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Abstract
This book excerpt argues that the growth of nuclear weapons technology has concentrated the power to kill
entire populations in the executive branch and made the US president effectively an elected monarch. A
president, a Congress, or a Supreme Court could remedy this situation, but unless they act, the author
writes, the US population will have to reacquire its powers of self-government by insisting on a re-establish-
ment of the constitutional and social compacts under which the United States was founded.
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I
magine that there one day came to
exist on EarthÑsometime in the
futureÑa solitary country with a new

technology. The technology has let this
solitary country station a door (or more
precisely, a series of doors) under the
floor of every other country in the world.

If the leader of the solitary country
ever feels imperiled or impeded by
another country, he can open the trap-
door and, in a single day, eliminate the
population of that rival country. Because
the arrangement of doors beneath each
national floor is sectioned, the leader can
alternatively choose to eliminate just
part of the enemy country, a fourth of
it, or a third of it; he might choose
to open the doors beneath the floor of
the opponentÕs military installations
only, thereby eliminating those installa-
tions and, say, one-thirtieth of the coun-
tryÕs population.

As a shorthand, this ingenious tech-
nology and the policies that enable its
use might be called the Flexible Floor
Doctrine, for it enables the leader not
simply to make rapid decisions about
the portion of floor to be dropped be-
neath the feet of any single enemy popu-
lation but beneath a whole series of
enemies. Reciting a few codes and per-
forming a few stark hand gestures, the
leader can open the trapdoors beneath
one-quarter of the population in one
nation, beneath one-half of the popula-
tion in an adjacent nation, and beneath
the entire population of a third allied
nation located on the other side of the
globe. Remarkably, he can do all this in
a single hour of a single day. . . .

It might at first seem that, just as the
Flexible Floor Doctrine confers over-
whelming disadvantages on all the popu-
lations who reside on the flexible floor,
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so it confers profound advantages on the
population that resides on sturdy ground
and whose scientists, engineers, and lea-
ders have put the flexible floor plan into
place beneath other peoplesÕ feet. . . . But
despite such apparent advantages, the
population in the lever country is itself
in mighty peril. The first peril is the pos-
sibility that once this technology is
invented, another country (or two other
countries, or three other countries) will
obtain it and install a framework of doors
under the original countryÕs formerly
secure floors. Second, because the cen-
tral feature of the technology is that it
allows One Person (the leader) to
single-handedly retract life from beneath
the feet of millions of people, some other
One Person (a terrorist, a teenager, a
criminal, a floor hacker) may gain
access to the levers and so annihilate mil-
lions of people. Third, the original lever
country can enter into economic compe-
tition with its opponent to deprive the
opponent of the wherewithal to maintain
the expensive flexible floor technology;
but now that rusting technology of the
former rival will be almost as dangerous
as when used by the solitary state leader
or stateless terrorist.

Even if the country that invented the
original flexible floor technology re-
mains the sole possessor of it (closely
monitoring the rest of the world, inter-
rupting any attempts to duplicate the
technology, threatening annihilation if
the offending country does not desist),
a fourth and fifth peril remain. The
fourth peril comes from what was origin-
ally set forth as an advantage. The inhab-
itants of the lever country need not be
mindful of the flexible floor technology
since they are not on the receiving end of
the injury, are not themselves the ones
controlling the levers, do not have

visual access to the subterranean appar-
atus, do not have access to information
about its contemplated use by their
leader, do not hear the complaints of for-
eign populations, or hear those com-
plaints only as alarmist envy. Ignorant
of the profound moral harm that has
been set in placeÑan arrangement for
the annihilation of tens of millions of
people against which there can be no
act of self-defenseÑhow can the inhab-
itants of the lever country discover the
way to undo or redress it?

The fifth peril re-enacts and com-
pounds the fourth, magnifying the pas-
sivity of the home population, ensuring
that citizens cannot take action against
the unprecedented moral harm in
which they are themselves steeped. The
essential feature of the flexible floor
technologyÑit locates in the hands of a
solitary person the power to kill millions
of personsÑcarries with it a momentous
shift in the nature of government, for it
means that the home populationÕs power
of, and responsibility for, self-defense
has been lifted away from them and con-
densed into the head of government. Just
as the flexible floor technology strips all
foreign populations of the capacity for
self-defense, so it has stripped the home
population of the capacity for self-
defense. . . .

Out-of-ratio weaponsÑany form of
weapon that allows a tiny number of
people to kill many millions of people-
bring about the fourth and fifth perils
simultaneously, an unprecedented
moral harm and an atavistic and infanti-
lizing form of government; both entail
the elimination of the right of self-
defense. The foreign populationÕs right
of self-defense is eliminated by the
sheer mass-killing power located at the
injuring end of the weapon; the home
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populationÕs right of self-defense is
eliminated by the technological require-
ment for a small number of persons at the
firing end of the weapon. So closely
yoked are the two perils that eliminating
one of the two harms would simultan-
eously eliminate the other.

If the home population could (as
seems unlikely) burrow their way under-
ground and dismantle the flexible floor
technology, they would by that very act
reacquire their own self-governing
powers. Conversely, if they were to
insist on the restoration of self-govern-
ment, it could only be brought about by
making the flexible floor disappear. The
yoking of the two forms of repair is the
subject of the many pages that follow. . . .

