
The Nonproliferation Review

ISSN: 1073-6700 (Print) 1746-1766 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rnpr20

Ali Mazrui’s nuclear pragmatism: could it inspire
practical policies to reduce nuclear threats?

Seifudein Adem

To cite this article: Seifudein Adem (2024) Ali Mazrui’s nuclear pragmatism: could it inspire
practical policies to reduce nuclear threats?, The Nonproliferation Review, 31:4-6, 189-209, DOI:
10.1080/10736700.2025.2569142

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2025.2569142

Published online: 02 Dec 2025.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rnpr20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rnpr20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/10736700.2025.2569142
https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2025.2569142
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rnpr20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rnpr20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10736700.2025.2569142?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10736700.2025.2569142?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10736700.2025.2569142&domain=pdf&date_stamp=02%20Dec%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10736700.2025.2569142&domain=pdf&date_stamp=02%20Dec%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rnpr20


VIEWPOINT

Ali Mazrui’s nuclear pragmatism: could it inspire practical 
policies to reduce nuclear threats?
Seifudein Adem 

ABSTRACT  
Ali Mazrui, the Kenyan scholar, observed that a stockpile of nuclear 
weapons is not a regrettable side effect of a more legitimate 
process; it is something that is purposefully designed to 
instantly kill millions of people upon the pressing of a button. 
Mazrui raised this often-ignored—but intuitively obvious—point 
while comparing the crises of global survival, including climate 
change and nuclear war. His reminder seems prescient. The 
Russia–Ukraine war, potential fractures in US extended 
deterrence, and the Israeli and US strikes on Iran have triggered 
fears of nuclear arms races, nuclear proliferation, and even 
nuclear war. Grappling with these challenges may require 
creative and even radical ideas that depart from established 
practices. In that spirit, this article outlines Mazrui’s “nuclear 
pragmatism,” which holds that a modest horizontal nuclear 
proliferation—namely, the spread of nuclear arms to new Global 
South actors—is necessary for universal nuclear disarmament. 
Mazrui believed this could fundamentally change the mindsets 
of major nuclear powers’ leaders, highlighting risks and 
encouraging them to abolish their arsenals. This seemingly 
counterintuitive idea is the product of rigorous theorizing but 
has long been overlooked in the Western canon of security 
studies. The article argues that today’s nuclear threats should 
encourage scholars and analysts to “look outside the box” and 
give Mazrui’s work close examination.
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Africa; Ali Mazrui; Global 
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Introduction

Nuclear weapons have returned to the global public consciousness, as Russian leaders 
make nuclear threats in the context of their war against Ukraine, China builds up its 
nuclear arsenal, and the United States modernizes its nuclear triad.1 Meanwhile, Israel 
and the United States have launched counterproliferation strikes against Iran, claiming 
that Tehran’s alleged pursuit of a nuclear weapon threatens international peace. Amid 
these reminders that certain powers continue to perceive benefits from possessing 
nuclear arms, there is a counternarrative among states that have rejected nuclear 
weapons. The 2017 Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW), which 
entered into force in 2021, permits its members to demonstrate their commitment to 
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1 Rebecca Davis Gibbons, Stephen Herzog, Wilfred Wan, and Doreen Horschig, The Altered Nuclear Order in the Wake of 
the Russia–Ukraine War (Cambridge, MA: American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2023).
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a nuclear-weapons-free world, contrasting it with the position of the world’s nine 
nuclear-armed states.2

The contrast between these two categories of states was familiar to Kenyan scholar Ali 
Mazrui, who had long thought about what actions non-nuclear-weapon states could take 
to bring about nuclear disarmament for all. Yet, Western security-studies scholarship has 
tended to marginalize studies pertaining to nuclear disarmament, focusing almost 
exclusively instead on nuclear deterrence.3 But in the face of the growing nuclear 
dangers highlighted above, traditional practices and ways of thinking about how to 
deal with these threats appear to be faltering. If the world is to move beyond nuclear 
deterrence and the risks presented by nuclear weapons, scholars and policy analysts 
must engage with ideas they may initially find to be “heterodox.” Mazrui’s work in the 
domain of nuclear politics certainly challenges long-standing thinking in a way that 
fits the bill, and that is precisely why it is worthy of careful consideration.

Consequently, the current climate of nuclear instability should impel scholars to better 
understand Mazrui’s thinking about nuclear disarmament. This Viewpoint thus presents 
a novel approach to the challenge of nuclear weapons from an often-overlooked scholar 
of African origin whose ideas may well have significant insight about how to address 
today’s nuclear threats. Mazrui’s idea of “proliferate to abolish”4 might seem viscerally 
unappealing at first read, as it is fundamentally a call for horizontal proliferation. 
Mazrui was seeking the same objective that nuclear-disarmament advocates pursue 
today: a way to encourage nuclear-armed states to reject the bomb. His thoughtful 
analysis, which reveals his powers of perception, insight, and articulation, deserves 
further scholarly and policy attention. It looks profoundly relevant to our fast- 
changing world.

Who was Ali Mazrui?

Ali Mazrui is not a household name. Many readers will not be immediately familiar with 
him and his many contributions to the study of international relations. It is therefore 
useful to understand who he was in order to contextualize his ideas about nuclear 
weapons and disarmament.

A product of three distinct cultures in his upbringing—Africanity, Islam, and the West 
—Mazrui was born in Kenya in 1933. He was educated in both Muslim institutions 
(madrassas) and, in subsequent years, in some of the most notable educational centers 
in the Western world, including Columbia University and the University of Oxford. 
His major intellectual contribution is his interpretation of Africa as a product of what 

2 Elayne G. Whyte, “The Power of the Powerless: Lessons from the TPNW and Reflections on the Practice of Diplomacy,” 
Journal for Peace and Nuclear Disarmament, Vol. 6, No. 2 (2023), pp. 346–56; Nick Ritchie and Kjølv Egeland, “The 
Diplomacy of Resistance: Power, Hegemony and Nuclear Disarmament,” Global Change, Peace & Security, Vol. 30, 
No. 2 (2018), pp. 121–41.

3 For recent exceptions, see Kjølv Egeland, “A Theory of Nuclear Disarmament: Cases, Analogies, and the Role of the 
Non-Proliferation Regime,” Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 43, No. 1 (2022), pp. 106–33; Naomi Egel and Steven 
Ward, “Hierarchy, Revisionism, and Subordinate Actors: The TPNW and the Subversion of the Nuclear Order,” 
European Journal of International Relations, Vol. 28, No. 4 (2022), pp. 751–76.

4 Some of the ideas in this article were outlined in Seifudein Adem, “Proliferate to Abolish: Mazrui’s Perspective on 
Nuclear Disarmament,” Peace Review, Vol. 36, No. 2 (2024), pp. 208–21; and Seifudein Adem, “Could Ali Mazrui’s 
Nuclear Pragmatism Inspire Practical Policies?” The Mail & Guardian (South Africa), May 6, 2025, <https://mg.co. 
za/thought-leader/2025-05-06-could-ali-mazruis-nuclear-pragmatism-inspire-practical-policies>.
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he called “the triple heritage—Africa’s indigenous values, Islam, and the Western 
legacy.”5 Indeed, he was the first African in history to present a global television series 
in 1986, shown in many countries in a blaze of controversy and publicity, especially in 
the United States6 and the United Kingdom. That series, “The Africans: A Triple 
Heritage,” was translated into several languages and seen by millions worldwide.7

Mazrui’s background helped to set the stage for his thinking about how the Global 
South might encourage nuclear-armed states to part ways with the world’s most 
powerful and dangerous weapon.

By the mid-1960s, Mazrui had already cultivated an intellectual style—he called it 
“radical pragmatism”—that helped propel him to public prominence at an early age.8

The style consisted of some essential elements: He would identify a public issue that 
could generate debate and would then relate that issue to his preexisting convictions. 
His discourse on nuclear disarmament represented one such public issue. For the 
purposes of this article, it is important to note that his style recognizes challenging 
realities as they are, while constructing a radical response to them. His discourse based 
on this style inspired some and irritated others, a situation that was sharply captured, 
following his 2014 death, by the headline of his obituary in The New York Times: “Ali 
Mazrui, Scholar of Africa Who Divided US Audiences, Dies at 81.”9 Controversy is 
surely part of Mazrui’s brand of scholarship. But his pragmatism represents more than 
merely a style of discourse. It is also his framework of analysis for unmasking social 
reality, which, according to him, is itself a unity of opposites.10 He then proceeded to 
highlight those contradictions in a dialectical manner, but dialectical not in the 
Marxian sense of opposing forces in historical materialism. His interest in the dialectic 
was, rather, in the Platonic sense of contradictions as a guide to truth.11

5 Seifudein Adem, “Ali A. Mazrui, the Postcolonial Theorist,” African Studies Review, Vol. 57, No. 1 (2014), pp. 135–52. 
See also Seifudein Adem, “Ali A. Mazrui, Post-Colonialism and the Study of International Relations,” Journal of 
International Relations and Development, Vol. 14, No. 4 (2011), pp. 506–34.

