Oppenheimer’s Legacy: Peace for
the Powerful, Violence for the Rest

There are no heroes and villains in geopolitics, there are only victims,
incentives and the stories that justify them
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In geopolitics, morality is always retrospective.

Nations never describe their actions in terms of power, leverage, or control.
Instead, they speak the language of stability, humanitarian concern, and
international order but beneath these narratives lies a simpler logic: states

pursue power, protect their interests — and theirs alone.

The most consequential geopolitical decision of the twentieth century

followed this same logic.



That decision and the events preceding it are the foundation of Christopher
Nolan’s 2023 film Oppenheimer — a film set during World War II but isn’t
about war. It has no front lines, triumphant victories, and violent battle

scenes.

Instead, it is a film about rooms: hearing rooms, briefing rooms, laboratories,
and closed-door meetings where the fate of the world is discussed and

determined.

War, in Nolan’s telling, is a reality that is quietly decided by handfuls of
people who are far removed from the battlefield. One of those decisions was
the development, testing and subsequent deployment of a weapon designed

to end all war.

The Trinity Test — the world’s first nuclear detonation — took place on July
16th, 1945. Exactly 29,463 days ago, as I write this.

Nolan treats that moment with near-religious reverence: a blinding flash,
followed by an almost unbearable delay before the sound finally arrives. For

those few seconds, the audience is forced to sit inside anticipation itself.

In that silence, the terror is not only the scale of the destruction we’re
witnessing, but the realisation that devastation has now become a repeatable

decision.

Video of the Trinity Test scene in Oppenheimer (2023) © Universal Pictures



That choice matters.

The film Oppenheimer is not just concerned with what the bomb destroys; it
also touches on what the bomb’s existence reorganises — how it reshapes

power, language, and accountability.

J Robert Oppenheimer and many of the Manhattan Project physicists
famously feared that they might ignite a chain reaction that would end the
world. The film suggests something more unsettling: the chain reaction does
not end in instant global annihilation as they had initially feared but instead
will lead to wars that indiscriminately harm weaker nations, leading those

nations to develop nuclear weapons and so on.

And that this cycle is what will drive the world to its violent end.

Oppenheimer: “When I came to you with those calculations, we thought we

might start a chain reaction that destroy the entire world.

Einstein: I remember it well. What of it?

Oppenheimer: I believe we did.”

— Oppenheimer (Cillian Murphy)

Contrary to the intentions of the scientists at Los Alamos, the atomic bomb
did not end all war, it simply gave the world the tool it needed to determine

who could wage it and who would be forced to endure it.

From that moment onward, the world was no longer divided primarily by

ideology or morality, but by survivability as well.

There are countries that can never be invaded.

And there are those that can be at any time.

We give this division a respectable name: Mutually Assured
Destruction, a concept that sounds symmetrical, fair, and even stabilising.

The term implies equal stakes with two sides locked in a balance where

escalation guarantees mutual annihilation, and therefore restraint.



In that narrow sense, MAD has worked: nuclear states have not directly

destroyed one another.

But bad faith often begins when we treat MAD as a universal peace doctrine
rather than what it actually is: a private agreement among nuclear powers.
Its protections only apply if you already possess the weapon. It does not

prevent violence; it merely restricts who may be subjected to it.

For everyone outside that circle, there is no mutuality at all.

There is only a quieter, uglier doctrine that governs their existence — one
that is never written down, never formally acknowledged, but is enforced

with remarkable consistency.

I call it Unilaterally Guaranteed Invasion.

UGI is the shadow logic of the nuclear age. If you do not possess nuclear

weapons, your sovereignty is conditional.

Your safety depends more on alliances and optics than it does on
international law. To exist peacefully, you're forced to align yourself with a
nuclear power and trust that its interests will continue to include your

survival. Disarmament, in this system, is not virtue; it is exposure.

In Oppenheimer, trust is treated as a tragic flaw. The film’s entire third act is
structured around a security hearing—a performance of due process where
the outcome has already been decided. Closed rooms, selective evidence with
moral language deployed to justify political necessity. Oppenheimer believes
that intellectual honesty will protect him and that his contributions will

guarantee immunity... but they never do.

The same system that needed him was perfectly willing to discard him once

he became inconvenient.

That logic does not stop with the man. It scales upward into entire countries.



UGI is the geopolitical equivalent of Oppenheimer’s hearing. Sovereignty,
like clearance, is conditional and can be revoked retroactively. Loyalty is

rewarded only until it becomes inconvenient.

In the nearly 30,000 days since Trinity, nations without nuclear weapons

have learned the lesson Nolan dramatises on a human scale.

Iraq possessed no nuclear deterrent when it was dismantled in 2003. Its

intelligence later revealed to be false.

Libya offers an even starker lesson. Muammar Gaddafi abandoned his
nuclear ambitions, submitted to inspections, and reintegrated into the
international community. A decade later, Libya was bombed into collapse
and Gaddafi was dragged into the street and executed on camera.

Compliance did not buy safety; it merely removed leverage.

