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Arms Control for the 21st Century:
Controlling the Means of Violence

NEIL COOPER AND DAVID MUTIMER

The period between 1960 and 1961 saw the emergence of some of the key texts upon

which Cold War arms control practice and theory was built. This included the

Daedalus special issue on arms control of 1960, Schelling and Halperin’s Strategy

and Arms Control, and Hedley Bull’s The Control of the Arms Race both of which

appeared in 1961.1 The same year also witnessed the publication of Donald

Brennan’s edited book, Arms Control, Disarmament and National Security, based

on the articles in the earlier special issue of Daedalus.2 The influence of the Daedalus

publication in particular is reflected in the journal’s production of further special

issues on arms control in 1975 and 1991 each of which reviewed progress on the

agenda of the 1960 publication and assessed the new arms control challenges emer-

ging on its fifteenth and thirtieth anniversary respectively.3 Given the fiftieth anniver-

sary of the Daedalus special issue has only just passed and that the same landmark has

now been reached for the other publications, it is an apposite time to once again

review the arms control agenda of the 1960s, to consider new practices that have

emerged since then and to ask whether either are fit for purpose in a post-Cold

War, post-9/11 era, apparently replete with new arms control challenges.

Over and above the question of timeliness however, the production of this special

issue was animated by our concern that the academic community has largely been

reduced, on the one hand, to recording the new practices or challenges of arms

control (although often using language other than that of arms control), rather than

shaping the former or anticipating the latter. On the other hand, it has engaged in

an extensive reconceptualization of security and its associated practices that has,

nevertheless, managed to pay scant attention to questions of arms and their control.

Instead, it has tended to be the policy or NGO community that has driven new

agendas in arms control rather than the academy. Moreover, given the predominantly

problem-solving orientation of academic arms control, there has not even been much

that can be described as an attempt to critically reflect on the relationship between

current practice and traditional arms control theory, on the security framings under-

lying current policies or on the functions served by the current global architecture of

arms control. In part, this may reflect one of the downsides of the widening and

deepening of security studies that has occurred since the 1980s, which has arguably

resulted in relatively less attention being paid by more critical analysts to some of

those areas normally associated with the thinner and shallower notion of security

held in traditional security or strategic studies.

It was this context that led us to hold two conferences on Arms Control for the

21st Century from which the papers in this special issue have emerged. The first
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took place in New York in February of 2009, in conjunction with the annual

convention of the International Studies Association. The second took place

at York University in Toronto in January of 2010. The articles collected in

this special issue are drawn from those presented at one or both of those meetings.

This is not to claim that this special issue offers some grand theory of arms

control replete with multiple policy panaceas – although we do suggest there is a

need to move away from the label arms control and to reformulate the traditional

aims of arms control (see below). Nor is it even to suggest that the papers

included here arrive at a critical consensus on the role and functions of arms

control in the 21st century. Indeed, the Toronto conference was marked by

notable divisions between what became labelled as the problem-solvers and the

paradigm shifters.

We would claim, however, that the special issue makes an important contribution

to our thinking about weapons, military technologies and security in other ways. First,

whilst there were many differences between the participants at both conferences,

most, if not quite all, were drawn from various radical traditions of thinking on

international affairs and security – a rough and ready mixture of disarmers, post-

positivists and campaigners. In this sense the conferences bore some similarity to

the earlier York conference of 1994 that produced the broad church understanding

of critical security studies.4 The two conferences and this publication therefore can

be viewed as reflecting a similarly broad church critical school of thought on the chal-

lenge of controlling arms. Second, the two conferences and this publication were

never envisaged as providing the last word on arms control. On the contrary, both

of us in our role as convenors and editors are acutely aware of the need for arms

control as a field to come out of its intellectual (and sometimes literal) Cold War

silos, to engage in what Duffield in another context has termed ‘unscripted conversa-

tions’ and to foster what Campbell has labelled an ‘ethos of democracy’.5 Our aim

here then is to bring together a series of articles that collectively start a conversation

designed to explore options rather than foreclose them, as much of mainstream arms

control has tended to do.

We are aware that for those used to the frisson that comes from speaking acro-

nyms to power (START, NPT, CWC, etc. . .) this may not seem a particularly ambi-

tious agenda. By contrast, we would suggest that ours is actually quite a radical move

in a field that has more usually operated as the servant of various academic, economic

and military hegemonies. We would also note that given the current role of arms

control as an instrument of global counterinsurgency (see below) mainstream

policy discourse does not so much consist of unscripted conversations as overbearing

monologues performed to audiences unable to speak by speakers unwilling to listen –

a rather worrying state of affairs when the topic supposedly being discussed is how to

constrain technologies specifically designed to perpetrate mass killing. Indeed, we

would suggest that in this respect at least, the state of the international debate on con-

trolling arms is at an even lower ebb than was the case in the Cold War – for all its

flaws, classical arms control did at least inaugurate an era of scripted conversations

within the same paradigm. There is not even much of this kind of discussion going

on at the moment. If we sound overly pessimistic, it is worth briefly reviewing the
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core tenets and practices of classical arms control as enumerated in those earlier texts

and reflecting on the changes in practice that have occurred post-Cold War.