6 For instance, Lynne Cheney, who chaired the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) at the time, described 
Mazrui’s documentary as “anti-Western diatribe.” NEH was, ironically, one of the contributors to the production of the 
documentary. See Irvin Molotsky, “U.S. Aide Assails TV Series on Africa,” The New York Times, September 5, 1986, 
<https://www.nytimes.com/1986/09/05/movies/us-aide-assails-tv-series-on-africa.html>. In contrast, then-US 
Senator John Kerry defended the series, saying that “its showing has provided the American people with an all- 
too-rare look at Africa from an African perspective.” See Congressional Record, No. 1444, Part III, October 17, 
1986; author’s correspondence with Ali A. Mazrui, January 29, 2010.

7 “The Africans: A Triple Heritage,” written and narrated by Ali A. Mazrui, BBC and PBS, 1986, <https://www.youtube. 
com/channel/UCHl79pr4JaYbYBJSY5-A-iA/videos>.

8 Seifudein Adem, Postcolonial Constructivism: Mazrui’s Theory of Intercultural Relations (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2021), p. 240; pp. 311–18.

9 Douglas Martin, “Ali Mazrui, Scholar of Africa Who Divided US Audiences, Dies at 81,” New York Times, October 20, 
2014, <https://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/22/us/ali-mazrui-scholar-of-africa-who-divided-us-audiences-dies-at- 
81.html>.

10 A brief discussion by Mazrui of his framework of analysis is available in Ali A. Mazrui, “Civilization and the Quest for 
Creative Synthesis: Between a Global Dr. Jekyll and a Global Mr. Hyde,” keynote address at the conference on 
“Civilization and Values,” sponsored by the Institute for the Alliance of Civilizations and the Chamber of 
Commerce of Istanbul, Istanbul, Türkiye, December 18, 2010, pp. 1–4.

11 Apart from the above, Mazrui did not discuss his framework of analysis in any detail in any of his dozens of books. But 
it is possible to distill it, as I have attempted to do, from his analysis. His framework of analysis is based on the firm 
assumption that “reality,” both in theory and in fact, is wrapped in the complementariness of the interactions 
between opposites. Consistent with this approach, paradox occupies a central place in Mazrui’s framework of 
analysis. It is an approach that accommodates opposition in social reality and has the inherent capacity to deal 
simultaneously with divergent issues and conflicting claims. In short, it diverges from rationalism, as it celebrates 
contradictions by permitting, and even encouraging, their articulations. For examples and a brief discussion of 
Mazrui’s intellectual approach, see Adem, “Ali A. Mazrui, Post-Colonialism and the Study of International 
Relations,” pp. 510–14.
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It would seem that the origins and development of Mazrui’s perspective on nuclear 
disarmament can be traced to his background12 and unique style of analysis. Mazrui 
observed that Africa symbolically entered the nuclear age through its own triple 
heritage: indigenous resources (Africa’s uranium); a semi-Islamic testing laboratory 
(the dunes of the Sahara); and actual Western productive capacity (South Africa’s 
expertise).13 And perhaps it was these same three features of the African experience 
that led Mazrui to conclude that the way to eliminate the bomb was actually for 
developing countries to build the bomb, “unless steps are taken before then by the 
world as a whole to put an end to nuclear weapons universally.”14

Two nuclear visions

Mazrui was not alone in Africa in theorizing about nuclear disarmament. In fact, there 
are two schools of thought: “abolish to abolish” and “proliferate to abolish,” championed, 
respectively, by the first president of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah, and by Mazrui himself.15

Both Nkrumah and Mazrui promoted the total abolition of nuclear weapons. In 1961, 
Nkrumah put forward a spirited case for abolition, arguing that nuclear weapons were 
too dangerous to be used for any purpose, including deterrence, since a threat of 
violence is also a form of violence.16 Nkrumah’s argument also had a humanitarian 
dimension.17 Mazrui agreed with Nkrumah that nuclear weapons must be abolished. 
However, the two disagreed on how to achieve this end. Nkrumah preferred the 
legalistic route. The current idea of Africa as a nuclear-weapon-free zone in the Treaty 
of Pelindaba and through the TPNW is a disarmament option that resonates with the 
approach once advocated by Nkrumah.

But Mazrui saw this approach as nothing more than an attempt to disarm the already 
disarmed. He maintained that Nkrumah’s views could lead to nuclear abolition in Africa 
but not to a nuclear-weapon-free planet; the former is meaningless if it does not lead to 
the latter. Mazrui thus openly asserted, “African countries should stop thinking in terms 
of making Africa a nuclear-free zone.”18 His alternative proposal was for African 
countries to “reconsider their position” vis-à-vis the 1968 Treaty on the Non- 
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), which entered into force in 1970. In other 

12 See also Ali A. Mazrui, “Growing Up in a Shrinking World: A Private Vantage Point,” in Joseph Kruzel and James 
N. Rosenau, eds., Journeys through World Politics: Autobiographical Reflections of Thirty-four Academic Travelers 
(Lexington: Lexington Books, 1989), pp. 469–87.

13 Ali A. Mazrui, Islam between Globalization and Counterterrorism (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2006), pp. 166–7. The 
Sahara Desert is a reference to the French nuclear tests in Algeria before that country gained its independence from 
France in 1962.

14 Ali A. Mazrui, The African Condition: A Political Diagnosis (London: Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. 134.
15 Adem, “Proliferate to Abolish,” pp. 208–21.
16 Kwame Nkrumah, Africa Must Unite (London: Heinemann, 1963), p. 199. In support of Nkrumah’s position, one might 

say that nuclear deterrence is also inherently unpredictable. For a careful and systematic elaboration on why this is so, 
see Jeffrey W. Knopf, “The inherent unpredictability of nuclear deterrence,” Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 31, Nos. 4–6 
(July–December 2024), pp. 165–88, <https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2025.2569131>. And, for a theoretically 
oriented discussion of why states accept or reject nuclear deterrence, see Leonardo Bandarra and Carmen 
Wunderlich, “Faith and fear: a cognitive framework for why countries establish nuclear-weapon-free or nuclear- 
deterrence-based security orders,” Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 31, Nos. 4–6 (July–December 2024), pp. 211–36, 
<https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2025.2569147>.

17 Kwame Nkrumah, I Speak of Freedom. A Statement of African Ideology (London: Heinemann, 1962), pp. 215–16. See 
also Ali A. Mazrui, Africa’s International Relations: The Diplomacy of Dependency and Change (London: Heinemann, 
1977), p. 56.

18 Mazrui, The African Condition: A Political Diagnosis, p. 134.
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words, he basically suggested that African countries should withdraw en masse from the 
NPT. He insisted that “non-proliferation for the nuclear ‘have-nots’ will be a nonstarter 
until it is matched by progressive military denuclearization among the ‘haves’.”19 Here, 
the contrast between “abolish to abolish” and “proliferate to abolish” could not be clearer.

Fundamentally, Nkrumah argued at the time that states around the world ought to 
implement the equivalent of the TPNW, whereas Mazrui was pessimistic that the 
major nuclear-armed states would ever join such a ban of their own volition. More 
radically, therefore, Mazrui called for the non-nuclear-weapon states to withdraw from 
the NPT. Mazrui noted in this regard that 

President Kwame Nkrumah organized a “ban the bomb” international conference in Accra 
at the beginning of the 1960s. … All this made sense at the time it was happening in the early 
1960s. … To move from the periphery to the mainstream of action in the nuclear field in the 
21st century, Africa would have to get out of its technological shyness and 
nuclear inhibition.20

From Mazrui’s point of view, a modest proliferation of nuclear weapons in Africa and the 
Middle East could actually increase nuclear anxieties among the major nuclear-armed 
states in the Global North. This would intensify the pressure on the leadership of 
those states for total nuclear disarmament and ultimately lead to the rejection of 
nuclear weapons by all—their abolition. In short, this is Mazrui’s nuclear pragmatism.

Unlike Nkrumah’s influential view, Mazrui’s idea was never seriously considered in 
Africa, and it was never referenced in the mainstream discourse on nuclear 
disarmament. Mazrui’s views nevertheless have recently begun to be mentioned in the 
nuclear discourse as a distinct school of thought in Africa.21 However, in policy terms, 
UN Secretary-General António Guterres accurately captured what is still the prevailing 
mood in the Global South when he said, “The nuclear option is no option at all.”22

Ironically, though calls for indigenous development of nuclear weapons are few and 
far between, the current state of the global nuclear order is closer to the predictions of 
Mazrui than Nkrumah. While the TPNW entered into force in 2021, no nuclear- 
armed state has joined, thereby severely hampering the treaty’s ability to move the 
world toward disarmament. Some scholars have called for non-nuclear-weapon states 
to leave the NPT in order to inspire disarmament,23 a position that harkens back to 
Mazrui’s much earlier scholarly advocacy. While this view is likely to gain further 

19 Ali A. Mazrui, “The Barrel of the Gun and the Barrel of Oil in North–South Equation,” Alternatives: Global, Local, 
Political, Vol. 3, No. 4 (1978), p. 475.

