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NUCLEAR DETERRENCE AND 

FUTURE GENERATIONS

Jefferson McMahan

THE ARGUMENT

People’s views about nuclear weapons tend to reflect the ordering of their fears. A 
crude generalization might be that those whose position is characterized primarily 
by opposition to nuclear weapons tend to fear nuclear war more than they fear the 
Soviets, while those who are disposed to support nuclear weapons tend to fear the 
Soviets more than they fear nuclear war. This in part explains why opponents of 
nuclear weapons often try to support their position by describing the probable 
effects of nuclear war and by deemphasizing the Soviet threat, while supporters of 
nuclear weapons stress the threat from the Soviet Union and the evils of Soviet 
communism, and maintain that nuclear war would be “survivable.” In short, each 
group seeks to evoke in others the fears that motivate its own position, and to qui­
eten fears that underlie the opposing view. Of course, many defenders of nuclear 
deterrence may also believe that only the threat of retaliation prevents the Soviets 
from attacking Western countries with nuclear weapons, and so they could legiti­
mately appeal to the fear of nuclear destruction in support of the retention or acquisi­
tion of nuclear weapons. But the fact that they do not ordinarily do this suggests that 
they recognize that fear of nuclear destruction leads naturally to opposition to 
nuclear weapons.

The conflict between these two basic attitudes is most strikingly manifest in the 
old debate about whether it would be better to be “red” or dead. Of course, this 
debate greatly oversimplifies the issue, since no choice between policies presents us 
with a stark choice between Soviet domination and nuclear war. But the compara­
tive evaluation of these two outcomes does have a place in one interesting type of
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consequentialist argument in which probabilities are also taken into account. For 
example, someone who believes that it would be better to be red than dead might 
argue, on the basis of that assumption, that it would be preferable to adopt a policy 
which, in comparison with the present form of nuclear deterrence, would decrease 
the probability of nuclear war, even if it would increase the probability of Soviet 
domination, as long as the increase in the latter probability would not be signifi­
cantly greater than the decrease in the former.

The assumption about whether it would be better to be red or dead as it would 
appear in such an argument might be interpreted in different ways, some more 
defensible than others. The assumption might simply express a personal preference; 
that is, it might express nothing more than that one would, or would not, find life 
under Soviet domination worth living. So interpreted, the assumption would be 
absurdly narrow as the basis for a consequentialist argument. The assumption 
might, however, be more generously interpreted as expressing a view about 
whether it would be better for one’s country as a whole  to suffer nuclear destruction 
or to fall under Soviet domination. But even on this broader interpretation, an 
assumption of this sort would still be too narrow to serve as a premise in a plausible 
consequentialist argument, because it would still exclude from consideration the 
interests of persons in other countries—both enemy countries and countries not 
directly involved in the conflict. The interests of Americans are not the only inter­
ests that count. Nor, indeed, are existing generations the only generations that 
count. Thus, perhaps the most important reason why an assumption about whether 
it would be better to be red or dead is too narrow is that it fails to take account of the 
effects of nuclear war on future generations.

For these reasons, a consequentialist argument against nuclear deterrence based 
solely on the claim that it would be better to be red than dead would be implausible. 
But an analogous argument can be constructed on a broader foundation. The founda­
tion would still consist in a comparison between the two outcomes: nuclear war and 
Soviet domination. But the comparison would take into consideration the interests 
of existing people everywhere, and would also take account of how future genera­
tions might fare in each of the two outcomes. The main aim of this essay is to 
present and discuss this analogous argument and, in particular, to defend its central 
assumption: that it is of the utmost moral importance to ensure the existence of 
future generations.

The argument, stated fully, is as follows:

la. Nuclear war would be a greater evil than Soviet domination where future 
generations are concerned.

lb. Nuclear war would be worse than Soviet domination for people in the US 
and for people in allied countries which would also be directly involved in the war.

lc. Nuclear war would be worse than Soviet domination for people in countries 
not directly involved in the war, and it would also be worse for the Soviets and their 
allies.

2. It is therefore considerably more important to prevent nuclear war than it is 
to prevent Soviet domination.

3. The present policy of nuclear deterrence has a high probability of preventing 
Soviet domination, but it also has a significant probability of leading to nuclear war, 
even with the relatively near future—say, within the next 30 years.
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4. The abandonment of nuclear deterrence by the US and the adoption of a pol­
icy of nonnuclear defense would decrease the probability of nuclear war, but would 
also increase the probabil ity of Soviet dominat ion. It would not, however, increase 
the latter probability by significantly more than it would decrease the former. 
Indeed, it might increase the latter by less than it would decrease the former.

5. Any other negative effects of this change in policy, even when considered 
together with the increase in the probability of Soviet domination, would not be 
sufficient to outweigh in importance the decrease in the probability of nuclear war.

6. One of two policies is superior if it would, when compared with the other 
policy, reduce the probability of a very bad outcome, even if it would also increase 
the probability of a significantly less bad outcome, provided that the increase in the 
latter probability would not be significantly greater than the decrease in-the former, 
and provided that the adoption of the policy would not have other undesirable 
effects which, together with the increase in the probability of the less bad outcome, 
would outweigh the advantage of decreasing the probability of the very bad out­
come.

7. A policy of unilateral nuclear disarmament by the US, combined with a pol­
icy of nonnuclear defense, would be superior to continued reliance on the present 
policy of nuclear deterrence.

(This argument also applies, mutatis mutandis,  to the Soviet Union; but, since it 
is intended as a contribution to an essentially Western debate, it is preferable to 
direct the argument against the US, whose policies we are in a better position to 
influence.)

It is important to notice that the conclusion of the argument is not that unilateral 
nuclear disarmament would be the best policy for the US to adopt. That may well 
be true, but it is not entailed by the argument. The conclusion of the argument is 
only that unilateral nuclear disarmament is preferable to the present policy of 
nuclear deterrence. This leaves open the possibility that there may be some further 
alternative that would be superior to both—for example, a policy of minimal deter­
rence (that is, a policy that would aim to deter a nuclear attack, and nothing else, 
with the smallest arsenal that would be sufficient to guarantee deterrence).

The argument rests on a number of controversial claims, each of which might be 
challenged. My own view, however, is that each is defensible. Although I shall 
argue at some length in support of premise la, spatial constraints make it impossi­
ble to provide a thorough defense of any of the premises. I hope to say enough in 
support of each premise to show that the argument as a whole is indeed plausible. 
But my main aim must be simply to illuminate the structure of the argument, and to 
suggest what considerations are relevant to the assessment of the premises.

CONSEQUENCES FOR PRESENT GENERATIONS

It is primarily premise la—that nuclear war would be worse than Soviet domination 
where future generations are concerned—that makes this argument against nuclear 
deterrence distinctive. As we shall see, this initial premise is based on the assump­
tion that it is considerably more important to ensure that future generations exist 
than to ensure that, if they exist, they will not exist under Soviet domination. Since 
my argument in support of this assumption is lengthy, controversial, and more dis­
tinctively philosophical in character than the discussions of the other premises of



322 Just War? Morality and Nuclear Weapons
i ■.

the argument, it merits a separate section to itself, which I shall reserve until after I 
have discussed and defended the other premises of the main argument; for it will 
help to see how the argument as a whole works before we focus on the justification 
of this one premise.