Arms Control as Science Fiction

Perhaps even more so than other fields of International Relations (IR), arms control as

a field has always claimed scientific rigour and policy relevance. This is reflected

in the very story the academy tells itself about the birth of arms control – it is

represented as the love child of game theorists, scientists, and liberal internationalists

who conceived it as an alternative to the ‘maze of unrealism’ and ‘fictional utopias’

embodied in successive disarmament initiatives.6 Instead, proponents claimed to

be adopting a hard-nosed realism (in every sense of the word) about the nuclear

condition. Yet what is striking about the texts of classical arms control is that

whilst very rich in many respects they don’t so much resemble science, as science

fiction.

First, the field of arms control shares with science fiction, particularly science

fiction of the so-called ‘Golden Age’, a fascination with new – and even fictional

– technology, sometimes as a solution to arms control (national technical means of

verification), but mostly as the embodiment of potentially dystopian futures that

need to be guarded against. Examples include: Herman Kahn’s thought experiment

(later satirised in the film Dr. Strangelove) regarding various Doomsday and Dooms-

day in a Hurry Machines that might, for instance, allow a blackmailing nation to start

a process by which the temperature of the earth was artificially dropped five degrees a

year; Frye’s ‘super-Damoclean threats’ of H-bombs in earth satellites ‘ready to be

propelled downwards on a second’s notice’ that necessitated arms control to return

them ‘to the realm of science fiction’ or Harvey Brooks’ concern in 1975 that the

use of smart bombs in Vietnam presaged an era where war intervention by the super-

powers could be undertaken ‘with minimal internal and external political cost’.7

Second, whilst classical arms control claimed to be an approach grounded in an

appreciation of the immutable laws of state behaviour imposed by anarchy – the

balance of power, the security dilemma, and mutual assured destruction (MAD) –

what is really striking is the extent to which the arms control literature (like

science fiction) is really a creature of its time. Indeed, one might even say it is a lit-

erature in which supposedly timeless verities become ‘what arms controllers make of

them’ in particular time-bound moments. Thus, each of the Daedalus special issues,

as with the series of Star Treks that appeared at about the same times, very much

reflected the particular eras in which they were produced. The original Star Trek

was both a celebration of American triumphalism, and a reflection on civil rights,

despite being set in the 24th century. Similarly, the 1960 Daedalus edition is obsessed

with the failures of disarmament, the pressures of Cold War bipolarity and the logic of

deterrence. In contrast, the 1975 edition, reflecting the backdrop of oil crisis and

global recession, is as much concerned with the implications of these factors as it

is with issues such as India’s peaceful nuclear explosion or the evolving critiques

of arms control. The 1991 edition of Daedalus moves on again, being principally

concerned with how to handle the transition from Cold War to post-Cold War
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along with the implication of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, and the spread of both

conventional and NBC weapons to the developing world. This reinvention of the

themes of arms control is similarly mirrored in the way Star Trek was also reinvented

for the same era, with the crew of The Next Generation’s Enterprise (1987-1994)

inhabiting a Federation that resembles a less assured but more inclusive United

States, whose primary enemies are now its allies.

Finally, arms control shares the same schizophrenic concern with time that

characterizes science fiction, although it is expressed rather differently. Science

fiction rewrites or ignores the past, in part because it is ostensibly concerned with

anticipating the future – although mainly to comment on our present. Similarly,

one of the notable features of Cold War arms control was the way in which the

much longer history of arms control was either deemed irrelevant, consigned to the

category of failed disarmament initiatives or more usually, just forgotten (for a

story of arms control with rather longer lineage, see the recent monograph by

Burns).8 For example, Jerome Wiesner in his forward to the 1960 Daedalus publi-

cation could note ‘the lack of popular or technical literature’ on the problem of

arms limitation, a problem he put down to the fact that ‘until now there has actually

been little intellectual effort expended on it’.9 Indeed, so new was the subject deemed

to be that the publishers of the Daedalus edition felt compelled to publish an illustra-

tive bibliography of key texts. Likewise, much of the contemporary literature on

issues such as landmines or small arms is profoundly ahistorical in its treatment of

these topics (see Cooper, this issue). Where science fiction and arms control do

differ however is in their relationship to the present and the future. For science

fiction, history is of only passing importance, because its primary concern is to

project aspects of the present onto an imagined future. In contrast, arms control

claims contemporary relevance and indeed bases its claim to authoritative knowledge

on allying detailed reading of treaties and contemporary policy documents with those

immutable verities noted above. Ironically however, arms control makes its claim for

salience on its science fiction-style ability to imagine the future but to then also

project various imagined futures back onto the present problem-solving moment.

Of course, arms control is not the only area of International Relations to do this –

much of what passes for security studies bases its claims to expertise on similar pro-

phesies of the present. Nevertheless, much of IR is concerned to study and learn from

the past – what is striking, particularly about the Daedalus special issues, is the extent

to which it is speculation about the future that informs thinking about the Cold War

present. In part, this is because classical arms control was open to much the same

criticisms as those levelled at deterrence theory – that it was an exercise in

making assumptions about a form of war that had never occurred. But the extent to

which arms control was (and is) an exercise in long-term futurology is quite striking.

