generations yet unborn.”
258

 

 

The third examined period corresponds with the presidency of John F. Kennedy and 

Lyndon B. Johnson.
259

 The Soviet Union violated its voluntary unilateral moratorium and 

conducted the largest ever nuclear explosion in October 1961. China performed its first 

nuclear test in 1964 and France tested its first hydrogen weapon in 1968. Also, in 1967 the 

Latin America was declared a nuclear-weapon-free zone. By the early 1960s, the U.S. 

governmental level struggled with the moratorium on nuclear testing. The nuclear discourse 

of 1960s was framed primarily by the aftermath of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis and the 

1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty which resulted in a decline of anti-nuclear movement. Also the 

signing of the Non-Proliferation Treaty in 1968 represents a watershed in construction of 

nuclear threat.  

 

4.1. Governmental level (1963-1969) 

4. 1. 1. Threat of Nuclear War and Possible Annihilation of the Civilization 

During Kennedy’s presidential campaign, when he referred to a novel On the Beach, 

he promised that he will not be “the President of a nation perishing under the mushroom cloud 
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of nuclear holocaust.”
260

 This is a remarkable rhetorical statement because previous 

administrations usually refused to acknowledge the mere existence of such movies and novels 

because they perceived it as threatening to national security policy. Furthermore, Kennedy 

acknowledged the mushroom cloud as a symbol of nuclear threat to the U.S. 

Also, Kennedy declared that war was no longer a rational alternative and mankind 

must put an end to war before the war put an end on mankind.
261

 In personal correspondence, 

Kennedy was gravely concerned about the possible outcomes of a potential nuclear weapons 

attack and the prospects of the nuclear war. He even expressed his view that it would be 

preferable to be among the dead than among the ones who survived.
262

 The one who survived 

would envy the dead. In order to protest the American population, Kennedy announced that 

new shelter program was an immediate national objective. He ordered to improve air-raid 

warnings and fallout detection systems and declared that it would be a failure of their 

responsibility not to save those families which would not be directly hit by the nuclear blast 

and would be saved in shelters.
263

 He suggested that the U.S. government must fulfill their 

responsibility to American families and protect the public as much as possible, in this case by 

building public and private shelters. Nevertheless, the program met strong opposition by the 

anti-nuclear movement and, subsequently, also by the Congress, who did not give approval to 

the program.
264

 

 

Cuban Missile Crisis 

Cuban Missile Crisis portrayed how the discourse of the threat of nuclear war 

intensified and underwent a radical securitization. The U.S. government officials were very 

anxious about the possibility that Soviets might began constructing nuclear missiles in Cuba. 

In response to Soviet involvement in Cuban anti-aircraft missiles defense buildup, Kennedy 

publicly warned the Soviets, that if offensive ground-to-ground missiles were placed in Cuba, 

it would cause the gravest unease and the U.S. would prevent it by whatever means will be 
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necessary.
265

 On September 13 1962 Kennedy reaffirmed that if Cuba would become an 

offensive military base for the Soviet Union, then the U.S. would do whatever it could in 

order to protect itself and its allies.
266

 This was both a warning and a way to assure the public 

there is no imminent threat. It served also as a securitizing move and a declaration of what 

they perceived as an existential threat. 

The Soviet Union started installing offensive nuclear missiles days later. This action 

represented something the U.S. officials would have never anticipated due to their prior 

declaration of their existential threat. After the discovery of those missiles in October, the U.S. 

top officials were deeply shocked. Kennedy was horrified by the prospects of nuclear 

escalation. There were several possible scenarios, presented at ExComm meetings, from 

which to choose in order to prevent nuclear strike exchange. Kennedy was quite skeptical 

about military solutions. Kennedy’s primary concern was that the nuclear escalation should be 

prevented. His decision was based on a precondition that the chosen first step would lessen 

the chances of a nuclear exchange which was seen as a final failure.
267

 Employment of 

nuclear weapons was seen as a final failure resulting in nuclear holocaust. 

From the beginning, both surprise air strikes and invasion were considered as their 

primary options. But military action had severe downfalls which led Kennedy to prefer 

diplomatic solutions. A blockade, for the intended purposes called as quarantine, was, 

therefore, chosen as a first step. The immediate comparison of missiles in Turkey as an 

equivalent those in Cuba was later transformed in the suggestion that the missiles in Turkey 

would be taken out if those in Cuba were as well.
268

 This trading of missiles for those in 

Turkey was not overly optimistic because it was regarded as a form of appeasement. 

McNamara was gravely concerned that even though Soviets would not authorize the attack 

against the U.S., they may, nevertheless, be launched by accident or by a rogue action by 

individuals.
269

 

On October 22, Kennedy informed American public about the covert Soviet offensive 

nuclear buildup in Cuba and the order to a strict quarantine on offensive military shipments to 

                                                 

265
 KENNEDY, John F. Statement by President John F. Kennedy on Cuba, September 4, 1962. Available online 

at https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/jfkstate.htm. 
266

  KENNEDY, John F. The President's News Conference, September 13, 1962. Available online at 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=8867. 
267

 STERN, Sheldon M. The Week the World Stood Still: Inside the Secret Cuban Missile Crisis. Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2005, p.59. 
268

 STERN, Sheldon M. The Week the World Stood Still: Inside the Secret Cuban Missile Crisis. Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2005, pp.40-57. 
269

 STERN, Sheldon M. The Week the World Stood Still: Inside the Secret Cuban Missile Crisis. Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2005, p. 56. 

https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/jfkstate.htm
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=8867


68 

 

Cuba. He highlighted that the purpose of this could be only to provide a nuclear strike 

capability against the Western Hemisphere and the U.S. was prepared even for a full 

retaliatory response. He added that that the U.S. would not risk the costs of nuclear war nor 

would they shrink from that.
270

 The presence of Soviet medium-range ballistic missiles in 

Cuba was labeled as an existential threat because they were offensive and they were 

disrupting the integrity of the Western hemisphere. Also they needed to object the installation 

of the missiles because, otherwise, the Soviet Union might do something more direct and 

unacceptable next time. More importantly, they needed to maintain credible nuclear policy 

and, consequently, to punish the Soviet Union for this offensive act of provocation. 

The Crisis also showed that Kennedy favored public diplomacy over the private one. 

This public confrontation could be seen during the Cuban missile crisis when he chose 

television broadcasts over diplomatic direct channels. Patterson suggests that it was because 

they wanted to wash away their shame and they sought revenge for the Bay of Pigs failure. 

But by choosing this form of a rhetoric action, he significantly increased the chances of 

war.
271

 States do not practice open diplomacy and negotiations as easily as they do by private 

channels.. Also it was television and his general likeliness what help him to win the election. 

They were aware of the fact that the public confrontation would cause public mobilization and 

panic, put they were not overly disturbed by this consequence. 

On 24 October 1962, when the blockade took effect, the alert status of Strategic Air 

Command was for the first time in history raised to Defcon 2 (Defense Readiness Condition). 

The U.S. top officials were frightened that the Soviet Union might use nuclear weapons and 

trigger the nuclear exchange. Kennedy was skeptical about this outcome when he pointed out 

that the use of any kind of nuclear weapons means great risks of nuclear escalation into 

general nuclear war.
272

 He perceived it realistically, but nevertheless, the possibility was still 

very real. 

The U.S. government securitized the whole crisis with the language insinuating that 

the end of the world might be a near possibility because once the crisis escalates into using 

military force there would be no turning back. The accurate example of their securitization 

move happened during the UN NSC meeting, when the U.S. ambassador to the U.N. 
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Stevenson emphasized that the U.S. demanded that the Soviet Union acknowledges they were 

placing missiles in Cuba. Stevenson stressed: “I am prepared to wait for my answer until hell 

freezes over, if that’s your decision.”
273

 

The fact that a withdrawal of those missiles has been ensured by a pledge not to invade 

Cuba and with a secret promise to withdraw reciprocally the U.S. missiles from Turkey 

signify the political use of nuclear weapons as a instrument of diplomacy. The Cuban missile 

crisis created a turning point in Kennedy’s thinking. With securitized threat of nuclear war 

and with the world being close to the brink of a nuclear holocaust, he chose to restrain the U.S. 

nuclear arsenal. He began advocating for a nuclear moderation and nuclear arms control 

negotiations because nuclear arms race presented a vicious circle of suspicion breeding 

another arms race.  

The successful conclusion of the crisis opened a window of opportunity for the 

process of détente. In June 1963, Kennedy spoke publicly also about the desirability of 

general and complete nuclear disarmament. He spoke about the need for a world peace which 

is not enforced on the world by the U.S. weapons. He stated that in the nuclear age, total war 

makes no sense and peace is the only rational end. In the case of total nuclear war, whole 

civilization would be destroyed within the first 24 hours.
274

  He disagreed with common ideas 

of inevitability of war and labeled them as defeatist. Because the nuclear weapons are 

manmade, then their problems can be resolved by man as well.
 
 

Kennedy used opportunity after signing the Limited Test Ban Treaty (LTBT) to shift 

public attention to the problem of spiraling nuclear arms race which produced more instability 

which again produces more tensions. He warned that the full-scale nuclear war could wipe out 

more than 300 million Americans, Europeans, and Russians, all in less than 60 minutes. To 

express more clearly the imminence of this everyday threat and to illustrate the scale of 

potential devastation, he added that in that situation, the survivors would envy the dead. Also, 

he insinuated that nuclear war could occur without people even knowing how and why.
275

 

This statement suggests that nuclear was would be highly irrational. He acknowledged that 

nuclear arms buildup do not ensure national security.  
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Johnson’s presidency 

Taking into account the circumstances of Kennedy assassination, it was only logical 

for Lyndon Johnson to honor President Kennedy’s memory by following up with his ideals 

and concerns over the nuclear scare to make sure Kennedy did not die in vain.
276

 President 

Johnson chose an extraordinary tone for his 1964 presidential campaign. His presidential 

campaign spot depicted a girl counting daisy petal from one to ten. The image then changed 

into counting from ten to zero which ended with the image of nuclear bomb explosion 

insinuating that stakes were too high.
277

 This clip insinuated that voting for his rival would 

lead to increased dangers of a nuclear war. While preceding presidential candidates were 

frequently raising the bomb issue and threatening with the possibility of nuclear war, this 

presidential campaign escalated into popular nuclear madness. The anti-campaign bumper 

stickers asserted slogans with nuclear threats like “IN YOUR GUT YOU KNOW HE’S 

NUTS” and “STAMP OUT PEACE—VOTE GOLDWATER.”
278

 Johnson continued with the 

strategy of nuclear deterrence in order to deter nuclear attacks against the U.S. He emphasized 

that the U.S. would not hesitate to use nuclear weapons if needed. Johnson declared its policy 

of prevention of war, but winning the war if needed: “We intend to bury no one, and we do 

not intend to be buried.”
279

 He securitized the threat of nuclear war which could be prevented 

only by responsible governmental policy. Also, in 1967, Johnson proclaimed that the war in 

Vietnam is waged for the purpose to reduce the Communist power in Southeast Asia, in order 

to reduce the chances of a much larger war, probably even a nuclear war.
280

 He justified the 

U.S. engagement in the Vietnam War by suggesting, that without them, the threat of general 

nuclear war would substantially increase. 

The speech made by Secretary of Defense R. McNamara in 1967 was an important 

proclamation of the U.S. deterrence policy titled as deterrence of nuclear aggression which is 

based on an assured-destruction capability. He proclaimed, that the official policy of the U.S. 

continued to be an ability to deter nuclear attack, upon the U.S. or its allies and to be able to 
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retaliate even after a surprise attack.
281

 The policy known as mutually assured destruction 

(MAD) was based on an assumption, that they must be able to survive an attack on their 

retaliatory forces and population in order to be capable to strike back to destroy the 

aggressor’s whole society. McNamara declared that first-strike capability in fact means the 

elimination of enemy’s retaliatory second-strike forces. Therefore the U.S. can never allow 

other state to possess a first-strike capability in order to be able to deter aggression.
282

 

McNamara declared that the deterrence theory implies that stockpiling nuclear weapons was 

not done for preparation for war where they were to be used, but to prevent that they would 

not be employed by the enemy. This was being ensured by Soviets believing that their nuclear 

first strike would cause massive U.S. retaliation. Before McNamara made this statement, 

MAD theory was used exclusively within scholar field. 

 

4. 1. 2. Threat of Use of Nuclear Weapons and Limited War Plans 

The threat of the employment of nuclear weapons was securitized by nuclear 

deterrence strategies. Kennedy continued with Eisenhower’s strategy of giving primary 

emphasis on protection of nuclear retaliatory forces from nuclear surprise attack.
283

 In his 

1961 Message to the Congress, Kennedy announced that the primary purpose of their nuclear 

arms is to make sure they will never be used, to deter and convince potential aggressors that 

any attack would be futile. He declared that the U.S. would never launch a nuclear attack as 

first.
284

 They securitized the use of nuclear weapons and how it would affect other countries. 

Their defense policy was based on a deterrence counterforce policy, to deter potential 

aggressors and to display the effectiveness of the flexible nuclear and conventional armament 

and its bargaining power. During Kennedy administration, nuclear weapons were used mainly 

as a foreign policy tool.  

The threat of the use of nuclear weapons was usually embodied by the possibility of 

disrupting nuclear balance. In his presidential campaign, Kennedy often exploited the theme 

of a supposed missile gap in nuclear capabilities. He warned that the Soviet Union was 
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winning the nuclear arms race and the Cold War in overall. Presumed stronger Soviet nuclear 

capability was being often mentioned in order to harness the public opinion and, later, to 

justify nuclear development spending.  Kennedy administration later ordered a substantial 

enlargement of their nuclear capabilities, in order to strengthen their ability of flexible 

response. This in the result meant to be able to meet any kind of threat by all kinds of means, 

in which unconventional weapons held a prominent place.
285

 Flexible response deterrent 

strategy was based on an assumption of preparedness on every threat with every weapon 

which might be needed. He acknowledged that both conventional and nuclear forces must be 

adequate, modern, and mobile to better assure the ability to respond to any crisis in every part 

of the world at any moment.
286

 This ordered extensive nuclear buildup caused an increase by 

150 percent of nuclear weapons. This buildup occurred partially because Kennedy believed in 

nuclear superiority and personally opposed the idea of nuclear parity.
287

 He believed that only 

nuclear superiority would ensure their survival. 

The overall purpose of this strategy was to send a message to the Soviet Union and 

threaten them with more credible deterrent of unacceptable damage. When Kennedy learned 

about the U.S. massive nuclear capability, he made sure that the Soviets knew about it. Then 

Deputy Secretary of Defense R. Gilpatrick publicly spoke about actual numbers of their 

missiles, bombers, and submarines. Moreover, he stated that the U.S. had power to administer 

a devastating retaliatory strike. On the basis of this message declaring their second strike 

capability, the Soviets concluded that the U.S. possessed the first strike capability.
288

 This 

arms buildup led to corresponding excessive Soviet nuclear arms buildup. They created 

additional unnecessary nuclear arms race, and greatly contributed to the situation of a nuclear 

overkill. 

He acknowledged that the existence of nuclear weapons brings an enemy to a choice 

between either a humiliating retreat or a nuclear war. To prevent such ends, the U.S. nuclear 

capability is “nonprovocative, carefully controlled, designed to deter, and capable of selective 

use.”
289

 By arms buildup Kennedy sought to avoid disproportionate reliance on nuclear 
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weapons and a policy of massive retaliation. He often publicly stated that he reduced the 

U.S.’s reliance on nuclear weapons.
290

 His flexible response policy was based equally on 

nuclear and non-nuclear forces while considering different nuclear scenarios. Kennedy also 

acknowledged that nuclear alliances are based on the common vital interests. Therefore the 

U.S. is willing to ensure safety of its allies by force because it is the way of securing their own 

vital interests.
291

 

McNamara ordered a study which showed, that there are three possible strategies how 

to limit nuclear attack: counterattack, civil defense, and missile defense. The study concluded 

that no combination of these approaches can sufficiently secure protection of the U.S., since it 

was always easier to build offensive nuclear weapons than to establish an effective defense 

system.
292

 McNamara believed that building offensive weapons was a primary concern. With 

overwhelming power of offensive nuclear forces, there is no need for defensive forces. He 

regarded Anti Ballistic Missile System (ABM) as not advantageous enough. 

During the 1961 Berlin Crisis, the U.S. military planners were concerned about the 

ability to defend Berlin with conventional weapons. Not only war plans included the use of 

nuclear weapons, but Kennedy was also strongly advised to launch a preemptive nuclear 

strike against the Soviet Union. Assistant Secretary P. Nitze suggested that such an attack 

would be vicorious.
293

 Others doubted whether this could be achieved or whether the U.S. 

could be the one who uses nuclear weapons again. In comparison, Eisenhower emphasized 

that such crisis would need policing forces rather than nuclear weapons because states could 

not liberate nation with nuclear weapons. Also, Eisenhower’s massive retaliation policy had a 

huge credibility gap in the Berlin scenario.  

Kennedy often expressed his disbelief in the concept of limited nuclear wars. He was 

also skeptical about the possibility of the winning of the nuclear war.
294

 The nuclear war was 

considered as unacceptable and unwinnable. Soviet nuclear capabilities were too robust to 

guarantee winning the war. In the same way he did not differentiate between strategic and 

tactical weapons. Also he considered the nuclear holocaust to be possible outcome of nuclear 
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arms race.
295

 The nuclear war was more and more unthinkable and, therefore, improbable. 

Peripheral wars were being lost rather than won by the use of nuclear weapons due to the 

projection of nuclear taboo. The U.S. government feared of public reaction. They did not use 

nuclear weapons due to the Cold War balance, where they needed to win the people’s hearts 

and minds while not to give the Soviets free points. But after the Cold War ended, the same 

concern over the loss of soft power prevailed and the nuclear taboo still functioned. 

 

4. 1. 3. Threat of Nuclear Proliferation 

In his inaugural speech on 20 January 1961, Kennedy mentioned that the United 

Nations are their last best hope in the world where “the dark powers of destruction unleashed 

by science engulf all humanity in planned or accidental self-destruction. …For only when our 

arms are sufficient beyond doubt can we be certain beyond doubt that they will never be 

employed.”
296

 He acknowledged vertical nuclear proliferation to be inevitable, their only hope. 

He titled nuclear weapon as deadly atom and nuclear arms race as a race to alter that uncertain 

balance of terror. He expressed his belief in future international nuclear arms control. 
297

 

Therefore arms race should be replaced by peace race. 

Kennedy administration came into power very concerned about the probability of 

nuclear war. He was concerned about the Eisenhower’s strategy of all-or-nothing. Kennedy 

appeared to be more interested in finding peace than Eisenhower was.
298

 In 1961 Address at 

the U.N. General Assembly, Kennedy urged to halt the spread of nuclear weapons and to halt 

the spiraling nuclear arms race. Moreover, he presented a disarmament program proposal.
299

 

He stressed that spiraling nuclear arms race must be halted. Kennedy considered the further 

nuclear arms proliferation to be the greatest hazard of his time.
300

 Kennedy urged that nuclear 

proliferation must be stopped because of the threat of both vertical and horizontal nuclear 
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proliferation. He pledged that the greatest threat would “to have nuclear weapons in so many 

hands, in the hands of countries large and small, stable and unstable, responsible and 

irresponsible, scattered throughout the world. There would be no rest for anyone then, no 

stability, no real security, and no chance of effective disarmament. There would only be the 

increased chance of accidental war, and an increased necessity for the great powers to involve 

themselves in what otherwise would be local conflicts.”
301

 Kennedy regarded spread of 

nuclear weapons to other countries as a gravest threat. More nuclear states created more 

insecurity and higher chance of nuclear accidents. Nuclear states must prevent further nuclear 

proliferation to other non-nuclear states. It is their obligation in order to maintain stability and 

security. He even comprehended, that the launch can be either accidental or intentional, or 

dropped by a madman. This was also the main reason why he insisted on advancement in 

nuclear arms control effort and signing of Limited Test Ban Treaty. 

According to Johnson’s rhetoric, the main security threat was the spread of nuclear 

weapons.
302

 The U.S. strongly opposed the development of nuclear forces by additional states, 

whose nuclear forces would not be part of NATO forces. They firmly opposed the French 

nuclear policy.
303

 Furthermore, in response to Chinese nuclear test, the President appointed a 

special Task Force on Nuclear Proliferation to study how to prevent the further spread of 

nuclear weapons.
304

 The issue of the nuclear proliferation was securitized as the existential 

threat and the matter of highest national urgency. 

The U.S. government started considering whether to deploy an anti-missile defense 

system. McNamara called this development of new weapon systems as a mad momentum 

which should be replaced by much reasonable policy.
305

 McNamara announced that the 

Johnson’s administration has decided to install a limited ABM to meet a possible Chinese 

nuclear attack. This led the Soviet Union to engage in genuine negotiations on 

nonproliferation and limits on ABMs which fueled the U.S.-USSR détente.
306

 The rhetoric 
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implied that the ABM system would be installed against China, but in fact, such an attack 

would be practically suicidal for China. They wanted to force the Soviets into negotiations. 

To give them some motivation, they introduced them a choice of possible installation of ABM 

system. However, the Soviet Union rejected the U.S. proposal for limits on ABM systems. 

This led to authorization of a Sentinel ABM system to provide defense against enemy missiles 

In his 1967 Annual Message to the Congress, Johnson declared, that since the Soviet 

Union already proceeded with its limited antimissile defense, it is his responsibility to ensure 

also that no state could find it rational to use or threaten to use nuclear weapons as a credible 

threat against the U.S or its allies. He added that continuation of international nuclear control 

negotiations is essential. He also stated that nuclear arms race must be stopped. He called it an 

additional waste of national resources which lead to no increase of security.
307

 This 

declaration suggests that the U.S. will proceed with their Anti Ballistic Missile System in 

order to prevent nuclear attack launched against them. 

In 1969 Johnson suggested that the U.S. should resume negotiations with the Soviet 

Union concerning limits on offensive and defensive missile systems.
308

 Johnson wanted to 

halt the nuclear arms race, but it is questionable whether he really wanted a complete nuclear 

disarmament. Johnson emphasized that even if new nuclear arms control agreement was not 

reached, the U.S. must not stockpile arms beyond its needs which could be both provocative 

and wasteful.
309

 He warned that another nuclear arms race is wasteful while emphasizing the 

dilemma of such armament which encourages the enemy into additional arming. 

The U.S., the Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom signed the Treaty on Principles 

Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, Including the 

Moon and Other Celestial Bodies, also known as Outer Space Treaty. This treaty was inspired 

by the Limited Test Ban Treaty which, among other things, prohibited to place nuclear 

weapons and its testing in outer space. The OST represents another treaty variation to the 

Antarctic treaty created in order to prevent colonial competition in other areas and adopted for 

the purpose of establishing peaceful rules of conduct between states.
310

 This nonproliferation 

measure served as an instrument to prevent spiraling nuclear arms race into the area of outer 
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space. In his remarks at the signing of the Treaty, Johnson considered the Treaty as the 

safeguard that there would be no war in outer space.
311

 The rhetoric suggests that the mankind 

must prevent the outer space being contaminated by such horrible instruments of war. 

In 1968, Johnson proclaimed, that the U.S. is participating with other states on 

reaching an agreement that would stop the spread of nuclear weapons.
312

 They desperately 

needed to stop proliferation to other countries. The Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 

Nuclear Weapons, known as Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), represents a prominent 

milestone of nuclear nonproliferation efforts. The NPT, opened for signature in 1968 and 

entered into force on March 5, 1970, was created to limit the spread of nuclear weapons and 

to avert the danger of nuclear war. In this case, they securitized primarily horizontal nuclear 

proliferation. The Treaty dealt primarily with nonproliferation of other states, not with 

nonproliferation to the capacity of existent armaments to stop nuclear arms race. 

State parties must not assist, encourage, or induce any non-nuclear-weapons state to 

develop or otherwise acquire nuclear weapons. This provision includes a ban on providing 

them with fissionable material. They seek to ban all nuclear testing and to end nuclear arms 

race and nuclear proliferation in the future. The NPT was based on an assumption that nuclear 

proliferation enhances the risks of nuclear war.
313

 In the pursuit of complete nuclear 

disarmament, the only acceptable proliferation of nuclear energy is for peaceful purposes. 

They emphasized that there are strong benefits of peaceful applications of nuclear technology. 

There are double standards considering that the Treaty seeks to reach complete nuclear 

disarmament, but the treaty does not place any restraints on any nuclear state and their nuclear 

armaments. This by itself should encourage/motivate other states not to pursue nuclear 

weapons development. Also the treaty is ambiguous about banning nuclear weapons of 

nuclear states in non-nuclear states, which the U.S. violates by storing nuclear weapons in 

NATO countries. 

There is an also an inspection system to verify the fulfillment of the Treaty. The 

Article X acknowledged the right of every party state to withdraw from the Treaty, given the 
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prior notice. 
314

 The treaty presupposes that in matter of exercising the national sovereignty, 

states have the right to withdraw from the Treaty. In his Remarks to the signing of the NPT, 

Johnson declared that the NPT significantly reduced the danger of nuclear war among nations 

and encourages the peaceful use of nuclear energy by assuring safeguard measures. Also, he 

stated that the U.S. will continue to negotiate for additional measures to halt the nuclear arms 

race.
315

 The NPT prevents the future spread of nuclear weapons, but it is highly questionable 

whether it really was reducing the danger of nuclear war by that time. However, the whole 

rhetoric signified that Johnson wanted to emphasize that the overall danger of nuclear war is 

limited because the main threat is proliferation, not their own nuclear arsenal. 

 

4. 1. 4. Threat of Nuclear Testing 

During his presidential campaign, Kennedy expressed his opposition to resumption of 

underground nuclear testing and promised he will make significant effort to secure 

international control agreement. He noted that only when all negotiations fail the nuclear 

testing should be resumed.
316

 In 1961 he again urged to halt the contamination of the air.
317

 

The U.S. administration, nevertheless, continued to claim, that drinking milk did not present a 

any health hazard.
318

 Kennedy declared that milk was mistakenly regarded as a food product 

which might be contaminated. He ordered that milk be served at every White House meal and 

to support his statement, he even theatrically drunk a glass of milk. He emphasized that there 

was “no danger from the present amount of exposure. The milk supply offers no hazards.”
319

 

Kennedy was concerned of a rapid drop of milk consumption and therefore he struggles to 

improve the image of this commodity. 
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When the Soviet Union unilaterally broke the voluntary moratorium on testing nuclear 

weapons in 1961, the Kennedy administration used this opportunity to criticize the Soviet 

Union as a partner who is not responsible and do not take arms control negotiations seriously. 

The initial response of the U.S. government was a release of a joint appeal to the Soviet Union 

to end atmospheric testing for the purpose of protecting mankind from hazards of nuclear 

fallout.
320

 This statement put an emphasis on the health threats produced by radioactive 

pollution by atmospheric nuclear tests which endanger whole mankind. In comparison, 

previous administration often stated that nuclear testing was harmless. It was clear that 

underground tests were not being securitized as a threat because the U.S. could not ensure 

sufficient verification that the Soviet Union would also mutually comply to halt underground 

testing. 

Nevertheless, there was a strong pressure on Kennedy to resume testing as well. 

Nuclear testing and nuclear weapons development was usually securitized as an instrument 

ensuring the U.S. security. Some politicians feared that the U.S. was losing unacceptable time 

in nuclear development by this moratorium.
321

 They securitized the theme that by continuing 

a suspension of testing, the U.S. was practically giving the Soviets an opportunity to catch up 

with their nuclear development which diminished American presumed superiority. Therefore, 

unilateral continuation of nuclear moratorium was securitized as a threat to the U.S. national 

security. However, Kennedy was concerned that the resumption of testing will cause massive 

opposition against nuclear weapons and nuclear development program. He was hesitant to 

resume testing 

Resumption of testing was perceived as a logical choice given the governmental 

tensions. However, Kennedy made sure there was as little publicity to the resumption of 

nuclear testing issue as possible. Kennedy ordered resumption of underground nuclear testing 

on September 1961 and atmospheric nuclear testing in March 1962. This decision created a 

popular disagreement. Consequently, the broken moratorium gave the U.S. the opportunity to 

proceed with neutron bomb development. In 1960, they tested their first neutron bomb. 
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Limited Test Ban Treaty 

In 1963, Kennedy, in the spirit of peaceful cooperation, proposed not to conduct 

nuclear tests in the atmosphere so long as other states do not do the same.
322

 The Cuban 

Missile Crisis aftermath formed a momentum for a change toward a strategy of peace 

Consequently, in 1963, the U.S., the Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom signed the Treaty 

Banning Nuclear Weapon Tests in the Atmosphere, in Outer Space and under Water, known 

as Limited Test Ban Treaty (LTBT).
323

 A euphoric atmosphere of change and Kennedy’s 

endorsement for this issue caused both the U.S. politicians and public to support the LTBT. 