It might be suggested that premises lb and lc, which together assert that nuclear 
war would be worse for existing people than Soviet domination, would themselves 
be sufficient to establish premise 2—the claim that it is considerably more impor­
tant to prevent nuclear war than to present Soviet domination. In that case, it might 
be thought that premise la would be superfluous. That would be a mistake. Pre­
mises la, lb, and lc work together to support premise 2. The more support there is 
for each of the first three premises, the stronger premise 2 will be—that is, the 
greater will be the relative importance of preventing nuclear war over preventing 
Soviet domination. And the greater the relative importance of preventing nuclear 
war is, the more readily and decisively will the argument carry through to its conclu­
sion. (For the greater the relative importance of preventing nuclear war, the greater 
will be the increase in the probability of Soviet domination that we would accept in 
exchange for a fixed decrease in the probability of nuclear war.)

Bearing in mind this fact about the structure of the argument, let us provisionally 
grant premise la, and go on to consider premise lb—the claim that nuclear war 
would be worse than Soviet domination for people in the US and allied countries. 
This claim is supported by several lines of argument. Since any two-sided nuclear 
war would be unlikely to remain limited,1 nuclear war would probably result in the 
deaths of most people in the US and in allied countries. If most people would find 
life under Soviet domination worth living, then it follows that, for most of those 
who would be killed in a nuclear war, nuclear war would be worse than Soviet 
domination. And indeed it seems plausible to suppose that most people in the West 
would find life under Soviet domination worth living, just as most people do who 
presently live under Soviet domination.

Suppose that, contrary to this conjecture, many people would personally prefer 
death to life under Soviet domination—that is, they would not find life under Soviet 
domination worth living. Would this show that Soviet domination would be worse 
than nuclear destruction? Not necessarily; for the view that Soviet domination 
would be worse than nuclear destruction would presumably be based on a claim 
about the overriding importance of liberty, but the view is itself less attentive to the 
demands of liberty than the contrary view. It ignores the preferences of those would 
would prefer life under Soviet domination to death. But the view that nuclear 
destruction would be worse respects the preferences of those who would prefer 
death to life under Soviet domination, for Soviet domination would allow these indi­
viduals to choose death rather than submit to domination by the Soviets.2 In short, 
while nuclear war would be worse for those who would prefer life under Soviet 
domination to death, Soviet domination need not be worse for those who would 
prefer death to life under Soviet domination.

What about those persons in the US and allied countries who might survive a 
nuclear war? Would life among the radioactive ruins of the US and Western Europe 
be preferable to life under Soviet domination? What primarily distinguishes life in 
many Western countries today from life in Soviet-dominated countries is that people 
in the West enjoy political, social, and economic freedoms denied to people in the 
East. These would not survive a nuclear war. Michael Howard has claimed that, 
from the point of view of the survivors of a nuclear war, “the political, cultural and 
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ideological distinctions that separate the West from the Soviet Union today would be 
seen, in comparison with the literally inconceivable contrasts between any pre- 
atomic and any post-atomic society, as almost insignificant.”3 His main reason for 
this claim is that any regime that might emerge in the US after a nuclear war would 
be inescapably authoritarian, and thus would, in this crucial respect, resemble the 
regime that governs the Soviet Union today.

What about those who, in spite of this, would prefer life amid the postwar ruins 
to life under Soviet domination? The short answer is simply that, while Soviet domi­
nation would of course deny them their preference, it is by no means clear that 
nuclear war would satisfy it, for survival in nuclear war cannot be guaranteed.

Together these arguments provide strong support for the claim that nuclear war 
would be worse than Soviet domination for people in the US and in allied countries. 
Let us turn, then, to the claim that nuclear war would also be worse for people 
elsewhere in the world. It is, of course, completely uncontroversial that nuclear war 
would be worse than Soviet domination for people in the Soviet Union and allied 
countries. It is, however, less clear that nuclear war would be worse than Soviet 
domination for people in countries not directly involved in the war. One reason why 
this comparison is more difficult is that it is uncertain what the effects of nuclear 
war would be in neutral countries. It is arguable that nuclear war would result in the 
deaths of most, if not all, of the people in these countries.4 In that case nuclear war 
would be worse for these people than Soviet domination, for the same reasons that 
it would be worse for people in the US and allied countries. But suppose that the 
effects would be more limited—for example, that they would consist primarily in a 
certain number of immediate deaths from fallout, and in environmental damage, 
increased rates of cancer and birth defects, and severe political and economic dislo­
cation. Even in this case the upheaval in these countries would be enormous, and 
would be likely to give rise to authoritarian political structures no less repressive 
than those in Soviet-dominated countries today. Thus it is difficult to believe that 
life under these conditions would be better than life under Soviet domination.

For many of the world’s people, life in a world dominated by the Soviet Union 
might be no worse than life is at present. It is difficult to substantiate this claim, 
however, partly because it is difficult to predict what a world dominated by the 
Soviet Union would be like. Conditions would undoubtedly be different in different 
places. But, if it is permissible to extrapolate from our knowledge of life today in 
Soviet-dominated countries, the claim has some plausibility. Life in Soviet bloc 
countries today seems, in general, no worse than life in many other countries— 
some of which are effectively under American domination. To see the force of this 
point, one might ask oneself, for example, whether one would prefer to be a dissi­
dent in Poland today or to have been a dissident in Iran under the Shah. While 
American governments have shown far greater respect than Soviet leaders for the 
rights and liberties of their own citizens, their concern for the rights and liberties of 
citizens of Third World client states has been no greater than that shown by Soviet 
leaders toward the citizens of Soviet client states.5 To say this is not to present an 
apology for Soviet efforts to control the affairs of other countries, but only to pro­
vide a comparative evaluation of the possible consequences of Soviet domination 
for people outside the US and Western Europe.

The foregoing arguments provide strong support for the claim that nuclear war 
would be worse for existing people than Soviet domination. If we provisionally 
grant that nuclear war would also be worse where future generations are concerned, 
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then it seems clear that nuclear war would be a far greater evil than Soviet domina­
tion, and therefore that it is considerably more important to prevent nuclear war 
than to prevent Soviet domination. In other words, premise 2 is true.