Examples include Kahn’s suggestion in 1960 that the 20th century ‘may see a world

government or the equivalent’ and his concern that the commercial attractions of

peaceful nuclear explosions would exacerbate a drive to proliferation in the 1970s;

Hedley Bull’s confident assertion that ‘There is no prospect of a system of arms

control that would single out chemical or biological warfare as the subject of a sep-

arate arms control agreement’ and Doty’s article in 1991 entitled ‘arms control: 1960,
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1990, 2020’.10 Nor is this tradition unique to classical arms control – much of what

passes for contemporary arms control represents exercises in predicting the future –

the restraint on excessive and destabilizing arms transfers embodied in Wassennaar or

the European Union Code for example.11 And contemporary arms control literature

is still replete with sections outlining ‘visions of the future’ or even whole texts on

‘the future of arms control’.12

None of this is to suggest that we want to disparage arms control as science fiction

– it would be rather at odds with a volume that claims to rethink arms control for a

21st century that is barely out of the blocks. As far as we are concerned it is as just as

valid to imagine the future in order to construct the present as it is to reimagine the

present in order to reconstruct it. We would however, want to make two points. First,

that arms control as an academic field needs to be more modest about its claims to

operate in a contemporary world of problem-solving relevance in which the ‘maze

of unrealism’ and utopian/dystopian fictions have been abandoned. Arms control

always has been the domain of the soothsayer and – ironically – probably needs

to be so if it is to have any real salience in addressing the challenge of the armaments

dynamic. Second, that our criticism of mainstream arms control is not that it engages

in science fiction but rather that the quality of the ‘sooth(ing)’, is generally quite poor,

in part because much of it is hindered by a lack of reflexivity about its soothsaying.

At its best however, the literature on arms control can be remarkably prescient.

For instance, the following extract from Richard Falk’s contribution to the 1975

special issue is worth quoting at length – despite his explicit recognition that his

article represented a ‘futurist inquiry’ and a ‘utopian exercise’ undertaken by a

‘problem-stater’ rather than a ‘problem-solver’.13 Looking forward to a world

where underdevelopment and ecological scarcity predominated, he suggested:

the most powerful states may come to feel extremely vulnerable to disruption

by escalating terror tactics. In this eventuality such governments may undertake

actively to disarm the weaker and poorer regions of the world, subjecting them

at the same time to rigorous forms of imperial administration, including surveil-

lance and suppression of any threatening mode of deviance. It seems likely that

such a global strategy, by its very character, would necessarily be preceded by

the destruction of democracy in the United States. . . In such circumstances,

governance would involve protracted counter-revolutionary warfare on a

global scale, since popular sentiment would be strongly aligned with insurgent

goals. To offset its universal unpopularity, the constituted authorities would

come to rely on terror and military repression, both at home and abroad.14

This, we would suggest, captures important aspects of arms control practice today

– not least that, in its post-Cold War, post-9/11, non-proliferation mode, the global

architecture of arms control operates largely as a form of counter-insurgency directed

at rogues, rebels, and, in particular, terrorists. Indeed, counter-insurgency itself has

become a key instrument of arms control practice in an era where intervention in

Iraq (and the associated biopolitical strategies designed to transform sensibilities in

imperial outposts) was principally justified as arms control – a prophylactic designed

to prevent a nuclear 9/11. Similarly, strategies of verification have now been extended
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to the employment of national technical means (for example, airport body scanners) to

ensure that bodies operating as weapons delivery systems are detected and disarmed.

In its non-proliferation mode then, post-Cold War arms control practice

represents a radical break with the principles of classical arms control which focussed

primarily (if not exclusively) on nuclear deterrence between the superpowers;

which assumed that rational actors had a mutual interest in the avoidance of

nuclear destruction, and; which aimed to achieve strategic and crisis stability

partly through the design of force structures but also through negotiations under-

pinned by a commitment to mutual vulnerability and the principle of parity. As

Nixon’s fourth report on foreign policy issues noted in 1973 ‘there can obviously

be no agreement that creates or preserves strategic advantages’.15 Indeed, for Bull

writing in 1961, the search for absolute security was illusory, and was one character-

istic of idealist proposals for world government or for the abolition of war – only