20 Mazrui, Islam Between Globalization and Counterterrorism, pp. 169–70.
21 Leonardo Bandarra, Miriam Prys-Hansen, Jo-Ansie van Wyk, et al., “Global South Perspectives on Nuclear Weapons: A 

Comparative Approach,” GIGA Working Paper No. 330, German Institute of Global and Area Studies, 2022, < https:// 
www.giga-hamburg.de/en/publications/giga-working-papers/global-south-perspectives-global-ban-nuclear- 
weapons-comparative-approach>; Joelien Pretorius, “Lessons from Two Pan-African Giants on How to Achieve 
Genuine Nuclear Disarmament,” The Conversation, August 6, 2020, <https://theconversation.com/lessons-from- 
two-pan-african-giants-on-how-to-achieve-genuine-nuclear-disarmament-144009>; J. David Singer, “Nuclear 
Proliferation and the Geocultural Divide: The March of Folly,” in Rafel Reuveny and William R. Thompson, eds., 
North and South in the Global Political Economy (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008), pp. 663–72; Negussay Ayele, 
“Mazruiana on Conflict and Violence in Africa,” in Omari H. Kokole, ed., The Global African: A Portrait of Ali 
A. Mazrui (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 1998), p. 116.

22 António Guterres, “Nuclear Option Must Be Avoided ‘at All Costs’, Secretary-General Tells Disarmament Conference, 
Calling for Working towards Safe, Secure, Peaceful World,” United Nations, SG/SM/22563, February 24, 2025, <https:// 
press.un.org/en/2025/sgsm22563.doc.htm>.

23 Joelien Pretorius and Tom Sauer, “Ditch the NPT,” Survival, Vol. 63, No. 4 (2021), pp. 103–24.
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supporters as nuclear-armed states appear set to continue obstructing the path to global 
nuclear disarmament, it is still hardly a mainstream academic or policy position.

In order to creatively address nuclear risks in this context, it would be instructive to 
study Mazrui’s works in this domain. Indeed, his writing on nuclear disarmament—both 
published and unpublished— is extensive and covers more than 50 years of the scholar’s 
evolving thinking. The analysis below therefore does not cover the subject exhaustively. 
However, it seeks to trace some of the main outlines of Mazrui’s thought and hopefully 
stimulate innovative thinking aimed at achieving nuclear disarmament and moving 
beyond nuclear deterrence.

The logic of nuclear pragmatism

As Richard Falk has rightly reminded us, Mazrui’s approach to world-order issues “is 
rather complex and sophisticated, and difficult to comprehend all at once.”24 That 
caveat is important when examining Mazrui’s nuclear pragmatism, its logic, and its 
implications. His nuclear pragmatism can be understood as the conviction that 
genuine progress in global nuclear disarmament will occur only when the major 
nuclear powers recognize that they cannot curb the nuclear ambitions of others 
without first relinquishing their own arsenals. This realization could spark meaningful 
conversations about the fundamental challenges of human survival and unite people 
in pursuit of a nuclear-weapon-free, safer future for all.

Mazrui noted the two sources that could cause the civilization-threatening danger of 
nuclear war: vertical and horizontal nuclear proliferation. Vertical nuclear proliferation 
involves a nuclear-armed state increasing the number of its nuclear weapons, or 
increasing the level of sophistication or destructiveness of its arsenal. By contrast, 
horizontal nuclear proliferation is the expansion of the membership of the nuclear 
club, with additional states coming to possess nuclear arms. In theory, the NPT was 
designed to curb both vertical and horizontal nuclear proliferation.25 In reality, 
vertical proliferation has escalated as the nuclear-armed states modernize their 
arsenals, and horizontal proliferation has not, as the number of new members of the 
nuclear club remains small. It is indeed true that occasionally vertical proliferation has 
motivated major nuclear powers to find means of reducing the nuclear arms race.26

But Mazrui argued that “vertical nuclear proliferation has not been adequate for the 
bigger goal of motivating the great powers to give up nuclear weapons altogether,”27

hence his nuclear pragmatism.
Mazrui’s nuclear pragmatism rests on at least four assumptions about the political 

psychology of nuclear disarmament: 

(1) nuclear weapons are evil by nature and should be illegitimate—not just for some, but 
for all;

24 Richard Falk, “Remembering Ali Mazrui, 1933–2014,” <https://richardfalk.org/2014/12/04/remembering-ali-mazrui- 
1933-2014>.

25 Mohamed I. Shaker, The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty: Origin and Implementation 1959–1979, Vol. 1–3 (London: 
Oceana, 1980).

26 Michael Krepon, Winning and Losing the Nuclear Peace: The Rise, Demise, and Revival of Arms Control (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2021).

27 Ali A. Mazrui, Cultural Forces in World Politics (Oxford: James Currey, 1990), p. 220.
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(2) a modest horizontal nuclear proliferation in the Global South would increase nuclear 
anxieties within the major nuclear powers;

(3) this anxiety, in turn, would intensify the public pressure on the leaders of the major 
nuclear states for total military denuclearization; and

(4) ultimately, the whole process would lead to the rejection of nuclear weapons by all 
and their total abolition.

The above basic postulates are essential to understanding Mazrui’s views on 
disarmament. Additionally, Mazrui frequently contextualized his arguments through 
the use of relatable analogies. For example, he once compared the nuclear club to 
a nightclub: 

It is as if there was one dangerous club called the nuclear club. It was comfortable as long as 
the members were only three, four, five, up to ten. But after a while, there was not enough 
room in the club for more members, the danger of suffocation increased, the risk of 
carelessness among cigarette smokers, the hazard of a possible explosion. As long as there 
were only up to ten members of the nuclear club, the club idea was viable. But there was 
a definite maximum limit of viable membership. When that limit was reached, even the 
founder members of the club might willingly agree, for the sake of basic survival, to 
estimate the assets as against the liabilities of the club, and take the decision to close 
down altogether.28

By passionately defending the controversial, counterintuitive position of nuclear 
pragmatism, Mazrui also wanted to address at least four issues pertaining to the 
politics of nuclear proliferation.29 First, he had come to sense a significant disparity in 
how Europe and the United States treated the Global South versus how they treated 
the other industrialized countries, particularly with regard to the safeguarding and 
monitoring of the peaceful applications of nuclear energy.30 “The nuclear age has a 
European elite,” Mazrui observed, “complete with certain exclusive mutual 
privileges.”31 Indeed, there were some US concerns in the mid-1960s, as Jonathan 
Hunt has documented, that “any major [advance in] nuclear capabilities among the 
populous, non-white nations of the earth would greatly strengthen their hand in 
attempting to obtain an ever-greater share of the earth’s wealth and opportunity.”32

Mazrui put the notion in this way: “[T]he distribution of military power affects the 
state of race relations in the world.”33 Mazrui’s concerns, expressed more than half a 
century ago, remain relevant today, as demonstrated recently by a wide-ranging policy 
report on racial inequalities and nuclear weapons by Sylvia Mishra and Wardah Amir.34

Second, one year before the NPT was opened for signature, Mazrui recognized in 1967 
that the aspiration of nations in the Global South regarding their right to pursue nuclear 

28 Mazrui, Cultural Forces in World Politics, p. 249.
29 Ali A. Mazrui, “Numerical Strength and Nuclear Status in the Politics of the Third World,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 9, No. 4 

(1967), pp. 795–815.
30 Mazrui, “The Barrel of the Gun and the Barrel of Oil,” pp. 9–10.
31 Mazrui, “Numerical Strength and Nuclear Status,” p. 813.
32 Jonathan Hunt, The Nuclear Club: How America and the World Policed the Atom from Hiroshima to Vietnam (Stanford, 

CA: Stanford University Press, 2022), p. 143.
33 Mazrui, “Numerical Strength and Nuclear Status,” pp. 795–6.
34 Sylvia Mishra and Wardah Amir, “Racial Inequalities and Nuclear Policy,” Women of Color Advancing Peace, Security & 

Conflict Transformation/Stanley Center for Peace and Security, February 2022, <https://stanleycenter.org/wp- 
content/uploads/2022/02/CRNW-SPC21-AB-2-1-22.pdf>.
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energy for peaceful purposes was a legitimate step toward joining the “nuclear age” but 
not a “nuclear club.” While membership in the “nuclear club” often implied nuclear- 
weapons possession, engaging in the “nuclear age” focused on the science and 
technology of the day.35 Article IV of the NPT also affirms this basic principle. Mazrui 
nevertheless also noted a major concern given the circumstances: the tension between 
balancing the “quest for peace”—favoring limited nuclear-club membership—and the 
“quest for human dignity”—presupposing broader participation in the nuclear age.36