Nuclear weapons conform to the flex-
ible floor model in four ways. One: They
exist in a state of steady readiness to
retract life from beneath the feet of
many millions of people. Two: Their
use is monarchic. The country that de-
ploys the most powerful nuclear
arsenalÑa country formerly dependent
on its population, its legislature, and its
executive acting in concert for any act of
defenseÑhas now largely eliminated its
population and its legislature from the
sphere of defense, and relies exclusively
on its executive.

Of these two features, the first con-
cerns the foreign populations at the
receiving end of the injury, the second
concerns the home population at the
inflicting end of the injury, and each con-
tains a corollary that carries us to the
third and fourth points. Three: The for-
eign populations, having lost the capacity
for self-preservation (traditionally identi-
fied as the most inalienable of natural
rights and the ground of all other rights),
have ceased to be, with respect to their
own survival, rights-bearing persons and

therefore have no standing to voice what
from their perspective looks like a large-
scale injustice. Four: Members of the
home population, having lost their
responsibility for their own defense,
have become unmindful that the weapons
even exist, and can therefore secure nei-
ther their own safety (rescuing them-
selves from monarchy) nor the safety of
any foreign people (as they could in the
past by declining to go to war against a
given country). . . .

The [United States] nuclear arsenal
includes, but is by no means limited to,
14 Ohio-class submarines, each carrying
the equivalent in injuring power to 4000
Hiroshima blasts.1 Each one of the 14
ships carries enough power to destroy
the people of an entire continent, to do
this as a solo performance, without the
assistance of its 13 fellow ships. The pre-
cise arithmetic of this blast power can be
hard to keep in mind. But one pair of
numbers is easy to grasp: the Earth has
seven continents; the United States has
14 Ohio-class submarines.

The US population often imagines
that the arsenal came into being during
the Cold War with Russia and that its
importance ended with the fall of the
Berlin Wall in 1989. But of the 14 Ohio-
class ships, eight were built, christened,
and commissioned after the fall of the
Berlin Wall. . . .

These eight shipsÑjust the eight built
since the fall of the Berlin WallÑcarry
the equivalent of 32,000 Hiroshima
bombs. Each holds within its sleek con-
tours eight times the full-blast power
expended by Allied and Axis countries
in World War II (this includes, in add-
ition to the nuclear weapons dropped
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the fire-
bombing of 67 other Japanese cities, the
firebombing of Leipzig and Dresden, the
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bombing of Pearl Harbor, the nightly
bombing of London, and six years of
artillery fire on beaches, woodlands, hill-
sides, and cities). Together, the eight
ships built since the fall of the Berlin
Wall carry 64 times the total blast
power expended by all sides in World
War II.2 The launching, christening, and
commissioning of these ships was not
covered in news reports, not even in the
states whose names are borne on the
ships along with their heavy cargo.

Also unreported during this same
period were the voices of foreign popu-
lationsÑan illustration of the corollary
cited above: The people who stand to
be injured have no standing to make
their words audible to the nuclear coun-
try. In 1995, 78 countries from the UN
General Assembly asked the Interna-
tional Court of Justice to provide a judg-
ment about the illegality and inhumanity
of nuclear weapons.

Among the petitioners were countries
that had signed the nonproliferation
treaties on the assumption that countries
owning nuclear weapons would soon
begin to give them up. The Fourth
Review Conference of the Parties to the
Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of
Nuclear Weapons had written, in its
final document in 1990, that Òinsufficient
progress has been made towards the
complete elimination of nuclear weap-
onsÓ by those states in possession of
them. Individual nationsÑincluding
Islamic countries such as QatarÑexpli-
citly cited the dismay of the nonproli-
feration treaty signers in their formal
written statements to the International
Court. North Korea and India, neither
of which yet possessed nuclear weapons
in 1995, both wrote to the International
Court of Justice urging the court to
judge such weapons illegal.

Many countries addressing the Inter-
national Court expressed their convic-
tion that international covenants,
treaties, and protocols are violated by
the possession, threatened use, or use
of nuclear weapons. Sweden, Iran, and
Egypt each noted that weapons that
inflict disproportionate suffering are
prohibited by the 1868 Declaration of
St. Petersburg and the Geneva Protocols
of 1925, 1949, and 1977. The Republic of
the Marshall IslandsÑreminding the
court that atolls such as Bikini are still
contaminated by the 66 atomic bombs
the United States tested thereÑargued
that nuclear weapons also violate the
1907 Hague Conventions prohibiting
weapons whose effects trespass across
the borders of neutral countries. India
focused on the many ways in which
nuclear weapons fail to follow Òrules of
proportionalityÓ in international war-
fare, and argued that nuclear weapons
violate the United Nations Charter
itself, whose fundamental purpose is to
restrict force. JapanÑdescribing itself as
the only nation that has suffered nuclear
attackÑargued that nuclear weapons
contradict the philosophic foundations
underlying international law.