The treaty was ratified by the Senate with overwhelming approval.
324

 The public opinion 

enthusiastically approved this change of their course. The LTBT was perceived as two 

advancements in one act: the health danger of nuclear testing lessened on one hand, and there 

appeared to be a great hope for a decrease of tensions between two adversary states on the 

other hand. The treaty bans nuclear testing in the atmosphere, in space and under water and 

does not include underground testing. The treaty proclaimed that parties of the treaty strive to 

achieve general and complete disarmament to put an end to the armaments race and to end all 

nuclear testing.
325

 Nevertheless, the treaty do not in any way cover such limitations of nuclear 

arms race and, therefore, the U.S. security and its ability to deter was not affected by this 

treaty.  

The treaty has many flaws which reflected difficulties of mutual negotiations and the 

mutual suspicion of secret violations. It does not cover underground nuclear testing because 

of the needed inspections opposed by the Soviets. Other types of nuclear testing could be 

detected by other states by a variety of techniques and therefore did not require inspection by 

the other parties. However, Kennedy stressed, that the treaty is not a result of concessions to 

the Soviet Union because it is simply a common goal of all nations.
326

 By government, it was 

labeled as a victory for the mankind, a symbol to free people from the horrifying dangers of 

nuclear fallout. He maintained his rhetoric of these dangers when he expressed his belief that 

the loss of even one life or a malformation of even one baby should concern whole 
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population.
327

 According to this statement, the nuclear testing presents a danger to all humans, 

its indiscriminative nature should alarm everybody. LTBT helps to preserve the health of all 

human lives and protect the environment. Nevertheless, LTBT was generally considered to be 

a failure to achieve a comprehensive test ban treaty because it did not prohibit underground 

testing explicitly. There was, nevertheless, incorporated a clause which might prohibit this 

kind of nuclear explosions. The testing is prohibited in specific environments which 

contaminates the area outside the specific state territory.
328

 The LTBT represents a weak 

precedent for future treaties, but, nevertheless, it was a success in the sense of abolishing 

testing in the atmosphere.  

The overall atmosphere was enthusiastic. Kennedy wanted to utilize this achievement 

to its limits. Enthusiastic of this historical treaty, he also gave credit to the worldwide 

disarmament movement, because without the pressure of the world public opinion, the treaty 

would not have been achievable. In the same way, nuclear disarmament activists praised 

Kennedy for this historical achievement while labeling the LTBT as the greatest event in the 

history of the world. Kennedy used these celebratory remarks to further improve his political 

image.
329

 Kennedy explained that banning nuclear testing was in their national interest so that 

Americans could breathe more easily. The LTBT was interpreted as an effort toward 

improvement of the US-Soviet relations which meant preventing nuclear “holocaust of 

endless death and destruction.”
330

 Also the Treaty raised hopes for both a subsequent 

improvement of mutual relations and disarmament negotiations 

It is questionable whether the LTBT was such a success as was advertised. The 

continuation of underground testing was caused by both parties. Khrushchev opposed having 

foreign inspections in his country and the U.S. wanted to continue their nuclear development 

program for which the testing was essential. The nuclear development programs continued 

unaltered to the extent that the development program even accelerated because public was no 

longer interested in the agenda of banning the testing. Between 1963 and 1990, both 

adversaries conducted nearly eleven hundred underground tests.
331

 Some test could be 
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undetected/concealed… secret violations are thus possible… Nuclear development moved to 

underground testing which served the U.S. nuclear policy greatly, because no nuclear 

disarmament group focused on that… - out of sight, out of mind. 

In his 1964 State and Union Address, Johnson announced the continuation of 

Kennedy’s nuclear policy of the LTBT on one hand, and a commencement of new approaches 

toward the control and the eventual abolition of arms on the other hand.
 332

 In 1966, Johnson 

ordered that information about nuclear testing launched by other states must be strictly 

confidential. Unauthorized disclosure of this information was prohibited in order to minimize 

speculation and to safeguard intelligence sources used in obtaining such information.
333

 He 

was concerned about the reaction of public in the situation of further nuclear air pollution 

from foreign nuclear testing. 

 

 

4. 2 Nuclear Disarmament Movement Level (1961-1969) 

4. 2. 2. Nuclear Threat to the World 

The nuclear threat to the world was continuously securitized by emphasizing the 

possibility of a full-scale nuclear war between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. In 1959, 64 

percent of Americans had listed nuclear war as the most urgent issue.
334

 Resumption of 

nuclear testing and the mere existence of intercontinental ballistic missiles signified that the 

nuclear catastrophe might be closer than all thought. Cuban missile crisis prove this 

assumption to be right. This threat of the end of civilization heightened with the Cuban 

missile crisis. The American people started preparing for nuclear holocaust immediately after 

Kennedy’s official statement of the missiles in Cuba aired. They started proclaiming that 

Kennedy’s actions might have signified the beginning of the nuclear holocaust. The Student 

Peace Union proclaimed that Kennedy was gambling hundreds of millions of lives by his 

move.
335

 The anti-nuclear movement together with the general public feared that by forcing 
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the Soviet Union into withdrawal of the missiles, the U.S. moves closer into the nuclear 

escalation.  

Americans began to panic rapidly. Overwhelming number of Americans began calling 

civil defense officers to get some information. In many cities, a shortage of survival supplies 

occurred the day after Kennedy announced the presence of missiles in Cuba. Two days after 

that, the Presbytarian Church arranged a prayer chains for peace. Organized prayers began 

asserting the need for an international peace. Some pacifist groups even urged the U.S. 

government to accept concessions to the Soviet Union.
336

  Also the U.S. defense agencies and 

the public began preparing for war. New York schools were ordered to stage air-raid drills.
337

 

Food hoarding was a usual image of the crisis in many cities. Shovels and sandbags were sold 

out and civil defense leaflets were distributed in great amounts. Many important disarmament 

activists and anti-bomb supporters fled the U.S. in order to escape radiation fallout if the crisis 

escalated. Many of them flew to Australia, L. Szilard fled to Switzerland.
338

 Nevertheless, 

many chose the opposite approach and faced the potential consequences of nuclear war with 

their heads held high. 

Popular image of nuclear war included an inevitable end of all mankind. The image of 

mushroom cloud scared Americans more than ever during the crisis. People lived under a 

threat of a probable imminent nuclear disaster by a deliberate, covert, and unprovoked sneak 

attack. Pacifist movement expressed that it might be the beginning of the nuclear annihilation. 

Nevertheless, the actual occurrence of nuclear war on their homeland was incomprehensible 

for large portions of population. On the other hand, for some Americans, the risk of nuclear 

war was acceptable as long as it is part of the struggle against communist evil, the Soviet 

Union per se. Slogans such as “Better Dead Than Red” were, in fact, quite common.
339

 

Threatening rhetoric became part of containment policy to counter the Soviet threat. It was 

essential to be perceived as the united nation who does not fear threats. 

During the last decade, the U.S. population was on high alert while having got used to 

living with evacuation plans, radio alert systems, air-raid drills, warning sirens, and 

educational civil defense videos. The Cuban crisis forced Americans to reassess the real 

efficiency of civil defense measures. It showed what American civil defense program really 
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consisted of. The crisis forced Americans to admit that civil defense measures would not help 

them to survive in every circumstances because there could be little defense against nuclear 

war. Skeptical and terrified public regarded building shelters as a mere civil defense 

propaganda which should cover the fact that nuclear war is not survivable. Several anti-

nuclear activists noted that the shelters would save only a few people. Also, in a 

thermonuclear age, the benefits of such shelters were more questionable than ever.
340

 

Moreover, usual rhetoric suggested that those who would survive would envy the dead. 

Furthermore, many Americans agreed with the image presented by Soviet media, that a 

nuclear shelter represent “a coffin, a grave prepared in advance.”
341

 For anti-nuclear groups, 

the fallout shelters represented only a reminder that without the existence of nuclear weapons, 

there need not be any shelters to hide in. Thus they perceived nuclear shelters as a good 

demonstration of nuclear realities. Such defense measures were a mere epitome of absurdity 

of nuclear war where only a few people might survive. For governments, on the contrary, 

shelter program represented a back door in case deterrence would fail. 

In spite of this the widespread opposition to government civil defense measures, many 

Americans began fiercely building private nuclear shelters. However, only certain people 

could afford building such fallout shelters. Following a common suit, many banks began 

exploiting the situation by launching loan programs to build shelters. Also, such underground 

housing only certain people could afford only intensified the debate of only a few survivors in 

case of general war occurring. The U.S. public debate started discussing whether such 

individuals possessing shelters would let others in or ousted them out. Americans started 

contemplating whether, in such occasion, they would really turned into savages desperately 

fighting for a place in such shelters. 
342

 The image of an Americans desperately fighting for 

themselves individually, while ousting their own neighbors out of their lawn, has aroused a 

strong anxiety in minds of many Americans, which, ultimately, only aggravated the debate 

over the threat of nuclear war. 

A. George studied why Americans never embraced civil defense programs. She 

observed that there were two principal forces which fuel the U.S. history, optimistic hope for 

the future and defensive fear of the other. Unfortunately, during the Cold War, the other, 

meaning the Soviet Union, had the capability to completely destroy their belief of future. 

George concluded that their natural optimism hindered their ability to comprehend the 

                                                 

340
 WEART, Spencer R. Nuclear Fear: A History of Images, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988, p. 256. 

341
 WEART, Spencer R. Nuclear Fear: A History of Images, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988, p. 257. 

342
 WEART, Spencer R. Nuclear Fear: A History of Images, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988, p. 256. 



85 

 

prospect of futurelessness, which prevented them to embrace their civil defense 

possibilities.
343

 They could not comprehend the threat of nuclear war because it inevitably 

meant the world without its future. Therefore they chose to disregard such threats as too 

improbable and ignore nuclear defense preparations as not adequate or ineffective.  

The aftermath of the crisis caused that the heightened atmosphere of imminent nuclear 

war faded away. In 1965, only 16 percent of Americans considered nuclear war as the main 

problem. Subsequently, the issue disappeared from the survey list entirely.
344

 This rapid 

change signifies how the public debate changed significantly.  In 1969, a Gallup poll asked 

Americans to list two or three most important problems, 63 percent stated Vietnam war and 

only 2 percent stated the threat of nuclear war.
 345

 After the Cuban crisis faded away, many 

people refused to deal with the enduring threat of nuclear armaments and turned their 

attention elsewhere.
346

 The LTBT created a temporary euphoria among people. Nevertheless, 

the level of further activism dropped significantly shortly after that. The rapid change of the 

anti-nuclear atmosphere was labeled as “a conspiracy of silence about the threat of nuclear 

holocaust.”
347

  

However, the threat of a nuclear war continued to represent a significant place within 

the public discourse. Very influential movie from this decade was Dr. Strangelove or: How I 

Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb which was released in 1964 as a satirical 

comedy which depicts a U.S. general, who by himself ordered a first strike attack which 

triggered the doomsday scenario.
348

 It focuses on the limitation of MAD theory as a stability 

mechanism. The movie suggested that even in the situation of nuclear parity and the mutual 

assured destruction the automatic doomsday machine could be triggered. 

The anti-nuclear movement continued to securitize the nuclear threat to the world. 

Political scientists often suggested, that hydrogen weapons inhibited nuclear full-scale wars. 

In 1960 book Deterrent or Defense, Liddell Hart argues, that the existence of hydrogen bomb 

inhibits the possibility of a full scale war because a total war seems absurd. Also, hydrogen 

bombs might inhibit the use of tactical nuclear weapons since the use of tactical weapons 
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might spark off the total war when the hydrogen bomb might be used/might escalate into the 

total war where hydrogen bomb might be used. On the other hand, it has not reduced the 

likelihood of limited war.
349

 His hypothesis later served as a basis of a stability-instability 

paradox which tried to explain how nuclear weapons could inhibit nuclear wars. Liddell 

opposed Eisenhower’s policy of massive retaliation, which he regarded as not credible since 

thermonuclear war was unthinkable. With such a destructive power, the deterrent is less 

credible. For this reason, the policy of massive retaliation evolved into policies of flexible 

targeting options assuming the possibility of a limited war. 

With the hydrogen bomb being part of the debate, some strategist started assuming 

that is opens the door for limited wars. On the other hand, Glenn Snyder declared that it 

would not be achievable for Soviets to wage minor wars without being punished for it.
350

 

Thus Snyder took the concept of limited nuclear wars out of the consideration. He suggested 

that having a policy of massive retaliation in a thermonuclear age, the doomsday becomes less 

inevitable. 

Brodie stated that offensive forces must have the capability to destroy the enemy 

before he can retaliate, which can be accomplished only if enemy did not recurred his 

retaliatory forces. The situation becomes highly unstable if one or both sides fail to secure 

their retaliatory forces. He argued that in such situation, the idea that existence of 

thermonuclear weapons abolished war is incorrect. He stated, that thermonuclear weapons 

make nuclear war more likely.
351

 

4. 2. 1. Nuclear Threat to the U.S. 

This societal nuclear threat was not overly securitized in the 1960s since the debate 

focused on the threat of nuclear escalation during the Cuban missile crisis and on the threat of 

nuclear testing. Subsequently, as the Cuban missile crisis subsided, so did the anti-nuclear 

movement. With the end of the Cuban crisis and signing of the LTBT, the anti-nuclear 

movement gradually faded away as well. Nuclear disarmament groups lost public support due 

to the circumstances which turned that nuclear disarmament agenda into a political dead horse. 

People started to believe that, most probably, nuclear war might not actually occur. Strategy 
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of MAD and the idea that nuclear forces are balanced bolstered the popular nuclear apathy. 

They were convinced that nuclear forces were balanced and the possibility of nuclear war was 

low. There were, suddenly, more crucial problems such as Vietnam War, or human rights. 

Some activists and large portions of public shifted their attention and began calling for a stop 

of wars, not for a stop of nuclear arms race. Moreover, there was a widespread exhaustion of 

movement itself and disillusion from their limited successes. 

Psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton explained that nuclear apathy, which emerged after 

1963, is a type of defense mechanism which he called nuclear-induced psychic numbing. He 

implied that people submerged threatening knowledge of annihilation and denied their nuclear 

awareness.
352

 Also, Paul Boyer noted that reasons behind such nuclear passivity might be that 

the nuclear arms race was unimaginable for most Americans, and the image of peaceful atom 

dazzled people with its vision of nuclear utopia.
353

 Another reason why the passivity spread 

across the U.S. with such intensity is a perception of peaceful atom energy in the image of 

nuclear power plant. 

Political scientists continued to emphasize the MAD strategy and its benefits of 

stability. However, since the threat of nuclear war was not particularly relevant after the 

Cuban missile crisis, the idea of a limited nuclear attack was still part of the discourse. The 

1964 movie Fail Safe depicts downfalls of mutually assured destruction, when in 1967 a loose 

U.S. bomber drops a bomb on Moscow. In order to prevent massive Soviet retaliation and to 

save the U.S., political scientist pressured to order massive first strike attack on Soviet Union. 

This plan was revoked as immoral. In an attempt to avert a massive Soviet retaliation on 

American cities, the U.S. President decided to drop a nuclear bomb on New York as 

atonement, since it would be one of the cities which would be surely destroyed by Soviet 

retaliation anyway.
354

 The movie portrayed a widespread fear that nuclear holocaust could 

happen by miscalculation. Once signals to launch an attack were sent, the nuclear war 

becomes irrevocable, moreover when orders are given to less rational generals. The movie 

stressed that in the age of thermonuclear war, everyone loses since there are no winners. 

Moreover, the movie more importantly securitized the threat that it would be American cities 

in particular which would be left to be annihilated by the nuclear attack. 
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Signing of the NPT considerably divided the nuclear disarmament movement. Some 

groups perceived it as a significant nonproliferation measure which substantially bolstered 

nuclear control efforts. Other perceived it as a double standard treaty which enabled nuclear 

states to retain nuclear arsenals while prohibit others do seek such weapons.
355

 On the one 

hand, the NPT was designed to prevent further proliferation and to proceed with disarmament. 

Non-nuclear states were promised not to be attacked and therefore they commit not to acquire 

or develop nuclear weapons. From this point of view, the NPT was securitized as a measure 

which safeguarded the U.S. homeland against other proliferators. On the other hand, the NPT 

did not limit nuclear arms race of present proliferators, therefore did not contribute to greater 

societal safety. 

 

4. 2. 3. Nuclear Threat to an Individual 

Disarmament movement, inspired by their ban the nuclear testing agenda, continued to 

grow also in 1960s. The movement was focusing mainly on the health hazards of nuclear 

testing and spiraling nuclear arms race. They emphasized that testing damaged future 

generations. As the moratorium on testing was perceived as s huge success of the anti-nuclear 

campaign, the resumption of nuclear weapons testing was translated as an enormous fiasco of 

the movement. SANE remained to be the largest organization which promoted the test ban 

agenda. They were vigorously raising public awareness in order to gather support for the 

nuclear test ban agenda. They continued to emphasize the danger of nuclear fallout from 

testing, especially harmful to children. The newly formed Women Strike for Peace organized 

a massive demonstration on November 1, 1961, in response to the Soviet resumption of 

nuclear testing. More than 50 000 women in 60 cities across the U.S. demonstrated against 

nuclear weapons.  They demanded the end of the nuclear arms race and to stop nuclear 

testing.
356

 Many nuclear disarmament activists expressed their grave concern of the 

resumption of testing. Schweitzer, in his letter to Kennedy, reminded him of the nuclear 

fallout dangers. He stressed that it will cause the American population to receive radiation 

through radioactive milk, vegetables, and water.
357
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After unsuccessful negotiation rounds and the resumption of nuclear testing, Cuban 

missile crises represented a critical moment which created a great window of opportunity for 

both nuclear disarmament movement and government. Government used this opportunity to 

establish ban on atmospheric testing in the LTBT. Historically first nuclear arms control 

agreement was labeled as a huge success of both nuclear disarmament movement and the 

Kennedy administration. Nuclear disarmament movement considered the LTBT to be their 

greatest accomplishment. SANE’s co-founder Norman Cousins played a role of a main 

facilitator of these negotiations between blocks.
358

 They regarded it as evidence that their 

effort was not done in vain. The LTBT was being perceived as s reasonable step, toward 

possible future negotiations and other agreements. In the celebratory atmosphere after the 

LTBT was signed, the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists set their doomsday clock from seven 

back to twelve minutes to midnight position.
359

 L. Pauling also obtained the Nobel Peace 

prize for his peace activism and for his longstanding opposition to nuclear weapons in year 

1962. He won the price for his efforts to pressure the government of the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union to sign the LTBT. 

The LTBT was considered to be both victory and defeat for nuclear disarmament 

movement. The LTBT banished atmospheric testing which in response removed the image of 

mushroom cloud from the public debate and with that also “the visible reminder of the nuclear 

arms race.”
360

 Mushroom-shaped cloud as a symbol disappeared from the American daily life 

after the LTBT was signed. This resulted into more passivity since the effects of nuclear 

testing were no longer visible and therefore unimaginable. Nuclear arms buildup was invisible. 

This caused that the driving force to ban all nuclear testing vanished. The threat of nuclear 

weapons was too abstract to prevail in the public debate because a majority did no perceive it 

as threatening any longer. Even media stopped depicting nuclear danger from nuclear testing 

as existential. 

The AEC continued to declare that “man always has and always will live in an 

environment filled with nuclear radiation. …Naturally occurring radioactive materials in our 

food supply irradiate us from within. To these levels of radiation exposures are now added 

those from fallout – but these radiations (gamma rays and beta particles) are no different in 
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kind from those emanating from natural sources. Nor is there any evidence that they produce 

any fundamentally different biological effects.”
361

 They securitized fallout radiation as a mere 

addition to normal type of radiation and therefore nuclear weapons testing did not inflict any 

damage. 

The anti-nuclear movement approached these governmental documents with disbelief 

and tried to disprove their statements. The Committee for Nuclear Information showed that, 

according to their highly publicized Baby Tooth Survey, babies born in 1964 had about 50 

times more amount of radioactive strontium-90 in their baby teeth than those babies born in 

1958 and in late 1950s in overall.
362

 In Addition, these radioactive materials could be found in 

human bodies only as an effect of nuclear testing. These conclusions corresponded with the 

increasing rate of nuclear testing. This finding created an additional scare which fueled the 

anti-nuclear movement. But, nevertheless, the biggest fear was perceived as if vanished with 

signing the LTBT. Public considered the LTBT to be satisfactory success and did not worry 

about the underground testing. After signing of the LTBT the perception of health dangers of 

nuclear testing significantly lessened. 

 

4. 2. 4. Nuclear Threat to the Environment 

The early 1960s experienced the rise of environmentalism which began questioning 

the relationship between humans, environment and technological advancement. Subsequently, 

environmentalists encompassed also the anti-nuclear agenda. 

The securitization of nuclear weapons affecting the environment focused primarily on 

nuclear testing which was poisoning cow’s milk. This radioactive milk was later consumed by 

humans which caused that by breastfeeding it started appearing also in children’s bodies. The 

purpose of the Baby Tooth Survey was to show how nuclear testing affects especially children 

and how Strontium remained in their teeth and bones. As mentioned earlier, the securitization 

of the dangers of radioactive strontium in milk caused significant drop in milk consummation. 

However, even Kennedy himself continued to deny any nuclear dangers of drinking milk. 

Nuclear testing in Alaska was designed to measure electromagnetic and seismic 

effects of explosions. Besides considering potential effects on population, a protection of 

environment and its habitat played a big part in organization of testing as well. They wanted 

                                                 

361
 THE ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION, Health Aspects of Nuclear Weapons Testing, Washington: 

Government Printing Office, June 1964, p. 1. 
362

 ALLEY, William M and ALLEY, Rosemarie. Too Hot to Touch: The Problem of High-Level Nuclear Waste, 

New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012, p. 53. 



91 

 

to avoid public protests and therefore took environment under a consideration. Nevertheless, 

in the end the most important considerations were focused on whether it would threaten 

human population or not.  Studies urged not to perform nuclear tests in Alaska because of the 

possible damages done to fisheries, wildlife, more importantly to the sea otter population. 

Reports stated that testing would destroy “breeding grounds for the highly important fur seal 

industry.”
 363

 Nuclear planners also downplayed studies which emphasized negative effects of 

nuclear testing in an unstable geological area such as earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic 

eruptions. 
 
However, in the end, damage caused by nuclear testing was regarded as acceptable 

by planners because all damage on environment would be only temporary.
364

 Planners of 

nuclear testing considered environmental damage as mild and health risks as minimal.  

In 1965 the scandal sprung out with moving nuclear warheads across the New York 

City in the nightime. The convoy of nuclear weapons was transported through Manhattan 

streets at night despite the fact that it was prohibited. It drew a strong media attention and 

ultimately, the U.S. Defense Department was forced to stop moving completed nuclear 

warheads across the city.
365

 The media started securitized the probability of contamination by 

nuclear accident and promoted more thorough security measures. 

This accident was closely followed by the 1966 accident of the U.S. B-52 bomber, 

which carried 4 hydrogen bombs, which collided with a tanker. Subsequently, three hydrogen 

bombs were found on land in Spain near village Palomares and one in the sea. Two of the 

bombs detonated upon impact which caused radioactive land contamination due to a non-

nuclear explosion.
366

 In overall, bombs caused minimal physical damage, but because of the 

radiation contamination, the following media coverage created a wide nuclear scare anyway. 

It took several months to recover missing nuclear bombs and to clean the radioactive 

contamination of land.
367

 These were only two main incidents which draw an extensive media 

attention and caused a strong public disapproval with the reckless nuclear safety policy. 

Media securitized the environmental damage of this accident together with the fact, that the 

U.S. contaminated yet another country. The most shocking was an inability to find missing 

nuclear bombs. 
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Gradually, the Pentagon was forced to react. After another nuclear-armed plane crash, 

the government released a list of thirteen potentially disastrous nuclear accidents which 

occurred between 1950 and 1968.
368

 However, Palomares nuclear accident was still the most 

serious of them considering the actual contamination of land and local produce. 

The nuclear scare of nuclear contamination and potentially disastrous nuclear 

accidents projected also into the nuclear popular culture. The 1964 movie The Horror of Party 

Beach depicts an attack of radioactive monsters created by radioactive waste. 

The debate about a possibility of nuclear testing in Alaska continued in the late 1960s. 

The emphasis was put on dangerous seismic disturbances caused by such testing.
 
 People 

together with several organizations began writing to politicians in panic demanding 

cancelation of nuclear testing. The Alaska Conservation Society declared their posture against 

these atomic experimentations. One of many frightened citizens even suggested that if nuclear 

tests were “so safe, let them set them off under the Pentagon.”
369

 They emphasized primarily 

environmental contamination and the possible effect of testing on fishing industry. The issue 

of nuclear testing was raised into political debate when the AEC started considering also 

nuclear testing in Hawaii. The U.S. Senator Gaylord Nelson stressed the irony that the AEC 

chose to test nuclear weapons in a wildlife refuge where even hunting was prohibited. He 

stated that nothing would convince him “that a wildlife refuge and a nuclear blast go 

together.”
370
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5. The Construction of the Nuclear Threat and Détente, 1969-1981 

 

“[I]n a world beset by economic tensions, by vast inequities, mass 

deprivation and starvation – a world where the have-nots are increasingly 

refusing to accept their place in a disintegrating order – nuclear weapons in 

the hands of desperate or irresponsible groups will mean nuclear weapons 

used”
371

 

 

The fourth nuclear period from 1969 to 1981 corresponds with the presidency of 

Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter.
372

 If we take an international context into 

account, the nuclear threat was not securitized as the greatest existential threat since the 

Vietnam War was in the center of the security discourse. Also an anti-nuclear movement was 

in decline. India conducted its first nuclear test in 1974 and France its first neutron bomb test 

in 1980. 

 

5. 1. Governmental level (1969-1981) 

5. 1. 1. Threat of Nuclear War and Possible Annihilation of the Civilization 

The notion of a possibility of peaceful coexistence of both countries started growing in 

the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis. In order to lessen the probability of nuclear war, the 

U.S. and the Soviet Union embarked on the process of détente. Overall securitizing debate 

pressured them to establish mutual peaceful relations and the necessity to learn to live with 

the Soviets, while not destroying themselves along the process as the official aim of their 

policy. Détente was perceived as a process of reinforcing mutual toleration.  

In 1969 Nixon declared that the U.S will continue to assist where their treaty 

commitments prevail and if a state asks for it, but they will prevent being again dragged into 

conflicts.
373

 Nixon struggled with their commitments in Asia and, therefore, he stressed that 

states should strive to ensure their own security. This promise evolved into Nixon’s doctrine 
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which included an assurance of nuclear umbrella policy. Nixon pledged that the U.S. “shall 

provide a shield if a nuclear power threatens the freedom of a nation allied with us or of a 

nation whose survival we consider vital to our security.”
374

 Nuclear umbrella would be 

provided if the country requests it while being under nuclear threat of nuclear state. By this 

doctrine, Nixon made an attempt to ensure that other nuclear nations would avoid making 

nuclear or other threats where the U.S. might have its interests. By itself, the nuclear umbrella 

pledge might induce other countries to employ nuclear restraints strategies and not to practice 

aggressive policies and wage proxy wars. As a result, the Nixon’s doctrine could be perceived 

as an attempt to lessen the probability of conflict escalating into a nuclear war. 

Moreover, he approved the deployment of ABM system called Safeguard program, 

which represented a safeguard of the U.S. deterrent against three main threats: Chinese 

nuclear attack, Soviet attack, and against any irrational or accidental attack launched from the 

Soviet Union. Nixon also admitted that the defense system does not defend cities and prevent 

unacceptable loss of civilian lives. That is why the purpose of this defense system is to 

prevent war, which in this case means protecting the deterrent.
375

 This rhetoric resulted in 

ABM being securitized as a defense system inhibiting the likelihood of the nuclear war. But 

in the consequence, the ABM induced more instability as Soviets perceived it as a system 

reducing their first strike potential. They acknowledged that accidental war was a distinct 

possibility. 

One of the main topics of the threat of nuclear war was the threat of accidental nuclear 

war accidental launches, false warnings, and the prevention and reduction of 

misunderstandings if such events occurred. In the same spirit the U.S. and the Soviet Union 

signed The Agreement on Measures to Reduce the Risk of Outbreak of Nuclear War Between 

the USA and the USSR in 1971. The main purpose of this treaty was to secure that accidental 

or unauthorized launch would not occur. 
376

 They sought to prevent mutual misunderstandings 

leading into accidents and improve their missile warnings and communication. 
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Carter’s shift of nuclear rhetoric 

Continual enlargement of the Soviet nuclear armament was increasingly securitized as 

an existential threat to the U.S. Moreover there was a strong unease about the Soviet 

proclaimed intentions to win the war. This pressured the U.S. to adopt more credible deterrent. 