Let us turn, then, to premise 3. Defenders of the present policy of nuclear deter­
rence will not, of course, object to the cla im that this policy has a high probability 
of preventing Soviet domination. But they will deny that there is a significant prob­
ability of nuclear war in the relatively near future under nuclear deterrence as it is 
currently practiced. Strictly speaking, the argument does not actually require the 
claim that nuclear deterrence is likely to lead to nuclear war; all it requires is the 
claim that an alternative policy would have a lower probability of leading to nuclear 
war, without having a significantly higher probability of leading to Soviet domina­
tion. Nevertheless, there are several reasons for including the claim that nuclear 
deterrence as it is presently practiced is likely to lead to nuclear war. One is that, if 
correct, the claim provides the argument with additional urgency. Premise 6, in 
particular, seems most cogent in cases in which the worse outcome is highly prob­
able under the alternative policy. Another reason for including the claim is that the 
arguments that support it will help to show why the shift to a policy of nonnuclear 
defense would greatly reduce the probability of nuclear war. A brief critique of the 
present policy of nuclear deterrence will set the stage for a defense of an alternative 
policy. But the most important reason for including the claim that the present policy 
of nuclear deterrence has a significant probability of leading the nuclear war is that, 
without this claim, the argument would be less likely to go through. For, if the 
probability of nuclear war under nuclear deterrence were very low, then there 
would be little scope for reducing it by shifting to a policy of nonnuclear defense. 
And since, as I have conceded, the probability of Soviet domination under nuclear 
deterrence is low, the scope for increasing it by shifting to a policy of nonnuclear 
defense is considerable. Given this combination of background condit ions, it might 
seem more reasonable to suppose that the shift to a policy of nonnuclear defense 
would increase the probability of Soviet domination by significantly more than it 
would reduce the probability of nuclear war.

Nuclear deterrence as it is presently practiced has a significant probability of 
leading to nuclear war, for at least five reasons. All five are familiar, and thus 
require little elaboration here.

1. The practice of deterrence has led (some say necessarily) to the development 
by both sides of counterforce weapons and the adoption of counterforce strategies. 
The characteristics necessary for counterforce weapons are the same as those neces­
sary and sufficient for first-strike weapons. Thus, each side’s deployments now 
pose a threat  to the other’s retaliatory capability. As each develops its counterforce 
capability, it will have an increasing incentive to use this capability in a first strike 
of its own. The fears generated by each side’s sense of ever-increasing vulnerabil­
ity, combined with other pressures to insure that deterrence remains “credible,” in 
turn lead to yet more destabilizing new deployments.

2. The practice of nuclear deterrence leads inexorably to competition in the 
development of new technologies. Each side feels it must press forward with its 
own research; otherwise the other side might arrive unilaterally at technological 
discoveries that would provide a decisive strategic advantage. This technological 
side of the arms race leads not only to fears and suspicions about the sinister pro­
jects the other side may be pursuing, but also to the development of dangerously
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destabilizing technologies—both of which aggravate the threat of war. For example, 
early research on ballistic missile defenses led to the development of MIRV’s, 
which have in turn (in conjunction with increases in missile accuracy) given rise to 
fears of a first strike.

3. The possession of nuclear weapons in large numbers makes it not unlikely 
that a nuclear war will start by accident or mistake. This could happen in various 
ways. The most likely is that one side might launch its missiles under the mistaken 
impression that it is itself under attack. False alarms are in fact a disturbingly fre­
quent occurrence.6

4. Nuclear deterrence both sanctions and encourages nuclear proliferation, and 
nuclear proliferation increases the probability of nuclear war. Nuclear deterrence 
sanctions proliferation because most of the arguments supporting the possession of 
a nuclear arsenal for purposes of deterrence are universal in their application; they 
do not refer to unique features of any particular country’s situation. Deterrence also 
encourages proliferation in at least two ways. The possession of nuclear weapons 
for purposes of deterrence provides continuing testimony to their value. It also 
poses a threat to the security of nonnuclear countries, which these countries, follow­
ing the logic and the example of the threatener, may attempt to meet by developing 
nuclear arsenals of their own. Thus, fear of the US and the Soviet Union prompted 
China to develop its arsenal, and fear of the Chinese arsenal at least partly moti­
vated the development of India’s nuclear capability. Fear of the Indian capability has 
now spurred Pakistan’s efforts to acquire a nuclear arsenal.

5. Nuclear deterrence stimulates and, indeed, requires the mutual fear and 
hatred that are more l ikely than anything else to lead eventually to war. Politicians 
often find it necessary, as Senator Vandenberg once advised President Truman, “to 
scare the  hell out of the country” with visions of the “communist menace” to whip 
up public support for expanded arms programs. Even in the absence of this calcu­
lated manipulation of our fears? we would naturally fear and hate those who perpetu­
ally threaten to incinerate us. But we may also find it psychologically necessary to 
hate anyone whom we threaten with annihilation. Our consciences may require that 
we cast our potential victims in evil and dehumanizing roles, as President Reagan 
did when he described the Soviet Union as “an evil empire” and claimed that com­
munism is “the focus of evil in the modern world.”7 Under deterrence, these atti­
tudes cannot be significantly relaxed. Thus, E.P. Thompson writes that, “by 
maintaining each part in a posture of menace to the other, nuclear deterrence fixes 
indefinitely the tension which makes the resolution of differences improbable.”8

With these five points as background, let us now turn to the defense of premise
4. This premise makes several factual claims. The first is that the adoption of a 
policy of nonnuclear defense would reduce the probability of nuclear war. A nonnu­
clear defense policy would require complete unilateral nuclear disarmament and a 
reliance on various types of nonnuclear forces for the country’s defense. It might, 
for example, involve greatly strengthening the US’s conventional forces; it might 
involve the reintroduction of conscription (with, one hopes, more generous provi­
sions for conscientious objection than in the past); it might involve the formation of 
a territorial militia; or it might involve a greatly expanded civil defense program. 
These are just some of the possibilities. The important point is that, while such a 
policy would require unilateral nuclear disarmament, it would not leave the US 
defenseless.
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The adoption of a nonnuclear defense policy would reduce the probability of 
nuclear war, for at least six reasons. Five of these refer back to the reasons why 
nuclear deterrence as presently practiced is likely to lead to nuclear war.

1. The adoption of a nonnuclear defense policy would reduce the probability of 
a preemptive first strike virtually to zero. Nuclear disarmament would deprive the 
U.S. of the ability to launch a first strike, and it would deprive the Soviet Union of 
its primary target for one. It is sometimes suggested that the Soviets might be 
tempted to attack the US to prevent the possibility of American nuclear rearma­
ment. But to achieve this aim they would have to attack and destroy all the many 
nuclear reactors in the US, and they would surely be deterred from such an attack 
by the fact that it would produce a vast amount of global fallout. It might also be 
objected that American nuclear disarmament would remove the major obstacle to a 
Soviet preemptive strike against the Chinese. But, if the Soviets were tempted to 
attack the Chinese, they would presumably be restrained more by an awareness of 
the damage such an attack would do to their international reputation than by fears of 
American retaliation, which would be extremely unlikely.9

2. A policy of nonnuclear defense would slow the competition in the develop­
ment of nuclear technologies by removing one of the two main competitors.