The United States argued the oppos-
ite. Its executive branch filed a formal
statement, co-authored by the Depart-
ment of State and the Department of
Defense, defending the legality of nu-
clear weapons. It argued that owning nu-
clear weapons was not illegal. It argued
that threatening to use nuclear weapons
was not illegal. It argued that using
those nuclear weaponsÑeven using
them firstÑwas not illegal. It enumer-
ated and rejected as inapplicable to
nuclear weapons each and every inter-
national protocol, treaty, declaration,
and human rights instrument intended
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to diminish suffering, as well as coven-
ants intended to protect the Earth, such
as the 1985 Vienna Convention for the
Protection of the Ozone Layer, and the
1992 Rio Declaration on Environment.3

The UN Charter restricting force was
also quickly set aside. The US executive
branch acknowledged that the UN Gen-
eral Assembly had passed many reso-
lutions declaring nuclear weapons
Òcontrary to the UN Charter.Ó But it then
dismissed these resolutions, telling the
court that Òthe General Assembly does
not have the authority to ÔlegislateÕ or
create legally binding obligations on its
members.Ó Finally, the US executive
rejected the 1948 UN Convention on the
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime
of Genocide. In its written statement to the
court, the United States argued that Òthe
deliberate killing of large numbers of
people is not sufficient to establish this
offenseÓ of genocide; genocide only takes
place if the aggressor sets out to destroy
Òin whole or in part, a national, ethnical,
racial or religious group, as such.Ó

The court case went on for many days.
On none of these days was it front-page
news in the United States; on almost
none of these days was it page-15 news,
or even page-23 news, in the United
States. Like the always-invisible submar-
ines and like the almost-invisible land
and air missiles that are concentrated in
states with sparse populations (Wyo-
ming, Montana, North Dakota), the for-
eign populations who stand to be injured
remain invisible and inaudible, even
when mounting a major case at the Inter-
national Court of Justice.

Although the US postal system is
designed to receive foreign mail, any
letter from abroad containing a message
about nuclear weapons seems to become
a dead letter. If the message is sent by

telephone, the line goes dead. Maybe
somewhere there is a giant storage silo
into whichÑday by day over six dec-
adesÑthere has steadily fallen the layer
upon layer of unread letters, petitions,
and prayers from foreign voices describ-
ing injuries suffered and future injuries
feared, the aspiration for international
rules of symmetry, and the sense of sym-
metry betrayed. There, muffled in the
thick residue of paper, will be found the
echoing dismay of the people who once
lived on Bikini island (who began calling
out to us in 1946 and have called out to us
every year since); the eloquent legal
briefs from India and Iran and many
other countries; the unopened and
unread pages of Masuji IbuseÕs exquisite
and excruciating Black Rain, its parasols
and cherry blossom petals drifting bet-
ween thousands of other paper layers.
Maybe the sheer weight of unread mail
will one day press the paper into wood
and create a giant ark, the ark of unheard
voices. The ark of unheard voices is on a
collision course with the ark that cannot
hear voices, our nuclear submarines.

One of the persistent features of
nuclear technology is that it constantly
reenacts at one location any weakness
that occurs at another location. The
super-sentient American population
prides itself on its alertnessÑrightly,
for many people receive and answer
300 e-mails a day while talking on a cell
phone, listening to the radio, and driving
a car. Yet this super-sentient population
cannot hear voices coming from outside
the circle of its own horizon. As foreign
voices do not reach the home population,
so the voices of the home population, in
their occasional lonely protest against
our nuclear weapons, fall outside the
perimeter of what their own government
leaders can hear. This inability to receive
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incoming signals is literalized in the
weapons themselves.

Take the USS Rhode Island (or any one
of the other 13 Ohio-class submarines).
Empowered to destroy a continent, the
Trident submarine is an Olympian feat
of technological ingenuity. Yet when it
is deeply submerged (and in wartime or
any time of great political tension it must
remain deeply submerged) it can o-n-l-y-
r-e-c-e-i-v-e-t-i-n-y-a-m-o-u-n-t-s-o-f-i-
n-f-o-r-m-a-t-i-o-n-v-e-r-y-v-e-r-y-s-l-o-
w-l-y. In fact, the first three letters of the
hyphenated passage would have taken 15
minutes to arrive, and the submarine
would have had no way to confirm its
receipt of the letters.

The information is carried in extre-
mely low frequency (or ELF) waves,
giant radio waves each 2,500 miles in
length that can (unlike any other band
of the electromagnetic spectrum) pene-
trate the ocean depths. Until 2004, ELF
waves were launched by a giant antenna
in Michigan and Wisconsin that is 18
acres in size. As ELF waves begin
their circuit around the Earth, they
travel between the surface of the Earth
and the lower edge of the ionosphere,
which together act as wave guides or
rails. An ELF signal is often officially
described as Òa bell ringerÓ: It tells the
submarine to come up closer to the sur-
face where it can receive a large volume
of data quickly. (The rich data are
relayed by the TACAMO system:
TACAMO stands for Take Charge and
Move Out; it involves a plane hovering
over the ocean swirling its antenna, a
two-mile-long wire, as though it were a
lasso; it is not without its own extrava-
gant communication problems.) But this
means that added to the 15 minutes it
takes to receive the ELF message is the
time it takes the submarine to reach the

new location, the upper layers of water it
had been cautiously avoiding. Further-
more, evidence suggests that the ELF sig-
nals, in addition to serving as a bell
ringer, are also relied on for the transmis-
sion of primary commands (the order to
fire a weapon, the order to interrupt the
firing of a weapon). The actual situation
is still more meager than the 15-minute,
three-letter-long message suggests. So
possible is it that even this message will
not get through that standing Navy
weapons procedure has during certain
periods been premised on the absence
of any outside message at all. The com-
mander of a ship during those periods
had the ability to launch nuclear weap-
ons without an order from the civilian
government.