Carter’s Countervailing Strategy, called for flexible nuclear forces, responsive nuclear pre-

planning, and escalation control. They declared that if deterrence fails, the U.S. nuclear 

capability must be employed to such extent, that the adversary would not achieve his goals 

and would undergo unacceptable losses. The strategy suggests that their retaliatory attack 

would employ flexible and responsive targeting plan aiming on a full range of military targets 

while retaining a capability for pre-planned options of attacking industrial and urban areas.
377

 

Different plans ranged from massive counterattack to flexible options which, in the result, 

enhanced the credibility. The main purpose of this strategy was to threaten Soviets that they 

could not win the nuclear war and if they had attempted, they could bring utter destruction 

upon themselves. They strived to convince them that the main purpose of the U.S response 

“would not be just to kill Soviets but to prevent military victory.”
378

 The aim was to deny an 

enemy the right to win a nuclear war. 

The U.S. strategist were deeply concerned about the Soviet rhetoric declaring that they 

do not wish for it to happen, but if it did, they would win. The primary purpose of this policy 

was to emphasize, that the U.S. would ensure that the Soviet Union would not win the 

thermonuclear war. The secondary purpose was to strengthen the U.S. ability to employ 

nuclear weapons in a selective way to prevent further escalation. There was a strong notion 

that deterrence of nuclear war was essential and if deterrence failed, the escalation control 

would ensure the survivability by preventing mutual destruction anyway. However, some top 

strategists remained skeptical about the possibility of limited nuclear war.
 379

 They remained 

skeptical if the escalation of nuclear war can be stopped to prevent massive nuclear exchange. 

To reduce the threat of nuclear war and to lessen the mutual hostility both countries 

signed the Agreement Between The United States of America and The Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics on the Prevention of Nuclear War (known as Prevention of Nuclear War 

Treaty, PNW). Given the fact that nuclear war would have devastating consequences for 
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mankind, both countries desired that the danger of nuclear war would be reduced and 

ultimately eliminated in the future. According to the PNW agreement, they considered their 

objective to be a removal of the danger of nuclear war and the use of nuclear weapons. They 

pledged they will act to prevent the nuclear war and to refrain from the threat or use of force 

against the other state or their allies if the international peace would be endangered by that.
380

 

According to rhetoric, the main purpose of this non-armament agreement was to avoid or 

reduce the danger of nuclear war. However, they still vigorously continued with their 

accelerated nuclear buildup. 

 

5. 1. 2. Threat of Use of Nuclear Weapons and Limited War Plans 

In the context of Vietnam War, Nixon complained that the nuclear disarmament 

movement created a greatly intricate political situation where using nuclear weapons is 

practically impossible for him because of the negative reaction of public opinion which would 

follow. He was very much concerned that the employment of nuclear weapons would have 

caused both domestic and international uproar and, consequently, damaged their whole 

foreign policy.
381

 Thus, Kissinger as a National Security Advisor and then the Secretary of 

State and one of the principal authors of Nixon’s nuclear policy, struggled to make nuclear 

weapons more useful. Despite the minimal chance of their use in the battlefield, he wanted 

nuclear weapons to represent a strong diplomacy instrument. Kissinger believed that nuclear 

weapons could serve diplomatic purposes and threats of the use of nuclear weapons could 

create substantial political benefits. For this purpose, he advocated flexible, creative 

maneuvers to create a strategy of aggressive nuclear posturing.
382

 For the purpose of 

strengthening nuclear credibility, he chose a rather confrontational posture. In October 1973, 

in response to Middle East Crisis, he even ostentatiously raised the nuclear alert status to 

Defcon 3.
383
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Rather than to decrease the international tensions, his aim was to use nuclear weapons 

in confrontational manner to achieve his goals. Kissinger did not intend to launch a nuclear 

attack, but nevertheless, he used the nuclear card to threaten Soviets they would employ them 

unless they proceeded with negotiations over Vietnam. He believed that weapons do not cause 

wars, but people do. Nuclear weapons might even make the war less likely. As Kissinger once 

explained to Nixon: “[W]e’ve got to play it recklessly. That’s the safest course.”
384

 He 

considered nuclear weapons to be just a strong diplomacy tool. But Kissinger did not take into 

consideration that each increase of tensions created further spiraling of nuclear arms race 

which produces another tension. 

The Schlesinger doctrine, named after then Secretary of Defense, declared more 

flexible nuclear policy based upon a wide range of limited nuclear employment options. This 

capacity for limited nuclear war suggests that the U.S. should be able to conduct conventional 

military operations complemented by selected nuclear operations. The main purpose of this 

alteration was to be able to control potential escalation and duration of violence.
385

 The 

strategy is based on a belief in limited nuclear war. The principal goal was to bypass the 

nuclear taboo to be able to actually use the nuclear weapons not only as a deterrent, but also 

as a military weapon. Nixon desired to build a more plausible nuclear deterrent policy. Nixon 

believed that the U.S. nuclear superiority mattered and should be regained, but if it would not 

be possible, the U.S. nuclear strategy should rely on flexible nuclear options.
386

 According to 

them, this strategy by itself would be sufficient enough to gain strategic advantage. The 

Schlesinger doctrine was based on deterrence, control of escalation, and general war option if 

escalation control fails. Nuclear forces needed to be flexible, responsive, and based on pre-

planning. Furthermore, the primary goal of nuclear targeting was to destroy economic and 

military resources essential for the enemy’s post-war recovery and to destroy political 

leadership and military command structure.
387

 They noted that targeting civilian population is 

not an objective.  
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To enhance overall credibility and defense, Nixon authorized development of new and 

more sophisticated nuclear weapons. Nixon publicly defended the morality of nuclear 

deterrence policy by saying that deterrence policy necessarily includes attacks on civilians if a 

counterattack is needed. He added that only idealists cannot comprehend that the existence of 

nuclear weapons is irreversible.
388

 Thus he acknowledged that nuclear counterattacks might 

be a necessity in certain situations. Moreover, he perceived is as a moral issue since it 

ultimately ensures that nuclear annihilation might be prevented by that. In 1980s, Nixon 

shifted its belief toward the irrelevance of nuclear weapons as a tool of deterrence due to the 

credibility gap. He stated that the use of nuclear weapons could have been credible in the past, 

but not anymore. He noted that nuclear weapons “are irrelevant to the solution of the Third 

World problems. …What American President, in order to protect the Third World, is going to 

threaten the Soviet Union with nuclear weapons?”
389

 

Carter’s strategy of flexible and massive counterattacks was followed by an 

announcement of increased conventional and nuclear buildup and a production of neutron 

radiation enhanced bomb. Neutron bomb was securitized as a more applicable weapon. 

However, due to his moral considerations and a strong public opposition to the weapon, 

Carter, in the end, refused to order the development of the neutron bomb.
390

 The threat of the 

use of neutron weapon debate was fueled by its alleged usability. When later questioned about 

the morality of nuclear weapons and about his preparedness to launch an attack against the 

Soviet Union, Carter stated that he really did considered the use of nuclear weapons in order 

to prevent further destruction the U.S.
391

 This assertion, along with other statements from the 

time of Carter’s presidency, suggests that he would not hesitate to order a nuclear 

counterattack. Carter did not consider the use of nuclear weapons to be unthinkable.
392

 

Carter administration also strived to emphasize its nuclear arsenal is designed for 

defensive purposes only. Carter administration used the U.N. Special Session to pledge that 

they nuclear weapons would not be used against non-nuclear NPT party state.
393

 This negative 
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assurance was a modification of first use nuclear doctrine. They promised not to launch a 

nuclear attack against non-nuclear state except as a response to their attack. To certain extent, 

this statement also suggested that the principal national objective was to prevent further 

nuclear proliferation, which meant not to provoke any state into initiating a nuclear 

development. 

 

5. 1. 3. Threat of Nuclear Proliferation 

Nuclear parity between the U.S. and the Soviet Union made mutual disarmament 

negotiations more relevant and more likely to be successful. However, both Nixon and 

Kissinger comprehended détente with the Soviet Union to be primarily an opportunity to shift 

Soviet behavior into a more positive direction with a less hostile attitude. Nixon and Kissinger 

were not overly attached to the idea of nuclear disarmament or the end of nuclear arms race. 

They did not believe that the existence of nuclear weapons altered significantly the principles 

of politics among great powers.
394

 Therefore, they did not consider the nuclear arms race to be 

the decisive factor affecting the Cold War because there were other more influential forces. 

Rather, they perceived geopolitical competition as the key driver of international politics.
395

 

Nixon was aware of the strategic potential of nuclear weapons and knew other states 

would want to seek nuclear weapons as well. But, neither Nixon nor Kissinger was willing to 

sacrifice their political goals in order to halt nuclear proliferation. Furthermore, they regarded 

nuclear proliferation as inevitable and potentially desirable because nuclear states would tend 

to act more cautiously.
396

 On the one hand, promoting a halt on nuclear proliferation would 

not help them to acquire any political gains. On the other hand, they perceived nuclear 

proliferation as desirable because behavior of nuclear states would be more restrained in their 

behavior. Nuclear arms control was one area of common interest which had a potential to be 

only a mutual ground for negotiations. Thus, they proceeded to negotiate not with the purpose 

to lessen the threat of nuclear war, but to achieve their geopolitical objectives and to manage 

the Soviet threat. 
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 In 18 May 1972 The Agreement on the Prohibition of the Emplacement of Nuclear 

Weapons and Other Weapons of Mass Destruction on the Seabed and the Ocean Floor and in 

the Subsoil Thereof  entered into force. This multilateral treaty was created in order to exclude 

sea-bed and the ocean floor from the nuclear arms race.
397

 

In 1972, the U.S. and USSR concluded Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) 

dealing with limits on strategic defensive systems and limits on strategic offensive weapons. 

First of the treaties, the 1972 Treaty Between the United States of America and the Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics on the Limitation of Anti-Ballistic Missile Systems (Anti-Ballistic 

Missile Treaty, ABM Treaty) represents a watershed in the U.S. and the USSR negotiations. 

Both countries agreed that each may have only two ABM deployment areas and these systems 

cannot be deployed for a defense of its territory, but the treaty permits one to protect the 

capital city and another one to protect a ICBM launch site. There are limits on the number of 

ABM launchers and ABM interceptor missiles, ABM radars and the treaty do not permit sea-

based, air-based, or space-based ABM systems.
398

 The purpose of the ABM treaty was to 

limit nuclear arms race. The logic behind this is that if retaliatory forces are protected, the 

country does not need to develop its offensive forces is such vast numbers. Also with 

unlimited numbers of ABM defense sites, the other country would tend to accelerate its 

nuclear arms buildup to overcome the defense systems of its adversary. In 1974 the additional 

Protocol to the ABM Treaty was signed at Moscow on July 3, 1974 (entered into force on 

May 24 1976). It limited ABM missile sites to single one – either around the capital or the 

ICMB deployment area.
399

 The U.S. maintained its ABM defense of its ICBM missiles. It was 

in accordance with Nixon’s belief that the ABM defense cannot protect the cities and people 

in it. 

The second 1972 SALT I agreement, titled  Interim Agreement Between The United 

States of America and The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on Certain Measures With 

Respect to the Limitation of Strategic Offensive Arms (known as Interim Agreement or SALT 

I Treaty), freezed numbers of strategic ballistic missile launchers and permits increase of 

SLBM launchers to certain level only if certain number of ICBM or SLBM launchers is 
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destroyed simultaneously.
400

 It did not cover mobile ICBMs. Also the SALT treaty did not 

cover the issue of multiple nuclear warheads in a missile. Nixon told privately Kissinger that 

he did not believe the treaty will be at all important. The SALT I Treaty was being perceived 

as a public relation trick among American public. It was often labeled as window dressing, or 

stage-managed, rather than genuine disarmament treaty.
401

 The SALT I Treaty was staged to 

bolster the image of Nixon as a great world leader. Because Nixon did not regard nuclear 

weapons to be a significant phenomenon he also did not believe that nuclear limitation 

agreements could have a particular impact. Thus, treaties do not necessarily matter if the 

President does not believe they would have any affect. SALT I Treaty placed certain limits on 

nuclear arms, but the U.S., nevertheless, continued to depend on nuclear weapons buildup. 

Successive Ford administration relied greatly on Kissinger in national security issues, 

who continued with Nixon’s détente approach. Kissinger continued with SALT negotiations 

which culminated with signing Vladivostok SALT II agreement. This tentative agreement 

served as a basis for future SALT II Treaty. Ford declared his continuation of negotiation 

commitments of previous administration while stating, that in a thermonuclear age, there is no 

other alternative to a peaceful coexistence with the Soviet Union.
402

 

 

Carter’s shift of nuclear rhetoric 

Carter declared that unnecessary proliferation of nuclear weapons was the biggest 

waste and danger in the world. Therefore, the U.S. should rationally strive to eliminate 

nuclear weapons.
403

 In his Inaugural Address, Carter declared that the massive armaments 

race constitutes an enormous problem. He pledged to limit the arms race to amounts of 

weapons necessary for ensuring safety of each nation. Carter promised to move toward the 

ultimate goal, the total elimination of all nuclear weapons. Moreover, he appealed to all 

people to contribute to this goal: “We urge all other people to join us, for success can mean 

life instead of death.”
404

 Carter performed quite effective securitizing move while labeling 
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nuclear proliferation as their primary existential threat. He recognized the nuclear 

disarmament goals as their own ultimate goals and called for other people to join the nuclear 

disarmament movement. 

To certain extent, Carter administration favored the idea of nuclear disarmament and 

also did not resist establishing informative channels with nuclear disarmament leaders. The 

Carter administrative often utilized these channels with the aim to promote their own agenda 

to general public and to mobilize public support for their disarmament treaties.
405

 Carter made 

significant effort to set the public debate to his advantage. However, on the basis of the polls 

which showed the growing public disagreement with the weakness of U.S. foreign policy, 

Brzezinski advised Carter not to proceed with further bonding and public cooperation with 

disarmament movement leaders.
406

 

Carter desired to be perceived as peacemaker and mainly for this reason, he started to 

promote a good and peaceful image of the U.S. That was the main driver behind the SALT II 

Treaty. The Treaty Between The United States of America and The Union of Soviet Socialist 

Republics on the Limitation of Strategic Offensive Arms (Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty II, 

SALT II) was signed at Vienna June 18, 1979. The Treaty stated that both parties are 

conscious that nuclear war would be devastating for all mankind and therefore limiting 

strategic arms is especially important. The treaty sets limits on numbers of strategic nuclear 

delivery vehicles for both sides. Number of ICBM launchers, SLBM launchers, heavy 

bombers and ASBMs cannot be higher than 2,400, while limit for offensive arms were not to 

exceed 2,250.
407

 These and other limits on strategic offensive weapon systems, among other 

thing, included also bans on new ICBMs. The SALT II Treaty was never ratified due to 

Soviet invasion to Afghanistan and opposition of the U.S. Congress. States nevertheless 

complied with the Treaty. Soviet invasion to Afghanistan effectively ended the détente phase.  

In the late 1970, due to the increasing international tensions and rising Soviet power, 

many politicians and public figures started securitizing nuclear spending and buildup as 

inadequate. They started expressing their disapproval with softening of the U.S. security 

policy. This securitization of nuclear threat led many Americans to feel more threatened by 

the continuation of the U.S.-Soviet détente. Consequently, they began opposing the idea of 

                                                 

405
 WITTNER, Lawrence S. Confronting the bomb: A Short history of the World Nuclear Disarmament 

movement, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009, p. 129. 
406

 WITTNER, Lawrence S. Confronting the bomb: A Short history of the World Nuclear Disarmament 

movement, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009, p. 130. 
407

 Treaty Between The United States of America and The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on the Limitation 

of Strategic Offensive Arms. Signed at Vienna on June 18, 1979, not ratified. 



103 

 

setting limits on the U.S. nuclear buildup. Furthermore, several mainly republican politicians 

to a 1976 re-establishment of the Committee on the Present Danger (CPD), which demanded 

substantial increase of military spending with the emphasis on nuclear arms. They pressured 

the government to proceed with neutron bomb development since the Soviets exploded their 

first neutron bomb already in 1978. Rostow proclaimed that nuclear weapons could no longer 

be limited by nuclear control agreements.
408

 He insinuated, that nuclear arms race already 

passed over the phase where control treaties could limit them anyway. Furthermore, the CPD 

insinuated that nuclear control treaties tended to be ineffective. This propaganda tried to 

disrupt SALT II negotiations as they were perceived as superfluous and counterproductive. 

Ultimately, they challenged Carter administration disarmament efforts. Reagan, who joined 

the CPD in 1976, became a strong proponent of immediate nuclear buildup. He utilized this 

propaganda later during 1980 elections when he labeled the SALT II Treaty as a concession to 

the Soviet threat and an attempt to appease the Soviet Union.  

The possible ratification of the Treaty played its role again during the 1980 

presidential campaign. During presidential debate when asked how to stop the nuclear arms 

race, Carter stressed that only rational choice is to ratify the current version of SALT II Treaty. 

On the contrary, Reagan proposed to cancel the current (yet not ratified) SALT II Treaty, and 

intensify  an offensive weapons buildup to force Soviets into concessions to a new more 

favorable treaty and to restrain the Soviet buildup.
409

 Reagan referred to Carter’s reduction of 

nuclear strategic weapons as to concessions to Soviets during mutual arms control 

negotiations. Reagan criticized Carter’s inability to negotiate equally advantageous treaty: 

“Mr. Carter had canceled the B-1 bomber, delayed the MX, delayed the Trident submarine, 

delayed the cruise missile, shut down the Minuteman missile production line, and whatever 

other things that might have been done. The Soviet Union sat at the table knowing that we had 

gone forward with unilateral concessions without any reciprocation from them 

whatsoever.”
410

 

During 1980 presidential campaign, Carter made a strong statement that the nuclear 

arms control was the single most important issue, with comparison to unemployment, or to 

                                                 

408
 WITTNER, Lawrence S. Confronting the bomb: A Short history of the World Nuclear Disarmament 

movement, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009, pp. 136-37. 
409

 REAGAN, Ronald and CARTER, Jimmy [Presidential debate]. Debate organized by League of Women 

Voters, moderator: Howard K. Smith, ABC, Cleveland, October 28, 1980. Transcript of the debate available at 

http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/reference/10.28.80debate.html. 
410

 REAGAN, Ronald and CARTER, Jimmy [Presidential debate]. Debate organized by League of Women 

Voters, moderator: Howard K. Smith, ABC, Cleveland, October 28, 1980. Transcript of the debate available at 

http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/reference/10.28.80debate.html. 

http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/reference/10.28.80debate.html
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/reference/10.28.80debate.html


104 

 

inflation. Carter made an attempt to depict Reagan as a hawkish politician who never cared 

about nuclear disarmament negotiations and actually opposed every nuclear arms control 

treaty that the U.S. signed.
411

 Carter made an attempt to depict Reagan as a candidate who 

will accelerate another nuclear arms race. After Reagan won the election, Carter was often 

ridiculed for his remark, that nuclear limitation in order to stop nuclear proliferation was more 

important than economy. 

During 1980 presidential debates, Carter declared, that the U.S. must take a resolute 

position and control terrorism of all kinds and do not proliferate nuclear material to countries 

involved in terrorist activities. “Ultimately, the most serious terrorist threat is if one of those 

radical nations, who believe in terrorism as a policy, should have atomic weapons. Both I and 

all my predecessors have had a deep commitment to controlling the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons in countries like Libya or Iraq. We have even alienated some of our closest trade 

partners, because we have insisted upon the control of the spread of nuclear weapons to those 

potentially terrorist countries.”
412

 This proclamation demonstrated a then predominant threat 

of nuclear proliferation debate, which was the spread of nuclear weapons to terrorist states. 

They feared that those states would not consider the use of nuclear weapons as inherently 

irrational.  

The U.S. took a strong stance to prevent those terrorist states to obtain nuclear 

weaponry. Nuclear terrorism was portrayed as terrorist reckless autocracies obtaining nuclear 

weapons, but the U.S. did not publicly consider further spread of nuclear weapons. This issue 

refers also to the problem of preventing uncontrolled nuclear proliferation and how to 

efficiently draw the line to determine which state should or should not be permitted to possess 

nuclear weaponry. Also it is notable that in the 1980s, states often labeled as the biggest 

nuclear proliferation threats were Iraq and Libya. As all international politics, also nuclear 

weapons proliferation is inherently guided by double standards which deeply impacts what is 

perceived as a major threat and what is not. 

In 1980, the U.S. signed the multilateral Convention on the Physical Protection of 

Nuclear Materials focus on protection of nuclear materials in order to avert dangers posed by 

stolen and used nuclear material. The Convention applies on nuclear material used for 
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peaceful purposes while transported internationally, and partly also on nuclear material in 

domestic use, storage and transport. The treaty also takes into account the necessity to prevent 

nuclear material being stolen and appropriate punishments for such acts.
413

 

In his Farewell Address, Carter warned that more sophisticated technology and bigger 

nuclear arsenals also significantly increases a probability of miscalculation, which should 

make nuclear disarmament a paramount priority.
414

 

 

5. 1. 4. Threat of Nuclear Testing 

The 1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty caused the end of atmospheric testing and transfer 

of the nuclear testing to underground. In response to that, the image of nuclear explosion 

moved from the public debate and, consequently, also the threat of nuclear testing disappeared 

from the discourse because it was too intangible. From the government perspective, this rapid 

shift of public attention info ignorance was very advantageous. For a significant amount of 

time they felt no strong public pressure which would force them to securitize this threat of 

nuclear testing. 

The AEC representatives proclaimed that in the situation with no comprehensive test 

ban treaty, nuclear testing are absolutely essential to national security. They downplayed 

concerns of anti-nuclear activists and declared that damage of nuclear testing on the 

environment would be minimal and those would be repaired.
415

 They securitized nuclear 

testing as necessary and safe. Nixon administration regarded nuclear test ban debate as 

threatening their national security interests. They strived to limit nuclear disarmament 

movement potential and thus, they even began targeting them.
416

 Despite their approach to 

test ban debate, they signed bilateral Treaty Between The United States of America and The 

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on the Limitation of Underground Nuclear Weapon Tests 

known as Threshold Test Ban Treaty (TTBT) in 1974. This treaty establishes a threshold on 
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nuclear testing which prohibits nuclear weapons test having a yield exceeding 150 kilotons. 

The Treaty also encourages party states to limit the underground testing to a minimum.
417

 

In 1976 they also signed bilateral Treaty Between the USA and USSR on Underground 

Nuclear Explosions for Peaceful Purposes (PNE Treaty), signed on May 28 1976. State 

parties have a right to conduct peaceful nuclear explosions as long as it is performed within 

their jurisdiction or in the territory of another state given their permission. 
418

 Peaceful nuclear 

explosions meant nuclear explosion done for non-military purposes, which were practically 

undistinguishable from regular military nuclear explosions… 

  

 

5. 2. Nuclear Disarmament Movement Level (1969-1981) 

5. 2. 1. Nuclear Threat to the World 

By the early 1970s, the nuclear disarmament movement was weak and unable to rise 

against the accelerating nuclear arms race. Anti-nuclear groups had little manpower and 

financial support from the general public due to lack of powerful anti-nuclear agenda to 

mobilize people to again struggle against the nuclear weapons threat. International conflicts 

were usually regarded as more imminent issues, among which the Vietnam War was 

considered to be the most prominent problem. Therefore, pacifist and disarmament groups 

also shifted their attention to different agenda in order to sustain their support base. The anti-

nuclear movement slowly re-emerged with the end of the Vietnam War, while being driven by 

the contradiction between the détente policy and continual nuclear buildup. By the second 

half of the 1970s, nuclear agenda returned to the public debate. During the Carter 

administration, anti-nuclear groups were not restrained by the government, but quite the 

opposite. The administration needed there groups to promote government objectives which 

gave to anti-nuclear groups a notable influence. 

The anti-nuclear movement continued to securitize the existential threat of the end of 

the world. Jonathan Schell emphasized that the nuclear danger leads to extinction: “[T]he 

nuclear peril threatens life, above all, not at the level of individuals, who already live under 
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the sway of death, but at the level of everything that individuals hold in common. Death cuts 

off life; extinction cuts off birth.”
419

 According to this statement, nuclear danger threatened 

the whole human race and all life on earth. This statement suggested that nuclear weapons 

inevitably lead to extinction. One of the key groups, which emerged in the late 1970s, was 

also Mobilization For Survival. Their four principal aims were Zero Nuclear Weapons, Ban 

Nuclear Power, Stop the Arms Race, and Meet Human Needs. These slogans appeared on 

buttons, bumper stickers, and in other advertisement media.
420

 They vigorously securitized the 

nuclear existential threat by stressing the need to achieve nuclear zero and ban all nuclear 

weapons. In order to reach such development, they first needed to secure a stop of the nuclear 

arms race. 

Another very influential group Physicians for Social Responsibility started to 

securitize potential consequences of nuclear war. Many anti-nuclear groups, including SANE, 

united under the Nuclear Weapons Freeze Campaign (Freeze). Randall Forsberg pressed 

nuclear disarmament organizations to start promoting a united agenda. She drafted a call to 

both the U.S. and the USSR urging them to bilateral halt of the nuclear arms race. Forsberg 

released a Call to Halt the Nuclear Arms Race: Proposal for a Mutual US-Soviet Nuclear-

Weapon Freeze, which calls for a mutual freeze on the testing, production and deployment of 

nuclear weapons and of missiles. The proposal urged both sides to stop nuclear arms race on 

the basis of the fact that the U.S. and the Soviet Union already possessed 50,000 nuclear 

warheads, the capacity to destroy all cities in the northern hemisphere within a half an hour.
421

 

The main message was that both countries have such a massive nuclear armament, that further 

nuclear buildup was redundant and a dangerous risk. It proposed that both countries would 

retain nuclear parity which would enable future reduction proposals. Nuclear freeze was 

considered to be the first and essential step toward creating conditions of nonproliferation and 

possible elimination of nuclear weapons. The majority of pacifist groups and other 

organizations joined the Call. 

An enormous aversion to nuclear weapons has spread throughout the whole country. 

Anti-nuclear disarmament groups organized demonstrations and anti-nuclear marches. During 

1980 presidential election, more than 50 towns in Massachusetts held local referenda, in 
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which a clear majority voted for nuclear freeze.
422

 But in the same elections where people 

voted for a nuclear freeze, they simultaneously elected the President who promised nuclear 

buildup and opposed every disarmament treaty the U.S. signed. 

On the other hand, political scientists usually emphasized that nuclear balance would 

prevent any nuclear escalation and nuclear strategy of MAD ensured that nuclear weapons 

would not be used. Brodie noted that nuclear balance is definitely not delicate, because he 

believed that there were strong moral inhibitions against undergoing risks of nuclear exchange. 

Also because of their robust nuclear arsenal, it would be quite unfeasible for their enemy to 

destroy all their nuclear weapons in one nuclear attack.
423

 To strengthen such a robust nuclear 

balance supported by the nuclear deterrence theory even more, political strategists maintained 

that states must obtain a secure second strike capability, which cannot be vulnerable to enemy 

attacks. If both countries had invulnerable second strike forces, the situation would be stable 

and states should not seek to obtain first strike capability. But this theory did not work 

efficiently in the past since states nevertheless sought to accumulate more and more nuclear 

weapons which always accelerated another nuclear weapons buildup. Therefore, this circle 

could be stopped only by nuclear arms control agreements.
424

 Spiraling nuclear arms race was 

ruining stability therefore it would be advantageous to control nuclear arms race. Many 

scientists praised contemporary non-armament treaties because it had a potential to make 

things more stable. They securitized that there will be a stable long peace without nuclear 

arms race. But, in the end, SALT agreement was being perceived worldwide as a rather 

rhetorical exercise which had nothing to do with arms limitation.
425

 

Furthermore, Bernard T. Feld warned that there existed a 50 percent chance that 

nuclear war would occur in the 20. century. Feld criticized nuclear arms control negotiations 

for not presenting meaningful outcomes. He considered the Threshold Test Ban Treaty to be a 

mere insult. In this context, other treaties were also not overly successful in limiting nuclear 

testing of number of nuclear weapons. He titled LTBT to be an arms control disaster instead 

of an ecological blessing due to an accelerated development and underground testing. He 

emphasized that safeguards against the diversion of nuclear material and strengthening of the 
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NPT is extremely important in order to prevent nuclear weapons to be obtained by either 

governments or nongovernment groups.
426

 He believed that strengthening of nuclear control 

agreement would inhibit incentives to construct nuclear weapons both private and national 

actors. Feld represents a highly critical position. He considered strengthening the NPT and 

signing a new reduction treaty to be the only reasonable ways out of this nuclear arms race 

which threatened to trigger nuclear war. The anti-nuclear activists often securitized that the 

U.S. must ensure comprehensive anti-nuclear treaties in order to stop the nuclear arms race 

and save the civilization 

 

5. 2. 2. Nuclear Threat to the U. S. 

