
Michael Gross0 on 
ARMS AND THE MIND 

Despite its enormous popular appeal, Jonathan Schell's 
The Fate of the Earth is starling to catch considerable criti- 
cal flak. Ironically, despite the book's sustained effort to 
break through the wall of psychic numbness-the collec- 
tive will to repress the idea of atomic megadeath-critics 
have assailed Schell for being evasive, wooly headed, ir- 
responsibly utopian. Max Lerner. for instance. writing in 
the New Republic (April 7, 1982) accuses Schell of failing 
"to reckon with the reality principle," the aggressive- 
destructive tendencies that beset the "deeply flawed 
nature of man and his institutions," and of striking a moral 
posture instead of acknowledging the psychological roots 
of the nuclear predicament. 

While in no way denying the importance of the 
neglected psychological question, Lerner unfortunately 
speaks as if this "reality principle" and "nature of man" 
were an absolute, historically and culturally unconditioned 
fact. This uncritically fatalistic talk about reality and human 
nature permits Lerner to complain of the antinuclear cam- 
paign as paralyzing "the best intentions of Western leaders 
to build a defense against Soviet arms." Since we are by 
"nature" aggressive-destructive animals, we can never 
relax our will to self-defense. In view of this supposed fixity 
of reality and human nature, the antinuclear campaign, not 
the nuclear warriors, is the danger we must combat. 

The value of Schell's metapolitical relleclions. however. 
is to bring into relief the unprecedented character of the 
current crisis: the peculiar mixture of aggressive-destruc- 
tive human "nature" and weapons of potential megadeath. 
But Lerner is afraid that Schell's preoccupation with the 
threat of species extinction may weaken our resolve lo fight 
for our higher "values." Freedom, our way of life, our right 
to protect and preserve our vital economic interestshhese 
are values higher than mere biological survival; we ought 
to be prepared to defend them, die for them, according to 
Lerner. 

But this raises some tricky questions. For instance, is 
corporate capitalism an indelible aspect of "reality"-or is 

it  perhaps an expression of our "flawed" nature? Is 
Lerner's reality principle an unalterable context in which 
we must struggle to defend our values and vital interests 
against our adversaries-or is i t  merely a codification, a 
justification of an aggressive-destructive economic 
worldview? If this is so, then the menace of nuclear extinc- 
tion is the contingent outcome of a contingent reality princi- 
ple. There is no necessity or "nature" involved at all; we 
don't have fo risk global extinction to keep our cars run- 
ning on oil from the Persian Gulf. 

The specter of extinction ought to inspire us to take a 
critical look at the reality principle that underlies our think- 
ing and value systems. The "reality" we accept and are 
willing to defend lo the death may simply be aggravating 
the nuclear predicament. The contradictory logic of the 
arms race (i.e., the threat of annihilation is the only 
guarantee of security) is the result of the politics based on 
this sense of reality. The whole system is called Real- 
politik. As long as we cleave to the assumptions of Real- 
politik. including Lerner's fixed human nature. the num- 
ber of options for dealing with the nuclear menace is small 
indeed. Given this "logic" of human reality, the logic of 
Machiavellian sovereign states. and the Nietzschean will to 
power, delerrence really is the only bulwark against 
destruction. 

In the response to Schell some are and some are not 
willing to acquiesce in this logic and all i t  implies. Reasons 
for rejecting the logic of deterrence vary. One may be a 
larger faith in the flexibility of "human nature," insight born 
of anthropology (if one digs a little, one finds peaceful 
societies). or hope born of theology (Ihere are those who 
believe in the power of the Transcendent). The radical psy- 
choanalysts 01 the '60s still speak 10 us on these themes. 
They offer, in fact, a critical dimension lacking in Schell's 
utopian revisionism; the hope Schell invests in "fear" as an 
agent of iransformation is sheer desperation. Fear is part of 
the fabric of the old reality and an ingredient that escalates 
the frenzy of arming. The old New Left visionaries spoke of 
a more fundamental transformalion of the instincts, of re- 
shaping a reality principle in tune with Eros rather than with 
Thanatos. 

But there are less speculative reasons for rejecting the 
metaphysics of deterrence. II can be argued that even i f  
deterrence has worked so far, at least in the sense of hav- 
ing prevented an all-out nuclear war between the super- 



powers, there is little hope that it will do so indefinitely. The 
bellicose rumblings of the Reagan administration and the 
open talk of limited nuclear war do little -to instill 
confidence in the long-range utility of deterrence. But 
these are almost minor considerations by comparison with 
the intrinsically unstable nature of the deterrence process. 
Fed by paranoia and bolstered by the technological im- 
perative, deterrence is a process doomed to escalate 
toward the hair-trigger syndrome. As the weapons become 
more numerous, widespread, accurate, and powerful, the 
probability of use steadily increases. The grim fact is that 
time is on the side of megadeath. For given the "realities" 
of world politics, the internecine dialectic of sovereign 
states, it is hard to imagine the stopgap of deterrence as 
eventually not failing. 