A country that masters uranium enrichment for civilian use could potentially 
develop a nuclear-weapons capability if it had such a desire. And yet, he was still 
prepared to argue that the cause of trying to give more countries a sense of belonging 
in the atomic age might well be worth temporarily aggravating the risk of 
nuclear proliferation.37

Third, Mazrui sought to challenge the prevailing view in the dominant nuclear 
discourse that nations in the Global South were somewhat less dedicated to peace than 
those in the Global North. He emphasized that humanity’s innate “protective instinct” 
often leads to more violence than its “acquisitive instinct.”38 In that passage, he was 
challenging the theory that “the have-nots,” in their bid to acquire, would be more 
reckless than the “haves” in their bid to protect what they have.39 This argument can 
also be further seen in contemporary scholarship emphasizing the discriminatory 
distinction between “responsible” and “irresponsible” nuclear states.40

Finally, Mazrui sought to address the claim that states with radical ideologies, such as 
Iran, cannot effectively use nuclear weapons for deterrence. He acknowledged that 
pursuing nuclear weapons in the Global South can sometimes fuel radicalism in 
foreign policy. This is so because such pursuit “increases militancy and deepens 
impatience for technological parity.”41 However, Mazrui also pointed out that 
achieving nuclear capability often leads to a dampening of radicalism. Once a state 
secures nuclear status, it usually develops a strong interest in maintaining stability and 
the status quo.42 Ironically, this idea is not incompatible with the neorealist theorizing 
by Kenneth N. Waltz, who argued that more nuclear weapons may lead to a more 
stable world.43 But Mazrui parts ways with Waltz in maintaining that such 
proliferation is actually a viable gateway to global nuclear disarmament, due to its 
propensity to frighten the “nuclear haves” into critically reassessing their possession of 
their nuclear arsenals. If current affairs are any indication, the mere possibility of Iran 
obtaining the bomb has prompted great concerns among Israeli and US officials. In 

35 Mazrui, “Numerical Strength and Nuclear Status,” pp. 809–15.
36 Ali Mazrui, “Technological Underdevelopment in the South: The Continuing Cold War,” in Paul Wapner and Lester 

Edwin J. Ruiz, eds., Principled World Politics: The Challenge of Normative International Relations (Oxford: Rowman 
and Littlefield, 2000), p. 76.

37 Mazrui, “Numerical Strength and Nuclear Status,” pp. 809–10.
38 Mazrui, p. 807.
39 Mazrui, p. 807.
40 Sidra Hamidi, “Constructing Nuclear Responsibility in US–India Relations,” International Affairs, Vol. 98, No. 2 (2022), 

pp. 707–25.
41 Mazrui, Cultural Forces in World Politics, pp. 248.
42 Mazrui, Cultural Forces in World Politics, pp. 247–8.
43 Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be Better,” Adelphi Papers No. 171 (London: 

International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1981).
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Mazrui’s judgment, I think, it is instead the actuality of countries like Iran acquiring 
nuclear weapons that would eventually lead to a universal military denuclearization.

It is therefore important to think about the link between horizontal nuclear 
proliferation and nuclear disarmament. For his part, Mazrui maintained that he was 
for the complete abolition of nuclear weapons, for their prohibition for all—not just 
for some nations. It was against such a background that he posed two central 
questions that led him to his policy proposal based on the idea of nuclear pragmatism: 
What could shock the major powers into a state of emergency about the threat of 
nuclear war?44 What could lead to global nuclear disarmament? These types of 
questions make Mazrui’s work increasingly important in today’s nuclear world.

Mazrui started from the premise that the nuclear accident at Three Mile Island in 
Pennsylvania in 1979 significantly heightened anti-nuclear sentiment among the 
public, more so than any previous event. Mazrui then argued that a computer error 
regarding a supposed Russian nuclear attack that triggered a limited US military 
response could be even more shocking to the populations of major powers and 
pressure their governments to ban nuclear weapons completely. He then asked a key 
question: What other, less catastrophic alternatives might lead to global nuclear 
disarmament? Thus came into being his nuclear pragmatism: horizontal nuclear 
proliferation—specifically, a modest increase in nuclear capabilities in Africa and the 
Middle East—could offer such an alternative, fostering a climate where crises may be 
manageable and constructive. “Of course, horizontal nuclear proliferation has its 
risks,” Mazrui added, “but are those risks really more dangerous than the risks of 
vertical proliferation in arsenals of the superpowers themselves?”45

A vital ingredient of Mazrui’s nuclear pragmatism is therefore the Western powers’ 
distrust that countries in the Global South could manage nuclear weapons responsibly. 
He proposed that this distrust could be beneficial if it generated enough alarm in the 
Northern Hemisphere, which could, in turn, lead to a significant movement aimed at 
declaring nuclear weapons illegitimate for all and working toward their elimination in 
every country that possessed them.46

On the question of what gave rise to Western concern over the idea of Third World 
states with nuclear weapons, Joseph Nye argued, “Statistics show regions differ in their 
number of civil wars, overthrown governments, and procedures for civilian control of 
the military, as well as secure communications and weapons control.”47 But, as though 
in anticipation of Nye’s observation, Mazrui argued in a 1986 essay, 

The lunatics of the North that we have had in this century are at least as alarming. … We 
have had the horrors of Hitler and Stalin. … The capacity of planetary destruction in the 

44 Mazrui, The African Condition, pp. 17–18, 134.
45 Ali A. Mazrui, “Superpower Ethics: A Third World Perspective,” Ethics and International Affairs, Vol. 1, No. 1 (1987), 

p. 20. This article was based on a lecture that Mazrui had given at the US State Department in September 1987. 
That visit, Mazrui later recalled, “unfortunately coincided with the visit to Washington of the Soviet Foreign 
Minister, Eduard A. Shevardnadze. My lecture was in the Open Forum Series of the Secretary of State, but 
[Shevardnadze’s] visit was too much competition for me! There were only a handful of people to listen to me – 
as I complained bitterly about ‘Superpower Ethics … ’ !! My complaint assumed additional poignancy in the large, 
almost empty lecture hall at the State Department.” Ali A. Mazrui, Mazrui Newsletter, Eve of 1988, 1987, p. 8. The 
Mazrui Newsletters can be accessed on the webpage created and maintained by Jamal Mazrui, <https://github. 
com/jamalmazrui/AliMazrui>.

46 Ali A. Mazrui, Mazrui Newsletter, Eve of 1981, p. 18.
47 Joseph S. Nye, “Nuclear Ethics Revisited,” Ethics & International Affairs, Vol. 37, No. 1 (2023), p. 16.
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hands of Northern lunatics is far greater than the capacity that could even be approximated 
by [Third World] deviants.48

Mazrui was convinced that the action of one mad ruler could lead to such planetary 
destruction. “Mad rulers are not limited to the Third World,” he noted, adding, 

[US President Richard] Nixon ordered a worldwide nuclear alert in 1973—partly in order to 
recover some dignity in the midst of the Watergate scandal. A ruler like him—under 
domestic fire—could all too easily take a potentially catastrophic international gamble.49

These fears stand in contrast to recent Western scholarship arguing that there may be 
many calculated benefits from concerted nuclear brinkmanship and the so-called 
“madman” strategy.50

In any case, Nye was concerned that “the greater the spread [of nuclear weapons], the 
greater the risks of blowing up the whole neighborhood.”51 And Mazrui saw the same 
phenomenon—Western concern over Global South states with nuclear weapons— 
positively, as something that could finally lead to global nuclear disarmament. To put 
it differently, Mazrui shared Nye’s premise but drew a different conclusion. As Mazrui 
put it, “Only when unstable Third World rulers acquire these dangerous toys will [the 
major nuclear states] be converted to total military nuclear denuclearization.”52 To 
Mazrui, this gamble was worth the potential payoff of eliminating the threats that 
nuclear weapons and nuclear deterrence posed to humanity.

It must nevertheless be reiterated that Mazrui never overlooked the enormous risks 
associated with nuclear proliferation. The ideal scenario for him was total nuclear 
disarmament or an initiative toward that end without any additional nuclear-stockpile 
improvements or increases (vertical nuclear proliferation) or additional membership 
in the nuclear club (horizontal nuclear proliferation). For him, however, horizontal 
nuclear proliferation would lead to “a sufficiently great sense of imminent peril to tilt 
the judgment in the direction of favoring total denuclearization in the military field 
everywhere.”53 “The racial prejudices and cultural distrust of the white members of 
the nuclear club may well serve the positive function of disbanding the larger club,” 
Mazrui argued.54 In Mazrui’s nuclear pragmatism, the geographical focus of horizontal 
nuclear proliferation was to be Africa and the Middle East.