Societal nuclear threat emerged within the discourse in the context of development of 

neutron bomb and then also threat of nuclear proliferation. Harrison Brown noted that the 

major threat of the future proliferation lies within poor countries. He noted that since there 

were once problems with hijacking and kidnapping by terrorists, the consequences would be 

much worse in the situation where the nuclear energy and nuclear materials will be 

widespread throughout the world. He insinuated that if nuclear material continued to be 

unprotected, it might lead to nuclear energy being in hands of terrorists. Only a strong 

governmental control could prevent this course of actions.
427

 The threat of horizontal 

proliferation started to be securitized, but it was not a primary concern of anti-nuclear 

movement. Anti-nuclear movement focused primarily on vertical proliferation and how to 

stop nuclear arms race between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. 

Besides that, anti-nuclear movement performed a securitizing move concerning the 

threat of the neutron bomb development. Enormous worldwide protests emerged in 1977 

immediately after the U.S. government announced its intentions to develop a neutron bomb, 

an enhanced radiation weapon designed to release neutron radiation rather than explosive 

blast. The U.S. government made an attempt to promote the effectiveness of such weapons. 

Reagan declared, that the neutron bomb “could easily and economically alter the balance of 

power. It could be the ideal deterrent.”
428

 Reagan praised neutron bomb to be an ideal 

deterrent weapon because it would force Soviets not to start a nuclear war. He considered 
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neutron bomb to be “the dreamed of death ray weapon of science fiction. …It wont even 

destroy an enemy tank – just kill the tank crew.”
429

 He noted that the neutron bomb would not 

inflict material damage to surrounding environment, only cause deaths by its radiation. It was 

also believed that it would not cause escalation of nuclear war and nuclear annihilation 

because it would facilitate a possibility of a limited nuclear war. Thus, the neutron bomb 

would be also a deterrent against the Warsaw Pact nations because it aimed “at killing enemy 

soldiers and not tearing up the nations that are under attack.”
430

 

Cohen, a scientist who constructed the neutron bomb, often justified his scientific 

achievement by statements that the neutron bomb is moral because it does not cause total 

destruction. Deeply disturbed by war images of inhuman societies living in completely 

destroyed cities, the bomb was designed with the idea that it would kill combatants and leave 

cities undamaged and civilians unharmed. He advocated the purpose of his weapon by stating, 

that the “neutron bomb has to be the most moral weapon ever invented.”
431

 As G. F. Kennan 

noted, the U.S. strived to improve their image after the Vietnam War and to portray their 

power struggle in moral terms.
432

 

The debate focused on assumed tactical advantages of the neutron bomb in the 

battlefield and possible enhanced deterrent value of neutron bomb. Defenders of the neutron 

bomb often marked the bomb as efficient weapon with military advantages because they do 

not destroy property. Neutron bomb was stated to be discriminatory while killing only people 

within a certain range and leaving only little material damage. Neutron bomb advocates 

usually argued that once nuclear war was perceived as thinkable, the development of neutron 

weapon was inevitable.
433

 In addition, a debate about the effectiveness and morality of the 

neutron bomb sprung out also among scientific community. Enhanced-radiation weapon was 

designed to have two main advantages. It was theoretically a clean weapon, which imply that 

is does not contaminate wide areas around the target with radiation, and it possessed surgical 
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delivery without collateral damage. Current debate, nevertheless concluded, that these 

supposed characteristics were not met.
434

.  

This campaign caused massive public opposition labeling neutron bombs as immoral, 

inhuman, and being based on militaristic thinking. J.Garrett Allen declared: “The production 

of neutron weapons is probably as immoral a concept as human minds have yet devised.”
435

 

The biggest protests were launched in Western Europe as it was believed to be the eventual 

target of such nuclear buildup. Moreover, there were significant domestic and foreign protests. 

People started questioning also an artificial division on small and controllable neutron bombs 

and other nuclear warheads. A journalist Walter Pincus actively railed against the production 

while labeling it killer warhead.
436

 It was believed to be more deadly. This led Carter to his 

decision to defer production of neutron weapons.
437

 But, in fact, the production was just 

postponed till more suitable opportunity opened in the future.
438

 However, there might be 

many reasons behind the decision to suspend the neutron bomb project. First, Carter stated 

several times he was devoted to the idea of elimination of weapons. Also, neutron bomb 

might be seen as additional arms race when there was need for a budget cuts.  

 

5. 2. 3. Nuclear Threat to an Individual 

The nuclear threat to an individual was not overly securitized in the 1970s due to the 

primary importance of the Freeze campaign which focused on the stop of the nuclear arms 

race. However, the threat of underground nuclear testing still prevailed in the discourse. By 

1977 three quarters of the population called for a comprehensive test ban treaty.
439

 

The AEC struggled with the anti-nuclear movement calling for a stop of nuclear 

testing. The agency maintained that nuclear tests did not cause any problems since all safety 

measures were met in order to protect civilians. They even delegated a governmental expert 

group to determine the safety of nuclear testing.
440

 The AEC made an attempt to desecuritize 
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the issue of testing by stressing their safety concerns. The nuclear disarmament movement 

suffered of lack of vital information about nuclear testing. 

 

5. 2. 4. Nuclear Threat to the Environment 

Underground testing remained to be one of the main nuclear issues which reemerged 

in the public debate by the early 1970s. In order to prevent underground testing in Alaska, the 

newly formed Canadian group called Don’t Make the Wave Committee began raising 

awareness of the U.S. continual testing which could cause earthquakes or tsunamis. Thus 

environmental consequences such as fear of a tsunami wave played a major role in these 

protests. Their media-covered attempt to sail a ship into the nuclear testing area, consequently, 

sparked off the Greenpeace phenomenon which began protesting against nuclear testing.
441

 

While their voyage was of insignificant importance, it returned underground testing into the 

public debate. Later, Greenpeace movement emerged with their ban the underground nuclear 

testing agenda. 

Several Alaskan organizations and agencies such as Aleut League, Save Our State 

Committee, or Alaska's Department of Fish and Game argued that nuclear testing was causing 

severe damage to the environment. They regarded nuclear testing to be a risky play with the 

planet and stressed that according to an estimated cause of additional testing would damage 

fish, seal, sea lion, and sea otter population.
442

 

Moreover, several studies started declaring that nuclear explosions caused depletion of 

the ozone layer and other atmospheric changes. The study Effects of Nuclear Weapons also 

affirmed that nuclear testing decreased the atmospheric ozone concentration and increased 

adverse biological effects due to extreme ultraviolet radiation. It was also expected that 

nuclear testing caused “an increased incidence on skin cancer and to have adverse effects on 

plant and animal life.”
443

 

Antinuclear disarmament movement underwent significant changes. Earlier, 

environmentalist focused mainly on nuclear power plant issue while regarding nuclear 

weapons as necessary for national security. On the other hand, pacifist groups, having 
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separate agenda, focused on opposing nuclear weapons production. Pacifists usually 

considered nuclear power plants as desirable and, to certain extent, also harmless. Gradually, 

the process labeled as nuclear connection, which merged these two approaches, occurred in 

the mid-1970s.
444

 There were strong concerns about the environmental dangers of nuclear 

weapons and nuclear power plants. The movement became more and more concerned of 

nuclear energy and nuclear reactor accidents which could contaminate the environment. 

We have to take into account that the nuclear arms race was too abstract for general 

public. Moreover, when nuclear testing moved to underground, people no longer saw nuclear 

explosions in their lives. Nuclear weapons were largely invisible and, for a large part of 

population, their effects were practically incomprehensible, but the pervasive threat was still 

present in the discourse. The dominant issues were a continual health and overall 

environmental concerns. From this point of view, the environmental and health threats 

represented the common ground of both anti-nuclear weapons and anti-nuclear power agendas, 

which resulted into the two agendas being perceives as one. The release or leakage of 

radiation epitomized the common ground of these different approaches. On the other hand, 

nuclear power plants were more tangible and real, therefore a more visible target for a nuclear 

disarmament movement. Also, many disarmament and pacifist groups perceived stop the 

nuclear arms race campaign as inconclusive. Subsequently, they incorporated opposition to 

nuclear power reactors into their broad agenda. Thus, a threat of nuclear reactors became a big 

part of the nuclear disarmament movement rhetoric.  

General public perceived nuclear power issue largely as inseparable from nuclear 

weapons problematic. Often, nuclear power plants were depicted as silent bombs, also were 

referred to as nukes. The 1979 Three Mile Island nuclear accident in Pennsylvania, and the 

1980 Indian Point nuclear power plant leakage, only strengthened this perception.
445

 After the 

accident, the fear of nuclear power plants spread like wildfire. American population was 

gravely concerned which led to a release of several reports on negative health effects. The 

accident ignited massive protests, marches and rallies, public gatherings, vigils, occupying 

nuclear power plant sites, and general civil disobedience actions. Also movies depicted 

nuclear power accidents mostly. This trend accelerated after the Three Miles accident when 

people started to pay real attention to safety of nuclear power plants issues and accented the 
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environmental dangers linked to that. The 1977 movie drama Red Alert depicted an accident 

at a nuclear power plant which trapped power plant workers inside. Also many other films 

such as The China Syndrome, Island Claws, The Children, The Plutonium Incident, all depicts 

nuclear power plant accidents. 

To the contrary, some individuals started arguing that this unification of different 

agendas is unprecedented and illogical. In defense of nuclear power plants, some people 

argued that “there is no more connection between nuclear power and the bombing of 

Hiroshima than there is between electricity and the electric chair.”
446
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6. The Construction of Nuclear Threat and Escalating 

International Tensions, 1981-89 

 

“We have gone on piling weapon upon weapon, missile upon missile, new 

levels of destructiveness upon old ones. We have done this helplessly, 

almost involuntarily: like the victims of some sort of hypnotism, like men in 

a dream, like lemmings heading for the sea. … And the result is that today 

we have achieved … levels of redundancy of such grotesque dimensions as 

to defy rational understanding.”
447

 

 

The fifth period covers the era of Ronald Reagan’s presidency.
448

 During 1980s the 

international environment changed dramatically. In 1991 the Soviet Union announced they 

began producing neutron bombs. Also France began producing neutron weapons. Furthermore, 

the South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone was declared in 1985. Also nuclear development 

program of Israel was revealed. In 1985 Mikhail Gorbachev took the office of General 

Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. In April 26 

1986 the Chernobyl nuclear power plant accident occurred. Meanwhile, the U.S. struggled 

with the rising anti-nuclear movement and hard-line approach toward nuclear restraint. 

 

6.1. Governmental Level (1981-1989) 

6. 1. 1. Threat of Nuclear War and Possible Annihilation of the Civilization 

In the beginning of his presidency, Reagan believed that nuclear war was possible and 

limited war feasible. Reagan strongly opposed the strategy of MAD by arguing that 

deterrence through assured destruction is reasonable only when a defense system would be 

built along with other offensive weapons. He thought that if they build strong defense systems, 

then they could even win nuclear war.
449

 He securitized the need for defense system to 

heighten the possibility of winning the nuclear war. Moreover, being a member of CDP 
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himself, he appointed a large portion of CDP members into key posts in his administration, 

including George Schultz and Edward Teller. Many of them advocated that nuclear war was 

winnable. Rostow stated that the U.S. could survive a nuclear massive attack, because Japan 

“not only survived but flourished after the nuclear attack.”
450

 They often emphasized that the 

nuclear attack, however massive, would not obliterate entire population. However, the public 

largely did not share his hawkish idea 

Reagan rejected Carter’s nuclear countervailing strategy based on belief that the use of 

nuclear weapons would most likely escalate into mutual destruction. Reagan’s Secretary of 

Defense C. Weinberg noted that in the event of major nuclear exchange, a fallout and blast 

program shelter would be a sufficient protection measure which would significantly reduce 

both damage and casualties.
451

 Thus stating that nuclear exchange would be survivable and 

shelter program is essential. 

Their statements often emphasized that nuclear war could be won if the government 

prepared appropriately, thus, insinuating the need for a weapons buildup. Vice-president 

George H. W. Bush proclaimed that the U.S. could win the nuclear war if it have possessed “a 

survivability of command and control, survivability of industrial potential, protection of a 

percentage of your citizens, and you have a capability that inflicts more damage on the 

opposition than it can inflict upon you. That’s the way you can have a winner.”
452

 

Furthermore, due to their aggressive rhetoric and heightening of international tensions, the 

threat of nuclear annihilation was becoming more and real. 

In response to 1982 rising popular protest, Reagan was advised to change dramatically 

the rhetoric. In 1984, Reagan declared: “A nuclear war cannot be won and must never be 

fought.”
453

 This remarkable statement was a turning point causing easement of international 

tensions. Reagan was forced to soften his policy and to reaffirm his commitment to nuclear 

arms negotiation. On March 1983, Reagan reaffirmed: “The United States does not start fights. 

                                                 

450
 SCOBLIC, J. Peter. U.S. vs. Them: Conservatism in the Age of Nuclear Terror, New York: Penguin Books, 

2008, p. 142. 
451

 BROWN, Harold. A Countervailing View: No, we did not think we could win a nuclear war, Foreign Policy, 

September 24, 2012. Available online at 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/24/a_countervailing_view. 
452

 SCOBLIC, J. Peter. U.S. vs. Them: Conservatism in the Age of Nuclear Terror, New York: Penguin Books, 

2008, p. 144. 
453

 REAGAN, Ronald. Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of the Union, January 25, 

1984. Available online at http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=40205. 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/09/24/a_countervailing_view
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=40205


117 

 

We will never be an aggressor. We maintain our strength in order to deter and defend against 

aggression -- to preserve freedom and peace.”
 454

 

Gradually, the Freeze movement started being recognized on the governmental level. 

In 1984, the democratic presidential nominee Walter Mondale based his presidential 

campaign on the need of continual tradition of nuclear control treaties. He stressed that since 

Kennedy, the U.S. signed several nuclear arms control treaties while Reagan opposed them all, 

because he desired to build more. Mondale promised that he would follow Kennedy tradition 

of nuclear negotiations to get a nuclear treaty, because he is aware that once they go off, it is 

the end. Mondale wanted to alarm the public with the vision of nuclear killer weapons in 

space, with “the response time so short there will be no time to wake a President.”
455

 

In 1985, Reagan announced, that his Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) will eliminate 

the threat of nuclear war by finding a nonnuclear defense against ballistic missiles attack.
456

 

Thus the existence of defense will now prevent the possibility of nuclear war. Furthermore, he 

made an effort to explain his move to public in order to prevent their massive protests: “Some 

say it will bring war to the heavens, but its purpose is to deter war in the heavens and on 

Earth.”
457

 According to his statement, the SDI could not be considered to be an act of next 

nuclear arms race which would accelerate another Soviet defense buildup, but it need to be 

regarded as an essential measure to close the gap. Reagan strived to depict the SDI as a 

peaceful system, which did not go against the freeze campaign. Reagan also noted that 

reliance on mutual assured destruction, with a possibility of total retaliatory annihilation, was 

neither logical nor moral.
 458

 This shield scenario was considered to be morally preferable 

than reliance on offensive forces. 

 

6. 1. 2. Threat of Use of Nuclear Weapons and Limited War Plans 

Reagan stated that limited nuclear war was feasible. However, he was reluctant to 

declare whether he would use nuclear weapons. The 1982 defense guidance plan, signed by 
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the Secretary of Defense Caspar W. Weinberger, outlined a possibility of protracted war with 

the Soviet Union. According to this strategy, the U.S. forces must be ready to launch nuclear 

counterattacks over a protracted period of time. This must be done in order to force the 

Soviets Union to end the hostilities on terms advantageous to the U.S. According to the plan, 

the U.S. conventional and unconventional forces must be able to maintain capability to inflict 

serious damage over an unlimited period of time.
459

 It is the first official strategy which took 

into account the possibility of the prolonged nuclear war and accepted that it did not have to 

necessarily be all done in one hour. More importantly, this strategy represented a shift from 

nuclear deterrence to a more direct doctrine of counterforce. 

Reagan stated that NATO’s nuclear policy is inherently policy of peace and therefore 

it maintains its strategy that no NATO weapons will be used in Europe except as a response to 

an attack. He declared that both conventional and nuclear weapons will not be used, but in the 

same time he warned, that Soviet buildup seriously threatened conventional and nuclear 

balance.
460

 Moreover, Reagan even questioned whether, given the Soviet nuclear armament 

buildup, there is reason in calling it a balance.
461

 His policy was based on an image of strong 

leader who arms only to close the gap.  

In his November 1982 television and radio broadcast Reagan affirmed that the U.S. 

would never use nuclear weapons except if under an attack. He also expressed his belief that 

nuclear weapons will not be employed in conflict between the U.S. and the Soviet Union 

because now, “Soviet leaders have also expressed a sober view of nuclear war.”
462

 Reagan 

made a serious effort to create an image of the U.S. rational nuclear policy in contrast to evil 

nature of the Soviet Union. He also declared, that while the Soviet Union was in the arms race, 

the U.S has not raced. He even showed the charts depicting statistics of military spending of 

both countries to show the public that modernization of weapons is needed in order to “correct 

the imbalance.”
 463

 All this rhetoric was done to primarily justify the U.S. additional buildup 

and modernization in order to face the soviet threat properly. Striking change of discourse 
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which shows how the Reagan administrative tried to create an image of a nation who tried to 

stay peacefully behind the race and does not aspire to be part of the race. 

In 1982, he also explained his view on nuclear deterrence: “Certainly, we don't want 

such weapons for their own sake. We don't desire excessive forces. … Basically, it's a matter 

of others knowing that starting a conflict would be more costly to them than anything they 

might hope to gain. And, yes, it is sadly ironic that in these modern times, it still takes 

weapons to prevent war. I wish it did not.”
464

 Reagan made significant effort to explain that 

the U.S. was the one behind who needed more excessive buildup. In the same time, he 

emphasized that their intentions are not offensive because the U.S. only needs to make sure 

their arsenal is so enormous that the war would not be likely. This line of reasoning was, to 

certain extent, even supported by media. 

Preceding administrations were based on détente approach. During campaign, he 

opposed Carter in cancelation of nuclear weapon projects. On the contrary he was stressing 

the need for nuclear buildup because of the Soviet aggressiveness which was exponentially 

rising. Reagan’s rhetoric implied that the U.S. could not bow to the Soviet pressure, but must 

be stronger in rhetoric and in actions. Reagan’s presidency was based on aggressive 

reassertion of interests of the U.S. and investments into buildup of its nuclear weapons. 

Reagan very often justified his nuclear strategy by emphasizing the threat of massive Soviet 

nuclear armament. He usually even specified which U.S. military weapon systems are 

obsolete and need a rapid buildup and modernization and which types of weaponry needs to 

be authorized for development to face the highly sophisticated soviet armament.
465

 He 

stressed that there was a general need to strengthen the strategic triad, all sea-, land-, and air-

based missiles. In the same time, he often acknowledged, that they would not be employed 

because it will not be needed: “The more effective our forces are, the less likely it is that we’ll 

have to use them.”
466

 It represents an enormous securitization on order to justify nuclear 

modernization and development of new weapons. Reagan insinuated that building more 

effective weapons would ensure that their security would not be challenged by other countries. 

The aggressive tone of Reagan sparked off massive public protests. This heated campaign led 

many people fear about the first use policy intentions. 
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In 1981, Reagan authorized the production of neutron bombs while hoping they would 

be deployed in Europe to counter a huge army of the Warsaw pact. It was perceived as the 

easy way to deter overwhelming forces in Europe as well as in other regions. This order again 

raised the problem of tactical effectiveness of neutron weapon in their attempt to defend 

Europe. One of the proponents of the neutron bomb, democratic politician Samuel S. Stratton 

stated: “The neutron weapon is essentially defensive, simply because it kills tank operators 

without destroying the German countryside you're trying to defend.” 
467

 According to this 

statement, neutron bomb would be ideal weapon which could be used on territory invaded by 

the enemy while leaving the environment intact. 

Reagan desired to decrease the reliance on the threat of offensive nuclear weapons 

retaliation by increasing the U.S. defense systems capability. He declared that defense 

systems must be able to counter a threat of nuclear ballistic missiles attack, while being in 

accordance with the ABM Treaty.
468

 In 1983, Reagan announced building a defense system 

for the purpose to protect and strengthen the peace. A major modernization program could 

reduce the incentive that the Soviets might threaten to attack and thus, deter their aggression. 

Reagan clarified, that he was aware that if these defensive systems were “paired with 

offensive systems, they can be viewed as fostering an aggressive policy, and no one wants 

that.”
469

 He understood SDI as a measure which would replace offense for defense. Reagan 

argued that the SDI enabled the U.S. not to rely on nuclear weapons and nuclear deterrence 

because the SDI would form a perfect security shield. Therefore, in effect, usefulness of 

nuclear weapons would be diminished. Reagan stated that this defensive system should render 

nuclear weapons as impotent and obsolete. Ultimately, the threat of their use would be 

eliminated.
470

  

Therefore he sought to build a security shield that would destroy missiles before they 

would have reached the land.  “It wouldn't kill people; it would destroy weapons. It wouldn't 

militarize space; it would help demilitarize the arsenals of Earth. It would render nuclear 

weapons obsolete.”
471

But in fact, such shield, if realizable, would bolster the U.S. first strike 

capability. SDI, known as Star Wars, was designed as a ground-to-space defense system with 
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the aim to protect the U.S. homeland from nuclear missile attacks. SDI claimed they would 

intercept soviet missile attack and that they could by themselves prevent destruction of 

nuclear attack. However, such shield was never feasible and its main outcome was to 

undermine peace negotiation and accelerate nuclear arms buildup.
472

 

 

6. 1. 3. Threat of Nuclear Proliferation 

Reagan criticized détente policy of previous administrative, especially détente 

performed by Nixon and Kissinger. Reagan, on the other hand, based its rhetoric on renewed 

hostilities toward the Soviet Union, which, in the consequence, significantly reversed benefits 

acquired by détente of previous presidencies. Initially, Reagan administration strongly 

opposed the idea of nuclear disarmament as being undesirable. E. Rostow, newly appointed 

director of Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA), stated that “arms control 

thinking drives out sound thinking.”
473

 They were deeply disturbed by the Freeze campaign 

potential, thus, they approached them as unreasonable an unpredictable. In the beginning of 

the 1980s, media sometimes even copied the government’s line of reasoning that nuclear 

disarmament movement was being orchestrated by the Soviets. 

Zbigniew Brzezinski held the view that nuclear weapons, together with conventional 

forces, were a necessary deterrent to Soviet aggression. He replied to Gorbachev’s proposal of 

total elimination of nuclear weapons by 2000: “It is a plan for making the world safe for 

conventional warfare. I am therefore not enthusiastic about it.”
 474

 The top officials of his 

administrative mostly opposed the nuclear arms limitation and arms reductions and advocated 

primarily a nuclear buildup. Reagan shared their conservative ideological views and the 

militant anti-communism approach, but he perceived nuclear weapons as pragmatist who saw 

significant benefits to nuclear arms control negotiation.
475

 Reagan genuinely believed in 

abolition of nuclear weapons but his efforts to negotiate disarmament were being sabotaged 

by own advisers, who perceived nuclear abolition as unrealistic, unachievable, and 
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presumably undesirable.
476

 Overall hawkish attitude of the administration was, nevertheless, 

translated into negotiations on the nuclear limitation. 

Initially, Reagan administration did not strive genuinely to reach a mutual nuclear 

control agreement as much as did Soviets. Reagan used nuclear arms control negotiations 

mainly for propaganda reasons.
477

  Reagan was devoted to the negotiations only to the extent 

that it would be based on a strict reciprocity and it would enhance or ensure the U.S. interests. 

In 1981, he called for resumption of bilateral negotiations.
478

 Bilateral negotiations were in 

the center of disarmament discourse. Also, nuclear buildup could be then perceived as an 

attempt to force the Soviet Union into negotiations.  

Reagan declared that, even though not ratified, his administration will comply with the 

SALT II Treaty if the Soviet Union shows signs of mutual restraint. However, Reagan 

regarded SALT II to be an acceptable nuclear reduction treaty and he strived to open new 

negotiation rounds. In 1982, SALT talks were renamed to START according to their alleged 

dedication to achieve reduction of nuclear weapons not only limitations. His nuclear control 

policy was based on an assumption, that by ensuring nuclear reduction they could again close 

the gap and therefore regain nuclear balance which would enhance stability. Therefore, the 

main goal of START negotiations was declared to force the Soviet Union into a significant 

reduction of ICBMs.
479

 The principal aim of negotiations was to enhance deterrence and to 

achieve stability through reductions. Limitations only if it will serve the U.S. objectives. 

In response to 1983 mass march, Reagan changed this perception of evilness of the 

Soviet Union and engaged in sincere negotiations because it could be greatly beneficial. To 

strengthen the U.S. national security, they needed to close the missile gap between them. Due 

to an assumption that they could not achieve sufficient modernization so easily, they chose the 

path of nuclear arms control which would both give them public support and chance to close 

the gap. Moreover, they needed to obtain political support in order to get an approved budget 

for their nuclear buildup. In order to reach this strategic advantage, they needed to show some 
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positive results which meant to proceed with sincere negotiations.
480

 They needed political 

support for buildup therefore they needed to proceed with negotiations. 

Initially, Reagan strictly opposed any idea of nuclear freeze. In his famous speech 

where he called The Soviet Union evil empire, he declared that nuclear freeze, as a mere 

distraction, would not be advantageous and possible to verify. “The truth is that a freeze now 

would be a very dangerous fraud, for that is merely the illusion of peace. The reality is that we 

must find peace through strength. …A freeze at current levels of weapons would remove any 

incentive for the Soviets to negotiate seriously in Geneva and virtually end our chances to 

achieve the major arms reductions which we have proposed. …A freeze would reward the 

Soviet Union for its enormous and unparalleled military buildup. It would prevent the 

essential and long overdue modernization of United States and allied defenses and would 

leave our aging forces increasingly vulnerable.”
481

 Reagan believed that the Cold War is an 

apocalyptic battle between good and evil. Reagan again in 1983 argued against the nuclear 

freeze, which would only made the U.S. less secure and raised the probability of war. He 

justified his belief with the argument that this freeze would be unverifiable and would only 

reward the Soviets since the U.S. forces were not that modernized as theirs.
 482

 

The 1983 marches of millions demonstrators terrified Reagan to the extent that he 

needed to make a strong statement about his sincere belief in nuclear disarmament. 1983 

movie The Day After allegedly also contributed to Reagan’s change of thinking. In January 

1984 he acknowledged that the current U.S. nuclear stockpile was at the lowest level in 25 

years. Also he maintained that there must be greater reduction as he believes in zero option 

for all nuclear weapons, as his “dream is to see the day when nuclear weapons will be 

banished from the face of the Earth.”
483

 Reagan publicly stated that he believes in a nuclear 

free world. Reagan stressed that the halt of nuclear proliferation would be a major part of his 

foreign policy. Reagan cleared Carter’s rhetorical accusation and declared his determination 

to pursue nuclear arms control treaty: “I would say to the Soviet Union, we will sit and 

negotiate with you as long as it takes, to have not only legitimate arms limitation but to have a 

reduction of these nuclear weapons to the point that neither one of us represents a threat to the 
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other.”
484

 He built on a securitizing move of previous administrations that a primary goal was 

to prevent the further proliferation of nuclear weapons. 

In the same time, he reaffirmed that SDI should support further progress in nuclear 

control negotiations. He stated that he sought reductions of nuclear armaments and a total 

elimination of nuclear weapons. 
485

 

In response to Gorbachev call for a nuclear free world, the U.S. administration started 

to panic. Reagan favored this vision, but other politicians were horrified. Schultz even called 

the idea utopian while others stated that complete nuclear disarmament would be the worst it 

could happen.
486

 In 1987, Reagan did not immediately respond to the Soviet nuclear testing 

moratorium announcement. Nevertheless, he struggled to show some significant results. 

Reagan administrative proceeded to negotiate the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) 

treaty. In 1987, Reagan signed a bilateral Treaty Between the United States of America and 

the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on the Elimination of Their Intermediate-Range and 

Shorter-Range Missiles (INF Treaty), requires a destruction of ground-launched ballistic and 

cruise missiles with certain range and their launchers.
 487

 Reagan praised the Treaty by calling 

it a history-making agreement and visionary. The treaty for the first time orders not arms 

control, but arms reduction. The treaty achieved a zero option for intermediate-range missiles, 

which means an elimination of an entire class of weapons.
488

 The Remarks on the Signing the 

Treaty was a remarkable propaganda opportunity which emphasized the historical importance 

of the INF Treaty. They needed to win the public opinion and the INF negotiations were a 

window of opportunity to attain it. The INF Treaty significantly contributed to lessening 

tensions which substantially changed the mutual relationship between both countries. 

Nevertheless, the INF Treaty was not received well due to strong conservative politician, who 

called the Treaty an act of appeasement to soothe to the mass movement; a proposition which 

they did not consider to be genuine.  
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Under Reagan administration, R. Gates as head of the CIA’s Directorate of 

Intelligence was deliberately exaggerating some threat while downplaying several emerging 

threats, such as Pakistan’s nuclear development program, in order to concur with Reagan’s 

foreign policy. Reagan administration needed Pakistan as an ally and they could not afford to 

lose their alliance. Those analysts who warned that there exists a possibility that Pakistan 

could have proceed with covert nuclear weapons development program were punished.
489

 

Those who raised alarms were silenced. This contributed to Pakistan obtaining nuclear 

weapons. 