In its capacity to receive signals, the
Trident submarine exists in a pre-tech-
nological realm. The men on the ship are
like the inhabitants of a tiny medieval vil-
lage on a remote mountainside. With
luck, the villagers receive light flashes
from a lantern on a faraway peak. On
many nights, they see no flashes at all.
The signal can only contain a syntactic-
ally simple message (ÒyesÓ or ÒnoÓ)
whose context the villagers may or may
not correctly guess. Yet despite its primi-
tive level of communication, this encap-
sulated village has enough power to
destroy a continent.

Both the United States as a country
and any one of its Trident submarines
are characterized by a vast capacity to
injure and a low capacity to receive
information that may bear on the ques-
tion of whether those who will receive
the injury have done something so deser-
ving. A message to the submarine that
says, ÒIgnore the previous order; we
just learned our enemy has not com-
mitted any injustice against usÓ can
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perhaps be folded into a three-letter
code. But it can be transmitted only
very slowly and without certainty that
it will reach its destination.

If our technological ability to receive
information were as spectacular as our
technological ability to injure is spec-
tacular, would the use of nuclear weap-
ons seem better? More justified? More
accurate? More likely to be targeted at
100 million people truly deserving of
this death? Probably not. Calling atten-
tion to our low level of comprehension
may therefore seem beside the point,
since even with the most full and most
accurate information in the world, the
use of a massive killing weapon would
be unjustified. But that is just the point:
With the most complete and most accur-
ate information in the world, it would
soon become self-evident that maintain-
ing an arrangement for killing the worldÕs
people is an abomination; the contraction
of information at the firing end of a
nuclear weapon is therefore an essential
part of its design; without it, the weapon
would cease to exist. It is not, then, that
full perceptual acuity would make geno-
cidal power tolerableÑjust the reverse: It
is full perceptual acuity that would make
immediately legible the scale of the moral
error in our weapons arrangements.
Lacking full comprehension, we must
learn to appreciate the depth of the
moral error with our eyes half closed
and our ears not yet able to hear.

This coupling of maximum power to
injure and minimum power to hear out-
side voices leads us once again to the
observation that the weapon has two
ends (as does the weapons system de-
signed around the weapon, and the
form of government designed around
the weapons system). Millions of
people reside at the receiving end of the

injury; only a handful of people reside at
the end where the injury is authorized:
The voices of millionsÑboth foreign
and domesticÑare excluded from this
zone. Imagine if this structure were
reversed: Imagine a system of defense
whose target of injury was the smallest
number of people possible and where
information gathering and authorization
were distributed to the largest number of
people.4 Does that sentence have an odd
ring? Let us hope not, for what it des-
cribes is democracy.

We have claimed that nuclear weap-
ons approximate the flexible floor
model in four respects, and have set out
to illustrate each of the four. So far we
have illustrated two: the readiness of
our nuclear weapons to retract life from
beneath the feet of the worldÕs people on
all seven continents; and the corollary to
this, the fact that by depriving foreign
people of any power of self-defense, we
deprive them of any standing that might
make their voices audible to usÑ
whether by letter, poem, novel, reso-
lution, or court plea. Two further points
remain to be briefly illustrated, the con-
version of the home countryÕs govern-
ment to a monarchic form of rule that
places all defense in the executive
branch of the government; and the corol-
lary incapacitation of the population,
whichÑnow largely oblivious to all
questions of defenseÑcannot rescue
themselves from monarchy and cannot
rescue foreign people from the abiding
threat of horrifying injury, or from the
actual infliction of that injury.

Forms of government based on sym-
metry and distribution of power require
weapons that entail symmetry and distri-
bution of power. If an out-of-ratio
weapon comes into being in the midst
of a symmetrical form of government,
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one of the two must give way to accom-
modate the other. Either the out-of-ratio
weapon must be renounced and dis-
solved, enabling the symmetrical gov-
ernment to survive; or the symmetrical
form of government must be renounced
and dissolved, replaced with an out-
of-ratio government whose shape can
accommodate the shape of the new out-
of-ratio weapon. The second outcome
has taken place in the United States fol-
lowing the invention of atomic weapons.

During his 1974 impeachment pro-
ceedings, President Richard Nixon told
reporters, ÒI can go into my office and
pick up the telephone, and in 25 minutes
70 million people will be dead.Ó His state-
ment was a starkÑbut completely accur-
ateÑdescription of presidential power.
Since the invention of atomic weapons,
the United States has had a presidential
first-use policy: It was in place, but not
yet codified into a single, formal written
doctrine, during the presidencies of
Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower,
John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, Rich-
ard Nixon, and Gerald Ford, and then
became codified during the presidency
of Jimmy Carter in Presidential Directive
59, which has continued in force through
the presidencies of Ronald Reagan,
George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and
George W. Bush, and is in place today.
Many people in the United States think
of the countryÕs nuclear weapons as
retaliatory ÒdefenseÓ weapons. But the
first-use policy presumes what its name
states, that the United States will use
them first. The effort that a president
would have to exert to execute a first-
use strike is minimal, as President
NixonÕs statement accurately records.
The Ònuclear briefcaseÓ that contains
the communication codes for the presi-
dential launch of nuclear weapons has

been kept since 1963 within armÕs reach
of each successive president. It at all
times resides in one of two places:
either in the same room with the presi-
dent or in the immediately adjacent
room. When the president travels, the
nuclear briefcase travels too: When Pre-
sident Carter went camping with his
family in Idaho, their raft was accompa-
nied by a neighboring raft carrying the
Òblack bagÓ; after President Reagan was
shot on March 30, 1981, he was carried to
George Washington Hospital in a motor-
cade that also carried the nuclear brief-
case and its military attendant.