‘relative security’ was possible and proposals not founded on this recognition

represented a ‘corruption of thinking about international relations’.16

Moreover, whilst critics on the left denounced arms control as merely legitimiz-

ing superpower arms competition and critics on the right renounced arms control on

the grounds that it weakened American security, proponents of arms control

responded by emphasizing the crucial importance of the arms control process. In

particular, serial arms control negotiations were deemed to create an epistemic

community of politicians and experts who engaged in forms of mutual learning

and understanding that gave the Cold War political stability even in the face of

large accumulations of nuclear weapons. To be sure, negotiations were characterized

by megaphone diplomacy and the search for narrow advantage, but they were also

combined with literal and metaphorical ‘walks in the woods’.17

In contrast current arms control practice is focussed not on deterrence per se, but

on proliferation – principally Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) proliferation

and to a lesser extent the proliferation of small arms and light weapons; actors

are assumed to be irrational or depraved; mutual interest in the avoidance of

WMD destruction is deemed to be absent; there is a far greater concern with tech-

nological potentials (nano, cyber, robotics, etc.) as opposed to finished weapons

systems, and; (notwithstanding exceptions such as the India–Pakistan relationship)

the prime focus of arms control is no longer on managing dyadic relationships

between superpowers or alliances but on addressing armaments proliferation in a

context where there are multiple relevant actors including non-state actors such as

warlords, mafia groups, terrorists, bankers, defence companies, and diaspora com-

munities. Moreover, whereas the confidence-building of Cold War arms control

involved at least some mutual learning and a degree of mutual respect, contempor-

ary arms control practices increasingly include programmes that aim to transform

sensibilities and cultures via one way socialization processes designed to cure the

deviancy of target populations in a manner reminiscent of the worst excesses of

European colonialism. Examples include the way disarmament, demobalization

and reintegration (DDR) and security sector reform (SSR) programmes are focussed

as much on transforming the sensibilities of participants as removing their arms

(see both Krause and Stravrianakis, this issue).
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Most significant of all, strategic and crisis stability are no longer considered

achievable through mutual vulnerability and the search for parity but rather

through overwhelming dominance, the maintenance of global military inequalities

and the search for invulnerability. Thus, the key feature of contemporary arms

control practice has been the proliferation of non-proliferation initiatives aimed at

preventing WMD acquisition by rogues and terror groups, most notably al Qaeda.

Examples include: a new focus on combating terrorist financing adopted by the

Financial Action Task Force since 2001; the 2002 G-8 Global Partnership Against

the Spread of Weapons and Materials of Mass Destruction; the 2002 Container Secur-

ity Initiative now incorporating some 58 ports around the world; the Proliferation

Security Initiative announced in 2003; the adoption in 2004 of UN Security

Council Resolution 1540, requiring all states to establish effective controls over

WMD-related assets and to impose criminal penalties against individuals or groups

developing or assisting in the development of WMD; the Global Initiative to

Combat Nuclear Terrorism launched in 2006; the International Convention for the

Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism that entered into force in 2007, and; the

expenditure of $800 billion on the global war on terrorism by the United States

between 2001 and 2008.18

This proliferation of non-proliferation initiatives, it should be noted, has taken

place in a context in which NATO countries combined now account for some two

thirds of global military expenditure, with the United States alone accounting for

more than forty percent and the only notable terror attacks on American soil invol-

ving WMD would appear to have been perpetrated by a scientist at the US Army

Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases who sent anthrax though the

postal system, killing five people shortly after 9/11.19 Despite this, it is not inconcei-

vable that Iran will be subject to a strategy of forcible disarmament because of

concerns that it might develop a nuclear weapons capability sometime in the future.

We have thus moved from an era where arms control was principally about ensur-

ing societies remained at risk of extermination to one where it is principally about

exterminating risk all together – at least for the major powers. In many respects

then, it is now the practitioners of the contemporary WMD non-proliferation

agenda who have become the new unilateral disarmers (albeit of the forcible kind)

and the new idealists in search of the kind of absolute security (albeit for themselves)

that Bull dismissed in 1961.20 Ironically however, this search for absolute security

appears to be giving rise to ever more arms control challenges as illustrated by the

way in which prophylactic interventions to prevent the next 9/11 have given rise

to threats of improvised explosive devices and the copycat use of unmanned aerial

vehicles.21 It is also the search for the absolute security of the boiling frog, where

low risk, high impact, events such as 9/11 prompt intense efforts to escape from

repetition, but the gradual ratcheting up of normalized threats such as global warming

are treated within a policy paradigm characterized by exceptionally high levels of toler-

ance for the associated risks, mutual vulnerabilities and insecurities they produce –

including, in the case of global warming, the possibility of global ecocide.

Needless to say, these aspects of contemporary arms control practice do not

suggest a propitious environment for arms control. Of course there are a number of
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positive developments that we have neglected so far. These include Obama’s com-

mitment to nuclear disarmament and a turn to what is increasingly being labelled

humanitarian arms control – the attempt to restrict pariah weapons deemed inhu-

mane (landmines, cluster munitions) or to prevent the spread of small arms

deemed to fuel internal conflicts. In some respects, current attempts to develop a

global Arms Trade Treaty might also be described as a form of humanitarian arms

control. On all counts we remain somewhat sceptical about the radical nature of

these developments. In the case of the first, we note Obama’s qualification in his