Nuclear weapons in Africa and the Middle East

Which countries should develop nuclear weapons to frighten the nuclear-armed states? 
In his BBC Reith Lectures in 1979, Mazrui articulated his desire to see the military 
nuclearization of Nigeria, Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo), and a 

48 Ali A. Mazrui, “New Nuclear Weapon States and Their Impact on Third World Regional Conflicts,” in Sadruddin Aga 
Khan, ed., Nuclear War, Nuclear Proliferation and Their Consequences, pp. 182–83 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986).

49 Ali A. Mazrui, “Africa’s Nuclear Future,” Survival, Vol. 22, No. 2 (1980), p. 79.
50 See Roseanne McManus, “Revisiting the Madman Theory: Evaluating the Impact of Different Forms of Perceived 

Madness in Coercive Bargaining,” Security Studies, Vol. 28, No. 5 (2019), pp. 976–1009; Joshua A. Schwartz, 
“Madman or Mad Genius? The International Benefits and Domestic Costs of the Madman Strategy,” Security 
Studies, Vol. 32, No. 2 (2023), pp. 271–305.

51 Nye, “Nuclear Ethics Revisited,” p. 16.
52 Mazrui, The African Condition, p. 133.
53 Mazrui, “The Barrel of the Gun and the Barrel of Oil,” p. 477.
54 Mazrui, Islam between Globalization and Counterterrorism, p. 173.
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black-ruled South Africa.55 He gave at least two reasons as to why he wanted to see these 
three specific African countries acquire nuclear weapons.

The first and more important reason was directly linked to the idea of nuclear 
pragmatism. Mazrui wanted the three countries to acquire nuclear weapons to push 
the major nuclear-armed states in the Global North toward a genuine commitment to 
nuclear disarmament. Only then, he thought, would the world at last address the 
fundamentals required for human survival.56 He insisted that a higher purpose could 
be served by this form of horizontal nuclear proliferation: “[T]he best moral case for 
military democratization in terms of increasing participation in military nuclear 
technology in the world is whether this democratization will, in turn, ultimately lead 
to the drastic reduction of large-scale warfare in human affairs.”57

The second reason that Mazrui wanted Africa to “go nuclear” was for the sake of 
dignity, in the quest for respect and status, as Africans “are the most aggrieved of all 
races in moral terms.”58 He also recalled that “African rulers [in the colonial era] were 
made to sign treaties of pacification (abstinence)—while the imperial powers retained 
their own military options.”59 The struggle against the prevailing international military 
order is therefore part and parcel of the quest for dignity and respect. “The road to 
military equality is first through nuclear proliferation,” Mazrui said, “and later 
through global denuclearization for everybody.”60

Mazrui had selected the above three African countries based on their relative 
capabilities (latent potential as well as actual) at the time he formulated his idea. But 
in 1988, he seemed to have changed his views, as he lamented in exasperation: 

Nigeria and Zaire have moved further away from being potential nuclear powers. … As for 
the Republic of South Africa, as soon as the bomb was in danger of falling into Black hands, 
F.W. De Klerk, and later Nelson Mandela and his colleagues, were persuaded to join the 
NPT in 1991.61

With the sudden end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, however, 
Mazrui seemed to have begun to sense that his nuclear pragmatism might have 
become less effective as an approach to nuclear disarmament. He noted, 

The rapid collapse of the Soviet Union and the conclusion of the Cold War allowed the 
United States to address nuclear proliferation by bombing Third World countries 
attempting to develop nuclear weapons, rather than pursuing global nuclear 
disarmament. In Egypt, the U.S. neutralized nuclear ambitions through a bribe of over a 

55 Ali A. Mazrui, “The Reith Lectures—The African Condition,” BBC Radio 4, 1979, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/ 
p00gq1wn/episodes/player>.

56 Ali A. Mazrui, “The Computer Culture and Nuclear Power: Political Implications for Africa,” in Timothy Shaw, ed., 
Alternative Futures for Africa, pp. 251–2 (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1982).

57 Mazrui, The African Condition, p. 136.
58 Ali A. Mazrui, On Heroes and Uhuru Worship (London: Longmans, Green and Co. 1967), p. 242.
59 The passage continues, “The Uganda Agreement of 1900 between Britain and the Baganda was effectively an 

instrument for disarming the natives – and enable Britain to monopolize the implements of combat and the use 
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unpublished working paper, Institute of Global Cultural Studies, Binghamton University, 1987, p. 3.

60 Mazrui, “Africa’s Nuclear Future,” p. 79.
61 Ali A. Mazrui, “Can Proliferation End the Nuclear Threat?,” Middle East Affairs Journal, Vol. 4, Nos 1–2 (1998), p. 9. For a 
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billion dollars annually. In South Africa, the apartheid regime renounced and dismantled six 
nuclear devices as the transition to Black majority rule approached. In Iraq, the pretext of 
“weapons of mass destruction” was used to justify the invasion and occupation of the 
country. Libya became sufficiently alarmed and abandoned its own nuclear ambitions. As 
a result, Iran was also compelled to exercise greater caution regarding its 
nuclear aspirations.62

But Mazrui had once again returned to his idea on the eve of the new millennium. He 
said that the time was ripe for Africa to eschew its “nuclear shyness” now that India 
and Pakistan had also nuclearized, with their nuclear-weapons tests in 1998. To 
Mazrui, it was time to “re-open the question as to whether to accept the status quo.”63

More crucially, Mazrui looked beyond Africa for his nuclear pragmatism and argued 
that it was a modest nuclear proliferation in the Middle East or the broader Islamic world 
that was likely to lead to produce its ultimate outcome. He justified the shift in his focus 
as follows: 

The most dangerous part of the Third World from the point of view of global war is the 
Middle East. Modest horizontal proliferation in the Middle East would be more 
dangerous in global terms than a slightly higher level of proliferation in Latin America or 
Africa. This is partly because a regional war in the Middle East carries a greater risk of 
escalating into a world war than does a regional war in Latin America or Africa.64

It was the spread of nuclear weapons in the Middle East in the post-Cold War context, 
Mazrui thus argued, that could cause greater alarm in the Global North and trigger a 
movement for the prohibition of nuclear weapons for all.65 In light of the recent 
Iranian–Israeli–US nuclear crisis, and the spread of nuclear technologies to other 
countries in the region—including Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Türkiye, and the United Arab 
Emirates—Mazrui’s predictions may eventually be tested. Scholars should thus take 
careful note.

At the time, however, Mazrui was less sure about the prospects for further nuclear 
proliferation in the Middle East. He observed that nuclear weapons, as symbols of 
military prestige, have been more harshly denied to the Muslim countries than to any 
others.66 Yet, he nonetheless continued to insist that it was out of the military 
nuclearization of Islam that the impetus for global military denuclearization might 
eventually emerge.67

62 Ali A. Mazrui, Mazrui Newsletter, No. 28, 2004, p. 5.
63 Mazrui, Cultural Forces in World Politics, p. 225.
64 Ali Mazrui, “Changing the Guards from Hindus to Muslims: Collective Third World Security in a Cultural Perspective,” 
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of the world. Using Waltzian language, Mazrui therefore said, “When the Arabs become one day the equals of the 
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the East/West conflict. Israel just happens to have been created at a time when a nuclear stalemate could 
conceivably ensure its survival.” See Ali A. Mazrui, “The Political Culture of War and Nuclear Proliferation: A Third 
World Perspective,” in Hugh C. Dyer and Leon Mangasarian, eds., The Study of International Relations: The State of 
the Art (London: Macmillan, 1989), p. 157. More than 20 years after Mazrui, Kenneth N. Waltz echoed a roughly 
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one most likely to restore stability to the Middle East.” See Kenneth N. Waltz, “Why Iran Should Get the Bomb: 
Nuclear Balancing Would Mean Stability,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 91, No. 4 (2012), p. 2.

66 Ali A. Mazrui, “Islamic Values and Comparative Stratification: From Class and Caste to Nuclear Status,” unpublished 
working paper, Institute of Global Cultural Studies, Binghamton University, 2009, p. 4.
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It is worth repeating that Mazrui was not in favor of horizontal nuclear proliferation 
for its own sake. It was only after he considered all other options that he concluded, 
“Some degree of proliferation may shock the five principal nuclear powers out of 
their complacency. The proliferation would gradually convince them that this system 
of a few select nuclear powers cannot be long sustained.”68 But horizontal 
proliferation was just a means to an end. He was also not prepared to buy into the 
notion that horizontal nuclear proliferation would be inherently more inimical to 
global peace than vertical nuclear proliferation. Of course, these are empirical issues 
that cannot be adequately addressed now.69 On the other side of the scale, there are 
questions that his work raises: Could nuclear pragmatism inspire new practical 
policies to nuclear disarmament? Are Mazrui’s ideas in the nuclear sphere 
intellectually persuasive as well as morally defensible? The next section addresses 
these formidable questions.