Ukraine’s case is the most explicit indictment of the post-Trinity order. After
the collapse of the Soviet Union, Ukraine inherited one of the largest nuclear
arsenals on Earth. It surrendered those weapons in exchange for security
assurances. When those assurances became inconvenient, they dissolved.
Ukraine’s weapons were gone, and in the end, the guarantees were not worth

the paper they were written on.

By no means am I implying that the Saddam Hussein and Muammar Gaddafi
regimes were blameless, but even a passing glance at all this reveals a

pattern.

These outcomes are often defended as responses to authoritarianism, but
authoritarianism alone has never been sufficient cause for invasion — only
authoritarianism without deterrence.

Even today, the logic persists.

Iran’s nuclear ambitions — however real or not — have repeatedly been (and

given recent developments, continue to be) treated not merely as a strategic

development, but as an existential provocation requiring pre-emptive

containment.



The pattern is clear: nuclear development by non-approved actors is treated

as an existential provocation and not as a right to sovereignty.

This is the clearest expression of UGI in action. Nuclear powers reserve for
themselves not only the weapons, but the authority to decide who is allowed
to pursue them, even when they themselves define nuclear deterrence as

being essential to survival.

The United States—still the only nation to have used nuclear weapons in war
—sits at the centre of the global non-proliferation regime, arbitrating
legitimacy, morality, and restraint. Its fingerprints appear across Iraq, Libya,
Ukraine, and Iran not because it is uniquely immoral, but because it sits

closest to the levers of enforcement.

This behaviour is not uniquely American, nor does it rely on a single villain.
Any nuclear hegemon — be it Russia, China or Israel — placed at the top of
this hierarchy would inherit the same incentives and would be pushed

toward the same behaviour.

Power does not corrupt selectively; it standardises outcomes. The structure

produces the policy.

Imagine, then, being the leader of North Korea.

From your tower in Pyongyang, you see what happens to countries without
nuclear weapons. You notice that invasions are always justified with
language — liberation, stability, humanitarian concern — never with honesty.
You are acutely aware of your own human rights abuses, your cult of
personality, and your repressive regime. You know that if morality were the

true standard, you would already be gone.

You also understand narrative; you are already framed as a pariah state. The
public relations groundwork for your destruction has been laid for decades.

No narrative gymnastics would be required to remove you.



So when the world asks you to disarm in exchange for aid, sanctions relief,
and normalisation, you hear something different from what is being offered.
You hear a request to surrender the only proven deterrent in a system that

has repeatedly demonstrated its willingness to renege when power permits it.

History suggests that trust, once disarmed, is not reciprocated.

North Korea’s nuclear program is often framed as madness. Through the
lens Oppenheimer provides and the logic of UGI, it is anything but. It is
simply rational behaviour inside an irrational system. The bomb is less a
bargaining chip, and more an insurance policy, as Kim Jong Un himself has

said:

“It was a matter of survival for North Korea to build nuclear weapons to
safeguard its security against grave threats from the United States and
South Korea”

That is what happens when humanity creates a tool so powerful that morality
becomes secondary to survivability. Once the bomb exists, the question is no

longer should it be used, but who is allowed to possess the threat of it.

None of this is meant to excuse the suffering inflicted by authoritarian
regimes. Explaining incentives is not endorsing outcomes; it simply
recognises that moral condemnation does not neutralise structural pressure.
If anything, it sharpens the moral question rather than dissolving it.

Nolan’s film is obsessed with language, specifically how words like
“security,” “deterrence,” and “peace” are deployed to mask fear. Modern
warfare inherits this obsession.

Wars are not declared; countries “conduct interventions.”

Powerful nations do not conquer; they “stabilise.”

Leaders do not exploit resources; they “protect national interests.”

Proxy wars allow nuclear powers to wound each other indirectly. Sanctions

devastate civilian populations, collapse currencies, restrict access to



medicine, and drive food prices beyond reach —all while preserving plausible
deniability.

Resource-rich regions coincidentally require the most “stabilisation.”
Dictators must be stopped... selectively.

MAD may prevent nuclear states from annihilating one another directly but
it does nothing to prevent violence itself. It merely redirects it downward and
toward those who lack the one thing that forces restraint. Stability for the few
is purchased with instability for the many.

MAD is peace for nuclear powers.

UGTI is the permanent condition for everyone else.

Oppenheimer ends with a vision of the world burning for a reason. The true
horror Nolan leaves us with is that since 1945, we have lived in a world where
fear never needs to be acted upon to be effective. The threat alone organises

behaviour. The possibility of destruction enforces order.

And so, an uncomfortable question lingers beneath the film’s final moments:

What kind of moral order produces a world where the safest

choice is perpetual paranoia?

Oppenheimer fears that he has given humanity the means to destroy itself.
The more chilling reality is that he helped create a world where destruction

no longer needs to happen to remain powerful; it only needs to stay possible.

There are no clean hands in our geopolitical system.

There only exist cleaner narratives where power cloaks itself in virtue, and
weakness is punished for believing it. The bomb did not make us safer; it just

made us honest about what safety really costs.



We are still living inside its fallout 29,463 days later — calling it peace, while
knowing deep down that only some of us get to have it.

And when peace is reserved for the already-powerful, violence does not

disappear. It simply gets relocated.