3. A nonnuclear defense policy would greatly reduce the probability of an acci­
dental nuclear war. It would eliminate the possibility of an accidental or unauthor­
ized firing by the US, and would also eliminate the possibility that an accidental 
firing by the Soviets would lead to retaliation and uncontrollable escalation.

4. A policy of nonnuclear defense might have an inhibiting effect on prolifera­
tion. It would presumably restrict the transfer of nuclear materials from the US to 
other countries. Since it would also fulfill the US’s obligations under the Non-Prolif­
eration Treaty, it might help to revitalize the treaty. Finally, just as the present policy 
of nuclear deterrence testifies to the value of nuclear weapons, so the abandonment 
of nuclear weapons by the US would testify to the dangers that attend the possession 
of nuclear weapons.

5. The adoption of a policy of nonnuclear defense would serve to reassure the 
Soviets about American intentions, and so would help to dispel the fears, suspi­
cions, tensions, and animosities that presently constitute the single most important 
factor dragging the world toward war.

6. The adoption of a policy of nonnuclear defense could lead the Soviets to recip­
rocate by greatly reducing the number of their nuclear weapons. This might occur 
as the natural result of the relaxation of tensions consequent upon the change in 
American policy. Or, more cynically, it might happen because the Soviets would not 
wish to be seen as relentlessly militaristic in comparison with the US. They would, 
in any case, have little to lose by dismantling a large number of their weapons for, 
given that a significant percentage of their nuclear weapons are at presented tar­
geted on American missile silos and bomber bases, the elimination of the US’s 
nuclear arsenal would deprive most of the Soviet missiles of their targets.

At this point it may be objected that these arguments either ignore the deterrent 
effect of the possession of nuclear weapons, or else assume that Soviet intentions 
are wholly benign. A policy of nonnuclear defense would deprive the US of the 
ability to deter a nuclear attack, and thus, it might be argued, would increase the 
probability of nuclear war rather than decrease it.
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In response to this objection we need to ask what reason the Soviets would have 
for a nuclear attack on the US if the US had renounced the possession of nuclear 
weapons. Since the US would no longer pose an offensive threat to the Soviet 
Union, they could have no defensive reason for attacking, and the idea that the 
Soviets might attack out of sheer malice seems excessively cynical. The most plausi­
ble suggestion is that they might make selective nuclear strikes in an attempt to 
achieve domination or conquest. In particular, actual or threatened nuclear strikes 
might be used in an effort to coerce the surrender of the US, and thereby to establish 
the global dominance of the Soviet Union.

It would seem, then, that what is really being claimed when it is said that the 
abandonment of nuclear deterrence would increase the probability of nuclear war is 
that the abandonment of nuclear deterrence would increase the probability of Soviet 
nuclear blackmail. But the limited, coercive nuclear strikes the Soviets might make 
in an effort to achieve domination over the US would not constitute nuclear war in 
the sense intended in the premises of the main argument. These premises presup­
pose a conception of nuclear war such that nuclear war would involve the relatively 
extensive use of nuclear weapons, and would result in Widespread destruction. Oth­
erwise—if one or two nuclear strikes would count as a nuclear war—the first four 
premises of the argument would presumably be false.

Given this understanding of what counts as nuclear war, the adoption of a policy 
of nonnuclear defense would clearly reduce the probability of nuclear war: it would 
greatly reduce the probability of the extensive use of nuclear weapons. The real 
objection to the adoption of a nonnuclear defense policy, then, is that it would 
increase the risk of nuclear blackmail, and thus would increase the probability of 
Soviet domination. Since the US would certainly be able to defend its borders under 
a policy of nonnuclear defense, Soviet domination could probably be achieved only 
through some form of nuclear coercion, involving either actual or threatened 
nuclear destruction. Thus, a limited amount of nuclear destruction in the US should 
be counted among the possible costs of Soviet domination. (It might be objected 
that, if we assume that Soviet domination might involve a limited amount of nuclear 
destruction, this will weaken the case for premises la through 2.1 think, however, 
that careful reflection on the arguments for those premises will show that they are 
not undermined by this assumption. If Soviet domination would involve a limited 
amount of nuclear destruction, that would of course make it worse than it would 
otherwise be, precisely because it would then involve some of the evils characteris­
tic of an even worse outcome—all-out nuclear war.)

How likely would it be that the US, if it were to give up nuclear weapons, would 
be subjected to nuclear blackmail leading, if successful, to Soviet domination? The 
answer depends in part on our assessment of the motives and goals of the dominant 
Soviet leaders. If, as is arguable, Soviet military policies are motivated primarily 
by defensive concerns, then the abandonment of nucleaT deterrence would not signi­
ficantly increase the probability of nuclear blackmail or Soviet domination. It 
would, however, be unwise to rest the argument on sanguine assumptions about 
Soviet motivations. So we should assume that the familiar allegations about the 
Soviets’ aggressive designs have some plausibility. And we must therefore concede 
that the abandonment of nuclear deterrence might significantly increase the prob­
ability of nuclear blackmail and Soviet domination. But, even if the Russians would 
no longer be restrained by fear of nuclear retaliation, they would still have other 
reasons for refraining from attempting nuclear blackmail. One is that nuclear 
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threats or an actual nuclear attack would almost certainly provoke an effort at 
nuclear rearmament by the US. Moreover, the Soviets could not hope to subdue the 
entire world simultaneously, and other countries with a potential nuclear capability 
might be frightened into developing their own nuclear arsenals, which would then 
be arrayed against the Soviet Union. For an a ttempt at subjugating the US through 
nuclear blackmail, the Soviet Union would probably pay a high price in the creation 
of a large number of determined enemies. Finally, even if the effort at nuclear black­
mail were to succeed, the Soviets would still face what I think would be predictably 
insurmountable problems in trying to subjugate and control the United States, a 
large country, both geographically and in terms of population, whose population is 
remarkably united in its hostility to Soviet communism.10

In short, while shifting to a policy of nonnuclear defense would undoubtedly 
increase the probability of nuclear blackmail and Soviet domination, how much it 
would do so is a matter of speculation. But, given that the shift to a policy of nonnu­
clear defense would greatly reduce the probability of large-scale nuclear war, it is 
hard to believe that it would increase the probability of Soviet domination by signifi­
cantly more than it would decrease the probability of nuclear war. If it would not, 
then that is all that the argument requires.

We have so far compared the present policy of nuclear deterrence with a policy 
of nonnuclear defense with respect to two possible outcomes: nuclear war and 
Soviet domination. Either or both of these policies, however, might lead to other 
possible outcomes. If we were to compare the two policies with respect to all the 
possible outcomes, the argument would become hopelessly complex. Thus premise 
5 has been introduced to eliminate the need to conduct a series of detailed compari­
sons. It asserts that the apparent superiority of a policy of nonnuclear defense over 
the present policy of nuclear deterrence where nuclear war and Soviet domination 
are concerned is not outweighed by the superiority of nuclear deterrence where 
other possible outcomes are concerned.