Nuclear pragmatism: a preliminary assessment

Nuclear pragmatism can deal with issues arising from the psychology of “nuclear macho” 
and the fear of “nuclear castration,” argued Ali Mazrui.70 But what is the relationship 
between the logic and morality of nuclear pragmatism? On the one hand, a modest 
horizontal nuclear proliferation—or “nuclear participation,” as Mazrui also sometimes 
called it71—is theorized to engender a sense of imminent peril in major nuclear-armed 
states. This peril can be removed only through nuclear disarmament. On the other 
hand, nuclear participation is said to be an aspect of the democratization of the global 
nuclear order. Though “nuclear disarmament” and “nuclear participation” are morally 
desirable values, they are inherently mutually incompatible. This tension gives rise to a 
question about whether nuclear pragmatism is a logically derived inference or a 
subjectively preferred standpoint. While answering this specific question conclusively 
is beyond the scope of this article, it is possible to discuss the implications in 
broader terms.

On balance, countries in the Global South are politically less stable than their 
counterparts in the north. Partly owing to this fact, major nuclear-armed states in the 
Global North perceive those in the Global South as being less capable of handling 
their nuclear arsenal responsibly and thus maintaining stable deterrence. It is also fair 
to assume that the overwhelming majority of the population in the Global North 
(male, female, liberal, conservative, and progressive alike) are against the proliferation 
of nuclear weapons in the Global South. It follows therefore that even a modest 
example of nuclear proliferation in the Global South would trigger a massive peace 
movement that could eventually lead to universal nuclear disarmament in the 
military field.

68 Mazrui, “Can Proliferation End the Nuclear Threat?” p. 10.
69 For an effort to address a related issue, see Mark Fitzpatrick, “The World After: Proliferation, Deterrence and 

Disarmament if the Nuclear Taboo is Broken,” Institut Français des Relations Internationales, Spring 2009, 
<https://www.ifri.org/en/studies/world-after-proliferation-deterrence-and-disarmament-if-nuclear-taboo-broken>.

70 Ali A. Mazrui, “The Political Culture of War and Nuclear Proliferation,” p. 155.
71 Mazrui, “Numerical Strength and Nuclear Status,” p. 809.
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With respect to the role of the subjective factor in nuclear pragmatism, Mazrui said, 

When little white children misbehave in some Western societies, the mother may sometimes 
say, “Behave yourself, or a big black man will come and take you away.” Today, we are not 
dealing with little white children about to be threatened with the danger of a big black man; 
we are dealing with white adults who must be threatened with the danger of big black men 
wielding nuclear devices.72

Was Mazrui overstating the case for nuclear pragmatism above? The reader may judge.
Three additional issues concerning the relationship between the logic and morality of 

nuclear pragmatism need to be resolved. First, it is crucial to establish the extent to which 
the two positions are considered to be divergent expressions of a singular phenomenon. 
This relates to the link between peace and justice. Second, it is necessary to determine the 
extent to which the two, while seemingly divergent, can be mutually reinforcing. And, 
finally, it is essential to ascertain the extent to which they are compatible or reconcilable.

In Mazrui’s conception, the main motivation behind the quest for horizontal nuclear 
proliferation is the pursuit of peace or the creation of the necessary condition for the 
prevention of large-scale human violence (that is, a nuclear war). The apparent 
intention of democratizing the global nuclear order is to uphold justice. In this 
instance, justice is pursued as an instrumental goal for the achievement of peace. And 
this appears to be exactly what Mazrui had in mind when he wrote the following passage: 

In the absence of a global human referendum on nuclear weapons, there may be a case for 
extending the nuclear franchise itself—for breaking the nuclear monopoly. … [A] purpose 
of nuclear proliferation horizontally is simply to alarm the [major nuclear states] into 
recognizing that the nuclear world is getting too dangerous and that speedy action needs 
to be taken toward universal nuclear disarmament.73

Fundamentally, this means that nuclear pragmatism can be viewed as a policy argument 
disguised as a moral one. The moral case for a modest horizontal nuclear proliferation in 
the Global South is based on the fact that such proliferation “seeks to break monopolies 
in weaponry in the hands of the Northern warlords.”74 Or, as Mazrui argued in more 
concrete terms in 2009, “Though the United States is vehemently opposed to the 
development of nuclear [weapons] by Iraq, Iran, and North Korea, there is no 
consensus on what qualifies a country as a nuclear power.”75 Against the background 
of the Western distrust of nuclear proliferation in the Global South, this would lead, 
according to Mazrui, to a desirable policy outcome: “[T]he world as a whole, once it 
discovers the lunacy of its nuclear ways, will have learned an old lesson in a new 
context: the lesson that wild mushrooms are dangerous.”76

If so, on balance, the relationship between the pursuit of justice and peace represents a 
continuum rather than a dichotomy. This is so partly because where justice ends and 
peace begins is less neat. At this point, the conclusion seems inescapable that there is 

72 Mazrui, “Computer Culture and Nuclear Power,” p. 252.
73 Mazrui, Cultural Forces in World Politics, p. 113.
74 Mazrui, The African Condition, p. 136.
75 Ali A. Mazrui, “The Emerging Afro-Power in World Politics,” Daily Monitor (Uganda), October 25, 2008, p. 9.
76 Mazrui, The African Condition, p. 138. Here, Mazrui was apparently alluding to the saying in his mother tongue, 

Kiswahili, “Kula uyoga wa polini ni kama kujiandaa na kifo,” which roughly translates into “Eating wild 
mushrooms is like preparing for death.” I thank Kinyua Laban Kithinji for this.
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no disjunction between the logical and moral foundation of nuclear pragmatism. As 
Mazrui put it slightly differently, 

I do not believe in premature nonproliferation of nuclear arms. I think nonproliferation is, 
for the time being, a case of nuclear imperialism … .[P]roliferation is [also] the only way that 
could awaken those who already have [the] weapons to realize the great danger of 
these weapons.77

In other words, Mazrui believed that if we measure nuclear pragmatism by a moral yardstick 
as well as by intellectual persuasiveness, it scores high on both counts—in theory.

Current scholarship provides useful context in relation to the issue under consideration. 
For instance, Joelien Pretorius and Tom Sauer recently addressed the question of when or 
whether it becomes legitimate for a non-nuclear-weapon state to withdraw from the NPT 
if the nuclear-armed states refuse to disarm.78 This is also something Mazrui had 
grappled with in his own way many decades earlier. However, for Mazrui, “withdrawal” 
would not be an end in itself—states would not simply leave the NPT only to join the 
TPNW as an alternative forum. For him, “withdrawal” should be a stepping stone to 
nuclear proliferation. For a non-nuclear-weapon state, doing so would, ironically, be 
consistent from Mazrui’s perspective not only with the spirit but even with the letter of 
the law about disarmament as articulated in Article VI of the NPT. This treaty article 
stipulates that the signatories pledge to “pursue negotiations in good faith on effective 
measures relating to the cessation of the nuclear arms race at an early date and to nuclear 
disarmament.”79 In short, according to Mazrui, the nuclear-weapons states did not live up 
to their commitments. In other words, the “slow pace of nuclear disarmament” and 
“modernization of nuclear arsenals,” as documented also by Pretorius and Sauer, might 
constitute the criteria that could justify withdrawing from the treaty.80

In their analysis of such issues as illegitimacy, legitimacy deficit, and delegitimation in the 
context of the NPT regime, Pretorius and Sauer do not discuss the role of cultural variables in 
the process.81 That they largely shy away from culture may be partly due to the inherent 
difficulty of measuring it and systematically relating it to behavioral changes. But, with all 
its many and serious imperfections, Mazrui’s analysis accommodates culture as an 
essential factor in nuclear politics. Mazrui’s scholarship therefore has more to offer for 
unraveling the cultural implications of nuclear politics. For him, power itself was a 
cultural reality, and so it remains in the global nuclear order today.

Culture and nuclear pragmatism

From Mazrui’s perspective, culture is a primary source of behavior and change. Cultural 
forces have always been the principal drivers of global affairs, even though they have 

77 From Mazrui’s point of view, nonproliferation is mature and should be encouraged only when its ultimate aim is total 
nuclear disarmament rather than the selective exclusion of some countries from the nuclear club. In the absence of 
genuine commitment and concrete action to rid the planet rid of nuclear weapons, nonproliferation will remain 
premature. Ali A. Mazrui, “World Futures: Which Ways Are Forward?” in Proceedings of the Seventh International 
Conference on the Unity of the Sciences, Boston, Massachusetts, November 24–26, 1978, p. 371.

78 Joelien Pretorius and Tom Sauer, “When Is It Legitimate to Abandon the NPT? Withdrawal as a Political Tool to Move 
Nuclear Disarmament Forward,” Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 43, No. 1 (2022), pp. 161–85.