The American population tends to
assume that its own level of worry
about nuclear war corresponds to the
presidentÕs contemplated use of the
weapons: If we are thinking about nuclear
war, he too must be thinking about it; if it
has not so much as crossed our minds, it
has probably not crossed his. The first of
these two Òif Ó clauses is certainly right;
the second is just as certainly wrong.

The US population and President
Kennedy were both acutely conscious
of the proximity of nuclear war during
the Cuban Missile Crisis (though it is
only over many decades that the popula-
tion learned how gravely close we came).
But most people would have a hard time
naming a crisis other than the Cuban
Missile Crisis where one of our presi-
dents has carried us to the verge of
nuclear war, because in no instance
other than the Cuban Missile Crisis has
a president openly addressed his popula-
tion during the crisis. Just as the popula-
tion is not needed for carrying out the
injury, so we are not privy to the presi-
dentÕs deliberations on the matter. An
out-of-ratio weapon requires that any-
thing that might get in the way be
gotten out of the way; an out-of-ratio
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weapon makes the presence of the popu-
lation at the authorization end a struc-
tural impossibility.

Following President Harry TrumanÕs
use of an atomic weapon in Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, a sequence of presidents
considered using it again. President
Eisenhower seriously contemplated
using an atomic weapon in 1954 in the
Taiwan Straits as he did again in the
1959 Berlin crisis. (We know this not
because during the conflict the president
discussed the matter with the full Con-
gress or the population but because 30
years after EisenhowerÕs death his presi-
dential papers were released to a library
archive.) President Kennedy three timesÑ
once in Cuba, twice in lands unspeci-
fiedÑcame very close to using nuclear
weapons against the Soviet Union. (We
know this not because the president
addressed the population in all three peri-
ods but because 40 years after his death,
his secretary of defense, Robert McNa-
mara, has stated that during the Kennedy
administration, the country came Òthree
times within a hairÕs breadth of nuclear
war with the Soviet Union.Ó)

President Lyndon Johnson contem-
plated a preemptive nuclear strike against
China to prevent that country from
developing nuclear weapons; the US
population was informed of this event 34
years later. President Nixon contem-
plated using nuclear weapons three
times other than in Vietnam, as he stated
in an interview thirteen years after he left
office; he did not specify time and place.
The White House tape that records
NixonÕs conversation with Henry Kissin-
ger about the possibility of using a nuclear
weapon in North Vietnam was released to
the public 28 years after he left office.

The crises just enumerated fall be-
tween 1954 and 1974; with the exception

of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the dates on
which the public first received small
shreds of information about these nu-
clear crises go from 1985 to 2004. The
fragments of information we may even-
tually receive about the contemplated
use of nuclear weapons by later presi-
dentsÑGerald Ford, Jimmy Carter,
Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, Bill
Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack
ObamaÑare likely to arrive only haphaz-
ardly and slowly over the next 30 years.
None of these later presidents has stated
that he did not, during his time in office,
consider using a nuclear weapon. None
of these presidents has asked that the
military officer carrying the nuclear
briefcase stop following him around.
None of these presidents has directed
the fleet of Ohio-class submarines to
return to their Atlantic home port in
Kings Bay, Georgia, or their Pacific
home port in Bangor, Washington; day
and night the ships move under waters
all over the world. Eight of the 14 ships
were completed while presidents Bush
and Clinton were in office; the overall
number is 14 rather than what was for a
time 18 because the four oldest have
now been phased out of ballistic missile
service and instead carry nuclear-armed
cruise missiles. President George W.
Bush directed nuclear engineers to com-
plete a next-generation submarine by
2030, a next-generation Intercontinental
Ballistic Missile by 2020, and a next-
generation heavy bomber by 2040. There
is no indication that President Obama has
interrupted the ongoing work on these
new sea-based, land-based, and air-based
delivery systems. They are scheduled to
arrive at just about the time we will
begin to learn what nuclear catastrophes
were contemplated in the early years of
the 21st centuryÑunless, of course, the
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catastrophe takes place, in which case we
will already know.

In some of the nuclear crises, the 30-
years-out-of-date archive lets us begin to
gauge how close the president came to
initiating nuclear war; in other instances,
we continue to reside in the region of
speculative conversation, clearing our
throats and trading uninformed guesses
aboutÑwhat was the subject again?Ñoh
yes, about whether our country did or
did not take steps to annihilate millions
of people on a region of Earth we cannot
even name. Our two Òif Ó clausesÑif we
are thinking about nuclear war, the presi-
dent must also be thinking about it; if it
does not cross our minds, it must not be
crossing hisÑlead to a kind of magical
thinking whereby we hope to keep for-
eign populations safe by not thinking
about our own weapons, or thinking
about them only three decades after the
crisis is over.