The strongest challenge to this premise lies in the claim that the shift to a policy 
of nonnuclear defense would greatly increase the probability of conventional war. 
While it is unlikely that the Soviet Union would be tempted to launch a conventional 
attack against the US, it might be less inhibited about initiating conventional war 
elsewhere in the world—for example, in Western Europe. At present the possibility 
of escalation to all-out nuclear war helps to deter any type of attack on the US or its 
allies. Since the adoption of a policy of nonnuclear defense would eliminate this 
threat, the risks of conventional aggression might then appear acceptable.

This is an important challenge, but I think it can be met. There are three relevant 
points. One is that the possibility of American nuclear rearmament would have a 
deterrent effect. But a more important point is this. There are two ways to dissuade 
a potential aggressor from attacking. One is to threaten him with punishment if he 
does attack, so that the benefits he might derive from attacking would be out­
weighed by the harm he would suffer. Nuclear deterrence attempts to influence a 
potential attacker’s calculations in this way. The other way is to arrange things so 
that, whatever his aim in attacking, he would be unable to achieve that aim. This 
second form of dissuasion is often referred to as “deterrence by gain denial” or 
“defensive deterrence.”

Unlike strategic nuclear attacks, conventional attacks can be effectively deterred 
by defensive means. Indeed, the threat of “gain denial” is in general a more credi­
ble deterrent to conventional attack by a  nuclear-armed aggressor than the threat of 
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retaliation, since defensive measures do not involve the same risks that retaliation 
involves. Already there is a strong movement of opinion in Western Europe favor­
ing a policy of defensive deterrence in Europe. Since the total gross domestic prod­
uct of the European NATO countries alone is substantially greater than that of the 
Warsaw Pact (including the Soviet Union), there is no doubt that collaboration 
between the European NATO countries and the US could lead to the development of 
nonnuclear forces amply sufficient to defeat, and therefore to deter, a conventional 
Warsaw Pact invasion.

At this point it may be objected that the Warsaw Pact could overcome NATO’s 
nonnuclear defenses through the use of tactical nuclear weapons, so that the likeli­
est consequence of America’s abandonment of nuclear deterrence would not be a 
conventional attack on Europe, but a combined conventional and tactical nuclear 
attack. This objection assumes that tactical nuclear weapons provide strong or per­
haps even decisive tactical advantages. This assumption seems to me to be false. 
Spatial constraints prevent me from challenging it here, although I have done so 
elsewhere.11

The third point that can be made in response to the charge that American nuclear 
disarmament would increase the probability of conventional war is in part an ad 
hominem point. Many of those who argue that nuclear weapons are needed to deter 
conventional war claim that the deterrence of conventional war is nearly as impor­
tant as the deterrence of nuclear war, for modern conventional war would be only 
marginally less terrible than nuclear war. But, if it is true that conventional war 
would be that destructive, then it follows that the threat of conventional destruction 
should be virtually as effective a deterrent to conventional war as the threat of esca­
lation to nuclear war.

The possibility of American nuclear rearmament, the threat of effective “gain 
denial,” and the terrible destruction potential of modern conventional warfare could 
together provide a strong deterrent to conventional war. Thus, if the adoption of a 
policy of nonnuclear defense would increase the probability of conventional war, it 
need not do so by much.

Even if we assume that the adoption of a policy of nonnuclear defense would 
have other negative effects than the increase in the probability of Soviet domina­
tion, these other effects would at least in part be cancelled out by certain other 
positive effects of the change in policy. Among these positive effects would be a 
significant decrease in the production of nuclear wastes, a significant reduction of 
the probability of a serious nuclear accident, and the elimination of the threat posed 
to civil liberties and democratic institutions by the possession of nuclear weapons. 
All things considered, it seems likely that a policy of nonnuclear defense could 
satisfy the condition stated in premise 5.

As I have suggested, premise 5 is intended to deal with the fact that negative 
outcomes other than nuclear war and Soviet domination are relevant to the compari­
son between nuclear deterrence and nonnuclear defense. At this point it may be 
objected that my argument gives insufficient attention to the main positive outcome 
relevant to the comparison of the two policies—the continuation of the status quo, 
or the avoidance of both nuclear war and Soviet domination. For it is surely rele­
vant to the comparison of the two policies to ask which has the greater probability 
of avoiding both these disastrous outcomes.

In an important paper on the subject of nuclear deterrence, Gregory Kavka pro­
poses and defends a principle he calls the Disaster Avoidance Principle. The princi­
ple asserts that
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when choosing between potential disasters under two-dimensional uncer­
tainty [that is, “the chooser has no reliable quantitative estimates of the rele­
vant utilities and probabilities, but has confidence in his judgment of their 
ordinal rankings”], it is rational to select the alternative that minimizes the, 
probability of disaster occurrence.12

Kavka claims that this principle supports nuclear deterrence over unilateral nuclear 
disarmament (or nonnuclear defense) since, of the two policies, nuclear deterrence 
offers the greater probability of avoiding both relevant disasters, nuclear war and 
Soviet domination. He claims that, because of this, the policy of nuclear deterrence 
is superior, even though it has a greater probability of leading to the worse of the 
two disasters. This argument directly challenges the plausibility of the principle 
stated as premise 6 in my argument.

Kavka’s claim that nuclear deterrence offers the greater probability of maintain­
ing the status quo is based on the assumption that the probability of nuclear war 
under nuclear deterrence is less than the probability of Soviet domination would be 
under unilateral nuclear disarmament. I think that my earlier arguments show that 
this assumption is very much open to doubt, although it is compatible with the main 
argument of this essay. But, even supposing that his assumption is correct, it is not 
sufficient to establish that nuclear deterrence offers the greater probability of disas­
ter avoidance. To establish this conclusion, it is necessary to make the further 
assumption that the probability of nuclear war under unilateral nuclear disarmament 
would be greater than (or at least not less than) the probability of Soviet domination 
under nuclear deterrence. For, if the probability of nuclear war under unilateral 
nuclear disarmament would be less than the probability of Soviet domination under 
nuclear deterrence, then, given Kavka’s assumption that there are no reliable quanti­
tative estimates of the relevant probabilities, we could not know which of the two 
policies would provide the greater probability of disaster avoidance.