79 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, July 1, 1968, Article VI.
80 Pretorius and Sauer, “When Is It Legitimate to Abandon the NPT?” p. 177.
81 Pretorius and Sauer, pp. 161–85.
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become less explicit more recently. Mazrui noted, “Culture does indeed moderate 
perceptions of security, affect credentials of leadership, and help to define parameters 
of power and influence.”82 He likewise took culture as the primary explanatory 
variable for understanding contemporary nuclear politics, stressing, for instance, that 
“[i]f Britain and France need to have nuclear weapons, why not Germany and Japan? 
If Germany and Japan can do without nuclear weapons and rely on the Americans, 
why can’t Britain and France? The culprits are British and French nationalisms.”83

Similarly, there may be something to be said about the perceived “acceptability” of the 
Israeli nuclear arsenal in the US political mindset and the “unacceptability” of an Iran 
with even a latent nuclear capability. But in the case of Israel, the explanation would 
also have to include the overriding US moral sensitivity and political commitment that 
trump all other considerations. The US approach to Israel has always been an 
understandable reaffirmation of this commitment, which is distinct from either a 
detached or objective assessment of cost–benefit analysis.

But regarding culture, Mazrui also observed in 1989 that 

if the cultural imbalances … continue to deepen the sense of desperation among the 
disadvantaged, we cannot rule out the possibility of their acquiring those nuclear devices 
one day from radical friends elsewhere. Powerlessness also corrupts—and absolute 
powerlessness can corrupt absolutely.84

Mazrui was probably oversimplifying. Nevertheless, he was aware of the risks of 
horizontal nuclear proliferation in terms of the increased nuclear dangers associated 
with growing numbers of members of the nuclear club. He was also aware that the 
same nationalism that prevented the United Kingdom and France from relying solely 
on the US nuclear umbrella might also prevent the prospective new nuclear states in 
Africa and the Middle East from joining the rest of the nuclear “have-nots” and 
campaigning with them for total nuclear disarmament. The fact that neither India nor 
Pakistan has joined the TPNW seems to attest to Mazrui’s concern that this would be 
the case.85 However, to achieve nuclear disarmament, he counted more on the high 
level of distrust that exists in major nuclear-armed states about nuclear weapons in 
the hands of countries in the Global South. It is this distrust, according to Mazrui, 
that “creates enough consternation in the Northern hemisphere to result in a massive 
international movement to declare nuclear weapons illegitimate for everybody, and to 
put an end to nuclear arsenals in every country that has them.”86

82 Mazrui, Cultural Forces in World Politics, p. 225.
83 Ali A. Mazrui, “Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Violence: The Culture and Chronology of Combat,” keynote address to the 

International Conference on Nationalism and War, London School of Economics, March 25–26, 1999. Relatedly, 
Mazrui argued, “The North Atlantic Treaty Organization does not need three nuclear powers—the United States, 
Britain, and France. Should the USA have constructive engagement [about this] with its allies, Britain and France? 
It would reassure the world that the five permanent members of the [UN] Security Council would like to keep the 
number of nuclear powers to a minimum if Britain and France gave up their own. One way of stopping nuclear 
proliferation is to engage in nuclear dis-proliferation—reducing the number of Nuclear-haves already in being.” 
See Ali A. Mazrui, “Constructive Engagement and Foreign Policy: Between Human Rights and the National 
Interest,” unpublished working paper, Institute of Global Cultural Studies, Binghamton University, 1998, p. 4 
(emphasis in the original).

84 Mazrui, “The Political Culture of War and Nuclear Proliferation,” p. 166.
85 And so also perhaps does the recent shift in China’s discourse about its nuclear policy. See Nicola Leveringhaus, “From 

rejection to reliance: nuclear deterrence in Chinese declaratory policy,” Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 31, Nos. 4–6 
(July–December 2024), pp. 257–75, <https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2025.2569136>.

86 Mazrui, p. 162.
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Because of the competing nationalisms, Mazrui believed that even total nuclear 
disarmament would not be enough for the world to become free from the fear of a 
“nuclear holocaust.” After the world gets rid of nuclear weapons, there is no guarantee 
that they will not be (re)manufactured once a new arms race begins and used once 
war breaks out. Ultimately, a part of the reason for this, according to Mazrui, is the 
nature of the state (and the chaotic interstate system). With its escalating energies of 
violence, the contemporary state—the ultimate Frankenstein’s monster—has acquired 
the capacity to destroy the human species itself. Indeed, this idea seems to be of 
continuing relevance. Scholars such as William Walker, as well as Sébastien Philippe 
and Zia Mian, have all argued that an embrace of global nuclear disarmament will 
require a critical reassessment of the concept of the state.87 Campbell Craig has taken 
the idea a step further, maintaining that nuclear risks will be solved only once a world 
state is established.88

One way to effectively deal with the threat of global nuclear war, from Mazrui’s point 
of view, is therefore to facilitate the birth of a post-Westphalian world order. He called 
this new world order “a world federation of cultures.”89 When this order is born, it 
will have to be characterized by maximum economic welfare, minimum violence, and 
optimum social justice. For Mazrui, the new order would have to be composed of not 
just states, but also linguistic and regional groups and transformed global and 
regional institutions.90

Like classical realists, Mazrui thought that war was also caused by the aggressive 
nature of man: “The ultimate evil is man’s proclivity towards war—and not merely the 
weapons with which he has fought it.”91 But by “man” he did not mean all human 
beings; he meant the “masculine man.” As Mazrui put it, “In societies which are vastly 
different from each other, war has so far been pre-eminently a masculine game.”92 He 
further clarified what he meant: “Am I assuming that women are generally less violent 
than men? The answer is ‘yes’—though the reasons may be more cultural than 
biological.”93 Mazrui’s reliance on different levels of analysis aimed at identifying and 
mitigating the causes of violence, in this case, is reflective of the constructivist 
orientation of his scholarship.

But Mazrui also shared the Waltzian proposition that nuclear proliferation was not 
necessarily incompatible with global security.94 However, as indicated above, his 
argument in favor of horizontal nuclear proliferation was partly based on ethical 

87 William Walker, “On Nuclear Embeddedness and (Ir)Reversibility,” Program on Science and Global Security, Princeton 
University, unpublished working paper, February 2020, <https://sgs.princeton.edu/sites/default/files/2020-02/ 
walker-2020.pdf>; Sébastien Philippe and Zia Mian, “The TPNW and Nuclear Disarmament Verification: Shifting 
the Paradigm,” in Pavel Podvig, ed., Verifying Disarmament in the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, 
pp. 5–15 (Geneva: United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research, 2022).

88 Campbell Craig, “Solving the Nuclear Dilemma: Is a World State Necessary?” Journal of International Political Theory, 
Vol. 15, No. 3 (2019), pp. 349–66.

89 Ali Mazrui, A World Federation of Cultures: An African Perspective (New York: The Free Press, 1976). This is Mazrui’s most 
ambitious book, in which he “theorized” about how the current world order could be reformed. Incidentally, in 2011, 
Mazrui and I began the process of revising and updating the book. But Mazrui passed away in 2014, before we had 
completed the project.

90 Mazrui, A World Federation of Cultures, p. 70.
91 Mazrui, Islam between Globalization and Counterterrorism, p. 173.
92 Mazrui, “The Political Culture of War and Nuclear Proliferation,” p. 166.
93 Mazrui, pp. 166–7.
94 Mazrui, The African Condition, pp. 134–7.
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considerations rather than merely on the logic of deterrence. Mazrui was for total nuclear 
disarmament; Waltz was not.95

The Russia–Ukraine war

In 1987, Mazrui observed, “In spite of the Vietnams and Afghanistans of our generation, 
competition between the Great Powers has been more peaceful than it might have been 
without the mutual nuclear deterrence operating among them.”96 He also made the 
following argument: 

From the point of view of its impact on the relations between the Western alliance and 
[Russia], nuclear power has been liberating for the [Global South] watching from the 
sidelines. The major powers are now more afraid of war with one another than ever. This 
has helped to reduce gunboat diplomacy and territorial annexation. The old style of 
imperialism, in the sense of direct invasion by a great power to take over territory, seems 
to be receding into history.97

It is worth stating that in the above passage, Mazrui was not subscribing to the idea that 
nuclear weapons were to be celebrated because they led to restraint in certain areas by the 
Soviet Union and the United States during the Cold War. He was only pointing out that 
these weapons could have a limited utility (for a limited time) in the relationship between 
the two nuclear superpowers. In fact, this was one of the few times in his discourse on 
nuclear issues spanning over half a century that he commented positively on the effect 
of nuclear weapons. His position all along was that nuclear weapons are evil by nature 
and must be illegitimate for all. For a scholar known for his eclecticism, Mazrui’s 
stance on nuclear pragmatism was remarkably consistent.

With both that positive comment and the larger critique of nuclear weapons as 
background, one might ask what Mazrui would have made of Russia’s activities in 
Ukraine—in particular, the decision by Russian President Vladimir Putin to launch 
the full-scale invasion in February 2022 right on NATO’s doorstep, despite his 
adversaries possessing nuclear capabilities.98 Is it therefore possible to conclude that 
the deterrent power of the US, UK, and French nuclear arsenals did not suffice?

