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SCIENCE

Efforts to Decrease Nuclear Tensions

So far we have been spared from nuclear war, but year by year the
number and accuracy of nuclear weapons have increased. Should the
present race continue indefinitely, the ultimate mutual destruction of the
superpowers seems guaranteed. The United States and the Soviet Union
now have about 25,000 warheads each. Only about 200 on target would
destroy all U.S. cities with populations greater than 100,000. Russian
casualties would be comparable. In addition, the Soviet Union has some
special problems of its own. The European Russians (Caucasians) consti-
tute an unloved minority. One Kremlinologist told me that if a bomb were
dropped on Moscow, there would be dancing in the streets of Tashkent.
Following a nuclear holocaust, how much help could Russians expect from
their neighbors? According to another Kreminologist, ‘“The Soviet Union is
the only major power in the world almost totally surrounded by hostile
communist powers.’” Though the country’s intrinsic position is flawed, the
Russians are a proud people and their leadership acts tough and brutal.
Another Kremlinologist has said, ‘‘The Russians are not 20 feet tall, but
neither do they have a 10-foot yellow streak down their backs.”” An attempt
by this country to overawe them is not likely to succeed. The contrasting
policy for us—unilateral disarmament—has no future. Realism demands a
middle course between the two extremes. Increasingly, important voices
have been calling for just that.

In this issue of Science is printed a Declaration on Prevention of Nuclear
War that was presented to Pope John Paul II by an assembly of presidents of
scientific academies and other scientists. Circumstances of the drafting of
the declaration indicate that its recommendations will be adopted, entirely
or in large part, by the Catholic Church. A crucial comment made in the
declaration is that ‘“All disputes that we are concerned with today, including
political, economic, ideological, or religious ones, are small compared to the
hazards of nuclear war.’” This statement is true, but are our people prepared
to modify firmly held beliefs to lessen tensions?

The declaration calls on all nations ‘‘never to be the first to use nuclear
weapons; . . . to abide by the principle that force or the threat of force will
not be used against the territorial integrity or political independence of
another state; . . . [and] to renew and increase efforts to reach verifiable
agreements curbing the arms race.”’” A commitment by the United States not
to be first to use nuclear weapons would represent an important change in
policy that might leave our NATO allies feeling abandoned. At present, the
Russians have a large superiority in tanks and other conventional weapons.
To neutralize this threat would require a substantial buildup of Western
conventional forces or partial disarmament by the Russians.

The other two cited recommendations also call for a change in the
behavior of the Soviet Union. Would they be willing to curtail their
activities in Afghanistan and elsewhere? The matter of verifiability is also
sticky. The historical refusal of the Russians to agree to some form of
inspection casts doubt on their reliability and sincerity.

Despite the many obstacles to lessening the threat of nuclear war, efforts
must be made. Scientists can help, as they have done in advising Pope John
Paul I1. But the major impetus must come from the politicians. In this regard
there have been some encouraging developments. Four former hawks,
McGeorge Bundy, George F. Kennan, Robert S. McNamara, and Gerard
Smith, have called for a change in policy on the use of nuclear deterrents in
Western Europe.* Senators Jake Garn (R-Utah) and Paul Laxalt (R-Nev.)
have said, ““The U.S. should make every effort to negotiate an equitable and
verifiable strategic nuclear offensive arms reduction agreement.’”” Senator
Barry Goldwater (R-Ariz.) said that it is time to sit down with the Russians
and say, ‘““We’re both in trouble. We’re spending too damn much on things
we don’t need. Let’s talk.”’—PHILIP H. ABELSON

*‘Nuclear Weapons and the Atlantic Alliance,’’ reprinted from Foreign Affairs, Spring 1982, by
the Albert Einstein Peace Prize Foundation, 1430 West Wrightwood Avenue, Chicago 60614,