It is not implausible, moreover, to suppose that the probability of nuclear war 
under unilateral nuclear disarmament would be less than the probability of Soviet 
domination under nuclear deterrence. I have already suggested why I think that the 
probability of nuclear war under unilateral nuclear disarmament would be very 
low. And, although I have conceded that the probability of Soviet domination under 
nuclear deterrence is low, even the most ardent proponents of nuclear deterrence 
have argued that the probability is not insignificant. They have argued that any 
number of apparently insignificant weaknesses in the American strategic position 
could give the Soviets a psychological advantage and enable them to coerce the US 
to surrender.13

Of course, nothing I have said so far has been sufficient to prove the falsity of 
either of the assumptions necessary to show that nuclear deterrence offers a greater 
probability of disaster avoidance. But I think enough has been said to show that 
neither assumption is obviously true. This being the case, it is not clear whether 
Kavka’s Disaster Avoidance Principle is actually applicable to the comparison 
between nuclear deterrence and unilateral nuclear disarmament (or whether, if it is 
applicable, it actually favors nuclear deterrence). This suggests that, in comparing 
these two policies, it is at least equally plausible to appeal to my premise 6 as it is to 
appeal to the Disaster Avoidance Principle.14

A further objection to my argument that might be mentioned here is that, since 
each of us would (one hopes) be willing to risk death to defend his country,15 we 
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should all be willing to risk nuclear destruction by supporting nuclear deterrence, in 
order to prevent Soviet domination. Yet, there are important differences between 
risking individual death and risking collective death. One is that to risk collective 
death is to put future generations at risk as well. If it matters whether future genera­
tions will exist, then each individual may be willing to risk his own life only on the 
assumption that failure will not entail the death of all. Thus from a willingness of 
each to risk his own life we cannot infer a willingness of all to risk the lives of all.

The foregoing arguments, while not conclusive, should be sufficient to show that 
premises lb through 6 are not obviously implausible. It remains to be shown that 
premise la is also defensible.

CONSEQUENCES FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS

The main reason for thinking that nuclear war would be worse than Soviet domina­
tion where future generations are concerned is that nuclear war could lead to the 
extinction of the human race, and it is considerably more important to ensure that 
future generations will exist than to ensure that, if they exist, they will not exist 
under Soviet domination. Of course, it is by no means certain that nuclear war 
would lead to extinction. On the contrary, most scientists seem to agree that extinc­
tion would be unlikely. On the other hand, it seems uncontroversial that a large- 
scale nuclear war (which is probably the only possible kind of nuclear war) would 
greatly reduce both the number of future  people and the future quality of life. It will 
become evident that, because of this, the explanation I shall offer of why extinction 
would be a terrible tragedy will also imply the truth of premise la even on the 
assumption that nuclear war would not lead to extinction. Thus my argument in this 
section will support the claim that nuclear war would be worse than Soviet domina­
tion where future generations are concerned regardless of whether or not nuclear 
war would lead to extinction—although the extent to which nuclear war would be 
worse than Soviet domination will be greater the more likely it is that nuclear war 
would lead to extinction.

The claim on which premise la rests, and which I hope to establish in this sec­
tion, is that it is of the utmost moral importance to ensure the existence of future 
generations. Many people feel intuitively that this claim is correct, but are neverthe­
less unable to find arguments to support their conviction.16 Others believe the only 
moral reasons for ensuring the existence of future generations are those that arise 
from the fact that we, the living, prefer that there should be future generations— 
because, for example, we desire to have children.17 After all (it might be argued), 
preventing the existence of future generations could not be worse for future genera- 
tions themselves, for nothing can be worse for people who never exist; so prevent­
ing their existence would not be against their interests or violate their rights. If 
those who argue in this way are right and the only reasons we have for ensuring the 
existence of future generations are ones that appeal to our own interests, then pre­
mise la will contribute nothing to support the claim that nuclear war would be 
worse than Soviet domination which is not already provided by the claim that it 
would be worse for existing people.

This challenge to premise la might be developed in the following way. It is only 
on the condition that future generations will exist that we can affect their interests. 
Thus, a concern for their interests cannot  provide a reason for ensuring their exist­
ence. On the other hand, a concern for their interests can and, indeed, does provide 



332 Just War? Morality and Nuclear Weapons

a reason for ensuring that, if they exist, they will not exist under Soviet domination. 
In the words of one recent writer, “if we believe that the risks of deterrence are 
worth taking for ourselves than we need not shrink from taking them ... for our 
descendants.”18 This is so (it might be argued) because, while we have much to lose 
if the gamble fails and the race is exterminated, future generations would, strictly 
speaking, lose nothing at all.

This argument rests on a mistake that has been exposed by Derek Parfit.19 Sup­
pose that, as a result of American nuclear disarmament, the Soviets were to domi­
nate the world. This would obviously have widespread effects on people’s lives 
everywhere. There would be important contrasts between life under Soviet domina­
tion and life as it would otherwise have been. One important contrast, often 
ignored, is that different people would meet, and different marriages would be 
made, so that different children would be born. Even in those marriages that would 
be the same, children would be conceived at different times and thus would develop 
from different genetic materials. As Parfit has shown, this would in fact be suffi­
cient to make them different children. In short, if the Soviets came to dominate the 
world, this would dramatically affect who would subsequently exist. As time 
passed, the proportion of people who would not have existed had the Soviets not 
dominated the world would increase until eventually there would be no one in exist­
ence who would also have existed had the Soviets not dominated the world. There 
would, therefore, be relatively few future people of whom it could be said that they 
were affected for the worse by American nuclear disarmament and the subsequent 
domination of the world by the Soviets. Assuming that the others would have lives 
worth living, they could not claim to have been affected for the worse by Soviet 
domination, since, were it not for Soviet domination, they would not have existed.

This shows that, in the case of most future people, our reason for ensuring that 
they will not exist under Soviet domination cannot derive from a concern for their 
interests. Our reason must instead be more impersonal in character. But from a 
more impersonal point of view it must surely be more important that future genera­
tions exist, if their lives would be worth living, than that they do not exist under 
Soviet domination—especially since Soviet domination could not be expected to last 
forever. '

I shall reinforce this conclusion with several arguments for the claim that, while 
preventing the existence of future generations would not be against their interests, it 
is nevertheless of the utmost moral importance not to prevent their existence. One 
such argument appeals to the fact that our lives would be impoverished by the expec­
tation that we will be the final generation. At present our lives are enriched by the 
assumption that they will be linked in various ways with the lives of future people. 
We rely on future generations for the furtherance and completion of projects we 
have begun or taken over from our ancestors; we depend on them to preserve and 
enrich our culture, and to help fulfill  our ideals; and we hope that they will benefit 
from and appreciate our works, providing us with posthumous recognition. If we 
were to suppose that there would be no future generations, many of our present 
activities would be robbed of much of their meaning.20

These are undoubtedly important reasons for ensuring the existence of future 
generations. Again, however, if the force of these points is only that it would be 
worse for existing people if there were to be no future generations, then these points 
will contribute nothing to the larger argument against nuclear deterrence that is not 
already provided by premises lb and 1c. It is, however, equally plausible to sup­
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pose that there is independent value in say, the evolution of our culture, so that it is 
important for our culture to continue to develop quite apart from the fact that our 
lives would be impoverished by the belief that the evolution of our culture were at 
an end. If this further claim is accepted, we have a reason for ensuring the existence 
for future generations that is independent of the interests of existing people.