However one responds to that question, if Russia could engage in this way in “gunboat 
diplomacy and territorial annexation” in the middle of Europe and get away with it, what 
would prevent it from doing the same outside Europe, should it wish to do so?99 In other 
words, the nagging issue that must be addressed is the precedent that this might set. 
Could it lead to a snowball effect, with imperial annexations as a defensive measure to 
guard valuable territory previously annexed?100 This is a fair question. And it is 

95 For an attempt to interpret Mazrui’s IR scholarship theoretically, see Adem, Postcolonial Constructivism, pp. 43–73.
96 Mazrui, “Between Euroshima and Nigersaki,” p. 3.
97 Mazrui, “Computer Culture and Nuclear Power,” p. 246. See also Seifudein Adem and Abdul S. Bemath, The Politics of 

War and the Culture of Violence: North-South Essays by Ali A. Mazrui (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2008), p. 237.
98 Alexander Bollfrass and Stephen Herzog, “The War in Ukraine and Global Nuclear Order,” Survival, Vol. 64, No. 4 

(2022), pp. 7–32.
99 Ruslan Zaporozhchenko, “The End of ‘Putin’s Empire?’ Ontological Problems of Russian Imperialism in the Context of 

the War Against Ukraine, 2022,” Problems of Post-Communism, Vol. 71, No. 2 (2024), pp. 119–30.
100 For a brief discussion of Mazrui’s thinking about a similar type of snowball effect in British imperialism, see Seifudein 

Adem, “The Nile Basin: Ali Mazrui’s Perspective,” International Policy Digest, March 22, 2020, < https://intpolicydigest. 
org/the-platform/the-nile-basin-ali-mazrui-s-perspective/>.
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equally fair to scrutinize the potential role of nuclear weapons in enabling colonial and 
imperial interventions.101

In light of Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, Mazrui’s interpretation of the relationship 
between nuclear weapons and great-power behavior appears to be not entirely 
convincing. However, it must be noted that his view was not outside of the academic 
mainstream at the time. Hans Morgenthau had similarly argued that 

[US] foreign policy since the end of the two world wars has had the overall objective to 
prevent a change in the territorial status quo. The rationale for this policy is sound: A 
change in the territorial status quo by force … can no longer be tolerated in the 
atomic age.102

If so, it is conceivable that Morgenthau’s and Mazrui’s own closeness in time to the 
disintegration of colonial empires and the advent of the atomic age affected their 
conception of change. In other words, their proximity to the two events may have 
negatively impacted the accuracy of their assessment of the significance of these 
events. The deeper issue here is the extent to which one can identify trends in the 
context of immediate history. Current history can indeed frustrate the effort to 
distinguish a mere happening from a fundamental event. What is episodic and what is 
historically fundamental can only be effectively determined in the fullness of time.

In any case, the possibility of a return to the era of “gunboat diplomacy and territorial 
annexation” has more ominous implications for Africa since the borders of African states 
are notoriously more artificial and contested than those of any other world region. And 
yet, nearly half of Africa’s nations—25 in total—strikingly did not support the 2022 UN 
General Assembly resolution condemning Russia’s invasion and occupation of Ukraine. 
More recently, that number rose to 33.103 In the context of the TPNW, many states from 
the Global South have also been unwilling to explicitly condemn Russia by name for its 
nuclear threats.104 Perhaps there is an increasing fear about becoming casualties in a 
potential great-power war.105 It would be fascinating to see how Mazrui might have 
interpreted this behavior, were he still alive today. The potential use of nuclear 
blackmail as a tool of imperialism is yet another reason why the idea of modest 
nuclear proliferation in the Global South, aimed ultimately at encouraging global 
nuclear disarmament, may be worthy of scholarly attention.

Toward a safer world

As demonstrated by his decades of thoughtful and passionate nuclear scholarship, Ali 
Mazrui was genuinely concerned about the spread of nuclear weapons. However, his 

101 See, for example, Shampa Biswas, Nuclear Desire: Power and the Postcolonial Order (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014).

102 Hans J. Morgenthau, The Impasse of American Foreign Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962), p. 69.
103 See Abraham White and Leo Holtz, “African countries’ votes on the UN resolution condemning Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine,” Brookings, March 9, 2022, <https://www.brookings.edu/articles/figure-of-the-week-african-countries- 
votes-on-the-un-resolution-condemning-russias-invasion-of-ukraine/>; Andrew Roth, “UN general assembly backs 
resolution condemning Russia for Ukraine war,” The Guardian, February 24, 2025, <https://www.theguardian.com/ 
world/2025/feb/24/un-general-assembly-russia-ukraine-war>.

104 Rebecca Davis Gibbons and Stephen Herzog, “The First TPNW Meeting and the Future of the Nuclear Ban Treaty,” Arms 
Control Today, Vol. 52, No. 7 (2022), pp. 14–16.

105 Matias Spektor, “In Defense of the Fence Sitters: What the West Gets Wrong About Hedging,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 102, 
No. 3 (2023), pp. 8–16.
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vision of how a nuclear-weapon-free world could be realized diverged radically from the 
mainstream discourse at the time. It still remains far from today’s Western thinking 
about nuclear politics.106 Yet, it is this sort of counterintuitive thinking that should 
capture our attention at a time when long-established procedures and institutions 
appear to be failing to contain nuclear threats to humanity.

In the short run, Mazrui advocated nuclear pragmatism—a modest nuclear 
proliferation in the Global South—as an approach to inspire total nuclear 
disarmament. “Perhaps until now the major powers have worried only about ‘the 
wrong weapons in the right hands,’” Mazrui reasoned. “[W]hen nuclear devices pass 
into Arab or African hands, a new nightmare will have arrived—‘the wrong weapon in 
the wrong hands.’”107 This Global North fear could be an asset for getting the world’s 
major nuclear-armed states to the table to negotiate total and universal 
denuclearization in the military field.108 It is this type of commitment that would truly 
align with NPT Article VI.

Still, Mazrui argued that even global military denuclearization would not be enough to 
free humanity from the fear of a “nuclear holocaust.” This is not merely because the 
nuclear genie is out of the bottle and cannot easily be put back. It is also because the 
threat to humanity does not come from nuclear weapons alone. It also comes from 
war itself. And war, including large-scale war, would continue to attain high levels of 
sophistication and destructiveness. The root of this is the Westphalian state, which is 
an instrument of structural violence by its very nature. “Just as his own monster 
destroyed Frankenstein,” Mazrui wrote, “so the sovereign state has enormous potential 
for destroying the human species that produced it.”109 What all this means is that, 
eventually, the current system of competing nationalisms must be replaced by 
something different, such as “a world federation of cultures.”

In Mazrui’s judgment, war has also long been associated with masculinity: “In the 
twentieth century alone, there has been no female equivalent of Hitler, or Stalin, or 
Pol Pot, or Idi Amin or the more brutal architect of apartheid.”110 Mazrui sought a 
more radical approach in the long term in relation to the gender of (nuclear) war; he 
believed that humanity needs to transform gender roles in the context of the structure 
of power. “If there were enough women in power,” he proclaimed, “planet Earth 
would be a safer place.”111

Now, I do not expect that readers of this article will instinctively embrace all of 
Mazrui’s ideas or develop direct policy prescriptions from them. What I do hope, 
however, is that Mazrui and his views of “proliferate to abolish” eventually take their 
well-deserved place in the realm of scholarly and policy thinking about nuclear 
weapons. There is much to be learned from his provocative scholarship in the domain 
of nuclear politics (as well as in many other fields). And if there is one major 

106 Hassan Elbahtimy, Rebecca Davis Gibbons, and Stephen Herzog, “Getting beyond nuclear deterrence: a research 
agenda,” Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 31, Nos. 4–6 (July–December 2024), pp. 147–63, <https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
10736700.2025.2575524>.

107 Mazrui, “Superpower Ethics,” p. 20.
108 Mazrui, The African Condition, pp. 129–30.
109 Ali A. Mazrui, “The Frankenstein State and the International Order,” in Ricardo René Larémont and Fouad Kalouche, 

eds., Africa and Other Civilizations: Collected Essays of Ali A. Mazrui, Vol. 2, p. 304 (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2002).
110 Mazrui, “The Political Culture of War and Nuclear Proliferation,” p. 167 (emphasis in the original).
111 Chaly Sawere, “The Multiple Mazrui: Scholar, Ideologue, Philosopher, Artist,” in Kokole, The Global African, p. 282.
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takeaway from it, it is the notion that nuclear politics intersects with such important 
issues as race, imperialism and gender. Simple policy prescriptions or institutional 
“fixes” may not be sufficient to deal with our current nuclear predicament. The root 
cause of the problem must be addressed.
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