Documentary evidence of our popula-
tionÕs collective, nearly tour-de-force
ability to abstain from mentioning aloud
our own nuclear weapons exists in the
period leading up to and through the
2003”2005 phase of the war in Iraq.5 Day
by day over 400 days, American news-
papers and journals were laden with
statements about whether Saddam
HusseinÕs Iraq certainly did, probably
did, probably did not, or certainly did
not own a nuclear weapon; but among
these tens of thousands of articles, one
looks in vain for even a solitary allusion
to our own vast nuclear arsenal, to the fact
that we own, in addition to 3,100 Trident I
and Trident II warheads designed for our
Ohio-class submarines (with a total blast
power of 273,000,000 tons of TNT), land-
based ICBM nuclear warheads with a
total blast power of 503,000,000 tons of
TNT, and air-based nuclear warheads

for the B-2 and B-52 bombers equaling
410,000,000 tons of TNT.

It is tempting to think that a country
with monarchic arrangements in the
realm of nuclear war can maintain a
more attractive form of government
throughout the rest of its civil fabric.
That would be a mistake. A country is
its arrangements for national defense;
or in the words of Patrick Henry at the
Virginia ratification debates, ÒIt has been
repeatedly said that the great object of
national government [is] national
defense.Ó The structures imposed on us
by thermonuclear monarchy are struc-
tures that penetrate all the way down to
the deepest details of civil life.

Of all the presidents who have held
office since the invention of nuclear
weapons, Richard Nixon has been the
most open about the shift in the form of
government they impose. His lawyer
before the federal court during the
Watergate hearings opened with the fol-
lowing words: ÒThe President wants me
to argue that he is as powerful a monarch
as Louis XIV, only four years at a time,
and is not subject to the processes of any
court in the land.Ó NixonÕs sense that his
country had endowed the executive
branch with monarchic powers was
also visible in his attempt to dress the
White House guards in elaborate royal
uniforms, described by Paul Fussell:

First, the hat: a black plastic semi-shako with
visor. It rose a full seven inches, and Washington
hadnÕt seen its like since the Britishand Germans
fought us in the 1770s. Then there was the tunic:
high-collared, cream-colored, double-breasted,
with a heavy gold fourrag�re . . . hanging from
the right shoulder. Belt and pistol holsters were
of shiny black, apparently ÒpatentÓ leather.

Thomas Paine had written in 1776 that if
you ask anyone in the United States if he
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believes in monarchy, heÕll just start
laughing. Ask anyone today in the
United States if he believes in monarchy
and he will also laugh. Paul Fussell pre-
cedes his factual description of the uni-
forms with the statement ÒThe new
uniforms are hard to describe without
laughing.Ó Indeed, the uniforms were
subjected to such immediate and wide-
spread derision that they quickly van-
ished from the White House.6

But one of the reasons why the coun-
try has been tardy in addressing the
severe problem of thermonuclear mon-
archy is precisely that the struggle
against monarchy seems like a struggle
won long ago and in no need of being
debated today. (IsnÕt monarchy some-
thing we laugh at?) Can it really be the
case that we need to start all over and
rewrite LockeÕs Second Treatise of Gov-
ernment or PaineÕs Common Sense? Do
we need to reawaken our scorn for patri-
archy, a scorn already in full bloom by
the 17th and 18th centuries, a scorn that
has surely grown stronger and more self-
assured with each passing century,
decade, and year? How might we even
debate the matter? Such a debate would
require the recitation of principles to
which we have already achieved such
widespread agreement that anyone
beginning to re-announce the basic prin-
ciples of constitutions or social contract
would appear to have lost his or her mind
and would be scolded for platitude.

How, then, have we arrived at a
thermonuclear monarchy whose ludi-
crous nature only becomes visible to us
if a presidentÑout of a lucky conver-
gence of candor and bad tasteÑmakes
the lineaments of the ludicrous mon-
archy (let us call it a ÒludocracyÓ) visible?
No one faults Richard Nixon for contem-
plating using nuclear weapons on four

occasions, only for comparing himself
to Louis XIV, for dressing White House
police in the lavish insignia of royal sub-
jugation, for spying on the rivals to his
throne, and for lying to Congress. As
moral errors, we will someday see,
these acts are incomparable with the
error of accepting a post that involves
firing nuclear weapons, an assignment
not only Nixon but each of our post-
atom bomb presidents has accepted:
Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, John-
son, Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush,
Clinton, Bush, Obama. Louis XIV was
powerless compared to each of these
men. That insight is NixonÕs gift to us; it
is precious; let us not (once we recover
from our laughter) set it aside cavalierly.

Far from feeling angry with a succes-
sion of presidents for their unblinking
willingness to step up into the post of
thermonuclear monarch, the population
has often been asked to feel sympathetic
with their terrible burden. Nixon did not
often appear to be worried by his power
to inflict global harm (indeed, he some-
times seems to have boasted of it). But
the portrait that survives from the Ken-
nedy eraÑand that has come to be
generalized to the presidential office irre-
spective of occupantÑis of a president
weighed down by the gravity of his
nuclear decision making. It is difficult to
decouple the words ÒCuban Missile
CrisisÓ from the photograph of Kennedy
in dark silhouette, seen from the back,
looking out a large White House
window, its etched black-and-white lines
evocative of the gravity of his decisions.

The distress of presidential deliber-
ationÑnot the distress of hundreds of
thousands who stand to be annihilated
or so badly burned they only half sur-
viveÑbecomes the focus of sympathy.
The tragic lineaments of the nuclear
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arrangements, like their comic linea-
ments, are all spent on, absorbed into,
the personal narrative of the president. . . .