Another and perhaps stronger argument for the claim that it is morally important 
to ensure the existence of future generations also makes no appeal to the interests of 
existing people. This argument moves from the claim that there is a principle of 
non-maleficence that provides a moral reason not to bring a person into existence if 
his life would be worse than no life at all, or “worth not living,” to the claim that 
there is a principle of beneficence that provides a moral reason to bring a person 
into existence if his life would, on balance, be worth living. The argument takes as 
its first premise the claim that it would be wrong, other things being equal, to bring 
a person into existence if his life would predictably be worth not living. This seems 
uncontroversial. But how can we best explain why it would be wrong? It is tempting 
to appeal to side-effects, to the fact that it is normally worse for existing people if a 
person who is utterly wretched comes to exist. But this explanation is excluded by 
the ceteris paribus  clause. And in any case the appeal to side-effects could provide 
only a partial explanation of why it would be wrong to bring a miserable person into 
existence. For it is only contingently true that it is worse for existing people when 
miserable people come into existence. There could be cases in which this would be 
better for existing people.

A second possible explanation is that to bring a miserable person into existence 
is worse impersonally, since it would involve a net increase in the amount of misery 
in the world. The argument could in fact be run on the basis of this explanation, and 
the conclusion would be substantially the same (although it would differ in form). 
But this second explanation seems less plausible than a third: that it is wrong to 
bring a person into existence if his life would be worth not living simply because to 
do so would be bad for that person—not just impersonally bad, or bad “from the 
point of view of the universe,” but bad from the point of view of the person himself. 
To bring such a person into existence would be to harm that person. Of course, in 
order to defend the view that it would be wrong to bring a person into existence if 
his life would be worth not living, we need more than the simple claim that to bring 
such a person into existence would be to harm him. We also need the further claim 
that, other things being equal, it is wrong to do what will harm people. This too 
seems uncontroversial. Most people accept as part of their morality a principle of 
non-maleficence.

The next stage in the argument is to point out that, if to bring into existence a 
person whose life is worth not living is to harm that person, then to bring into 
existence a person whose life is worth living must be to benefit that person.21 If, in 
addition to a principle of non-maleficence, we also accept a principle of benefi­
cence, then it follows that there is a moral reason to benefit people by bringing them 
into existence.

Now, there are several ways of resisting this conclusion which are compatible 
with the assumption that to bring into existence a person whose life is worth living 
is to benefit that person. The most obvious is to deny that there is a moral reason to 
benefit people. If there is a moral reason not to harm people but no moral reason to 
benefit people, then it follows, given our assumption that to be brought into exist­
ence can be either a benefit or a harm, that it would be wrong, other things being 
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equal, to bring a miserable person into existence, but not wrong not to bring into 
existence a person whose life would be worth living.

While it is commonly assumed that it is morally more important to prevent or 
alleviate misery than to promote happiness, the claim that there  is no moral reason 
to promote happiness—no general reason to benefit people—seems unacceptably 
strong. Among other things, it implies that it would not be wrong to fail to prevent a 
dramatic decline in the quality of life, as long as the decline involved only the loss 
of certain sources of happiness, and not an increase in suffering or misery. It 
implies that this would not be wrong even if the decline could be prevented at little 
or no cost to the agent. This seems unacceptable.22

Another way of denying that the expectation that a person would have a life 
worth living provides a moral reason for bringing him into existence is to appeal to 
the view that there is a moral asymmetry between doing and not doing—the view 
that we are morally more responsible for what happens as a result of what we do 
than we are for what happens as a result of what we do not do. If a person’s coming 
into existence can be either good or bad for that person, then the coming-into-exist- 
ence of a miserable person and the not-coming-into-existence of a happy person are 
both undesirable outcomes. Bringing a miserable person into existence is a case of 
doing; not bringing a happy person into existence is a case of not doing. Thus, 
assuming that there is a moral asymmetry between doing and not doing, it follows 
that to bring a miserable person into existence is worse than not to bring a happy 
person into existence.

Again, however, this view will have to take an unacceptably strong form in order 
to imply that it is not wrong, other things being equal, to fail to bring into existence 
a person whose life would be worth living. It would have to assert that, except in 
the case of special obligations, such as those derived through promising, we cannot 
be held responsible for what happens or fails to happen as a result of our not doing 
something. Since this view implies that it cannot be wrong, other things being 
equal, to fail to prevent a person from being harmed, I shall assume that it is unac­
ceptable.

A third and seemingly more plausible way of denying that there is a moral reason 
to benefit people by bringing them into existence is to appeal to the principle that an 
act cannot be wrong unless there is or would be someone for whom that act would 
be bad, or worse. Call this principle the “Complainant Requirement.” Since we are 
assuming that to bring a miserable person into existence would be bad for that per­
son, the Complainant Requirement is compatible with the claim that it would be 
wrong to bring a miserable person into existence. Moreover, if we assume that it is 
worse for a person to fail to receive a benefit, then the Complainant Requirement is 
also compatible with the view that there is a moral reason to benefit people. But it 
also implies that it cannot be wrong not to bring into existence a person whose life 
would be worth living, even though to bring him into existence would be to benefit 
him. For, if we do not bring him into existence, there will be no one for whom that 
will be worse (unless, of course, it would be worse for some existing person). In 
short, the Complainant Requirement takes account of the important fact that, if we 
fail to bring a potentially happy person into existence, that cannot be bad for some­
one who never in fact exists.

In spite of its apparent plausibility, the Complainant Requirement is unaccept­
able. To see why, consider the following case.23 Suppose that we are confronted 
with a choice between two social policies. One policy (the “short-term policy”) 
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would provide certain marginal benefits for existing people, but would also cause a 
decline in the quality of life in the further future. This decline would not be so 
severe that people’s lives would not be worth living, but the quality of life would be 
significantly lower than it would have been had we adopted the other policy (the 
“long-term policy”) instead. The long-term policy would provide no benefits for 
existing people, but it would allow us to sustain a high quality of life indefinitely. It 
seems clear that it would be wrong to adopt the short-term policy.

The Complainant Requirement, however, implies that it would not be wrong to 
adopt the short-term policy. Recall the earlier claim that the identity of a person 
depends on the timing of his conception. Since the implementation of the short-term 
policy would have widespread effects on the details of people’s lives, it would affect 
who would subsequently exist. After a certain time, there would be no one in exist­
ence who would have existed had the short-term policy not been adopted. Thus the 
people who would exist in the further future when the quality of life has declined 
would not have existed had the short-term policy not been adopted. Since their lives 
would be worth living, the adoption of the short-term policy cannot be worse for 
them. Since it would be better for existing people, the short-term policy is not 
worse for anyone who ever lives. So, according to the Complainant Requirement, it 
cannot be wrong to adopt the short-term policy. If we believe it would be wrong to 
adopt the short-term policy, then we must reject the Complainant Requirement.

A final possibility might be to appeal to some theory of rights. While a case can 
be made for thinking that one can have violated a person’s rights by bringing him 
into a predictably miserable existence, it cannot be claimed that one would violate a 
person’s rights by failing to bring him into existence. But, while the appeal to rights 
excludes the possibility that one could have a duty, based on a respect for people’s 
rights, to bring into existence a person whose life would be worth living, it does not 
exclude the possibility that there might be some other moral reason for bringing 
him into existence. To support the conclusion that it cannot be wrong, other things 
being equal, not to bring such a person into existence, one would need the further 
claim that an act cannot be wrong unless it violates a right, which is absurd.