 

6. 1. 4. Threat of Nuclear Testing 

In 1982, The National Security Council reaffirmed, that the Comprehensive Test Ban 

remains a long-term national objective. The U.S should achieve this only under verifiable 

conditions because the comprehensive test ban by itself significantly reduces a nuclear 

deterrent credibility.
490

 However, the threat of nuclear testing was not particularly securitized 

because these nuclear tests were out of public sight. 

 

 

6. 2. Nuclear Disarmament Movement Level (1981-1989) 

6. 2. 1. Nuclear Threat to the World 

The nuclear threat to the world reemerged with the new debate about the possible 

deployment of tactical neutron bombs. After Carter announced plans for building a neutron 

bomb, American public was deeply shocked.  The debate again started to question whether 

the neutron bomb represents a blessing or brings them closer to potential disaster. Media often 

asked “how to defend Europe in the atomic age without destroying it” or whether it is even 

possible.
491

 There was a strong anxiety toward the deployment of neutron weapons in Europe 

and a general uncertainty of how exactly would it succeed in deterring vast Warsaw armies. 

European leaders were skeptical of its deployment in Europe and were declaring that the use 
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of tactical nuclear weapons would inevitably “lead to a strategic nuclear exchange, which in 

turn is almost bound to lead to the end of civilization.”
492

 This statement captured the 

securitization of the likelihood of the use of these tactical weapons which would inevitably 

lead to the end of the civilization. 

The popular polls reflected the growing nuclear opposition to proposed plans and 

growing international instability. By 1981, 76 percent of the public believed that nuclear war 

would break out within a few years.
493

 Taken into account the growing international tensions 

and strong Reagan’s rhetoric toward the Soviet Union, nuclear exchange was securitized to be 

more likely than before. Jonathan Schell stated that if the nuclear disarmament movement 

would not “rise up and cleanse the earth of nuclear weapons,” the U.S. could “sink into the 

final coma and end it all.”
494

 Subsequently, this rise of hawks and a Reagan’s aggressive 

policy of extensive nuclear buildup and development of SDI system led to a widespread 

feeling of nuclear despair. This ignited massive protests throughout the whole country which 

fueled the nuclear disarmament agenda. Nuclear Weapons Freeze Campaign, the largest and 

most influential anti-nuclear group, represented the mainstream of American population who 

called for a freeze of nuclear arms race. Many activists were deeply concerned by the 

proposed acceleration of nuclear production and modernization. In comparison with 1970s, 

when the nuclear weapons issue was usually mixed with nuclear power issue, the Freeze 

campaign of late1970s caused that the anti-nuclear movement started to again concentrate 

exclusively on the nuclear weapons issue. Activists started to mobilize people against the 

nuclear buildup and to promote Freeze. In the 1980s, the dominant issue within the nuclear 

disarmament discourse was the Nuclear Weapons Freeze Campaign. The campaign called for 

a bilateral mutual freeze of testing and production of nuclear weapons. They felt they were 

not threatened by other state’s nuclear armaments as much as they were by the opposing two 

countries. The fact that movement focused only on bilateral nuclear freeze is striking 

particularly due to the number of nuclear states by that time. 

Women organizations calling for a nuclear free world became a major part of the 

nuclear weapons disarmament movement. They began establishing peace camps and also 

started organizing Women’s Pentagon Action demonstrations. They emphasized that they 
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protested against the male-dominated world of nuclear weapons. In 1981, 3,000 women 

encircled the Pentagon with yarn and cloths.
495

 This action was in line with the global 

movement of women empowerment which among other issues also emphasized the dangers 

which this nuclear arms race posed. During 1982 Ground Zero Week anti-nuclear activists 

were raising general awareness about the possibility of nuclear war. Forms of protests against 

governmental nuclear policy varied from the educational meetings and lectures to civil 

disobedience actions. On June 12, 1982, one million people gathered in New York City 

calling for an immediate stop of nuclear arms race. The actions was organized by many anti-

nuclear and peace groups. Together the main theme of this massive march was a demand to 

halt the arms race.
496

 This massive mobilization produced a largest political march in the U.S. 

history. 

The SANE remained to be the one of the most influential organizations promoting ban 

on nuclear weapons. They protested against the current policy of nuclear buildup. Later, the 

SANE and the Freeze campaign merged together to create new organizational body 

SANE/FREEZE. Furthermore, Physicians for Social Responsibility continued to promote the 

nuclear awareness. They held symposia in order to inform public about the consequences of 

nuclear war. They were explaining what would presumably happen to the city obliterated by a 

nuclear attack. They also opposed the official government nuclear policies, civil defense 

planning, and called for a comprehensive nuclear test ban treaty and demanded halt on 

development of first strike nuclear weapons.
497

 They used their professional background and 

prestige to capture the public attention by showing them facts no one usually wanted to hear. 

As a part of 1982 elections, which included also local referenda, nuclear freeze issue 

was put on the ballot in ten U.S. states. The nuclear freeze issue happened to be one of 

determining factors in many American states and many candidates tended to use the nuclear 

freeze idea in their campaigns. Jim Leach predicted that the nuclear freeze issue would be the 

greatest single issue in 1982 elections.
498

 Consequently, the referenda results showed that a 

global nuclear freeze was demanded by voters in eight states and many major cities, while 

containing votes of approximately 25 percent of the U.S. population.
499

 Despite Reagan’s 
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warning that nuclear freeze would damage security of the U.S., a significant portion of 

population voted for nuclear freeze. John Herbers called it “the largest referendum on a single 

issue in the nation's history.”
500

 It signified a great victory of the movement even though the 

results were of only advisory nature. Nevertheless, the majority of mass media showed little 

attention to these results. Noam Chomsky affirmed that the Freeze movement was “probably 

the most successful campaign ever carried out in the US peace movement”, however, even 

though they won the public attention, they had zero impact on the government level.
501

 But 

the success of the 1987 bilateral arms control treaty was, as least to some extent, done with 

the help of the pressure by Freeze movement. 

The anti-nuclear movement had nevertheless, a significant success with securitizing of 

the nuclear threat to the world. In 1980s polls signified that between 70 and 85 percent of the 

public supported the Freeze agenda. In 1984, the polls showed that 74 percent of Americans 

believed that nuclear weapons could never be used even in small numbers and 79 percent 

declared that nothing could justify their massive use.
502

 Therefore, people believed that the 

use of nuclear weapons in a full-scale war would be unjustifiable. The 1983 science fiction 

movie WarGames depicted nuclear weapons in hands of a powerful computer, which in the 

end, chose not to fire nuclear missiles because he learns that it is the only correct scenario. 

The computer finally concluded: “The only winning move is not to play.”
503

 The movie brings 

up a powerful analogy of nuclear stalemate. It stressed that nuclear escalation into full-scale 

nuclear war would not end successfully for any side. 

In 1981, George Kennan admitted that the sense of urgency and excitement about 

banning the nuclear weapon has vanished. People were discouraged and resigned about the 

possibility of reinstating the agenda of banning the bomb again. However the nuclear 

stockpiles increased to the stage of absolute redundancy, which makes the issue more urgent 

than ever. He declared that nuclear weapons represent “a type and volume of weaponry that 

could not possibly be used without utter disaster for everyone concerned.”
504

 Kennan 

securitized that  nuclear arms race actually increases the importance of banning the bomb. 
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Several scientists emphasized, that even though states considered nuclear weapons and 

new nuclear defense systems to be means for enhancing national security, paradoxically, they 

had an opposite effect. Carl Marcy noted that both the U.S. and the Soviet Union are less 

militarily secure than a decade ago. Therefore, he stated that nuclear weapons or nuclear 

deterrence cannot be considered as tools of national security. And even if they functioned as 

such tools, the risks in a possession of nuclear weapons would be too great.
505

 The nuclear 

arms race was being more and more explained as a situation in which states are trapped in a 

cycle of hostilities which fuels this nuclear insecurity dilemma. The debate focused on the 

theme of inevitability of nuclear encounter. Many activists started emphasizing that the 

current situation will lead to perilous acceleration of hostilities which end up with 

unavoidable general nuclear war. The debate focused on an immediate need of preventing 

nuclear war, because “if the superpowers do not manage to deal with the common problem of 

preventing nuclear war, there will be no other problems to worry about. …Learning to live 

side by side with an adversary is a better deterrent than living with weapons drawn and 

aimed.”
506

 They focused on the threat of nuclear war inevitability, on the need for bilateral 

prevention, and totally unnecessary nuclear weapons buildup 

McNamara declared that in the late 1980s, the U.S. and the Soviet Union were on the 

verge of escalation of the arms race which would only increase the risk that one would initiate 

a preemptive nuclear attack. McNamara noted that the war seemed inevitable due to pervasive 

frictions which usually lead to irrational decisions. He declared: “The risk that military 

conflict will quickly evolve into nuclear war, leading to certain destruction of our civilization, 

is far greater than I am willing to accept.”
507

 On the other hand, due to Reagan’s statements 

referring to their no first use policy, he labeled the U.S. nuclear strategy as not being overly 

credible: “One cannot build a credible deterrent on an incredible action.”
508

 

Jervis opposed the countervailing strategy, being applied since Nixon, calling for 

counterforce actions, which includes a determination to fight full-scale nuclear wars which 

also includes capabilities to fight limited wars. Jervis argued that the strategy expresses the 

willingness to dominate any conflict at any level, and borders on actual war planning, without 
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admitting, that a defense against total devastation is impossible. However, he still believed 

that the balance of terror was indelicate.
509

 

 

6. 2. 2. Nuclear Threat to the U.S. 

In the book Blundering Into Disaster, McNamara noted that nuclear weapons “are not 

military weapons in the traditional sense and therefore serve no purpose other than to deter 

one’s opponent from their use.”
 510

 He stressed that to certain extent, nuclear deterrence 

ensured a security of the U.S. He desecuritized the possibility of the use of nuclear weapons 

in the battlefield since nuclear weapons are unconventional. He added that however nuclear-

free world would be desirable, it was, nevertheless, unfeasible in near future: “Unless we can 

develop technologies and procedures to ensure detection of any steps toward building a single 

nuclear bomb by any nation or terrorist group, an agreement for total nuclear disarmament 

will almost certainly degenerate into an unstable rearmament race.”
 511

 McNamara recognized 

that the threat of nuclear proliferation came both from countries and terrorist groups. He 

stated that because of this terrorist threat, nuclear disarmament would not be as easy as 

anticipated. He insinuated that the horizontal nuclear proliferation by terrorists was one of the 

greatest existential threats to the U.S. and therefore the U.S. could not disarm. However, the 

vertical proliferation was still securitized with the greatest priority. 

The 1983 film Special Bulletin chose a realistic but fictional approach, when it 

portrayed a group of terrorists with homemade nuclear weapon and their desperate attempt to 

force the U.S. government to abandon nuclear weapons. Terrorists are portrayed as average 

activists in a desperate plea to change the course of government nuclear policy and disarm.  

Terrorist nuclear blackmail, as something the U.S. feared for a long time, was initially 

downplayed because the U.S. government could not make concessions to terrorists. The film 

portrayed how media, together with the public, perceived them as despicable murderers. Also, 

anti-nuclear activists, being appalled by such terrorism, demanded bilateral and verifiable 

disarmament instead. These two sides differed in their conviction who the real terrorists were. 
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The main message was: “Terrorism has reached the atomic age.”
512

 In overall, the movie 

insinuated that governmental nuclear policies are inherently terrorist. In addition, people who 

are being called terrorists are only desperate people forcing states to nuclear disarmament. 

The movie significantly securitized the threat of nuclear terrorism to the U.S. and how one 

nuclear bomb in wrong hands could destroy a whole city. 

There was also an extensive debate on whether possession of nuclear weapons induces 

stability and peace or not. Robert Jervis outlined the theory of nuclear stability-instability 

paradox, when he declared: “To the extent that the military balance is stable at the level of all-

out nuclear war, it will become less stable at lower levels of violence.”
513

 States possessing 

nuclear weapons would tend to act more cautiously to avoid a full-scale war. In the same time, 

due to the nuclear deterrence and the threat of retaliation, they could afford to wage low level 

wars. This theory is usually applied to series of proxy wars which occurred during the Cold 

War. Strategists were searching for the reason why these low-level wars, which were fought 

without the use of nuclear weapons, prevailed without the following crossing of the nuclear 

threshold into the full-scale nuclear exchange. While there were no direct violent 

confrontations between the U.S. or the Soviet Union, either conventional or nonconventional, 

due to the relative nuclear parity and their protected second-strike capabilities, there were 

limited outbursts of instability on regional levels. Jervis also expressed the historical 

significance of nuclear weapons, which altered the principle of defense, by stating: “The 

forces that inflict damage on the adversary no longer protect the state, as they did in the past. 

Coercion, not brute force, deterrence, not defense, are the function of our weapons.”
514

 

According to this statement, nuclear deterrence was the only way how to protect the U.S. 

against enemy attacks. The U.S. could not ensure its security any other way. 

Two principal actors in the debate whether nuclear weapons induces stability or 

instability was Kenneth Waltz and later also Scott D. Sagan. In 1981 Kenneth Waltz contested 

the nuclear disarmament debate about effects of the spread of nuclear weapons. He declared 

that according to the popular opinion, “the world will become a more dangerous one as 

nuclear weapons spread.”
515

 This includes the view that with more nuclear weapons, there is a 

higher chance that nuclear weapons will be fired accidentally or in anger. Waltz, on the 
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contrary, advocated the stance which might be titled as more may be better. He argued that 

horizontal spread of nuclear weapons across countries was inevitable. He added that both 

bipolarity of the system and nuclear weapons helps to maintain peace: “They make the cost of 

war seem frighteningly high and thus discourage states from starting any wars that might lead 

to the use of such weapons.”
516

 His argument was based under an assumption that wars are 

caused by miscalculations, but nuclear weapons prevent such miscalculations making the 

system more stable. He performed a securitizing move when he declared that horizontal 

nuclear proliferation would not endanger security of the U.S. but quite the opposite. 

Waltz also argued that possession of nuclear weapons might slow down nuclear arms 

race and reduce military costs rather than otherwise: “Conventional arms races will wither if 

countries shift their emphasis from conventional defence to nuclear deterrence.”
517

 Moreover, 

nuclear states tended to wage fewer wars which were also less destructive.
518

 According to 

this logic, with more nuclear states, the world was going to be less violent one. This also 

means that further nuclear proliferation was desirable and was in fact a national interest of the 

U.S. He acknowledged that a continuation of the arms race between the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union occurred in response to actions of third countries.
519

 On the other hand, he also added, 

that with more countries trying to acquire nuclear weapons, the possibility of preventive 

strikes increases. The threat of preventive strikes indicated that nuclear or non-nuclear states 

tended to forestall another country to acquire its nuclear arsenal. But, Waltz noted that it is 

impossible to determine whether a country develops or already possesses nuclear weapons. 

Waltz mentioned a concern of some people that nuclear weapon might be fired anonymously, 

by radical Arab state targeting Israel for example. Waltz added that an aggressor would surely 

not remain unidentified.
 520

 Waltz therefore acknowledged that there was a nuclear threat to 

the U.S. posed by nuclear strikes from Arab countries. However, Waltz declared it as 

improbable because such firing could not be anonymous and therefore it would be deterred by 

the threat of retaliation. 
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6. 2. 3. Nuclear Threat to an Individual 

During the 1980s, anti-nuclear activists continued to securitize the idea of a nuclear 

test ban. They staged demonstrations at nuclear test sites, promoted nuclear-free zones and 

organized others civil disobedience actions. In 1985 a petition signed by 1, 2 million 

Americans demanded a nuclear test ban. Also, 1988 polls showed that 85 percent of 

Americans favored a treaty which would ban all nuclear testing and 71 percent favored 

bilateral efforts to eliminate all nuclear weapons.
521

 Threat of nuclear testing which negatively 

affects human health was continuously securitized, but instead of stressing the health effects, 

the emphasis was put on the necessity to stop nuclear arms race. 

When anti-nuclear activists securitized the threat of nuclear war, they usually 

emphasized that they posed a threat to citizens as well as to the environment. The 1985 study 

suggested that majority of the human population would survive a major nuclear exchange.
522

 

Studies usually started regarding environmental damages as much more severe than damages 

on population. They securitized what would be environmental obstacles to people if such 

nuclear exchange occurred. 

Several movies started to depict more realistic visions of nuclear attack aftermath. One 

of the most influential sources of anti-nuclear sentiments was a 1983 movie The Day After, 

which depicted preparations and the aftermath of nuclear exchange. They presumed that the 

nuclear war would be triggered by the crisis in Berlin. It portrayed a very realistic vision of 

nuclear aftermath horrors, while taking into account that there is no nowhere anymore and 

everyone would be affected.
523

 The film concentrated on a total societal destruction in one 

American city where survivors, surrounded by ruins of the city, await their death. 

Immediately after the movie aired on television, the U.S. government officials made a 

statement that the Americans had nothing to worry about.
524

 They made a serious effort to 

censor the movie and to assure the public that the nuclear scare of nuclear war is unrealistic. 

In comparison to Dr. Strangelove movie, The Day After chose to depict the nuclear issue 

completely differently. This film focused on several average Americans and their lives and 
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how they coped with their worst fears being materialized. The main message was that it 

affects everybody, which served well in mobilizing people.  

 

6. 2. 4. Nuclear Threat to the Environment 

Department of Defense published a list of 32 accidents involving nuclear weapons 

which occurred between 1950 and 1980.  The document confessed that out of all these 

occurrences, “[o]nly two accidents, those at Palomares and Thule, resulted in a widespread 

dispersal of nuclear material.”
525

 It is highly questionable why the document did not mention 

other serious accidents. Another document, Summary of Significant Nuclear Accidents, listed 

a total of 1,250 nuclear weapons accidents which occurred only between 1950 and 1968.
526

 In 

response, American population started to be even more anxious about the nuclear weapons 

safety provisions. 

Also, in response to the 1986 Freedom of Information Act, the U.S. government 

declassified, among other documents, also information about nuclear testing and nuclear 

accidents. This release confirmed long-lasting concerns over health risks caused by nuclear 

testing. It confirmed the worst fears of downwind and downstream populations that nuclear 

testing was slowly poisoning them. It also disclosed a 1949 nuclear Green Run incident which 

contaminated a large area and poisoned several local citizens. The 1949 Nuclear test Green 

Run released large quantities of radioactive Iodine 131 and contaminated a large area along 

the Columbia River and people within.
527

 Thus after several decades, local population finally 

got proof of who was responsible for their health damage and increased occurrences of 

thyroid cancer.  

The disclosure of 1949 Green Run incident caused great protests. It also inspired The 

Downwinder poem stating that the U.S. government lied to people when they maintained their 

position that nuclear testing was safe. The poem declared: “But mother’s milk can be a deadly 

dish. If mom, a downwinder, eats Columbia River’s fish, or consumes white snow – garden 

salads on the spot Then mother’s milk can become a deadly lot. So I fed poison to my nursing 

son with radioactive iodine-131. Just because we lived in the wrong place I maimed my babe 
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for that nuclear race.”
528

 People started protesting against such nuclear testing. They 

securitized it by insinuating that the U.S. government experimented on their own citizens and 

lied to them about consequences of such testing. In the center of the debate was threat of 

environmental contamination which subsequently also poisoned local citizens. The 

environmental threat of nuclear testing causing long-lasting effects also emerged in movies. 

The 1988 Academy Award-nominated documentary Radio Bikini depicted effects of nuclear 

testing near Bikini Atoll and the consequences it had in local population. Several other films 

continued to depict the threat of nuclear power plant malfunction, a leakage, and radioactive 

waste creating variety of creations.
529

 This threat perception was further strengthened after the 

Chernobyl disaster happened. 

Furthermore, in order to get support for nuclear abolishment, the spiritually-based 

movement Nevada Desert Experience gathered in 1982 at Nevada Test Site to raise awareness 

about negative effects of nuclear weapons testing and moral problems of nuclear weapons and 

WMD in overall. Annually, they called nuclear testing an “ongoing nuclear violence” not only 

on local population, but more importantly violence on “environmentally devastated 

location.”
530

 They securitized existence of nuclear weapons, nuclear testing and questioned 

morality of nuclear weapons program. They primarily emphasized the environmental and 

historical uniqueness of Nevada which has to be protected and not further violated by nuclear 

testing. Effects of nuclear testing represented an existential threat to the environment. 

Several scientists also started examining probable environmental outcome of nuclear 

war. They securitized that nuclear war could cause severe degradation of the atmosphere. The 

debate focused on a smoke produced by nuclear explosions and subsequent firestorms which 

would “drastically reduce the amount of sunlight reaching the earth’s surface… rendering any 

agricultural activity in the Northern Hemisphere virtually impossible.”
531

 They assumed that it 

would lead to changes in surface temperatures and wind systems and overall cooling of the 

atmosphere caused by the temperature inversion.
 
 They also mentioned a probable depletion 

of ozone layer. However, the study added that ozone depletion was not necessarily the cause 
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of nuclear testing of 1950s and 1960s.
532

 The 1983 study modeled global consequences of 

nuclear exchange which would cause severe long-term climatic effects such as surface 

darkening, subfreezing land temperatures, large perturbations in global circulation, and 

dramatic changes in local weather – a harsh nuclear winter. Furthermore, these large effects 

could occur even from small nuclear exchange.
533

 A term nuclear winter became a central part 

of the nuclear environmental discourse. Nuclear winter described probable long-term effects 

of nuclear exchange on global environment, caused mainly by firestorms, dust and smoke 

clouds. 

According to the 1985 study, such environmental degradation should represent a 

primary national concern. Also, researches started promoting the idea that a major nuclear 

exchange would cause “long-term climatic effects with severe implications for the 

biosphere.”
534

 The study also remarked that other researchers also suggested that smoke from 

nuclear explosions might cause severe damage and that effects of nuclear war might be the 

same as after a collision of a large meteor with the Earth which occurred 65 million years 

ago.
535

 They noted that widespread dust and smoke clouds from nuclear exchange could 

severely damage the global environment. This reflects how the threat of nuclear war was the 

major part of the nuclear discourse due to increasing international tensions and hostile 

governmental rhetoric. The debate shifted from the nuclear testing threatening environment to 

the nuclear war threatening environment. Newly, the debate focused on consequences of 

nuclear war, not nuclear testing. 
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7. The Construction of Nuclear Threat and Rising International 

Tensions, 1989-2001 

 

“There is evidence that conscious decisions were made to accept harm to 

people and to the environment in the pursuit of larger and more deadly 

nuclear arsenals. The need for military secrecy was inappropriately used to 

conceal information vital to protecting the public health.”
536

 

 

Sixth period our analysis examines starts with the end of the Cold War and dissolution 

of the Soviet Union and ends with the beginning of 2001. It examines years of presidency of 

George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton.
537

 End of the Cold War caused that the foreign policy of 

the U.S. administration was no longer framed in the bipolar rivalry and the nuclear balance or 

nuclear deterrence. Also, during 1990s, Africa was declared as a nuclear-weapon-free zone. 

The 1996 signing of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty created a watershed in nuclear threat 

perception. Nevertheless, India and Pakistan continued to conduct nuclear testing. 

 

7.1. Governmental Level (1989-2001) 

7. 1. 1. Threat of Nuclear War and Possible Annihilation of the Civilization 

In 1991, Bush acknowledged that the U.S. nuclear strategy went through significant 

changes. They no longer saw the threat of a Soviet invasion into Western Europe as 

realistic.
538

 Bush significantly desecuritized the threat of nuclear war: “So now, for the first 

time in 35 years, our strategic bombers stand down. No longer are they on 'round-the-clock 

alert. Tomorrow our children … won't have, as my children did, air raid drills in which they 

crawl under their desks and cover their heads in case of nuclear war. My grandchildren don't 

have to do that and won't have the bad dreams children had once, in decades past. There are 
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still threats. But the long, drawn-out dread is over.”
539

 Bush announced that with the end of 

the Cold War also air raid drills came to the end. This statement about the children which go 

to bed without the fear of the nuclear war was repeated several times during his presidential 

1992 campaign.
540

 

Reduction of nuclear arsenal was securitized by a need to lessen the threat of nuclear 

proliferation which ultimately also desecuritized the threat of general nuclear war. In 1994 

Clinton stated: “Because of the agreements we have reached this year, last year, Russia's 

strategic nuclear missiles soon will no longer be pointed at the United States, nor will we 

point ours at them. Instead of building weapons in space, Russian scientists will help us to 

build the international space station.”
541

 Again in 1995 Clinton proclaimed: “this is the first 

State of the Union Address ever delivered since the beginning of the cold war when not a 

single Russian missile is pointed at the children of America. …We've come so far so fast in 

this post-cold-war world that it's easy to take the decline of the nuclear threat for granted. But 

it's still there, and we aren't finished yet.”
542 

The key statement was that the U.S. and Russia 

stopped targeting each other’s population. The threat of nuclear war vanished by symbolical 

nuclear de-targeting. Nuclear weapons now aimed at no country and no nuclear weapons were 

aimed at the U.S. Moreover, this policy of detargeting meant to serve as an acknowledgement 

that there are far more serious existential threats and Russia in no longer one of them. Also it 

was a tactical calculation which should have forced Russia to reduce their arsenal. 

However, the 1997 Directive restated the Cold War rhetoric and nuclear targeting 

strategies which aimed at leadership and nuclear forces in Russia and possibly also China. 

The directive restated that nuclear weapons represent a cornerstone of national security for the 

indefinite future. It declared that military “must be prepared to win a protracted nuclear war 

that would devastate the globe.”
543

 They maintained their continual reliance on nuclear 

weapons in wars. 
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7. 1. 2. Threat of Use of Nuclear Weapons and Limited War Plans 

Bush administration continued with the Star Wars SDI in order to both deter and 

potentially also defend against enemy nuclear attacks if necessary. In 1989, he announced that 

they will pursue activities in space to fulfill its right of self-defense.
544

 Despite the overall 

desecuritization of the threat of nuclear war, the U.S. still must have been prepared for any 

possible nuclear attack. Nuclear strategy was still based on deterrence and nuclear forces 

ready to be employed if the relations with Russia again worsened. They reduced and limited 

particular nuclear weapons while retaining certain numbers if their deployment would be 

needed. 

Bush often strongly opposed the Freeze campaign agenda. During 1992 presidential 

campaign, he insinuated that if they have chosen nuclear freeze approach, the U.S. would 

never won the Cold War. He stated:” For 40-some years, we kept the peace. … We never 

would have got there if we'd gone for the nuclear-freeze crowd; never would have got there if 

we'd listened to those that wanted to cut defense spending.”
545

 He still securitized the need to 

retain nuclear weapons. 

The threat of the use of nuclear weapons emerged in the center of the discourse again 

with the Gulf War in 1991. In Bush’s letter to Saddam from January 1991, Bush stated that 

the future of Iraq was at stake unless they would withdraw from Kuwait. He stressed that the 

U.S. would not tolerate the use of chemical or biological weapons and terrorist actions against 

them: “The American people would demand the strongest possible response. You and your 

country will pay a terrible price if you order unconscionable acts of this sort.”
546

 He 

insinuated that once Saddam were to cross that line, he would employ force far more powerful 

against them. Thus, this statement was translated as a threat of the use of nuclear weapons. 

Several influential politicians also argued for the employment of tactical nuclear 

weapons against if conventional bombings were not effective enough to defeat Saddam 

Hussein. Congressman Dan Burton stated that the U.S. “should use everything at our disposal 

before we send our young Americans into a meat grinder.”
547

 The rhetoric of several 
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politicians suggested that the use of tactical nuclear weapons represent a better choice than 

sending American troops to conventional warfare. On the contrary, Congressman Newt 

Gingrich said that if the U.S. should “establish a pattern out there that it is legitimate to use 

those kinds of weapons, our children and grandchildren are going to rue the day.”
548

 He 

suggested that the use of nuclear weapons is illegitimate and could bring disastrous 

consequences.  

Later, Bush refused to specify which measures he was considering to employ. But he 

affirmed that he did not seek to destroy Iraq nor punish the Iraqi population for decisions of 

their leaders.
549

 According to Nina Tannenwald, nuclear weapons were a part of both the 

context and the dynamics for two main reasons. First, the war was legitimized by the goal of 

destroying Iraq’s nuclear development program. Second, the U.S. military officials made 

particular threats given the presence of 1,000 nuclear weapons in the region.
550

 Also the war 

was waged with the justification of combating possession of WMD. The use of nuclear 

weapons was taken completely out of the consideration by the administration with the 1991 

Gulf War. The U.S. officials, however, did not rule out the use of nuclear weapons 

publicly.
551

 Thus Bush followed the long tradition of non-use. According to the George 

Bundy, the Gulf War has remarkably reinforced the tradition of the nonuse.
552

 There were no 

dire circumstances, but nevertheless, it was a significant case of nonuse since it was the first 

major post-Cold War conflict.  