The willingness to speak with rever-
ential hushed tones of the ÒawfulÓ
responsibilities of being president in a
nuclear age is apparent in Theodore
SorensenÕs book about John Kennedy,
Decision-Making in the White House:

[The] breadth and scope of presidential deci-
sions cannot be matched in any large corpor-
ation or Cabinet department, or even in the
halls of Congress. For the President alone is
ultimately accountable for the lives of more
than 2.5 million American servicemen, for the
deeds of 2.5 million federal employees, and he
alone is ultimately held accountable to 190 mil-
lion citizens, to more than 40 foreign allies and,
in a very real senseÑas custodian of the
nuclear triggerÑto all men and to all mankind.

Once the romance and thrill of picturing
such a colossus fades away and we
recover our senses, we may ask how it
can be that a man of SorensenÕs reading
and understandingÑor more to the
point, a man of John KennedyÕs vast read-
ing and understandingÑcould not be
revolted by, not revolt against, a situ-
ation that allows one man ÒaloneÓ to be
Òultimately held accountable. . . to all
men and to all mankind.Ó

John KennedyÕs attorney general and
brother, Robert Kennedy, wrote an
account of the Cuban Missile Cri-
sisÑThirteen DaysÑthat he left unfin-
ished. A note at the end of the book tells
us what has been left undone:

It was Senator KennedyÕs intention to add a
discussion of the basic ethical question
involved: what, if any, circumstance or justifi-
cation gives this government or any govern-
ment the moral right to bring its people and
possibly all people under the shadow of
nuclear destruction. He wrote this book in
the summer and fall of 1967 on the basis of his

personal diaries and recollections, but never
had an opportunity to rewrite or complete it.

Is the missing chapter missing because
(as the author of the note believes)
Robert Kennedy died prematurely? Or
is it missing because, even had Robert
Kennedy been graced with a hundred
years of life, no positive answer could
ever be intelligently provided. To the
question ÒWhat, if any, circumstance or
justification gives this government or
any government the moral right to
bring its people and possibly all people
under the shadow of nuclear destruc-
tion?Ó the only reasonable answer is:
There can be no circumstances or justi-
fication that give this government or any
government the moral right to bring its
people and possibly all people under the
shadow of nuclear destruction. It is easy
to hear, in oneÕs imagination, such a sen-
tence being spoken aloud with John
KennedyÕs cadences and pronunciation.
Would that heÑor any of our presi-
dentsÑhad spoken it.

It would take a president of the stature
of Lincoln to straighten out our current
military arrangements. Because the pop-
ulation has been disempowered, dis-
abled, for the last 60 yearsÑbecause
we, like foreign populations, have been
frozen in structures of thermonuclear
subjugationÑwe might think we must
wait for a president to undertake the
work of repair. The needed repairs are,
in fact, ones that can be carried out by a
president, a Congress, or a Supreme
Court, and it does not seem unreasonable
to hope that one, two, or all three
branches of government will eventually
assist us. In the meantime, however, the
population must reacquire its own
powers of self-government and carry
out the repairs. Amazingly, a set of
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tools exists to let us undertake, and even
complete, the repair. . . .

It is as if there had suddenly fallen
from the skies into our midst an
objectÑa dazzlingly beautiful object,
like shards of many-colored glassÑthat
would let us undertake the needed
repair, requiring only that we bend over
and pick it up. The object that lies on the
ground at our feet is the United States
Constitution, and the way it outlaws
nuclear weapons (or any out-of-ratio
weapon that decouples the military
might of the country from the popula-
tion) is the subject of Part One of this
book. To reacquire our democratic
country and to release us from an
unspeakable moral error we need only
take this object in our hands and use it.
It seems breathtaking that such a device
could be ready at hand. At the same time,
the fact that it is already in existence, and
so readily available for use, increases the
obligation of the population to repair the
present situation. If we fail to do so,
people in the future will say of us,
ÒThough the vast nuclear arsenal was
imposed on them, yet every citizen of
the country had within easy reachÑlying
beside the front doorway, resting inside a
hallway drawer, sitting in a vest pock-
etÑthe tool that would have enabled
them to dismantle it.Ó. . .

The oppressive features of monarchy
will sometimes be cited in these pages as
we try to recall exactly why it was we
wanted our country to be a democracy
and in indicting the present thermo-
nuclear monarchy under which we now
suffer. But the opposite is not the case: It
is not the case that the full horror and
deformation of government existing in
thermonuclear monarchy is descriptive
of monarchies that lack out-of-ratio
weapons, whether of the present or

past. Thermonuclear monarchy is far
more atavistic than the term ÒmonarchyÓ
alone can ever imply. It carries us back to
a territory that is not just anterior to
democracy but anterior to social con-
tract altogether. At the International
Court of Justice, where 78 countries
asked for a decision on the illegality of
nuclear weapons, Judge Christopher
Gregory Weeramantry stated that Òthe
use or threat of use of the weapon is
unlawful in all circumstances without
exceptionÓ and observed that to permit
any threatened use of nuclear weapons is
to erase all international and national
law: ÒA world order dependent upon
terror would take us back to the state of
nature described by Hobbes in The
Leviathan.Ó Thermonuclear monarchy
is more grave, more dark, more danger-
ous than any tyranny that has ever oper-
ated on Earth.