I know of no other way in which we can accept that to be brought into existence 
can be a benefit and at the same time deny that there is a moral reason to bring a 
person into existence if his life would be worth living. By default, therefore, I think 
we must accept that there is a moral reason to bring a person into existence if his life 
could be expected to be worth living. There is a principle of beneficence that 
requires us, if other things are equal, to benefit people by bringing them into exist­
ence. While this conclusion may initially seem counterintuitive, it draws further 
support from the fact that it helps to explain the widespread conviction that it is 
morally imperative to ensure the existence of future generations. Our moral reason 
to ensure the existence of future generations is at least in part a moral reason to 
provide, or not to prevent, the enormous benefits of life for the enormous number 
of people who might exist in the indefinite future.

This conclusion does not, however, fully account for the common belief that it is 
of the utmost moral importance to ensure the existence of future generations. To see 
this, let us compare two choices. The first is the choice between human extinction 
and the perpetuation of the human race. The second is a hypothetical choice 
between perpetuating the human race only on earth and perpetuating it both on earth 
and on some other planet. In this second choice, the alternative that involves popu­
lating another planet would, we may suppose, roughly double the number of people 
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who would exist in the future. And we may suppose that life on the other planet 
would be of the same quality as life here. Thus the first alternative in each of these 
two choices would involve denying life to roughly the same number of people: 
extinction would deny life to a large number of people who would have benefited 
from being alive, but so would the failure to populate another planet. Our intuitive 
conviction is that the failure to ensure the survival of the species would be far worse 
than the failure to populate two planets rather than one, but we cannot account for 
this conviction by appealing to our moral reason to benefit people by bringing them 
into existence. If other things were equal, our principle of beneficence would imply 
that the failure to populate two planets rather than one would be just as bad as the 
failure to ensure the survival of the species.

This problem can be solved by appealing to our first two arguments for the con­
clusion that it is important to ensure the existence of future generations to explain 
why it would be worse to fail to prevent the extinction of the species than to fail to 
populate two planets rather than one. The failure to prevent the extinction of the 
species would deprive the lives of existing people of much of their meaning and 
would also bring the evolution of our culture to an end, while the failure to populate 
two planets would not. For these reasons the failure to prevent extinction would be 
worse than the failure to populate two planets.24

There is, however, a further objection to my argument. It is an objection to the 
claim that a partial explanation of why it is important to ensure the existence of 
future generations lies in the fact that there is a moral reason to benefit people by 
bringing them into existence. I shall conclude by briefly stating this objection and 
sketching a possible solution to it.

It is natural to assume that, when we benefit a person and other things are equal, 
this leads to a better state of affairs. Thus we could in principle continue to improve 
a state of affairs, ceteris paribus, just by increasing the number of lives worth liv­
ing. Consider a world in which everyone has a life worth living, but of a relatively 
low quality. This world would become better and better the more people it con­
tained, other things being equal. Thus, if it were sufficiently populous, it could in 
principle be better than any world with a finite number of lives, all of which would 
be well worth living. This has, for obvious reasons, been called “the Repugnant 
Conclusion.”25

As long as we assume that there is value in increasing the number of lives worth 
living, we will be threatened with the Repugnant Conclusion. But my claim that the 
expectation that a person would have a life worth living provides a moral reason for 
bringing him into existence does not necessarily imply this conclusion. My earlier 
argument does not imply that our moral reason for benefiting people by bringing 
them into existence must be of a certain strength, or must override other conflicting 
reasons for action. It is therefore compatible with the following view.

Quality of life and quantity of life are separate values. There is no compelling 
reason for thinking that trade-offs between them must always be arranged so as to 
maximize total utility. There is, in fact, no objectively correct set of trade-offs 
between the two values. But  the following principles for the determination of trade­
offs seem plausible, and they allow us to avoid the Repugnant Conclusion. First, 
increasing or preserving the quality of life in general matters more than increasing 
the number of lives. The force of this claim is that it always takes an increase in the 
total utility derived through increasing the number of lives to make up for a decline 
in the quality of life. Second, as the quality of life gets lower, it takes an increas-
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ingly larger gain in the total utility derived through increasing the number of lives 
to make up for a fixed decline in the quality of life. Finally, once the quality of life 
drops to a certain point, there is no gain in the total utility derived through increas­
ing the number of lives which could make up for a further decline in the quality of 
life, even though there is still value in increasing the number of lives worth living. 
In short, at this point the value of preserving the quality of life and the value of 
increasing the number of lives worth living become incommensurable. It follows 
that a world in which the quality of life is below the threshold at which incommensu­
rability begins cannot be better than a world in which the quality of life is high. This 
will be true even if the world with the lower quality of life has a vastly greater total 
utility.

This is only the crudest sketch of how I think the Repugnant Conclusion might 
best be avoided. The further elaboration of this view will have to be the work of 
another essay.

* * *

As I mentioned earlier, the argument of this essay leaves open the possibility that 
some policy other than the present policy of nuclear deterrence or a policy of nonnu­
clear defense may be superior to both. If, for example, the strategic arguments of 
this paper are correct, then a policy of minimal deterrence might be justified purely 
on Pareto grounds, in the sense that it would be better than the present policy in 
some respects, and worse in none. My arguments in support of the claim that a 
policy of nonnuclear defense would reduce the probability of nuclear war could also 
be cited, with relevant changes, to show that the shift to a policy of minimal deter­
rence would also reduce the probability of nuclear war. (It would certainly reduce 
the probability that nuclear war would lead to extinction.) And, provided that it 
would allow for a series of counterstrikes, and provided that the weapons could 
remain both effective and largely invulnerable to preemption, it is arguable that the 
shift to a policy of minimal deterrence would not weaken deterrence, and so would 
not increase the probability of nuclear blackmail or Soviet domination. At least as 
an interim policy, minimal deterrence has much to recommend it. Indeed, the shift 
to a policy of minimal deterrence would be an essential preliminary to the adoption 
of a policy of unilateral nuclear disarmament, for it would provide an important test 
of the desirability of unilateral nuclear disarmament. This is because the Soviets’ 
reaction to a unilateral shift by the US to a policy of minimal deterrence would 
provide important evidence of what their likely response would be to the adoption 
by the US of a policy of unilateral nuclear disarmament.

Alternatives such as minimal deterrence need to be more carefully explored. 
Because it fails to consider these other alternatives, the argument of this essay is of 
limited significance. But it will have served an important purpose if it has at least 
shown that the case for nuclear deterrence cannot be regarded as unassailable. Con­
sideration of unilateral nuclear disarmament as a viable option can no longer be 
excluded from “responsible” discussion in the US.26
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