With the end of the Cold War, several officials started to advocate the idea that nuclear 

weapons were obsolete and military does not need to use nuclear weapons. They could even 

rely on conventional weapons in countering proliferation Carter, in the context of NPR, even 

proclaimed: “We can use conventional forces to prevail anywhere in the world.”
 553

 

Nevertheless, the 1997 Directive reaffirmed their usability.
554
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7. 1. 3. Threat of Nuclear Proliferation 

Vertical Proliferation 

Initially, Bush was very skeptical toward the disarmament approach and suspicious 

about Gorbachev’s intentions. Gradually, Bush began experiencing difficulties considering 

that Gorbachev was perceived as more genuinely inclined toward nuclear control negotiations 

so that public opinion started to praise his initiatives. He could not afford to lose propaganda 

advantage to the Soviets so they changed their hard-line approach and proceeded with 

negotiations on missile reductions. In 1989, he stated that they “will not miss any opportunity 

to work for peace.
555

 Despite that Bush did not favor nuclear negotiations and tried to obstruct 

such process, he was pressured into more direct stance. 

On 31 July 1991, the U.S. and the Soviet Union signed Strategic Arms Reduction 

Treaty (START I) which prohibited parties to possess more than 6,000 nuclear warheads and 

1,600 deployed ICBMs.
556

 This Treaty was the first to reduce the numbers of nuclear 

warheads symbolized by the shift from limitation talks (SALT) to reduction talks (START). 

The treaty was to be expired on December 2009. After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, 

additional Lisbon Protocol was signed in 1992 to let newly independent states with nuclear 

weapons in their possession to become parties to the Treaty. The Treaty entered into force as a 

five nation party Treaty. The U.S. feared greatly that the former Soviet nuclear warheads 

would not be secure in newly formed successor states of dissuaded Soviet Union. This led U.S. 

senators Sam Nunn and Richard Lugar to propose the Soviet Nuclear Threat Reduction Act 

which eventually led to the Cooperative Threat Reduction program which eventually 

facilitated also the nuclear threat of post-soviet states. Bush desired to continue with this 

nonproliferation measures so Bush and Yeltsin started negotiating on START II Treaty. They 

implemented START I reductions and Clinton pressed to ratify START II. This treaty was 

ultimately signed by January 1993. However, the START II never entered into force.
557

 

Generally, only nuclear arsenals of these two countries were securitized. They were 

concerned of nuclear armament of other countries but, nevertheless, they focused only on 

bilateral reductions. They did not securitize increasing China’s nuclear power. 
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With the end of the Cold War and general loosening of international tension came also 

particular changes in domestic nuclear strategy and nuclear spending. George H. W Bush 

announced that the U.S. will eliminate unilaterally all ground-launched short-range tactical 

nuclear weapons. They will also remove their sea-launched tactical nuclear weapons from 

their ships and submarines, while still preserving significantly reduced air-delivered tactical 

nuclear weapons. However, he stressed that these changes should be reciprocal and the 

Soviets should not only destroy their corresponding nuclear weapons, but primarily also those 

which the U.S. already destroyed, such as nuclear land mines.
 558

 The U.S. emphasized their 

commitment to significantly reduce all their nuclear arsenals while keeping only certain 

numbers of particular types of weapons. According to the announcement, those weapons 

which would not be destroyed would be removed from their warships and stored in areas 

where would be available for future deployment if such need should have occurred. 

In 1992, Bush declared that since it was a new era, he ordered a unilateral extensive 

cuts in military spending which included changes in their strategic nuclear forces and 

cancelled nuclear development projects.
559

 Bush was the driving force behind these reductions. 

He was influenced by several factors. First, he was gravely concerned over the fate of nuclear 

weapons in Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazachstan. Second, he was seriously concerned over the 

Soviet nuclear command and control reliability. Third, he perceived nuclear reductions to be 

both a reflection and an accelerating force of changing relationship with the Soviets.
560

 It is 

likely that one of the main motives was to seize the window of opportunity of changing 

relations with the Soviet Union and to signify their willingness to mutual improvement. With 

the end of the Cold War, Bush sincerely strived to seize the historical opportunity to lessen 

international tensions in this case by reducing nuclear weapons. Furthermore, besides the fear 

of uncontrolled massive Soviet arsenal, the nuclear disarmament movement could have also 

impacted his decision. 

Bush securitized that these reductions were made for the purpose to halt the spread of 

nuclear weapons which, by extension, would also lessen the likelihood of nuclear war. He 

declared: “[W]e can dramatically shrink the arsenal of the world's nuclear weapons. We can 

more effectively discourage the spread of nuclear weapons. We can rely more on defensive 
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measures in our strategic relationship. We can enhance stability and actually reduce the risk of 

nuclear war.”
 561

 Instead of their reliance of vast nuclear arsenal, he would base their nuclear 

strategy on defense against possible attacks. Bush stated that he would vigorously pursue SDI 

and the stop of spread of nuclear weapons. He estimated 1,000 satellites ensuring their 

security.
562

   

During the 1992 presidential campaign, Clinton stated that one of the main challenges 

of the post-cold war world is the need to continue the negotiations to reduce the U.S. and the 

Soviet nuclear arsenal.
563

 In the beginning of his presidency, due to the change in the 

international environment, Clinton also needed to cut significantly redundant military 

spending. He announced: “We are eliminating programs that are no longer needed, such as 

nuclear power research and development. We're slashing subsidies and canceling wasteful 

projects. But many of these programs were justified in their time.”
564

 Clinton stated several 

times that the U.S. should have reduced nuclear arsenal and that the U.S. does not need to 

develop new nuclear weapons systems. He suggested that nuclear weapons are now obsolete 

and wasteful. It was a measure which was in line with overall military cuts in defense 

spending response to the end of the Cold War. 

Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) released in 1994 stated that the U.S. nuclear policy 

was no longer based on MAD, but on Mutual Assured Safety (MAS).
565

 The NPR recognized 

five main topics of the U.S. nuclear strategy: First, nuclear weapons, in the first time in 

nuclear age, had smaller role in U.S. security. Second, the U.S. required a much smaller 

nuclear arsenal now, which was already reduced by 59 percent since 1988, and did not need 

having any new nuclear weapons programs. Third, there must be prudence toward new 

potential security risks. Forth, the U.S. does not have a purely deterrent posture, but their 

strategy is still based on nuclear extended deterrent protection of allies and on continued 

commitment to other allies. Fifth, the U.S. sets the highest standards of nuclear safety, 

security, and control.
566

 NPR reaffirmed the government determination to reduce its vast 
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nuclear arsenal and their determination to ratify and commit to international nuclear control 

agreements. Reductions of nuclear weapons are done for the purpose to acknowledge a 

smaller role of nuclear weapons in the new international environment. 

It also states that the concepts of deterrence and survivability must adapt to the new 

international environment. NPR reasserted the status quo in this way. NPR reaffirmed their 

commitment toward nuclear reductions, but they still reserved their right to retain some 

nuclear weapons which did not decrease beyond START II levels in order to ensure their 

safety.
567

 The NPR significantly reduced the U.S. dependence on nuclear weapons. They will 

retain the nuclear strength to respond to any crisis or to any challenge, but they did not expect 

to use them or to even rely on them 

Some politician started to doubt these nuclear reductions because they feared that 

Russia will significantly surpass their nuclear capability. Moreover, the U.S. began 

emphasizing the no new nuclear programs are under development.. In response to these 

statements, some even began doubting that Russia’s nuclear capacity would be more modern 

than American.
568

 In the context of adopting NPR, Deputy Secretary Deutch warned, that 

Russia will most probably return to its aggressive nuclear posture due to its inability to retain 

vast conventional forces. He added that due to their political and economic collapse, reliance 

on aggressive nuclear deterrence would be much cheaper. However, by the time Russia were 

to increase their aggressive policy, the U.S. would be unable to restore its nuclear forces that 

would match them. “So if something does go wrong in Russia, it is likely that it is in the 

nuclear forces area that we will face the first challenge.”
569

  

 

Horizontal Proliferation 

Bush performed a securitizing move about the threat of nuclear proliferation.  Bush 

stated that it is essential “to protect our country from limited nuclear missile attack. We must 

have this protection because too many people in too many countries have access to nuclear 

arms. And I urge you again to pass the Strategic Defense Initiative, SDI.”
570

 He stressed that 

defense systems are essential because there are still new challenges and new threats the U.S. 
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must face. They were concerned of nuclear arsenal already in possession of many countries 

and feared of the spread of nuclear weapons to other countries. Bush perceived the 

proliferation of nuclear weapons to be the greatest threat. He securitized threat of nuclear 

proliferation also in order to get support for the SDI. 

In the context of Gulf War, Congressman Newt Gingrich noted: “We would not want 

to live in a world on which we had sent a signal to every country on the planet to get nuclear 

weapons as fast as we can.”
571

 He recognized that threats of the use of weapons only 

encourage other states to possess such weapons. Thus, the U.S. must make an effort not to 

provoke countries to develop nuclear weapons because it is a primary objective of the U.S. 

national strategy. 

Main threats of proliferation were mainly North Korea, and then India, Pakistan. The 

U.S. made several attempts to halt North Korean nuclear proliferation. Clinton strived to stop 

nuclear proliferation of North Korea by continuing inspections and sanctions. The U.S. 

continued to promote also nuclear disarmament of post soviet states. Clinton stated several 

times that for the U.S. it was essential to safeguard also nuclear material in Russia, Ukraine, 

and other former Soviet nations in order to prevent that it would fall into the “wrong 

hands”.
572

 He was involved in agreements over nonproliferation of Kazakhstan, Belarus, and 

Ukraine to achieve complete elimination of their nuclear armament. 
573 

The U.S. made an 

effort to assist in dismantling their nuclear weapons.  

Clinton believed that with the end of the Cold war, the greatest existential nuclear 

threat comprised of proliferation of nuclear weapons to other countries and terrorist 

organizations. In June 1995, Clinton declared nuclear proliferation to be the greatest threat. 

“Our generation's enemies are the terrorists and their outlaw nation sponsors. … Their reach is 

increased by technology. … Today, the threat to our security is not in an enemy silo, but in 

the briefcase or the car bomb of a terrorist.”
574

  Therefore it was essential to limit spread of 

nuclear material and to set nonproliferation as a national priority. 

In 1995 Clinton administration released U.S. Policy on Counterterrorism which 

declared that detection, prevention, defeat, and management of the consequences
 
 of nuclear, 
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biological, or chemical materials or weapons use by terrorist is their primary concern. “There 

is no higher priority than preventing the acquisition of this capability or removing this 

capability from terrorist groups potentially opposed to the U.S.”
575

 Clinton declared that since 

the U.S. possessed military superiority, it was increasingly likely that nations, terrorist groups, 

or criminal organizations would attack the U.S. in unconventional way. They emphasized that 

since states and state-sponsored groups were not to defeat the U.S. conventionally, they would 

choose asymmetrical assaults through terrorism and the use of nuclear weapons. Moreover, 

prevention of terrorist acquisition of weapons of mass destruction was stated as one of 

primary objectives and responsibilities. Thus they shifted their focus on reduction or 

elimination of WMDs of other nations, on prevention of further proliferation, and ensuring 

that they would not come into the possession of terrorists.
576

 

The Nuclear Posture Review acknowledged that the U.S. nuclear strategy is based on 

retaining strategic nuclear forces “sufficient to deter any future hostile foreign leadership with 

access to strategic nuclear forces from acting against our vital interests and to convince it that 

seeking a nuclear advantage would be futile.”
 577

 It means that the U.S. nuclear forces must be 

ready to deter foreign aggressions and nuclear proliferation.  

According to the NPR, the proliferation of nuclear weapons represents greater security 

risk than nuclear arsenal of a hostile superpower.  Moreover, the nuclear forces must be used 

to promote regional stability, avert crises, and deter war. However, the NPR made an 

emphasis that the response of WMD threat or use must be, especially, non-nuclear.
578

  

 

7. 1. 4. Threat of Nuclear Testing 

Bush strongly opposed initiatives demanding limits on nuclear testing. Nevertheless, 

Congressional measure to terminate funding for the nuclear tests, promoted and sponsored by 

anti-nuclear groups, was passed in 1992. It prohibited underground nuclear testing for 9 

months, restricted further nuclear testing and demanded the test ban by 1996. Bush, in his 

attempt to be reelected, did not dare to veto this legal measure and, therefore, was compelled 
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to sign it. However, he hoped that after his reelection, he would significantly revise it.
579

 Thus 

the U.S. nuclear testing was halted. This action was substantially sponsored and promoted 

also by anti-nuclear SANE/Freeze movement. 

Bush also signed Radiation Exposure Compensation Act which provided financial 

compensation to those exposed to nuclear testing by uranium mining. In 1990, Bush and 

Gorbachev signed protocols to the Threshold Test Ban Treaty which led to ratification of this 

Treaty signed already in 1974. He also signed Peaceful Nuclear Explosions Treaty (PNET). 

Still, there was a strong pressure to establish a comprehensive test ban measure. 

The Soviet unilateral moratorium on nuclear testing forced the U.S. to reconsider their 

nuclear testing policy. Subsequently, the U.S. acceded to this proposition and thus, their last 

nuclear test occurred on 23 September 1992. Nevertheless, Clinton was, to some extent, 

considering resumption of underground nuclear testing.
580

 But in the end, he chose to extend 

the moratorium. 

Clinton was constantly asserting the need sign and then ratify a truly comprehensive 

nuclear test ban treaty.
581

 Clinton believed that comprehensive test ban treaty would ensure 

inhibition of nuclear proliferation to other countries.
 582

 

In 1996, the U.S. signed a multilateral Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT).
583

 

Clinton remarked, that signing of the treaty by five declared nuclear states “will immediately 

create an international norm against nuclear testing.”
584

 Nevertheless, the subsequent 

ratification of the CTBT in the Senate was very problematic. Many U.S. politicians 

continuously expressed their concerns that signing of the CTBT would damage deterrence 

capability and viability of their nuclear arsenal. Also detecting nuclear explosions of other 

countries is difficult and therefore, it would be easy for states to violate such an agreement. 

Then it would not be beneficial for the U.S. if only other countries would continue their 
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testing covertly and the U.S. could not.
585

  Democrats struggled to mobilize support for the 

ratification which Republicans took advantage from and pressed for an early vote. Thus the 

U.S. did not ratify the treaty. He believed that the CTBT would make nuclear proliferation 

more difficult to other states which would obtain nuclear weapons harder. He believed that the 

CTBT could end nuclear testing forever.
 586

 His approach toward the ban on nuclear testing 

was in the direct opposition to the preceding Bush’s policy, who opposed the congressional 

proposition to ban the testing. On the other hand, Clinton never missed an opportunity to 

appeal to the Congress to ratify nonproliferation treaties and to reduce nuclear dangers by 

ratifying comprehensive test ban treaty. However, in overall, the ratification of the CTBT was 

regarded as a security threat because there were allegedly no reliable verification measures to 

track nuclear testing of other countries. Also, many politicians were concerned that the U.S. 

would reduce their nuclear potential by this ratification. 

In 1999, then Secretary of State, Madeline K. Albright stated that the ratification of the 

CTBT was in the U.S. national security interest because “America would retain a safe and 

reliable nuclear deterrent. But by preventing testing, the Treaty will inhibit the development 

of more advanced weapons by other nuclear weapons states, and make it harder for countries 

that do not now have such weapons to build them.”
587

 The need to sign and ratify the CTBT 

was securitized not because of the health threats, but because of the threat of horizontal 

nuclear proliferation. 

 

 

7.2 Nuclear Disarmament Movement Level (1989-2001) 

7. 2. 1. Nuclear Threat to the World 

The end of the Cold War and the rise of new types of actors and conflicts changed the 

perception of nuclear threat considerably. The main securitized existential threat of nuclear 

proliferation shifted from accented vertical to horizontal proliferation threat. “As the threat of 
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war with Russia diminished virtually to the vanishing point, the United States came to believe 

that countries such as Iraq and Iran would acquire nuclear, biological, or chemical 

weapons.”
588

 The government started to securitize nuclear threat as the threat posed by rogue 

states and unsecured nuclear weapons in possession of post-Soviet states. The need for 

nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament started to be perceived as more acute than ever by 

the U.S. government. However, since the likelihood of the global nuclear war substantially 

lessened and the new and different threats arose, nuclear weapons were no longer securitized 

as the principal threat Also the impact of anti-nuclear movement was significantly reduced 

and Americans perceived the nuclear threat as not immediate. Moreover, the end of the Cold 

War resulted in significant disengagement of nuclear disarmament movement. 

The societal discourse on nuclear threat to the world could be examined along two 

lines of argumentation. First group of securitizing actors argued that non-proliferation 

measures must be the first step to reach future without nuclear weapons. This posture is often 

advocated by states possessing nuclear weapons and their defenders who argue that the 

nuclear weapons do not present a threat to the world, but the danger comes from variety of 

proliferation actors.
589

 This approach urges the halt of horizontal proliferation on the basis of 

unpredictable or evil character of nuclear proliferators, such as rogue nations and terrorists. 

During the Cold War, the NPT was perceived as major assurance of non-proliferation. 

However, the end of the cold war brought into the discourse many new actors which caused 

that horizontal nuclear non-proliferation was again substantially securitized. The threat of 

proliferation to non-state actors was being more and more securitized. This fueled public 

debate about the need to strengthen NPT and ensure its indefinite extension. 

Contrary to the non-proliferation first approach, the second group called for nuclear 

disarmament as the first and main goal of anti-nuclear efforts focused on the threatening 

potential of existing massive nuclear arsenals of current nuclear-weapon states. This 

standpoint was usually pressed by non-nuclear weapons states and their advocates which 

securitized vertical proliferation as the main threat.
590

 They perceived nuclear stockpiling to 

be the primary threat. Vertical proliferation was in the center of the public and political debate 
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throughout the whole Cold War. However, the U.S. government used this theme more 

rhetorically then genuinely. The end of the Cold War brought into the discourse the fact that 

nuclear states failed to commit to the NPT clause of their determination of future disarmament 

in order to prevent stockpiling and to stop nuclear arms race. 

During the 1995 NPT review conference, given that abolition of nuclear weapons was 

not on the agenda, anti-nuclear activists written the Abolition 2000 Statement founding 

Abolition 2000 Network. They declared that lack of political will of nuclear-weapon states is 

the only true barrier to the nuclear-weapon-free world. Therefore they called upon them to 

establish a nuclear weapons abolition convention, pledge not to use or threaten to use nuclear 

weapons and declare it as illegal, complete comprehensive test ban treaty, cease to produce 

and deploy new nuclear weapons systems, to subject all weapons-usable radioactive materials 

and nuclear facilities to international control, to close all nuclear test sites, and to create 

additional nuclear weapons free zones.
591

 Abolition 2000 Statement declared the complete 

elimination of nuclear weapons as a common goal: “A world free of nuclear weapons is a 

shared aspiration of humanity. This goal cannot be achieved in a non-proliferation regime that 

authorizes the possession of nuclear weapons by a small group of states.”
 592

 The use or the 

threat of use of nuclear weapons is unjustifiable. They proclaimed that nuclear abolishment is 

the aim which all humans would benefit from. According to them, non-proliferation regimes 

would not ensure safety or future abolition because non-proliferation inherently entails double 

standards.  

In 1998, political scientist J. Mueller declared, that nuclear weapons had no great 

utility during the Cold war in keeping the peace and therefore they were essentially irrelevant. 

He suggested that possession of nuclear weapons did not mean significant changes to history 

nor to world stability.
593

 He argued that even without the nuclear weapons, the war would 

have been too costly for any rational power to start it. According to him, “what deters is the 

belief that escalation to something intolerable will occur, not so much what the details of the 

                                                 

591
 THE ABOLITION 2000. The Abolition 2000 Founding Statement, Abolition 2000: Global Network to 

Eliminate Nuclear Weapons [online], accessed 16.12.2014. Available at, 

http://www.abolition2000.org/?page_id=153. 
592

 THE ABOLITION 2000. The Abolition 2000 Founding Statement, Abolition 2000: Global Network to 

Eliminate Nuclear Weapons [online], accessed 16.12.2014. Available at, 

http://www.abolition2000.org/?page_id=153. 
593

 MUELLER, John. The Essential Irrelevance of Nuclear Weapons: Stability in the Postwar World. In: LYNN-

JONES, Sean M., et al., eds. Nuclear Diplomacy and Crisis Management. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1990, p. 4. 

http://www.abolition2000.org/?page_id=153
http://www.abolition2000.org/?page_id=153


151 

 

ultimate unbearable punishment are believed to be.”
594

 This statement insinuated that nuclear 

abolishment did not represent a necessity since nuclear states would not use such weapons 

anyway. 

 

7. 2. 2. Nuclear Threat to the U. S. 

In response to easement of nuclear tensions and the governmental effort to disarm 

certain types of nuclear weapons, the general public started asking whether the U.S. still 

benefits from the presence of nuclear weapons when nuclear balance was disrupted or 

whether the U.S. still needs a massive nuclear arsenal to deter potential aggressors. Some 

strategists began arguing that the U.S. strategy of nuclear reductions lacked certain logic. 

According to them, more reasonable would be to retain more different types of nuclear 

weapons to effectively counter the threat of WMD. “The Pentagon seems to have forgotten an 

early Cold War lesson: an effective mix of battlefield and strategic nuclear weapons is a force 

and dollar multiplier in deterring either nuclear or conventional war.”
595

 Furthermore, 

historian Donald Kagan noted that concept of mutual assured destruction has diminished the 

likelihood of war. On the contrary, he declared that the concept of mutual assured safety 

(MAS), based on minimal deterrence and nuclear weapons cuts, was destined to fail because 

it had a minimal potential to accumulate fear and, therefore, it increased the likelihood of 

war.
596

 This statement signified that the presence of nuclear balance and the policy of assured 

destruction created stability. On the other hand, elimination of nuclear weapons might be 

partially destabilizing. 

Also, bilateral reduction might lack logic in the situation of many different nuclear 

actors and future potential nuclear proliferators. Pete V. Domenici declared: “Bilateral 

agreements make sense if we are certain who our future nuclear adversaries will be. … We do 

not want to find ourselves limited by a treaty with Russia in a conflict with another entity.”
597

 

He suggested that the U.S. must necessarily retain nuclear capability in order to be prepared 
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for ay nuclear proliferation threat. Also, it is significant the statement mentioned entity as a 

proliferation unit which signify that not only states could be nuclear proliferators. 

Another central part of the debate preoccupied the question whether the end of the 

Cold War changed nuclear stability and the strategy of nuclear deterrence. Therefore, anti-

nuclear movement struggled with the question whether this change made the use of nuclear 

weapons more likely than before. Nina Tannenwald raised a question whether the end of the 

Cold War made the use of tactical nuclear weapons more probable: “With the end of the Cold 

War, a central question is whether normative constraints on the use of nuclear weapons built 

up since 1945 will persist in a world in which nuclear deterrence is less central than it was 

during the Cold War. … Or alternatively, would the relevance and value of the taboo continue 

to be upheld (as others argued), regardless of the perceived military utility of small nuclear 

weapons under some circumstances?”
598

 Tannenwald added that according to the public 

debate, nuclear fear developed into the stage when the use of nuclear would be considered as 

acceptable only in “vastly reduced circumstances”
599

 This suggested that the American 

population increasingly perceived the use of nuclear weapons as absolutely unacceptable. 

First, the use of nuclear weapons against a nuclear state was regarded as not probable nor 

acceptable due to the threat of escalation. Second, there was no question whether the U.S. 

should use nuclear weapons against a non-nuclear country. In the context of the Gulf War, 

different polls showed that majority of population opposed the use of nuclear weapons.
600

 The 

media mostly considered that “there is no “silver bullet” that can spare Americans the costs of 

war. Using nuclear weapons would make those costs immeasurably higher.”
601

 

The major part of the nuclear disarmament discourse was preoccupied by the NPT 

extension debate. Anti-nuclear movement perceived the NPT treaty as an assurance of their 

security which would prevent unlimited horizontal proliferation of different actors. Originally, 

the duration of the NPT treaty was set at twenty-five years. Non-nuclear states feared that 

indefinite duration might justify the “idea that nuclear-weapon states could hold on to their 

nuclear weapons forever, while denying non-nuclear states their sovereign right to develop 
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such weapons.”
602

 Therefore, the 1995 review conference was set to decide whether the NPT 

treaty should expire, to be extended indefinitely or only for definite number of years. The 

majority of nuclear disarmament initiatives opposed such indefinite extension of the treaty 

because they considered that a short extension would have more likely encouraged states to 

pursue genuine nuclear disarmament. 
603

 The idea was that states would chose disarmament 

when facing the reality of soon to be expired treaty and accelerated proliferation.  

Other nuclear disarmament groups such as Campaign for the NPT argued that short 

extension of the NPT would force nuclear states into more accelerated arms race with the aim 

to stay ahead in the race.
604

 They securitized that short extension would cause unlimited 

vertical nuclear proliferation which could represent enormous threat to the U.S. They 

emphasized that indefinite extension would be a guarantee of the U.S. security against the 

future use of nuclear weapons against their homeland. According to them the indefinite 

extension of the NPT would guarantee a stop of horizontal proliferation. Therefore, the NPT 

was extended indefinitely mainly due to an immense securitization of the proliferation threat 

of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea.
 605

 However, in overall, the NPT review could not be regarded 

as a success because a conference failed to commit nuclear-weapon states to complete nuclear 

disarmament. Non-nuclear weapons lost their leverage in compelling nuclear states to commit 

to their promised future goal of nuclear abolishment. 

The anti-nuclear movement extensively securitized the threat of Soviet nuclear 

weapons which were left on the territory of post-soviet republics. According to Frank von 

Hippel, the inadequate protection of Russian nuclear materials in post-Soviet countries or also 

issue known as loose nukes, posed the greatest threat of nuclear proliferation.
606

 The problem 

of post-soviet nuclear weapons brought into the picture the issue of existential threat posed by 

unsecured nuclear material and nuclear weapons which could get into dangerous hands. The 

anti-nuclear movement increasingly copied the securitization of the governmental level which 

was emphasizing the threat of nuclear weapons in hands of rogue state leaders. Also with 
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increasing amounts of nuclear waste from nuclear power plants and unsecured nuclear 

material worldwide, the disruption of the American security was perceived to be much easier. 

Frank von Hippel emphasized that the discourse changes considerably regarding the general 

perception of nuclear weapons of adversary states. The debate changed from “Where are their 

missiles?” considering location of missiles into “Is their nuclear-weapons material secure?”
607

 

Also the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists securitized the threat of Russian unsecured nuclear 

weapons and facilities in the post-soviet republics which terrorists might easily exploit. After 

several years of easement, the Bulletin moved their doomsday clock back from 17 minutes to 

14 minutes to midnight in order to stress a potential nuclear threat.
608

 

This threat perception of unrestrained nuclear power compelled anti-nuclear groups to 

promote the idea of a convention on nuclear weapons. Within the U.N. framework, 

representatives of a social and political community drafted a model of Nuclear Weapons 

Convention which would supplement existing NPT and CTBT. This effort was later altered 

into more concrete and comprehensive proposal which would establish an international 

regime prohibiting all states from pursuing and participating in the development, testing, 

production, stockpiling, transfer, use and threat of use of nuclear weapons.
609

 However, this 

debate is currently still in the process of discussion. 

 

7. 2. 3. Nuclear Threat to an Individual  

The U.S. agencies and non-governmental organizations were gradually disclosing 

facts about dangers of nuclear testing and fallout to the public. Increasing knowledge about 

nuclear testing and radiation risks resulted in substantial securitization and demands of 

compensation of contamination victims. Recent studies showed that 1954 bravo nuclear test 

resulted in increased risks of dying from cancer. Also, children of these populations often 

suffered from thyroid disease. Several people still could not return to their home due to the 

continuous radiation contamination.
610

 Accumulated threat of nuclear accidents and health 
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and environmental damage of nuclear testing led the U.S. government passed Radiation 

Exposure Compensation Act in 1990. 