Two staggering inventions exist side
by side. One is the social contract: Most
elaborately known to us through the
17th- and 18th-century writings of
Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, it rico-
chets forward and backward across the
centuries; it has rich antecedents in
medieval Europe, in ancient Greece,
and still further back in Hebrew culture;
just as it has an array of forward-moving
descendants in the ceaselessly prolifer-
ating democratic constitutions that
emerge throughout the 18th, 19th, 20th,
and 21st centuries. The other giant arti-
fact on which almost as much human
ingenuity has been spent is the nuclear
array, all land-based, sea-based, sky-
based missiles that carry the warheads
to their destination, all orbiting, rotating,
and fixed antennas and aerials that link
the warheads to the small number of men
who control and direct them. Though
much younger than the social contract,
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this second artifact is spreading
throughout the world almost as rapidly,
reappearing in ever-new, seemingly
insuppressible forms. Each of the two
artifacts, left to itself, will proliferate.
Each brought to bear on the other, will
bring that other to a dead halt.

The two artifacts, the social contract
and the nuclear array, are mutually
exclusive. To exist, each requires that
the other be destroyed.

Which one will it be?

Editor’s note
This essay is excerpted from the book Thermonuclear
Monarchy: Choosing between Democracy and Doom
(W. W. Norton, 2014). Fuller documentation for
quotations in this essay is available in the footnotes
to the book.
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Notes

1. Each Ohio-class submarine has 24 missiles;
each missile has 8 warheads; hence each
ship has a total of 192 warheads. The Trident
II warhead (Mark 5 W87) can be either 300 or
475 kilotons. Three hundred kilotons times
192 warheads equals 57,600 kilotons, or 57.6
megatons. The weapon used in Hiroshima
was between 12 and 15 kilotons; therefore, a
middle figure of 13.5 kilotons can be used.
More arithmetic: 57,600 kilotons divided by
13.5 kilotons is 4266; therefore, each Ohio-
class submarine carries the injuring power
of 4266 Hiroshimas. If the submarine instead
uses a 475-kiloton Trident II warhead, the
submarine carries the injuring power of
6755 Hiroshima explosions.

2. Sixty-one countries participated in World
War II. The number given hereÑeach sub-
marine as eight times the World War II fig-
ureÑis conservative. The total blast power
of World War II has been calculated as
three megatons by the International Com-
mission on Nuclear Non-Proliferation and

Disarmament. Using that figure, a single
Ohio-class submarine has 19 times the total
blast power expended in World War II.

3. The United StatesÕ arguments against the
applicability of these protocols sometimes
center on original intent. For example, the
St. Petersburg Declaration forbidding weap-
ons Òthat render death inevitableÓ was writ-
ten with antipersonnel weapons in mind, not
with weapons that merely have Òa high prob-
ability of killing persons in its immediate
vicinity.Ó In general, the United States dis-
misses international rules on one of two
bases: (1) Nuclear weapons are not included
in the text (either because the text predates
the invention of nuclear weapons or post-
dates the invention of nuclear weapons but
fails to include a specific clause), or (2) If
nuclear weapons are explicitly mentioned,
that explicit mention constitutes not a pro-
hibition but an Òaspirational goal.Ó While an
array of arguments are put forward to explain
why international protocols and covenants
are inapplicable to a determination of the
legal status of nuclear weapons, the United
States provides a single, overarching argu-
ment that recurs throughout the document:
The use of nuclear weapons belongs to the
future and therefore a formal ruling would
constitute Òjudicial speculation about hypo-
thetical future circumstances.Ó

4. This goal of minimal injury was explicit at the
time of the writing of the US Constitution
(see Chapter 2) and is still today a stated
goal of the US military. For example, the
three overarching rules of war in the Navy
are symmetry, chivalry, and necessity. Neces-
sity, far from serving to excuse brutality, is
understood as a brake on injuring: It requires
there be used, in any conflict, only the smal-
lest amount of force needed for accomplish-
ing the goal. Necessity, symmetry, and
chivalry are each starkly out of line with
nuclear weapons; and some of the most
articulate objections to US nuclear weapons
have come from members of the Navy. Objec-
tions to nuclear weapons may also contribute
to the low retention rate of nuclear submarine
officers, as reported to Congress.

5. Another period that illustrates our collective
willingness to suppress questions about our
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own nuclear weapons is the day of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, and its immediate aftermath. On
9/11, President BushÑwho was in Texas
when the World Trade Towers were
hitÑimmediately boarded Air Force One
but delayed returning to Washington
because he was advised that the White
House might be a terrorist target. Of the
many Air Force bases in the United States
where he might have landed that day, the
president chose to land at Offutt Air Force
Base, Nebraska. Prior to 9/11, The New York
Times described Offutt Air Force Base as the
nerve center of AmericaÕs nuclear strike
force, not only against the Soviet Union but
against terrorist states or rogue leaders who
threaten to use nuclear, chemical, or bio-
logical weapons. Did President Bush stop at
Offutt Air Force Base because nuclear retali-
ation was among the options on the table that
day and in the days following? Neither

Congress nor the media nor the public nor
even the 9/11 investigative commission
appears ever to have mentioned the nuclear
status of Offutt or asked a single question
about it.

6. Fussell surmises that they were donated to a
high school marching bandÑa plausible des-
tination since the spectacle of royal uniforms
can be tolerated, even enjoyed, when wholly
decoupled from any aspiration to physical
force.
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