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SCIENCE

Tough Argument on a Tender Q_uestion

The case against our matching the Soviet atmospheric tests of nuclear
weapons with a series of our own includes a respect for the good opinion
of other nations, a concern for the hazards created by the resulting radia-
tion, and the conviction that the way to stop the arms race is to stop. To
these arguments, paradoxically, may be added an argument from im-
mediate military considerations. In a recent talk at Cornell University,
Hans A. Bethe, who for some years has been advising the government on
the scientific aspects of the development and control of nuclear weapons,
reminds us that in certain cases a Soviet advance in weaponry, although
working to Soviet advantage, might also work to our advantage. He then
suggests that the Soviet tests might be just such a case.

As is well known, American strategy aims, by developing a compara-
tively invulnerable retaliatory force, to reduce the premium that the
Soviets might place on a surprise attack. Minuteman missiles launched
from hardened bases and Polaris missiles launched from submarines are
part of this effort. There is a premium on surprise attack when the at-
tacker can hope to destroy the nuclear forces of his opponent before those
forces can be used. Our possession of an invulnerable retaliatory force
reduces this premium. Such possession also reduces the likelihood of
war in another, less obvious way. It makes us, the possessors, less nerv-
ous. We need not launch an attack in response, as Bethe says, “to mere
indications on a radar screen,” for fear that our retaliatory forces will be
destroyed if the attack proves real.

The contention, as explained by Bethe, that at least part of the Soviet
tests might also operate to American advantage is based on an analysis
of the atmospheric debris and other effects of the tests. The analysis
shows that some of the series was devoted to testing weapons that, among
other possible uses, could be used in building an invulnerable retaliatory
force. Soviet possession of such a force could reduce further the likeli-
hood of war by subjecting Soviet actions to the same stabilizing influence
that such possession subjects our actions.

There is a caveat in Bethe’s account of this argument in that he notes
that it applies only to some of the Soviet gains. Other gains, he implies,
might have to be matched by a restricted series of tests on our part. But
if the main argument does play a role in a decision by President Kennedy
not to resume atmospheric testing, it will be an important application of
that new thinking about armaments which finds that security does not
always require us to stay ahead of a potential enemy. As explained by
Thomas C. Schelling in his article in 4rms Control, Disarmament, and
National Security (Braziller), an important aspect of security is stability;
stability, in turn, may be promoted at times by an increase rather than a
decrease in arms; and there may be a tacit agreement on both sides to
work for such stability.

Both Bethe in his discussion of the immediate problem and Schelling
in his general discussion are quick to point out that we do not know
whether the Soviets are interested in promoting stability in this area. In
world affairs in general, to add the obvious, it is instability that works to
Soviet advantage, and the Soviets may not be so impressed by the dangers
of nuclear war that they will purposely give up even a portion of that
advantage. Nevertheless, if they develop an invulnerable retaliatory force,
stability may be promoted, whatever the motivation behind the develop-
ment.—J.T.