The 1991 study acknowledged the paradox that the principal agency which had a 

responsibility of assessing the health and environmental effects of nuclear testing also 

managed nuclear testing. This contradictory assignment caused that accurate information 

about these effects was often withheld from population. The study noted that the AEC acted 

irresponsibly when they gave more preference to buildup of nuclear arsenal before dealing 

with radiation damage. They even mentioned several cases of radioactive contamination of 

downwind communities which were downplayed by governmental agencies.
611

 The anti-

nuclear movement emphasized that the U.S. nuclear agencies were deliberately withholding 

essential information about nuclear testing which resulted in substantial underestimation of 

nuclear testing by the general public. The study estimated that overall global cancer fatalities 

would reach to 2,4 million only from atmospheric nuclear testing between 1945 to 2000. If we 

took into account that atmospheric testing had continuous impact on human health, they 

estimated that the effect of atmospheric testing would cause 430,000 cancer fatalities only 

within years of 1991 to 2000.
612

 In 1997, the National Cancer Institute revealed that due to 

atmospheric nuclear testing, American children were exposed to 15 to 70 times as much 

radiation than previously stated. This caused that they were at higher risk of developing 

thyroid cancer.
613

 

They tried to trace nuclear fatalities caused by underground testing, however, such 

long-term effects would be difficult to determine. They noted that nuclear waste from 

underground nuclear testing compromised geological suitability of these sites. These areas 

with a nuclear waste would probably not be suitable for humans for over thousands of years. 

Also it was likely that such nuclear waste material would reach the human environment 
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endangering their health.
 614

 They securitized environmental contamination, but mainly in the 

context of endangering human population. 

The 1992 U.S. voluntary moratorium on nuclear testing was a great success of anti-

nuclear disarmament movement which continuously securitized the threat of nuclear testing 

and vigorously campaigned for the comprehensive nuclear test ban. However, the Clinton 

administration was considering whether the nuclear testing should be resumed or not. Frank 

von Hippel of the FAS has written an appeal that further nuclear testing was unnecessary. 

This paper and his expertise advice ultimately led to a governmental decision not to resume 

nuclear testing.
615

 Further nuclear testing was considered to be unnecessary and redundant. 

The 1994 and 1995 survey showed that 80 percent of Americans favored test ban 

treaty and 60 percent favored an elimination of all nuclear weapons in the world.
616

 The world 

opinion was significantly inclined to comprehensive ban on nuclear testing and condemned 

any possible violations to it. They strongly favored the signing of the Comprehensive Test 

Ban Treaty because their hoped it would lessen dangers of nuclear contamination as well as 

lessen dangers of the use of nuclear weapons. Without nuclear testing, the development of 

nuclear weapons would be more difficult. Even though the CTBT was not ratified, a full scale 

nuclear testing was significantly desreased. In order to promote ratification of the CTBT, 

nuclear disarmament continued to securitize effects of nuclear testing and how it 

contaminated the U.S. population. Researcher James Cizdziel was examining collected 

radioactive dust from attics of homes located near nuclear testing grounds. The data showed 

that after several years, the dust was still radioactive which could, eventually, also help to 

determine the severity of nuclear exposure of local population to nuclear testing.
617

 

The Coalition to Reduce Nuclear Dangers also stressed the importance of securing 

nuclear material properly because there is a threat that nuclear weapons would be build by 

using nuclear waste. Furthermore, there is a danger that nuclear waste could get into hands of 

terrorists which could build dirty bomb. Radiation from nuclear weapons and dirty bombs 

could “be extremely damaging to the human body,” causing cancer and “birth defects in 

                                                 

614
 INTERNATIONAL COMMISSION TO INVESTIGATE THE HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL 

EFFECTS OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS PRODUCTION AND THE INSTITUTE FOR ENERGY AND 

ENVIRONMENTAL RESEARCH, RADIOACTIVE HEAVEN AND EARTH. The health and environmental 

effects of nuclear weapons testing in, on, and above the earth, New York: The Apex Press, 1991, pp. 67-8. 
615

 VON HIPPEL, Frank. Working in the White House on Nuclear Nonproliferation and Arms Control: A 

Personal Report, Journal of the Federation of American Scientists, March/April 1995, vol. 48, no. 2. 
616

 WITTNER, Lawrence S. Confronting the bomb: A Short history of the World Nuclear Disarmament 

movement, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009, p. 206. 
617

 UNKNOWN. In brief: Toys in the attic. The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, March/April 1998, vol. 54, no. 

2, p. 7. 



157 

 

future generations.”
618

 Thus, they securitized the threat of nuclear proliferation not only as 

threatening the U.S. society, but also individuals. 

 

7. 2. 4. Nuclear Threat to the Environment 

There prevailed a general anxiety about estimated consequences of nuclear war. They 

agreed with an estimated depletion of ozone layer. However, several scientists began arguing 

that nuclear war would not cause environmental consequences severe enough. Many scientists 

noted that global chilling after a nuclear war would not be extreme enough to be described as 

nuclear winter. They noted that dust and smoke would surely block the sunlight which could 

cause similar phenomenon called rather as nuclear fall. Also, it would not cause extinction of 

humans. Dr. Turco said that ecological damage of nuclear exchange would not cause 

extinction of human race, but it would end “civilization as we know it.”
619

 However, since the 

probability of nuclear war was significantly decreased, the securitization of nuclear 

environmental threat posed by nuclear war faded away. The focus of popular culture and anti-

nuclear movement shifted again primarily to nuclear testing and nuclear material leakage. 

The environmental threat of nuclear weapons was securitized in the context of nuclear 

safety of nuclear material and nuclear waste. This securitization increased after the 1989 

Rocky Flats incident. This resulted in funding cuts and cancellation of new nuclear facilities 

which, in the extent, ended also nuclear weapons production.
620

 General public started to fear 

contamination of nuclear waste and the fact that government did not inform them of their risks 

properly.  

One of the central themes of environmental securitization was a forming and fallowing 

ratification approval of the CTBT in the Senate. The Coalition to Reduce Nuclear Dangers 

sought political and popular support in order to assure its ratification. For this purpose they 

securitized that nuclear testing could generate environmental disaster. They stressed that 

nuclear power in overall presents unacceptable health risks and uranium mining cause 

immense environmental damage. Long term effects of radiation on the environment and 

future generations could be enormous. They argued that Chernobyl disaster left thousands of 

acres of land unusable. According to them, the real threat posed nuclear waste and radiation 
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leaks, not nuclear power plants. They stressed that leaking radioactive waste contaminated 

ground water throughout the whole U.S.
621

 They noted that ratification of the CTBT was 

essential in order to secure the U.S. natural environment from a nuclear threat. 

Furthermore, according to the Abolition 2000, nuclear waste poisons the environment 

for thousands of centuries. Furthermore, the Abolition 2000 Statement declared that it is 

necessary to achieve secure and livable world and “redress the environmental degradation and 

human suffering that is the legacy of fifty years of nuclear weapons testing and 

production.”
622
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8. Construction of the Nuclear Threat and Adaptation to the Age 

of Terrorism, 2001-2014 

“Our enemies have declared this very intention, and have been caught 

seeking these terrible weapons. They want the capability to blackmail us, or 

to harm us, or to harm our friends -- and we will oppose them with all our 

power.”
623

 

 

Our last examined period starts with the 2001 inauguration of President G. W. Bush 

and ends with the current presidency of B. Obama.
624

 International context of this era was 

determined primarily by the 2001 terrorist attacks which dramatically shifted the whole 

perception of national threat. 2001 attack formed a significant watershed in nuclear threat 

construction as well. Also North Korea and Iran represents main proliferation threats. 

 

8. 1. Governmental Level (2001-2014) 

8. 1. 1. Threat of Nuclear War and Possible Annihilation of the Civilization 

The threat of general nuclear war between the U.S. and Russia significantly lessened 

with the end of the Cold War. The idea of a general nuclear war was taken largely out of the 

discourse and politicians made significant effort to stress that these countries entered the path 

of partnership. Nuclear threat of the general war was very specific during the Cold War. On 

the other hand, now the nuclear threat emerged from actions of many different actors. The 

primary emphasis was put on prevention of regional nuclear threats and nuclear proliferation.  

By the 2001, the threat of nuclear war was being considerably desecuritized. Taking 

the Russian nuclear threat into account, the 2002 NPR declared a shift from the Cold War 

threat-based approach to a capabilities-based approach.
 
They stated that this should be a 

sufficient deterrence projected by a lowest level of nuclear weapons possible.
625

 They were 

declaring that their intention was to work on more positive relationship with Russia to 
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encourage mutual confidence building. They declared their desire to set aside Cold War 

hostilities and thus, they renounced the strategy of MAD toward Russia.
626

 Instead of MAD 

relation, the NPR proposed a mutual vulnerability and more cooperative relations. The NPR 

declared that nuclear strike involving Russia was plausible, but not really expected. Therefore 

Russia was not considered to be a threat.
627

 The 2010 NPR reaffirmed that even though 

Russia continues to modernize its nuclear arsenal, they could no longer be considered as their 

adversaries. Moreover, they called the threat of global nuclear war as remote.
628

 Russia was 

being treated as a partner in questions on nuclear proliferation and the threat of nuclear war. 

Secondary benefit from this approach was that people did not question their vast nuclear 

armaments as much now that they were being approached as not threatening. 

This desecuritization changed significantly with Obama administration. He attempted 

to securitize the aim of complete nuclear disarmament by emphasizing the threat nuclear 

weapons pose to all people. In his Prague Speech, Obama emphasized that is was a legacy of 

the Cold War, which must be revoked now in the 21st century, that for several decades people 

lived with the fear that “their world could be erased in a single flash of light”.
629

 Obama urged 

that if nuclear weapons were used, the consequences might be threatening not only to 

economy or society, but to the ultimate survival.
630

 According to Obama, the world without 

nuclear weapons is a possibility. However, this remark could be perceived as being a mere 

deterrent practice rather than an acknowledgement of a real threat. There could be many 

reasons standing behind this securitization. There can be no precise answer to the question 

whether it was the determination of Obama himself of pressure of disarmament movement 

which influenced this securitization. However, it is plausible that the main reason behind this 

securitization could be the growing nuclear proliferation threat which inspired this current 

need for current counterproliferation efforts. This historical effort led to Obama being 

awarded with Nobel Peace Prize. However, several politicians opposed such an idea of total 
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nuclear disarmament by warning that Obama plans to transform the U.S. into nuclear 

impotent. Former–Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger titled such ideas as American 

utopianism.631 

In 2010, Obama again called for the need to complete nuclear disarmament. He 

stressed that the greatest danger to American people represents the threat of nuclear weapons. 

“I've embraced the vision of John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan through a strategy that 

reverses the spread of these weapons and seeks a world without them. To reduce our 

stockpiles and launchers, while ensuring our deterrent, the United States and Russia are 

completing negotiations on the farthest reaching arms control treaty in nearly two decades.”
632

 

This statement suggests that the main reason behind this securitization was a need to 

securitize the threat of nuclear proliferation.  

 

8. 1. 2. Threat of Use of Nuclear Weapons and Limited War Plans 

The 2002 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR)
633

 declared their willingness to reduce 

nuclear capabilities to the lowest number of nuclear weapons possible. However, they also put 

an emphasis on developing credible non-nuclear and nuclear attack plans because they 

considered them to be essential in ensuring security of their allies and friends.
634

 They put 

emphasis on defense to discourage potential attacks and then also on nuclear and non-nuclear 

response options. Despite their declared attempts to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in 

their national security strategy, nuclear weapons remained central to ensuring their defense 

and the NPR even justified their sustainment and modernization. 

There exists a longstanding debate whether the U.S. should declare its non-first use 

policy. During the Cold War, the U.S. refused to declare such policy because they feared it 

would diminish their deterrence capabilities to ensure security of the U.S. and its allies and 

partners. Bush’s nuclear strategy also opposed such declaration. Moreover, the U.S. declared 

their preemptive/preventive attack doctrine. The 2002 NPR is usually translated to include a 

preemptive attack doctrine where the U.S. reserved itself a right to disrupt proliferation efforts 
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of other actors. The 2002 NPR declared: “A broader array of capability is needed to dissuade 

states from undertaking political, military, or technical courses of action that would threaten 

U.S. and allied security. U.S. forces must pose a credible deterrent to potential adversaries 

who have access to modern military technology, including NBC weapons and the means to 

deliver them over long distances. Finally, U.S. strategic forces need to provide the President 

with a range of options to defeat any aggressor.”
635

 The NPR assumed different targeting 

mainly against rogue states. The existential threat was proclaimed to be states which aspire to 

acquire or already possess nuclear, chemical or biological weapons. According to the NPR, 

the existence of this threat gives the U.S. the right to disrupt such actions, also with the 

possible use of nuclear weapons. This notion that nuclear weapons might be used against non-

nuclear nations was only strengthened by the categorization of different existential threats 

coming from rogue nations. 

Bush administration also declared his preventive war doctrine in the National Security 

Strategy by reaffirming the U.S. long-standing policy of retaining an option of preemptive 

actions to counter national security threats: “The greater the threat, the greater is the risk of 

inaction— and the more compelling the case for taking anticipatory action to defend ourselves, 

even if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of the enemy’s attack. To forestall or 

prevent such hostile acts by our adversaries, the United States will, if necessary, act 

preemptively.”
636

 It is a doctrine which emphasized the right to defend itself against actions 

and supposed actions of different actors, it this case mainly rogue states. Bush securitized that 

the U.S. must be able to defend itself preemptively against national security threats. This 

policy later enabled him to employ force against alleged nuclear proliferators. 

After he received the 2002 Nobel Peace Prize, Jimmy Carter stated that during the 

Cold War, both sides were well aware of the fact, that any political conflict or misjudgment 

could lead to nuclear holocaust. “There had to be a constant and delicate balancing of our 

great military strength with aggressive diplomacy. … We must remember that today there are 

at least eight nuclear powers on earth, and three of them are threatening to their neighbors in 

areas of great international tension. For powerful countries to adopt a principle of preventive 
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war may well set an example that can have catastrophic consequences.”
637

 He recognized that 

the world after the end of the Cold War is more dangerous and preventive war is a dangerous 

strategy which could incite nuclear employment. 

In Prague Speech, Obama remarked that since more countries possessed nuclear 

weapons, nuclear materials and technology has spread, terrorists attempt to acquire nuclear 

weapons, and nuclear testing continues, the risks of the use of nuclear weapons are far more 

greater. He noted that “the threat of global nuclear war has gone down, but the risk of a 

nuclear attack has gone up.”
638

 The threat of nuclear attack was highly securitized. The main 

reason behind this securitization was the threat of nuclear proliferation. 

The 2010 NPR declared their commitment to continue with reducing the role of 

nuclear weapons in deterring non-nuclear attacks. Moreover, the U.S. declared not to use or 

threaten to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear weapons states who were party to the 

NPT and with compliance of nuclear non-proliferation.
 639  

The NPR reduced the role of 

nuclear weapons in deterring non-nuclear attacks. This also means that the U.S. retained an 

option to employ nuclear deterrence against nuclear states not under NPT or nuclear non-

proliferation obligations. The 2010 NPR declared that they would consider use of nuclear 

weapons only in extreme circumstances in order to defend vital interests of the U.S. or its 

allies and partners.
640

 

Also, the 2010 NPR declared that it is in the U.S. interest that “nuclear non-use be 

extended forever”.
641

 Moreover, it insinuated that in the future the U.S. will be preparing 

policy declaring that “deterring nuclear attack is the sole purpose of nuclear weapons.”
642

 This 

means that the Obama administration took into account that offensive use of nuclear weapons 

will be out of the consideration. 
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8. 1. 3. Threat of Nuclear Proliferation 

With the end of the Cold War, horizontal proliferation started to be increasingly 

securitized at the expense of vertical proliferation. The Gulf War strengthened the perception 

of the nuclear threat posed by irresponsible rogue states with aspirations to acquire and use 

weapons of mass destruction. The threat of the use of chemical weapons in Iraq caused that 

the nuclear threat started to be perceived in the context of the whole WMD debate. The 2001 

terrorist attacks caused that the securitization of horizontal proliferation and the threat posed 

by rogue states shifted toward the securitization of the terrorist threat. Politicians started to 

alarm the world opinion by threatening with the image of terrorists possessing nuclear 

weapons in order to get support for their policies of the war on terror. 

 

Horizontal Proliferation 

In the beginning of 2001, stated that the U.S. needs a new strategy which would allow 

them to cope with the new threats of the 21st century more effectively. These threats “range 

from terrorists who threaten with bombs to tyrants in rogue nations intent upon developing 

weapons of mass destruction. To protect our own people, our allies, and friends, we must 

develop and we must deploy effective missile defenses.”
643

 Bush securitized the need to build 

defense systems in order to adapt to today's threats due to pervasive terrorist and rogue state 

threats. 

In 2001 Bush announced that the U.S. would withdraw from the ABM treaty with the 

explanation that the ABM treaty was outmoded because then, it was based on mutually MAD 

strategy. He added that the ABM Treaty “hinders our government's ability to develop ways to 

protect our people from future terrorist or rogue state missile attacks.”
644

 This justification 

exposed a remarkable shift in the U.S. defense thinking. During the Cold War, the main 

existential threat behind building missile defense systems was first the Soviet Union and, later, 

both the Soviet Union and China. Now it was securitized by different type of proliferation, 

mainly by threats posed by countries like Iran and non-state actors possessing WMD. Bush 

effectively securitized the 2001 terrorist attacks to ensure approval for strengthening their 

defensive systems and support for withdrawing from the ABM Treaty. This securitization of 
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an existential need for defensive systems was aimed at nuclear threat posed by terrorists and 

rogue states. However, this securitizing move was nevertheless perceived by Russia as 

targeting them because it a missile defense shield would diminish their nuclear capabilities. 

The 2002 Nuclear Posture Review established a New Triad composed of: both nuclear 

and non-nuclear offensive strike system, passive and active defenses, and revitalized 

infrastructure. This change was allegedly designed to reduce dependence on nuclear weapons 

and to improve “ability to deter attack in the face of proliferating WMD capabilities.”
645

 The 

possibility of deterring WMD proliferation was in the center of the debate. The 2002 NPR 

presumed that terrorists and rogue states possessing WMD will likely test the U.S. 

commitments to its allies and, therefore, the U.S. must deter its adversaries more 

effectively.
646

 They feared that rogue states or terrorists will threaten to attack the U.S.’s allies 

and therefore they must strengthen their extended deterrence. But primarily, they must 

prevent the proliferation itself. 

The main declaratory purpose of this NPR was to shift nuclear strategy from Cold War 

offensive triad to post-Cold War defense New Triad. They changed their threat-based 

approach to nuclear planning because they could no longer rely purely on offensive forces. 

When faced with many different adversaries, they needed to start focusing primarily on 

defensive strategies. They noted that while missile defenses were considered by some being 

impractical and destabilizing during the Cold War, now they are really essential. The main 

defensive goals were declared to be to assure, dissuade, deter, and defeat.
647

 Furthermore, this 

capability approach also comprised of more flexibility and different planning because there 

were a variety of different threats and actors.  

The NPR declared that they are concerned specifically about growing biological, 

chemical and nuclear capabilities of certain states. The 2002 NPR categorized three different 

threats (titled as contingencies). First category of threat -immediate- was introduced on 

examples of possible North Korean attack on South Korea, or Iraqi attack on Israel. Second –

potential- contingency represented plausible, but not immediate threats, such as emergence of 

hostile coalition in which at least one actor possessed WMD. Third –unexpected- threat 
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comprised of unpredicted challenges such as sudden regime change with WMD threat 

introduction. North Korea, Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Libya could be involved in all of these threats. 

China was considered to be a immediate and potential threat. 
648

 Russia was no longer 

securitized as a potential threat which had several political implications. The 2002 NPR 

asserted the threat of Iraq as a regime which harbored terrorists and “have active WMD and 

missile program.”
649

 The threat posed by rogue states was securitized mainly by the assertion 

on their harboring and aiding of terrorists which suggests that the main declaratory reason 

behind it was terrorist threat.  

In 2002, Bush announced to continue to pursue two main objectives: disrupt terrorist 

plans and “prevent the terrorists and regimes who seek chemical, biological, or nuclear 

weapons from threatening the United States and the world”
650

 This rhetoric remained the 

same even after the 2003 Iraq War. The U.S. still declared their determination to confront 

regimes that harbored and supported terrorists and could provide them with nuclear weapons. 

Bush proclaimed: “We refuse to live in the shadow of this ultimate danger.”
651

 

Bush started securitizing Iraq as a part of an axis of evil more than a year before the 

Iraq War occurred. On January 2002, Bush proclaimed that Iraqi regime undoubtedly 

developed nuclear weapons for over a decade. He chose a rhetoric which distinguished 

civilized world from axis of evil, which contains rogue states like Iraq and their terrorist allies.
 
 

He added: “This is a regime that has something to hide from the civilized world.”
652

 

Throughout 2002, Bush continually declared that Iraq sought weapons of mass destruction 

and the U.S. will not hesitate to act to prevent that: “We will build defenses against ballistic 

missiles and other means of delivery. …And, as a matter of common sense and self-defense, 

America will act against such emerging threats before they are fully formed. ...History will 

judge harshly those who saw this coming danger but failed to act. In the new world we have 

entered, the only path to peace and security is the path of action.”
653

 Bush securitized the 
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nuclear proliferation threat posed by rogue states to be an existential threat to the U.S. but the 

threat to all mankind, therefore the U.S. must take such responsibility and act.
654

 

Bush vigorously emphasized that the risks of Iraqi nuclear proliferation are too high to 

remain inactive: “We cannot let our enemies strike first. …In the Cold War, weapons of mass 

destruction were considered weapons of last resort whose use risked the destruction of those 

who used them. Today, our enemies see weapons of mass destruction as weapons of choice. 

For rogue states these weapons are tools of intimidation and military aggression against their 

neighbors. These weapons may also allow these states to attempt to blackmail the United 

States and our allies to prevent us from deterring or repelling the aggressive behavior of rogue 

states. Such states also see these weapons as their best means of overcoming the conventional 

superiority of the United States.”
655

 

Bush securitized the image of nuclear terrorism as the ultimate weapons of terror: 

“Today, the gravest danger in the war on terror, the gravest danger facing America and the 

world, is outlaw regimes that seek and possess nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons. 

These regimes could use such weapons for blackmail, terror, and mass murder. They could 

also give or sell those weapons to terrorist allies, who would use them without the least 

hesitation.”
656

 He made an effort to justify this act against rogue state by saying it was done 

for the purpose of the threat of nuclear terrorism. Moreover, he often proclaimed that he had 

evidence that Saddam Hussein aided and protected terrorists, which suggested that he could 

also provide them nuclear weapons.
657,658

 He even insinuated that if Iraq obtained nuclear 

weapons, it would destroy regional stability.
659

 Without any doubt, Bush often proclaimed 

that it is clear that Iraq developed nuclear weapons. 

Several influential politicians argued that it was essential to avoid using force against 

Iraq. Even if Saddam Hussein were developing nuclear weapons, Brzezinski urged that the 

issue would be resolved by deterrence, not by force. He stated that since the U.S. successfully 
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deterred the Soviet Union, they sure could deter Iraq as well.
660

 Although, strong government 

propaganda often led to reconsideration of such concerns. Consequently, in the face of Iraq’s 

supposed possession of the WMDs, Brzezinski started supporting forceful measures against 

this long-term grave and gathering threat.
661

 Bush also securitized Saddam Hussein’s evil 

character for the purpose of ruling the deterrence option out of the consideration. He often 

stated that Hussein was mad and therefore the U.S: could not take such a risk of inaction. In 

2004, Bush explained why he did not chose deterrence over preventive war by saying 

“Containment doesn't work with a man who is a madman.”
662

 To mask his misperception, he 

again began emphasizing that nevertheless, Saddam Hussein did use WMD against its own 

people.
663

 Thus, it allowed him to deemphasize the nuclear context of this War. However, he 

still continued to emphasize the unilateral approach toward terrorist and rogue state nuclear 

counterproliferation: “America will not permit terrorists and dangerous regimes to threaten us 

with the world's most deadly weapons.” 
664

 

It is often stated that the U.S. involvement in Iraq was the result of intelligence 

failures.
665

 But the CIA played its role in the decision to invade only in the final phases. For 

some officials, the question of invading Iraq appeared inevitable right after the 2001 attacks. 

But this question was not formally addressed at any NSC meetings. According to Department 

of defense official, several meetings of the NSC occurred, but there was no question whether 

a war was necessary or not.
666

 

Immediately after the beginning of the Iraq war, it was becoming clear that the 

justification of the war, that Iraq possessed WMDs, was false. This uncertainty about alleged 

nuclear weapons program created a massive opposition to the War. The situation worsened 
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when the U.S. army could not show the nuclear evidence. Ultimately, also Brzezinski argued 

against the war: “We’re now maintaining that they may be hidden somewhere, which is kind 

of comical, actually. If they had them, and they were armed to the teeth with them, why didn’t 

they use them?”
667

 

Iraq War created a watershed in nuclear proliferation thinking. The War sent a 

message to rogue states that either they will manage to develop its own nuclear arsenal and 

then they would be safe from foreign invasion, or they will negotiate nuclear non-proliferation 

in exchange for non-invasion promise by which they would become more vulnerable to 

invasion than ever. Accordingly, Libya, North Korea, and Iran rapidly changed their behavior. 

North Korea chose to accelerate their nuclear program in order to avoid being next to be 

invaded. Also Iran continued their nuclear development program.
668

 In 2005, Bush regarded 

Iran to be “the world's primary state sponsor of terror.”
669

 Libya, on the other hand, cancelled 

their nuclear development program. Bush stated that negotiations with Libya were successful 

because Iraq war caused the threat to be perceived as more credible.
670

 

The discourse also focused on double standards inherent in the NPT agreement which 

was originally designed  in order to prevent spread of nuclear weapons beyond states which 

already possessed nuclear weapons. Bush proposed several changes which would facilitate 

halt of the spread of nuclear weapons, among them, he also urged to strengthen Proliferation 

Security Initiative and NPT.
671

 

Obama chose completely different stance to nuclear proliferation.  Obama based its 

campaign on emphasizing the threat of nuclear terrorism and the need to secure all loose 

nuclear materials. For this purpose, the U.S. must seek a world without nuclear weapons.
672

 

Prague Speech was based on the importance of non-proliferation regime and strongly 

opposed the idea that the spread of nuclear weapons is inevitable. He added that such views 

are a mere fatalism because it suggests that also the use of nuclear weapons is inevitable.
673
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Also Prague Speech was based on the assumption that the U.S. must be prepared to 

deal with new threats. According to Obama, the U.S. will lead the nonproliferation endeavor 

toward a world without nuclear weapons. He promised to reduce the role of nuclear weapons 

in the U.S. security strategy as a first step toward disarmament. Obama stated that terrorists 

acquiring a nuclear weapon was “the most immediate and extreme threat to global 

security.”
674

 The rhetoric suggests that the threat of the spread of nuclear weapons by 

terrorists was considered to be the gravest threat and also the primary reason behind this 

initiative. Therefore, in order to overcome this gravest threat, the U.S. must lead the non-

proliferation cooperative effort. 

According to the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review, five key objectives of nuclear 

weapons policies are: preventing nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism, reduction of the 

role of nuclear weapons in U.S. national security, maintaining deterrence and stability at 

reduced nuclear force levels, strengthening regional deterrence, and sustaining a safe, secure, 

and effective nuclear arsenal.
675

NPR declared that the danger of nuclear terrorism is the most 

immediate and extreme existential threat.
676

 The report also recognized North Korea and Iran 

to be two main state proliferation threats.
677

 Thus, the NPR also declared concrete steps to 

disrupt such nuclear proliferation efforts. NPR recognized that now we are approaching 

nuclear tipping point when if not reversed, the accelerated trend of nuclear proliferation 

would cause growth in numbers of new nuclear states and an increase of likelihood that 

terrorists would possess nuclear weapons.
678

 For this purpose it is essential to reduce massive 

nuclear arsenal. 

Obama emphasized the need to cooperate with other states to reach a common goal of 

securing all vulnerable nuclear material to prevent that such material would reach hands of 
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terrorists.
679

 Obama performed a securitization of terrorist nuclear proliferation. For this 

purpose he often emphasized the need to secure nuclear material and strengthen NPT 

regime.
680

 In 2014 he stated that since multinational coalition ensured that nuclear material 

would not fall into terrorist hands, the U.S. itself could reduce their “reliance on cold war 

stockpiles.”
681

 

Obama approached nuclear proliferation threat more cooperatively. In 2012, he 

threaten Iran that if they would not reach Iran’s nuclear restraint, the U.S. would be forced to 

prevent Iran from getting nuclear weapons by other than peaceful means.
682

 Later, he changed 

his rhetoric and proclaimed that “Iran must recognize that now is the time for a diplomatic 

solution, because a coalition stands united in demanding that they meet their obligations, and 

we will do what is necessary to prevent them from getting a nuclear weapon.”
683

 

Obama administration also struggled with the defense missile system project which 

Bush administration so vigorously promoted. Obama securitized the need for two radar 

systems installed in Europe, but after strong Russian opposition, he ultimately cancelled this 

project. 

