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" CHICAGO — The confention that
we need a large stockpile of weapons-
so that they will never be used does
not conform to the lessons of history,
which show that wherever there has
been a growing stockpile of weapons
they have in fact been used.
. According to a study by The Cana-
dian Army Journal (1960), there were

1,587 arms races from the year 600
B.C. to A.D. 1960, and all but 10 ended
in war. The study indicates that the
policy of “‘deterrence” deters only for
limited periods. When either side fi-.
nally determines it has a good chance
of winning, it goes to war — always
with the claim that war is necessary
to “‘preserve the peace.” .

In the nuclear age, the policy of
deterrence has been operative for a

longer period than the deterrence-
that stayed the hand of the Allies and -
Axis for a period before World War II.
But that does not mean that deter-.
rence has prevented war. It is not the -
stockpiles of weapons that have dis-+

suaded each of the superpowers from"’
attacking the other, but the inability °

of either side to develop a ‘‘win"’ sce-
Nario.- .. 1

.~ Before World War 11, Germany and
-

France feverishly.‘deterred’” each
other. The Nazis rebuilt their armed’
forces arounda strategy of move-

ment, dependenton Stuka bombers
and Panzer: tank divisions. The
French, relying on the old strategy of
holding on to positions, tried to deter
the Germans with their seemingly
impregnable Maginot Line. By 1339,
the Germans decided they could de-..
feat the French (and the Allies). In.
retrospect, it is clear that deterrence
did not stave off war; it delayed it
until one side decided it bad a good
chance to win. ' W
- The nuclear arms race is unique in

'Sidney Lens is senior editor of The
_Progressive magazine and author of
.many books on foreign policy, includ-
ing ‘‘The Day Before Doomsday.”.

Deterr
}

Hardly
Deters

nCe v

By Sidney Lens

that both sides know withmathemati-
cal certainty that they can wifi a war,
in the sense of destroying the other,
but also know they must lose it (with
equal mathematical certainty) be-
cause they have no means of defend- -

ing themselves from simultaneous -

destruction. In that sense, deterrence. .

may be said to have “worked.” Nei-
ther side has seen its way clear to a

. “win” scenario, especially since the .
16,000-mile-an-hour missile arrived’
on the scene’in the 1960’s. Even so,

' there are three flaws to the argument -
that deterrence assures enduring’
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<. The first is that it brings us to the'
precipice far too often. There have
been at least: 17 occasions when
America came close to nuclear war

or considered using nuclear weapons.
Five were the result of.accidents,
such as the misreading of radar sig-
nals; nine were contemplated limited
nuciear attacks such as President
Richard M. Nixon's plan (he himself
called it the “madman theory’’) to
use nuclear weapens against North
Vietnam by November 1969 unless
Hanoi came to terms; and three were

direct confrontations with the Soviet
Union — in 1948, when Harry S.
Truman advised Andrel A. Gromyko
he would use nuclear bombs on the
Soviet Union unless it withdrew its
forces from Azerbaijan; in 1962, dur-
ing the Cuban missile crisis; and in

1973, during the Arab-Israeli v7ar. .

A second weakness in th2 deter-
rence policy is that it cannot operate
unless each side manufactures
greater and greater distrust of the
other. We must “‘scare the hell” out of
the American people, Senator Arthur
H. Vandenberg advised President
Truman early in the cold war. To
prod Congress into voting larger and
larger military budgets, the other
side must be pictured in ever more

lurid terms, making accommodation
ever more difficult. Ultimately, we

will become prisoners of our own

fixations. Had an American or a West
German plane been shot down with
269 passengers a few months ago in-
stead of a South Korean airliner, who
knows whether the American temper
could have been contained short of
nuclearwar? ;- 7 i

Finally, there is the problem of nu-

_

clear wars initiated by other coun-

tries. So long as the two main antago-
nists are in bitter contention, veaker
nations will take liberties they would

- «not otherwise dare. In 1976, President
 Gerald R. Ford predicted that 40 na-

tions would have the capability to

While that was obviously &1 over-

statement, the possibility of many
more nations joining the nuclear club
is not only real, but, as Fred C. Iklé,
Under Secretary of Defense for Poli-
cy, has noted, poses ‘“‘a danger that
may make us look back on the presert
as a safe and easy time by comp.1:-
Sof b

Viewed in this I'ght, deterre: ce has
not kept us from war; it has propared
us for war. All that is needed is for el-
ther side to conclude it can win a ou-

clear war — a “‘limited’’ one — or for
. passions to run out of control. In the

end, we are no safer with 9,500 strate-
gic warheads than if we had nore.

Thus, the abolition of nuclear weap-
ons today would be no more unrealis-
tic than the abolition of slavery in the
last century.