Prague speech that nuclear disarmament may not be achieved ‘in my lifetime’ and

also note that American proposals for disarmament can be better interpreted as an

attempt to formalize the military advantage that comes from its huge conventional

defence budget in a context where there is acute concern about the potential for

WMD proliferation to finally go critical.22 We are also sceptical about the roots

and nature of the pariah weapons agenda as well as the scope for further action on

this agenda. Similarly, action on small arms and light weapons has focussed predo-

minantly on the illicit trade obscuring both the role of the legal trade in small arms

and light weapons (SALW) and the role played by major conventional weapons in

civil conflicts. Moreover, whilst a putative Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) has the poten-

tial to act as a corrective to the latter, we are also acutely aware of the limited time

allowed for negotiation, the current emphasis on consensus, and American linkage of

the treaty with the fight against terrorism and rogue states all of which seem likely

to produce either a weak agreement or yet another instrument in the war on terror

rather than a properly functioning system of global arms trade regulation.23

Controlling the Means of Violence (CMV) in the 21st Century

Despite such reservations however, we do think it is worth engaging in our own form

of science fiction in order to identify those factors immanent in contemporary global

society that might point to a more optimistic evolution of arms control theory and

practice. In order to do this we will draw on themes from the discussions at the

two conferences, reflected in the articles collected in this special issue.

First, a clear theme emerging from these discussions concerns the need to re-label

the activity that actors engage in when they attempt to place restraints on the devel-

opment and/or employment of instruments and technologies capable of being used to

perpetrate direct (as opposed to structural) violence against states, communities or

individuals. In other words, an alternative to the term arms control is necessary. In

part, this is because so much of the future control agenda is likely to be concerned

with limiting the offensive potentials and applications of dual-use technologies

rather than finished armaments per se. It is also partly because at least some of the

technologies of war are not linear developments of that category of objects we

generally recognize as arms, but rather represent novel innovations in the military

instruments of war (for example, cyber-warfare) – although we recognize that this

is by no means the only era that has experienced such novel innovation. And

finally, it is because the concern with limiting the means of violence has gone

beyond a Cold War concentration on the military potentials of states normally
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associated with the term arms control to also encompass limits on the means of

violence in civil conflicts and even against individuals. By definition, this suggests

a much more expansive control agenda than that associated with traditional arms

control. Instead, we would suggest that a better epithet for the terrain into which

this special issue ventures is controlling the means of violence (CMV).

It should be noted that even this more expansive control agenda did not go far

enough for some of our conference participants who argued that the limitation of

armed violence also necessitated a focus on changing mindsets and cultures of vio-

lence. We would not disagree with the idea that cultures of militarism and violence

need to be rejected if meaningful peace is to be secured (although we do have reser-

vations regarding the way in which contemporary CMV practice has tended to

become more about problematizing the cultures of violence possessed by others,

rather than critiquing our own militarism). However, we would also argue that for

CMV as a field to have coherence it also needs to maintain a concern with the

means by which armed violence is perpetrated, including both the instruments (for

example, armed forces, suicide bombers) and technologies (such as fighter planes,

bio-weapons, communications systems, improvised explosive devices [IEDs]) of

armed violence against individuals, communities, and even states. This includes,

for example, limits on small arms to prevent inter-communal violence; even restric-

tions on knives to prevent knife crime against individuals; while also including sus-

tained attention to the most potent means of the most extreme violence, controlling

the military capacity of states, whether this be via multilateral disarmament initiatives

such as the CWC; arms limitation agreements such as the New START agreement

between the United States and Russia; confidence-building measures designed to

reassure actors that particular force structures are not threatening; or the harnessing

of nano or biotechnology in as yet undreamed of ways to serve the goals of arms

control (verification, for example) rather than to undermine them.

We would therefore make a distinction between the immediate and direct aims of

CMV initiatives on the one hand and the longer term, indirect effects of the strategies

of control employed. With regards to the former, we would argue for the following

reformulation of the classic aims of arms control as outlined by Schelling and

Halperin in 1961:24

1. To reduce the likelihood that the instruments of armed violence are used against

individuals, communities, or states;

2. To reduce the effects of armed violence should it be employed; and

3. To reduce the resources employed in the development, acquisition and deploy-

ment of the instruments of armed violence (a deliberately more ambitious

formula than that of classical arms control).

In all efforts to advance a ‘controlling the means of violence’ agenda, and particu-

larly those directed to the third goal, the longer term, indirect effect should be to

reduce militarism and to promote cultures of peace. In other words, whilst control

initiatives should only be directed at the instruments and technologies of violence,

the strategies of control employed should, at the very least, avoid further embedding
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cultures of militarism and, ideally, have the indirect effect of promoting global and

local cultures of peace in the longer term. Such a standard would mark a significant

shift from the traditional practices of arms control, which were expressly designed to

seek security in and through an armed, militarized world.

Thus, whilst our formulation of CMV is quite expansive in one sense, this

constraint regarding the indirect effects of its practices delimits the range of strategies

that might be deployed to promote such control. Most obviously perhaps, it would

rule out strategies of forcible disarmament employed in contravention of international

law, and those now common practices of proliferation control which have the effect

of enshrining extravagant military dominance. Conversely, it would place a premium

on the adoption of strategies that are underpinned by processes of dialogue and

mutual understanding, processes that are based on, and develop, what Booth and

Wheeler have termed a ‘security dilemma sensibility’ – an appreciation of the

fears that can be aroused in others by one’s own search for security.25

This is not to suggest that we necessarily envisage controlling the means of

violence as a vehicle to completely eliminate the security risks associated with

weapons and the military potentials societies invent for supposedly civil technologies

– at least not in the short-term. Wherever such risks are deemed to exist, CMV will,

like Cold War arms control, be geared to managing and reducing risk rather than

eliminating it, as we indicate in the first two of our revised CMV goals. In contrast

to Hedley Bull however, we would suggest that this more hard-headed approach to

the weapons-security nexus is, ironically, more the preserve of radicals and idealists

than contemporary policy makers who, operating in their own maze of unrealism,

endlessly pursue the chimera of absolute security via militarism and authoritarianism

and the unilateral disarmament of others.