 

Vertical Proliferation 

The discourse focused predominantly on horizontal proliferation. Since the threat of 

general nuclear war was desecuritized, there was little pressure on the government to reduce 

numbers of existing nuclear weapons. The U.S. government chose to accent the threat of 

nuclear surprise attack of rogue states and terrorists and the need to secure nuclear material 

through different counterproliferation initiatives.
684

 The need to reduce nuclear armament was 

strategically not accented because the discourse focused on reducing nuclear risks and 

proliferation of nuclear material. Majority of efforts which aimed to strengthen non-

proliferation regimes such as NPT was led by the idea of preventing terrorist to acquire 
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nuclear weapons.
685

 The top priority was given to the prevention of nuclear terrorism and 

proliferation. Idea of nuclear disarmament was dropped. 

However, in 2002, Bush administration signed bilateral Strategic Offensive Reduction 

Treaty (SORT) which reduced numbers of deployed strategic nuclear warheads.
686

 But 

redeployed weapons did not mean destroyed. Bush administration did not strive to achieve 

serious nuclear disarmament commitments. NPR declared their hope that their dependency on 

nuclear weapons will be reduced which would lead to smaller nuclear forces. However, since 

their national security policy called for flexible response to proliferation threats, they sought 

to develop new types of small and tactical nuclear weapons. 

When Obama brought into the discourse again the idea of complete nuclear 

disarmament and with it also proposal to significantly reduce nuclear armament of the U.S. 

and Russia, the U.S. and Russia began again negotiating possible nuclear reductions of 

nuclear arsenals. Obama affirmed that this will lead to global effort of securing nuclear 

material worldwide.
 687

 This effort led to New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START 

Treaty), which facilitated that fewer nuclear weapons would be deployed.
 688 

 

8. 1. 4. Threat of Nuclear Testing 

Since 1992 the U.S did not perform any nuclear test, therefore, the threat of nuclear 

testing was largely desecuritized. Nuclear testing was part of the nuclear discourse only in 

response to foreign demonstrative nuclear testing and when the U.S. government considered 

ratification of the CTBT. The U.S. Congress continued to opposed ratification of the CTBT 

since it would not be beneficial for the U.S. Bush administration declared their opposition to 

the ratification of the CTBT. But they also declared they will abide by the testing 

moratorium.
689

 On the contrary, Obama promised to vigorously pursue ratification of CTBT 

since verification capability to detect nuclear testing significantly improved and the U.S. 

could retain its nuclear capability without further nuclear testing.
 
He stated: “After more than 
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five decades of talks, it is time for the testing of nuclear weapons to finally be banned.”
690

 The 

National Academy of Science report stated that ratification of the CTBT would not in any 

way diminish the U.S. nuclear capability.
691

 This report further promoted the ratification 

campaign. 

 

 

8. 2. Nuclear Disarmament Movement Level (2001-2014) 

8. 2. 1. Nuclear Threat to the World 

Anti-nuclear organization usually copied the governmental desecuritization of a threat 

of a global nuclear war. However, the nuclear disarmament movement continued to securitize 

the threat of nuclear war in order to stress the importance of abolishment. They were stressing 

that nuclear exchange might still occur. Recent studies suggested that even though it was not 

likely that the U.S. would be dragged into a nuclear exchange, they considered that there was 

a possibility of a nuclear exchange between other nuclear countries such as Pakistan and 

India.
692

 They were stressing that there still existed more than 20,000 nuclear weapons and 

even though the general nuclear war between the U.S. and Russia was not likely, there still 

existed a threat of an accidental nuclear exchange. The nuclear disarmament movement urged 

that “if these nuclear weapons exist indefinitely, they will definitely be used.”
693

 Also 

Kissinger declared: “Nuclear Weapons have rendered war between countries possessing them 

less likely—though this statement is unlikely to remain valid if nuclear weapons continue to 
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proliferate into countries with a different attitude toward human life or unfamiliar with their 

catastrophic impact.”
694

 

The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists continued to reflect their perception of nuclear 

threat on their Doomsday clock. In 2002, they shifted it to seven minutes to midnight due to 

rising threat of nuclear terrorism and the U.S.’s intention to build new nuclear weapons. In 

2007, the Bulletin securitized nuclear proliferation of Iran and nuclear testing of North Korea 

and their concerns that the U.S. and Russia remains “ready to stage a nuclear attack within 

minutes.”
695

 They securitized that nuclear proliferation and poor attempts to reduce nuclear 

armaments presented a grave danger to the world. The Bulletin desecuritized the nuclear 

threat later in 2010 due the new START treaty and then again securitized in 2012 due to the 

CTBT treaty ratification failure.
696

 Thus they maintained their position that the existence of 

nuclear weapons by themselves presented the greatest threat to the world. In 2005, the anti-

nuclear movement organized anti-nuclear massive march for the purpose of gathering support 

for the nuclear abolishment.
697

 

In 2006, Kofi Annan declared nuclear weapons to be a “unique existential threat to all 

humanity” and the greatest present danger due to both crisis of confidence of nuclear non-

proliferation regime and the rise of terrorism who attempts to acquire nuclear weapons which 

increases the danger nuclear weapons will be used.
698

 He stressed that it is the threat to all 

humankind. Anti-nuclear movement promoted the vision that nuclear terrorism was a threat to 

all humans. Kofi Annan urged a complete nuclear disarmament. He asserted that the public 

debate wrongly focuses on the threat of nuclear proliferation while, in fact, it should 

concentrate on the evilness and threat of nuclear weapons itself.
699

 By emphasizing that 

nuclear weapons are weapons of self-annihilation, nuclear states could not so easily reserve 

their right to possess certain amounts of nuclear weapons. Kofi Annan called that the current 
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non-proliferation and disarmament efforts are situated within a ‘mutually assured paralysis’ 

because countries are unwilling to move forward with disarmament because their adversaries 

might attack them. For this purpose, Annan urged to proceed with disarmament and non-

proliferation in the same time. He stressed that despite the disarmament agreements, there are 

still attempts to develop new and more sophisticated nuclear weapons and more than 27,000 

nuclear weapons remain in service, while approximately 12,000 of them are actively deployed 

by 2006.
700

  

In this spirit, in 2008, a group of influential politicians and activists established Global 

Zero, a international movement with the aim to achieve nuclear disarmament. They declared 

that in order to eliminate nuclear threat and to achieve global zero, it is essential to stop 

spread of nuclear weapons, secure all nuclear material, and eliminate all nuclear weapons.
701

 

They were stressing both the nuclear threat to the world as well as the threat to the U.S. posed 

by the nuclear terrorism. They emphasized that nuclear disarmament was the primary goal 

and non-proliferation regimes were not enough. 

 

8. 2. 2. Nuclear Threat to the U.S. 

Anti-nuclear movement focused on the securitization of nuclear proliferation. They 

stressed that nuclear proliferation could present “one of the greatest dangers to the stability of 

society since the dawn of humans.”
702

 One of the greatest nuclear proliferation threats were 

considered to be Iran, North Korea, Libya, and Iraq. In response to general securitization of 

the Iran threat, Kenneth Waltz proclaimed that Iran should have a right to possess nuclear 

weapons in order to ensure its own security. Moreover, he declared that it would lead to 

regaining of the stability in the Middle East after Israel destabilized it. In overall, new 

nuclear-weapon states usually contributed to regional and world stability and international 

security. He based his theory on the hypothesis that nuclear weapons contribute to balance of 

power and nuclear deterrence which leads to strengthened stability. He stated that Iran and 

Israel would have deterred each other since no nuclear powers waged wars against each 
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other.
703

 His argument is based on the balance of power theory. Waltz slightly disregarded 

possible threats implied in having a nuclear Iran because he perceived nuclear proliferation as 

a positive stability feature which the U.S. might benefit from. 

Waltz as a nuclear optimist and an advocate of nuclear deterrence theory regarded 

nuclear weapon to be a stability building instrument. He declared: “Those who like peace 

should love nuclear weapons.”
704

 He considered nuclear weapons to be the only true deterrent. 

Waltz assumed that nuclear states would be responsible when considering the usability of 

nuclear weapons. Moreover, he did not belief that nuclear disarmament was feasible and 

governmental efforts genuine. He argued that even though the U.S. government proclaimed its 

willingness to achieve nuclear disarmament, there were no clear signs that they would take 

concrete steps toward this goal in order to drop its nuclear armament below second strike 

capability. Thus, the U.S. could not expect that other nuclear states would really consider 

following their path in spite of the fact that Obama proclaimed that they would maintain a 

safe and effective nuclear arsenal. He suggested that the U.S. government did not really 

planned to reduce all its nuclear arsenal and only needed to reach some international 

cooperation in order to ensure prevention of nuclear terrorism.
705

  

Waltz’s argument against nuclear zero was based on an assumption that nuclear states 

would tend to hide some nuclear weapons and pretend they got rid of all weapons. Waltz 

stated that states could not be trusted in matter of disarmament and enforcement of nuclear 

zero was therefore not feasible.
706

 Waltz declared: “With conventional weapons, countries 

worry about winning or losing. With nuclear weapons, countries worry about surviving or 

being annihilated.” 707  Waltz assumed that it was possible that states would reduce their 

nuclear armaments, but it could not be expected that states would get rid of all nuclear 

weapons because of the anarchical society where actors cannot trust each other. In anarchical 

society, states build nuclear weapons in order to secure themselves from the nuclear attack. 

Therefore, Waltz securitized nuclear weapons as a security guarantee which induces stability. 

Several journalists also argued that this goal of nuclear disarmament is 

counterproductive. Harold Brown and John Deutch labeled elimination of all nuclear weapons 
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a fantasy. According to them, declaring a goal of such elimination “will not advance 

substantive progress on nonproliferation; and it risks compromising the value that nuclear 

weapons continue to contribute, through deterrence, to U.S. security and international 

stability.”
708

 Moreover, they declared that any alterations of the U.S. nuclear policy would 

have no impact on other states behavior and their determination to proliferate. Even if they 

committed themselves not to proliferate they would still be able to develop nuclear weapons 

clandestinely. Then, possible impact of the U.S. nuclear posture on terrorists is also elusive. 

“[H]ope is not a policy, and, at present, there is no realistic path to a world free of nuclear 

weapons. One cannot, for example, make the scientific knowledge and technological know-

how that make nuclear weapons possible disappear. …Nuclear weapons are not empty 

symbols; they play an important deterrent role, and cannot be eliminated.”
 709

 For this reason 

they argued that it is essential for the U.S. to maintain their nuclear capability to deter others. 

They hold a standpoint that nonproliferation is a right choice, but not at the expense of nuclear 

arsenal of nuclear-weapon states. 

Sagan criticized Waltz for downplaying the nuclear threat and stressed the urgency for 

nuclear abolishment. The most problematic part of Sagan’s vision of a zero state was a 

question of how to prevent uncertainty among nuclear weapons states and persuade them that 

all of them would be playing by the rules and would not retain a small amount of nuclear 

weaponry out of the sight of others. Sagan concluded that these former nuclear states would 

retain the option of nuclear rearmament if a proliferating country is caught red handed.
710

 

According to this scenario, complete nuclear disarmament would be feasible and highly 

desirable. The primary obstacle of this scenario would be possible violations to nuclear non-

proliferation regime. Sagan saw nuclear weapons free world not as a utopian one without 

conflicts over national interests but as a world with wars where nonproliferation commitments 

would be enforced by conventional forces.
711

 Therefore, he suggested that the world without 

nuclear threat would be a possibility. Moreover, according to Sagan, nuclear weapons were 

and in the future they will be even more dangerous: “The Cold War witnessed many close 
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calls; new nuclear states will be even more prone to deterrence failures.”
712

 He urged that 

nuclear weapons are becoming more and more dangerous. 

Besides this securitization of nuclear proliferation which might threaten to the U.S., 

the anti-nuclear movement securitized also the threat of nuclear terrorism which was regarded 

also as the greatest security threat to the U.S. by the government. However, these concerns 

over the likelihood of terrorists obtaining nuclear weapons were already present within the 

nuclear disarmament debate. This perception became stronger after the evidence showed that 

terrorist groups made attempts to access certain unsecured nuclear weapons in Russia. This 

threat of nuclear proliferation was significantly strengthened after the 2001 attacks after 

which the general public felt increasingly frightened of the possibility that terrorists could 

have seized nuclear power from unsecured places or penetrated nuclear power plant areas in 

order to get nuclear material. They increasingly securitized the issue of safety of nuclear 

power and secure power plants. The general public increasingly feared that terrorists might 

have acquired a radioactive dirty bomb. 

In 2007, four former American statesmen George P Shultz, William J Perry, Henry A 

Kissinger and Sam Nunn released an essay titled A World Free of Nuclear Weapons. They 

argued that nuclear weapons, functioning as a deterrent, maintained international security 

during the Cold War. Now, reliance on nuclear weapons as a deterrent is becoming very 

hazardous. The strategy of MAD also cannot be replicated because of the number of potential 

nuclear enemies who increases the likelihood that nuclear weapons would be used. According 

to them, terrorists possessing nuclear weapons which are “the ultimate means of mass 

devastation … are conceptually outside the bounds of a deterrent strategy.” 
713

 They were 

primarily concerned that nuclear weapons will get into hands of terrorists which could not be 

deterred unconventionally by possible retaliation. For this reason, the government considered 

nuclear cooperation and nuclear non-proliferation regime to be the main approaches how to 

prevent nuclear terrorism. However, anti-nuclear movement perceived nuclear abolition and 

control as the only way how to prevent terrorists obtaining nuclear material. Nuclear terrorism 

was regarded as the greatest existential threat to the U.S. They argued that in the spirit of NPT, 
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they urged nuclear-weapons states to agree on urgent steps such as securing nuclear material 

and achieving ratification of the CTBT.
714

 

Scott Sagan objected to Waltz’s conclusions and stated that the zero state is the only 

alternative to having many nuclear weapons states. He argued that within the Iran 

proliferation debate currently prevailed a strong belief that no additional nuclear weapons 

state would be tolerated. Sagan criticized Waltz for not taking risks of nuclear proliferation 

into account. Sagan noted that with “more nuclear nations, and more atomic weapons in 

global arsenals, there will be more opportunities for terrorists to steal or buy the bomb.”
715

 

There was a widespread concern, that by allowing countries such as Iran and Syria to acquire 

nuclear weapons, the likelihood that terrorists would obtain these nuclear weapons or 

radioactive dirty bombs increased as well. Sagan securitized the need to abolish nuclear 

weapons because otherwise terrorists might have acquired nuclear weapons. On the contrary, 

Waltz ignored the threat of nuclear terrorism. Waltz stated that terrorists might cause some 

damage, but they were inherently weak actors incapable of strong statements.
 716

 For this 

reason, he desecuritized the threat of nuclear terrorism. 

The 2010 international Nuclear Security Summit agreed on protection of nuclear 

materials from terrorists. Also the 2010 NPT review conference acknowledge the need to 

improve protection of nuclear power plants.717 In the center of the debate was a threat of 

nuclear proliferation which might present dangers to the societal security. Moreover, they 

often stressed that spread of nuclear weapons to problematic rogue countries might result in 

terrorists acquiring nuclear weapons. 

 

8. 2. 3. Nuclear Threat to an Individual 

The debate focused on a continual refusal of the Congress to ratify the CTBT. The 

campaign focused on disproving their objections and supporting the idea on the basis of moral 

considerations. They even stated that the U.S. has no right to criticize others for nuclear 

testing if they could not even ratify the CTBT: “If we do not forgo the right to test our own 
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vast arsenal, it is hypocritical to vilify North Korea for testing nuclear weapons or Iran for 

possibly trying to manufacture them.”
 718

 Without ratification of the CTBT, the U.S. has no 

right to hold a moral high ground. Missing ratification of the CTBT moved the possession of 

nuclear weapons into a major moral discussion. 

Humanitarian threat posed by nuclear weapons was not particularly securitized as the 

greatest existential threat in researches era. However, anti-nuclear movement made certain 

attempts to emphasize how nuclear testing affected human health and environment. In 2003, 

International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear Weapons (IPPNW) released a 

statement in which they protested against the proposition of Bush administration to develop 

new types of low-yield nuclear weapons which might be more usable in the battlefield. They 

maintained that collateral damage of such use would be unacceptable and definitely not 

minimal as what Pentagon stated. They stressed that the use of nuclear earth-penetrating 

weapons might resulted in additional release of biological and chemical materials stored in 

targeted underground enemy bunkers. Furthermore, they described in details the 

consequences of radiation exposure on human body and what radiation sickness really 

means.
719

 They outlined what impact the use of tactical nuclear weapons would have on 

enemy’s population. In addition, IPPNW emphasized that nuclear testing will have long-term 

severe health and environmental effects. They noted that nuclear testing will eventually cause 

2.4 million human cancer fatalities. “Every human alive now and over the next tens of 

thousands of years will carry radioactive elements created by nuclear tests, causing an 

increase – however small -- in their lifetime cancer risk.”
720

 They securitized that nuclear 

testing presents an existential security threat because it will have effects on every human for 

thousands of years. 

The International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) was established in 

2007 by Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War. The aim of their global campaign was 
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to raise public support and to pressure states to: 1) acknowledge that any use of nuclear 

weapons would “cause catastrophic humanitarian and environmental harm”, 2) acknowledge 

that there is a “universal humanitarian imperative” to ban nuclear weapons, 3) acknowledge 

that nuclear-weapons states have an obligation to eliminate these weapons completely, and 4) 

support negotiations for a treaty banning all nuclear weapons.
721

 They focused on 

humanitarian threat posed by nuclear weapons. They wanted to raise public awareness of 

humanitarian effects of nuclear weapons and to persuade governments to support the ban as 

well. ICAN also organized the Nuclear Abolition Day. 

 

8. 2. 4. Nuclear Threat to the Environment 

If compared with other environmental threats such as climate change threat, 

environmental nuclear threat was still considered to be the greatest threat to the Earth's 

environment. “Nuclear weapons are the greatest environmental danger to the planet from 

humans.”
722

 Anti-nuclear organizations regarded full-scale nuclear war as not particularly 

likely. However, they securitized that even the limited nuclear exchange would have 

devastating environmental effects. Researchers often noted that regional nuclear war would 

cause as many human fatalities as the World War II and disrupt the global climate for a 

decade at minimum. Also that the civilization remains at risk of nuclear winter despite 

reductions of nuclear arsenals.
723

 Current studies, which used computer modeling, suggested 

that even a limited nuclear exchange would cover the atmosphere by smoke all over the world 

within two weeks. The reduction of sunlight would cause a drop of temperature by 2.3 

degrees for several years. It “would block out the sun with large amounts of airborne debris, 

disrupting global agriculture and leading to the starvation of around 1 billion people.”
724

 The 

report suggests that such nuclear war could trigger worldwide panic which would halt the 

whole agricultural trading 
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According to the 2011 study, a nuclear conflict involving 100 exploded nuclear 

weapons could create a long-term damage to the ozone layer which would result in extreme 

levels of ultraviolet radiation reaching the land. The exposure to UV radiation could result in 

skin cancer, vision impairment, and plant reduction. In a total outcome, it could result in a 

global nuclear famine and ecological catastrophe.
725

 In response to these scenarios, 

researchers concluded that the end of civilization could be a result of a much smaller nuclear 

exchange than expected. “It seems it does not take a cold war posture of MAD—mutually 

assured destruction—to threaten civilization as we know it.”
726

 They noted that limited 

nuclear exchange would destroy the natural environment which would result in the end of 

current civilization. 
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9. Conclusion 

Our study examined how different types of nuclear threat changed the content and the 

meaning of nuclear threat perception according to the way how the nuclear threat was 

securitized by different actors. We made an attempt to uncover how the social construction of 

the nuclear threat within the U.S. discourse changed the perception of nuclear weapons since 

1945. We examined how the nuclear threat was perceived on two different levels of 

government and nuclear disarmament movement and how particular actors constructed the 

content of these different types of nuclear threats. It signified how in different period of 

securitizing actors emphasized what they perceived as an existential threat. 

We concluded, that our research confirmed both our research hypotheses. Nuclear 

weapons are being perceived primarily as political tool which functions as a safeguard of the 

security of the U.S. On the basis of nuclear deterrence theory, nuclear weapons creates more 

stable environment which enable state to use nuclear weapons as policy instruments. Also the 

threat of horizontal proliferation started to be securitized as a greatest existential threat after 

the 2001 attacks. Threat of nuclear terrorism was in the discourse for several decades. 

Kennedy proclaimed nuclear proliferation in 1960s as greatest threat, however, it was not 

perceived to be the existential threat by the administrative not the general public in overall. 

In the beginning of nuclear era was the period of nuclear optimism. Government 

typically approached nuclear weapons as a conventional instrument of war and the nuclear 

monopoly as a great diplomatic advantage. The U.S. government was considering their actual 

employment even after the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. On the other hand, 

government was particularly frightened that the general public might start protesting against 

nuclear weapons development. This led to strict censorship about effects of nuclear weapons 

and nuclear testing. Their initial approach slightly changed when the Soviet Union tested their 

first nuclear bomb. However, government still preferred nuclear development over nuclear 

control negotiations. The Soviet development of thermonuclear weapons significantly 

changed the whole discourse. Not only they labeled nuclear weapons as non-conventional, but 

they also started securitizing the threat of nuclear war and the possibility of use of nuclear 

weapons against the U.S. Moreover, the U. S. governmental level began to refuse the use of 

nuclear weapons and started to emphasize the nuclear deterrence theory. Initially, nuclear 

disarmament movement struggled with limited information about nuclear weapons and 

nuclear testing. They began securitizing immorality of the use of nuclear weapons and the 

threat to the world. Use of nuclear bombs was perceived as a threat of annihilation of all life 
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on the Earth. Limited information caused little securitization of the threat of radioactivity and 

consequences of nuclear testing. 

Nuclear threat evolved significantly in 1950s due to the development of thermonuclear 

bomb and increasing knowledge about the nuclear weapons testing among by the general 

public. Governmental level began securitizing the inevitability of the use of nuclear weapons 

in a massive retaliation attack. However, after the Soviet Union performed its first 

thermonuclear test, the Eisenhower administration shifted their perception of the possible use 

of nuclear weapons. Gradually, Eisenhower began securitizing that the use of nuclear 

weapons was unthinkable and nuclear war could not be won. On the other hand, the U. S. 

government maintained their nuclear deterrence strategy and their right to use nuclear 

weapons. The greatest existential threat to the U.S. was perceived to be the nuclear weapons 

development of the Soviet Union. Therefore, the U.S. securitized primarily the vertical 

proliferation threat of nuclear arms race. They did not perceived possible other nuclear 

countries as overly threatening since the U.S. possessed huge nuclear armament and the U.K. 

was not regarded as their adversary. The U.S. government struggled with the threat of nuclear 

testing and the public which pressured them to stop testing in response to the ill-famous 

nuclear testing incident in 1954. By the mid-1950s, anti-nuclear movement increasingly 

securitized the threat of nuclear arms race as the primary threat which makes the nuclear war 

more likely. As a result, the accident represented a watershed in the societal construction of 

nuclear threat because it dramatically shifted the perception of health and environmental 

dangers of nuclear testing into the center of the public debate. The anti-nuclear movement 

increasingly protested against nuclear testing and urged the U.S. government to halt the 

testing. They emphasized primarily health impacts of testing on future generations, especially 

children. Also, they began stressing environmental dangers since radioactive particles were 

found in baby teeth which got there by contaminated cow’s milk. Anti-nuclear movement 

securitized the threat of nuclear radiation and consequences of nuclear testing. 

In 1960s, governmental level securitized the need for additional nuclear buildup in 

order to close the missile gap. Even though both presidential administrations acknowledged 

the irrationality of the use of nuclear weapons, they nevertheless continued with accelerated 

nuclear arms buildup. The U.S. government considered the vertical nuclear proliferation of 

the Soviet Union as the primary existential threat to which they must respond by increased 

nuclear weapons buildup. However, they also securitized the need to stop horizontal nuclear 

proliferation. The U.S. administration securitized the need to sign the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty as the first step toward nuclear disarmament. They pledged to a promise of abolishing 
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nuclear weapons in the future. Also, in response to public pressure to cancel untenable 

atmospheric testing program, they signed the Limited Test Ban Treaty. By the end of the 

1960s, Johnson securitized the need to establish anti-ballistic missile system. Anti-nuclear 

movement followed with its securitization of a threat of nuclear testing which endangered 

primarily human health. During the Cuban Missile Crisis, anti-nuclear movement grow on the 

momentum which exposed how nuclear deterrence was inherently unstable and how easily 

nuclear holocaust could be attained. In the aftermath of the Crisis, anti-nuclear movement 

continued with its agenda urging the primary importance of halting nuclear testing. Their 

securitizing move resulted in signing of the Limited Test Ban Treaty and moving nuclear 

testing underground. This led to abandoning nuclear testing agenda and overall apathy within 

the anti-nuclear movement which shifted their attention to the threat of nuclear vertical 

proliferation. 

Disengagement of anti-nuclear movement which occurred during the late 1960s and 

early 1970s caused that nuclear threat was not particularly securitized on both levels of 

analysis. Nixon administration continued to promote the ABM system. The U.S. 

administration securitized it on the basis of a defensive shield which was discursively 

constructed to be an existential necessity in order to survive an enemy attack. They securitized 

the need to shield the U.S population against the threat of nuclear attack. However, such 

shield would lacked efficiency and was designed to protect retaliatory forces, not population. 

Besides that, they proceeded with limited war plans which suggested their willingness to use 

tactical nuclear weapons against a wide range of targets. Governmental level continued with 

the détente approach which was considered to be a promising direction toward lessening 

international tensions and decreasing the likelihood of nuclear war or accidental launch. The 

U.S. securitized primarily vertical nuclear proliferation as the greatest threat. However, by the 

late 1970s, continued nuclear disarmament efforts started to be ridiculed in the public debate. 

Several politicians securitized that because of the rising international tensions and strong 

likelihood of nuclear war, nuclear disarmament and détente efforts threatened the security of 

the U.S.. The anti-nuclear movement reemerged within the discourse by the mid-1970s with 

the increasing securitization of the nuclear environmental threat. Disarmament movement 

started connecting the threat of nuclear weapons to the threat of nuclear power and 

emphasized the threat of nuclear reactors. They securitized primarily environmental threat and 

ecological effects of nuclear tests which exploded during previous decades. Since the 

atmospheric testing and visible effects on human health were no longer within the debate, 
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they shifted their focus on how testing changed the atmosphere. By the late 1970s they 

adopted the securitization of the higher probability of nuclear war. 

During the 1980s, Reagan administration securitized the imminence of nuclear war. 

As a result of his securitizing move, he proposed a “Star Wars” Strategic Defense Initiative 

which was supposed to effectively shield the U.S. against enemy attacks. Since there were 

many nuclear weapons states, there were also many potential proliferation threats which 

might launch a nuclear attack against them. Additionally, Reagan proceeded with 

development of new types of tactical nuclear weapons, especially the neutron bomb. His 

administration securitized the neutron bomb as an instrument which would enable the U. S. to 

use nuclear weapons on battlefield more likely. Anti-nuclear movement regrouped in the form 

of umbrella agenda of nuclear freeze. They securitized the need to freeze nuclear testing and 

development. Gradual rise of public knowledge about effects of nuclear testing led anti-

nuclear activist to reconsider effects of nuclear testing on atmosphere and biosphere and how 

a nuclear war would affect it. 

By the early 1990s, the threat of nuclear war was largely desecuritized by the official 

detargeting. The nuclear threat of the use of nuclear weapons shifted to concerns about a  

nuclear or WMD attack from rogue states. The U.S. particularly securitized the threat of 

uncontrolled nuclear weapons and a threat of nuclear proliferation by rogue countries. In 

response to new proliferation threats, the Clinton administration enforced the indefinite 

extension of the NPT. It reflected how the rise of different actors enable them the shift from 

primary emphasis of vertical to horizontal proliferation. Bush administration responded to 

anti-nuclear sentiment and declared the nuclear testing moratorium. Even though the threat of 

nuclear testing was widespread, the government did not ratify the CTBT due to the concern 

that it might disrupt their credible nuclear deterrence. Anti-nuclear movement grasped this 

securitization of horizontal nuclear proliferation and started focusing on the threat of rogue 

states. The movement emphasized the need to control nuclear material and nuclear weapons. 

Anti-nuclear movement also called for a Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty as a guarantee that 

no nuclear testing would violate the health of individuals. Environmental threat changed its 

scope and examined how would a limited nuclear war affect atmospheric and biosphere 

conditions of human living. 

Since 2001, governmental level continued to desecuritize the threat of nuclear war and 

securitized the use of nuclear weapons, in this case by terrorists and rogue states against the 

U.S. homeland. Bush administration stressed the threat of rogue states which might support 

terrorist groups. Obama administration emphasized the need to abolish nuclear weapons. He 
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urged that complete nuclear disarmament is more urgent than ever because nuclear 

proliferation of nuclear material into hands of terrorists is inevitable if international 

cooperative would not ensure otherwise. Anti-nuclear movement adopted the governmental 

agenda and started emphasizing the need to control nuclear material and the need to reach 

nuclear zero. They securitized the idea of complete nuclear disarmament as the only way how 

to protect the U.S. homeland and its population against terrorist nuclear attack. 
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