At the same time, given that identities and sensibilities are not fixed we can envi-

sage a politics of controlling the means of violence that contributes to the develop-

ment of more peaceful global cultures, in which armed violence, both among and

within political communities, becomes ever-less acceptable. This is not simply

because we think the reduction or even elimination of arms and other technologies

of violence will eradicate military security dilemmas surrounding technological

potentials – on its own it will not. Rather, it is because the forms and methods of

CMV can contribute to a politics that is transformatory. In other words, rather than

CMV only being possible when it is least needed, as critics have suggested of

arms control, we would argue that what makes CMV most relevant will not be the

substance of agreements per se, but the extent to which its practices contribute to a

transformatory politics that produces demilitarized communities where such

control is no longer needed. 26

Overview of the Special Issue

The articles in this issue take up the challenge of thinking about the control of the

means of violence in the contemporary world, exploring both the continuities with

arms control as it was practiced in the Cold War and earlier, as well as seeking the

forms and means of control in places that would not normally be considered arms
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control. To begin, Keith Krause and Simon Dalby set contemporary practices of con-

trolling the means of violence in the long historical context of modes of rule and of

geographic representations. Krause argues that Cold War arms control represents

both a break and a continuity from a range of practices which are grounded in the

defining modern institution of sovereignty. He then examines a range of contempor-

ary practices which engage with the means of violence to show the ways in which this

particular Cold War legacy is being both reproduced and supplemented, resulting in a

set of practices, following Foucualt’s account of the development of modern govern-

ment, that is more governmental than sovereign. Dalby deploys the insights of critical

geopolitics, which argues that social practices are predicated on specific geographic

assumptions, to examine contemporary arms control. In particular, he locates the

New START Treaty and the ‘Iranian threat’ within the specific geopolitical imagin-

aries that make them possible, showing how these are then connected to larger ques-

tions of world order. Together these articles place a number of key issues on the table

that are taken up in a range of ways by most of the subsequence articles, in particular,

the relation of CMV to broader modes of government, and the centrality of issues of

framing for understanding the nature of the means of violence and of their practices of

control.

These scene-setting articles provide a context for the remainder of the contri-

butions, which focus more tightly on particular weapons or forms of effecting

control. The next four articles examine a series of technologies of violence that

either have been or, we believe, will be at the heart of efforts at CMV. David Muti-

mer’s article continues with Krause’s earlier deployment of the work of Michel

Foucault to consider, in particular, the shift in the control of nuclear weapons from

Cold War arms control to President Obama’s desire for a nuclear free world. Where

Dalby set the New START into the context of a geopolitical imaginary, Mutimer

locates it in the history of modes of governmentality to suggest that it reproduces its

Cold War heritage in a fashion that prevents an ultimate denuclearization. Space

weapons, whether in terms of the science fiction promise of ballistic missile defence

or the actually existing nuclear-tipped ballistic missiles, were second only to nuclear

weapons themselves as a focus of Cold War Arms Control. Columba Peoples turns

our attention to those weapons in his contribution, suggesting that the ways in which

they have been treated – within either a frame of militarization or weaponization –

fails to account for the transformation of space in recent decades which makes it

central to key aspects of the civilian as well as military economies. Peoples’ article

introduces the concept of securitization to this issue, to suggest it provides a more

adequate framing than either weaponization or militarization for space-based means

of violence.

The close connection between civilian and violent technologies is also at the heart

of Jim Whitman’s discussion of nano-technology. He argues that nano-technology

changes the traditional notion of dual-use to the potential for multi-use, and this in

turn undermines the very basis of the Cold War Arms Control paradigm Krause set

out in his initial article. Nano-technology, Whitman argues, will undermine and ulti-

mately remove all of the distinctions among the kinds of technology we use, on which

the means for controlling violent technologies rest. The blurring of boundaries is also
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seen in the last of these four articles, in which Michael Dartnell examines suicide

bombers as a violent technology through a re-reading of France’s Action directe.

Dartnell’s concern is with the body, which traditional approaches to arms control

and CMV treat as the object to be secured, but which with the growth of suicide

terrorism becomes at the very least a potential delivery system, if not a weapon

itself. Dartnell’s question, then, is how can we think about the control of the

means of violence when the body is not only that which deploys those means, but

the very means itself?

The next three articles shift our gaze from particular technologies to be subject to

control to the socio-political judgements we make about certain kinds of arms. Neil

Cooper, J. Marshall Beier, and Ritu Mathur each look at practices of CMV that

have been identified as essentially humanitarian. Cooper takes up the concept of

securitization that Peoples had introduced to the volume, and uses it to contest the

conventional accounts of the recent spate of humanitarian arms control initiatives

– the anti-personnel landmines ban, the ban on cluster munitions, and attempts to

restrict SALW. These agreements, Cooper argues, are, not as conventionally ren-

dered, the new result of the intervention of humanitarian NGOs, but rather part of

a much longer history of the regulation of pariah weapons. Beier also takes on the

ban on anti-personnel landmines, and asks about the framing of the weapons that

made their pariah status possible. In a sense his argument picks up Dalby’s earlier

discussion of the taken-for-granted assumptions underlying arms control, but

where Dalby focussed on geographical assumptions, Beier explores the popular pro-

duction of discrimination and the framing of indiscriminate weapons as unaccepta-

ble. He argues that it is this popular discourse of discrimination, a product of the

so-called Revolution in Military Affairs, that helps account for the Landmines

Treaty, rather than humanitarian actors. Mathur’s concern is directly with the huma-

nitarian organizations that have come under the critical gaze of Cooper and Beier.

Specifically, Mathur examines the role of the International Committee of the Red

Cross (ICRC) in the history of CMV. Mathur’s concern is with the manner in

which a humanitarian space for controlling arms has become possible, and particu-

larly the mutual complicity of state and non-state actors in producing this space.

One of the most important loci of so-called humanitarian arms control is the

attempt to control small arms and light weapons. Small arms and light weapons

have been called weapons of mass destruction in slow motion, because they are far

and away the greatest source of armed violence and armed death.27 In the next two

articles, Anna Stavrianakis and Mike Bourne focus on the controls that have been

developed recently around SALW. Stavrianakis takes on the suggestion that the

control of SALW is a humanitarian practice, driven by the recognition of the close

relationship between security and development. She argues, rather, that SALW

control is reproductive of imperial relations, serving to re-inscribe the hierarchal

North-South divisions of the past centuries. One of the constitutive features of

SALW control has been the division of the licit from the illicit. Mike Bourne starts

from this observation to argue that this division runs through a range of control prac-

tices aimed at shadow trades, whether in small arms, nuclear materials, or chemical

precursors. This rigid conceptual separation, he argues, hides the fact that these trades
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are not private parallels to the state-dominated trading system, but rather that state

and hybrid actors are constitutive of these networks.

The issue concludes with an article by Joanna Spear that somewhat departs from

the mode of the rest of the volume. One of the prompts to the project that gave rise to

this issue was the seeming hibernation, if not death, of arms control through most of

the Clinton and certainly Bush administrations in the United States. However, during

the discussions that led us to these texts, the Bush administration was succeeded by

that of President Obama, with a resulting renewed interest in the United States in arms

control. Spear looks inside the new administration and draws on the bureaucratic poli-

tics literature to examine the internal politics of this renewal, focussing in particular

on the politics of the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review. While American involvement is

not necessary to effective CMV, it does shape the field dramatically one way or the

other, and so it is important going forward to know what is and is not likely within the

American state. Although Spear’s analysis is rather pessimistic about the extent of

change wrought by the Obama administration, she does highlight the way in which

junior players such as NGOs and research funding organizations can shape both

long and short-term policy agendas on arms control.

New Directions for Research and Activism

We do not view this collection of essays as the last word on contemporary ‘control-

ling the means of violence’. Indeed, our hope is that this special issue will prompt

exactly the kind of unscripted conversations on the means, parameters and politics

of CMV that we consider are vital for CMV to become both more relevant as a

response to the various forms of armed violence prevalent in the 21st century and,

crucially, more transformational too. It is therefore worth concluding this article by

both reflecting on the omissions from this special issue and also the research

agendas that we think the discussions in the New York and Toronto seminars and

the papers collected here point to.

Although this special issue addresses a range of topics relevant to contemporary

CMV there are some obvious omissions. For example, there are a number of global

control regimes that are not considered in detail (such as the Chemical Weapons

Convention, the Biological Weapons Convention, the NPT, the Proliferation Security

Initiative, The Wassenaar Arrangement and the UN Arms Register). We are also

acutely aware that although there has been much discussion of these regimes by

NGOs and mainstream arms controllers, there remains a relative dearth of more

radical and post-positivist analyses.28 The same could also be said for regional CMV

initiatives such as the operation of nuclear weapons free zones and for localized sub-

national initiatives. There are also a range of military technologies that have become

particularly problematized in the post-Cold War era and which we have not been

able to find room for discussion here. Perhaps the most notable of these are improvised

explosive devices and unmanned aerial vehicles both of which have become technol-

ogies of concern, albeit for different reasons. We are also acutely aware that this special

issue suffers from the omission of a gender perspective on CMV. In the case of the

latter we had planned to include a paper on this issue but, as noted in the preface, it
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was not possible to proceed with this. With regards to the other omissions, we can only

plead the limits of conference funding and journal word length as excuses for our

neglect of these various issues whilst calling for others to take up the baton instead.

Despite such omissions however, the conferences that led up to it and the papers

collected here suggest some fruitful areas for further research. First, Krause and

Mutimer’s discussion of arms control/CMV as a form of governmentality clearly

represents a branch of thinking about CMV that could usefully be extended and

applied to a range of specific CMV initiatives. Second, Dalby’s article highlights

the dearth of work on the arms trade undertaken by critical geographers and demon-

strates the potential for more research on this topic by those working in this tradition.

Third, both Cooper and Peoples have incorporated securitization theory into critical

accounts of specific fields of CMV action, highlighting the potential for applying this

approach to other fields. Fourth, Dartnell’s discussion of the body as a weapon and

therefore object of control, potentially opens up a whole new field for analysis of

CMV initiatives. Fifth, the article on Nano-technology by Whitman highlights the

immense arms control challenges presented by new technologies. However, as

Whitman indicates towards the end of his article and as discussants in the two

conferences noted, developments in nano and bio-technology as well as in elec-

tronics, robotics and computing may also contain the seeds of solutions to both old

and new challenges for CMV. There is, therefore, an urgent need for multidisciplin-

ary research that brings specialists from these various fields together with political

scientists, NGOs and policy-makers to consider potential applications that could be

developed to enhance CMV initiatives. Indeed, as Spear’s article highlights, the

decisions made by funding bodies can shape academic and policy agendas on

CMV in quite profound ways yet, as far as we are aware, they have tended to

neglect this issue, a situation we consider to be in urgent need of redress.

Sixth, the articles by Beier, Bourne, Cooper, Mathur and Stavrianakis all chal-

lenge conventional accounts of initiatives on landmines, cluster munitions and

small arms that view them as progressive achievements rendered by the bottom-up

power of civil society actors. Although they differ quite significantly in their

approaches, they all essentially suggest that such initiatives better conform to

Cooper’s description of them as examples of ‘arms control from below within the

logic of militarism from above’, a far more pessimistic reading of the turn to huma-

nitarian arms control celebrated in much of the mainstream literature.29 Rather than

viewing such bottom-up action as inevitably futile however, we would suggest such

analyses highlight the need for more radical and more inclusive forms of global-local

social action on CMV. One obvious innovation would be to build on the novel ways

in which the campaigns on landmines and small arms used the worldwide web to

develop and maintain global networks of campaigners on specific issues. Whilst

quite innovative at the time we would suggests that web-based transparency and acti-

vism could be extended even further. One model for this might be the campaign in

2008 launched around the ‘ship of shame’ that was transferring Chinese weapons

to Mugabe’s Zimbabwe.30 Although the campaign was arguably problematic in a

number of respects, the issue rapidly went viral on the internet and spurred action

on the issue by governments, NGOs and trade unions. In the era of wiki-leaks, we
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think this highlights the potential to mobilize global networks of web-based activists

to provide real-time information on problem weapons transfers and real-time global

campaigns on such transfers. Although we would also add that such campaigns need

to be complemented by a broader problematization of militarism, military expendi-

ture and defence transfers characterized by a willingness to highlight the problems

of Northern militarism and intra-Northern transfers noted by Stavrianakis, as well

as problematizing militarism in the South.

Seventh, one of the issues that emerged out of the two conferences was an aware-

ness of a notable gap in data on the conventional defence trade. Although there are

various sources of data on the defence trade (such as the International Institute of

Strategic Studies [IISS], Stockholm International Peace Research Institute [SIPRI],

Small Arms Survey and UN Arms Register) the principal focus is on recording and

measuring the volume and/or value of such transfers. However, most multilateral

initiatives to limit the defence trade incorporate some kind of commitment to restrict

excessive and destabilizing arms transfers. Moreover, whilst some regimes such as

the EU and Wassenaar produce quite detailed implementation guidelines for partici-

pants, it is still ultimately left to each state to interpret its commitments in its own

way, leading to substantial variations in practice, even in quite established regimes

such as the European Union.31 There are, of course, a variety of NGOs that also

attempt to monitor, and critique, how well states live up to the commitments they

make in these various regimes. However, different arms trade NGOs tend to have a

different focus of concern (human rights, development, and security, for example),

and therefore tend to use different rubrics to evaluate transfers of concern. This high-

lights the need for an independent organization capable of going beyond recording

transfers and actually providing authoritative evaluations of such transfers based on

a standardized methodology for evaluating whether particular transfers are excessive

or destabilizing. This would not only fill a notable gap in the data currently produced

on the defence trade, but it would also provide a standardized framework that would

allow NGOs and other actors to hold states properly accountable for the commitments

they make to restrict the defence trade. If an Arms Trade Treaty is eventually agreed,

the need for such an organization is likely to become even more urgent.

Arms Control was one of the mainstays of security practice in the Cold War. Fifty

years on from the initial formulation of the goals and conceptual underpinnings of

that practice, the world has become a very different place. Nevertheless, while the

particular problems posed by arms and their control have changed with the times,

the need to confront issues raised by the means of violence has not gone away. We

hope this set of essays will help to start what we see as an overdue general conversa-

tion on controlling the means of violence in the 21st century.
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