The argument comes to this: Within the framework of the 
prevailing reality principle--the world of sovereign states 
ruled by the will to power and the Freudian Id-the most we 
can hope for is to deter one another from nuclear suicide. 
But deterrence involves us in a vicious circle: It only aggra- 
vates the peril; it merely postones calamity by threatening 
calamity. There are endless ways this deep and deadly 
self-contradiction can be formulated. The irrationality is at 
the heart of the arms race and infects all social and eco- 
nomic processes on a global scale. Our greatest efforts to 
protect life only undermine the security and erode the 
quality of life. The arms race is a gigantic epic of self- 
defeat. The more we gaze into the abyss of this nuclear re- 
ality principle, the more we are driven with Schell to 
proclaim the urgent need to reinvent politics. The initial 
point of this dictum lies less in its positive content than in 
the fundamental rejection of the Status quo it implies. 

Deterrence is not a cure but a symptom of the disease. 
The medical metaphor is deliberate. We nee& in fact, a 
new type of holistic politics. Socially responsible physi- 
cians speak nowadays of preventive medicine in regard to 
nuclear war. A truly radical medicine would aim for the 
proper diagnosis of the disease of the body politic, the dis- 
ease that Lerner and those content to acquiesce in hope- 
less palliatives identify with unalterable human nature. A 
holistic critique and diagnosis of our condition is an essen- 
tial prelude to healing the nuclear cancer. 

We may indeed have to go back, as Schell does, to 
Hannah Arendt and Hegel-and a lot further. And about 
this I feel no need to say with Neil Schmitz, another, 
different sort of critic of Schell: "I recognize this soft, 
foolish, solemn language as mine, the disarming parlance 
of the humanist, and I am embarrassed, a little, by the inno- 
cence of its rhetoric, its poignance" (The Nation, May 1, 
1982). Schmitz wants to be tough and assign moral re- 
sponsibility, especially not hedge about American 
culpability in the crisis. All well and good to moralize. Un- 
fortunately, there is little evidence that moralizing has ac- 
complished much in reducing the violence of the nuclear 
will to power. 

On the contrary, it would seem that no single line of at- 
tack-moral, psychological, or political-is adequate to 
the task of securing a practical hold on the wild and runa- 
way forces that animate the arms race. The virtue of 
Schell's meditations on the fate of the earth is to broaden 
the base of the dialogue. It stresses the need for radical re- 
vision, rejects as useless all half-way measures, en- 
courages an appropriate spirit of either-or. The specific 
proposals-and there is little novel here-are not at issue. 
The point is the holistic nature of the task before us, the 
evolutionary challenge the bombs we have created pose to 
us. the understanding that only a new reality principle, a 
quantum leap toward a new consciousness, will rescue us 
from our own history. 
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The importance of Schell's book is that it begins to raise 
the nuclear discussion to a new level. The basic idea was 
seen by Einstein when he said that after the birth of nuclear 
power everything changed except the way we think. The 
notion of human spiritual development lagging behind the 
growth of technology is commonplace in modern thought. 
But in the context of mounting nuclear risk, that venerable 
cliche becomes a clarion call to human transformation. The 
drastic necessity of this transformation is expressed in the 
closing words of E. P. Thompson's "Letter to America" 
(The Nafion, January 24, 1981): "I doubt whether we can 
succeed: nothing less than a worldwide spiritual revulsion 
against the Satanic kingdom would give us any chance of 
bringing the military riders down." 

The word "spiritual" here can be taken to mean that true 
disarmament will have to be an inner event. In behaviorist 
jargon we can say this: Real and lasting disarmament will 
occur only when a critical mass of humanity achieves the 
disposition to behave peacefully, to settle disputes amica- 
bly and equitably, and to regard the Other with a funda- 
mental trust and goodwill. It is hard to imagine real suc- 
cess in exorcising the nuclear demon without somehow 
establishing this disposition. Even if we abolished the ex- 
isting arsenals, as Schell has noted, the capacity to rebuild 
them would continue to exist in that ultimate source of 
deadliest perils, the human mind. 

Michael Grosso, Professor of Philosophy at Jersey City 
State College, is at work on a study of the psychological 
and spiritual roots of the arms race. 

EXCURSUS 2 
Nikolaj-Klaus von Kreitor on 
SWEDEN AND THE HELSINKI AGREEMENT 

The Swedish Government has often accused various na- 
tions of breaking the Helsinki Agreement on human rights. 
But does Sweden itself adhere to this international agree- 
ment? 

The basis of the provisions of the Helsinki Agreement 
for human rights and freedoms are two legally binding in- 
ternational conventions: the European Convention for the 
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of 
February 2, 1950, and the United Nations International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of December 16, 
1966. Both require that domestic law be in agreement with 
the regulations of these conventions; where there is 
conflicting legislation, the convention's regulations must 
take precedence. Hans Danelius, head of the legal section 
of the Swedish Foreign Ministry, has acknowledged 
officially that Sweden does not respect the international 
conventions for the protection of human rights and liberties 
and that these rights have no legal protection in Sweden. 

Ambassador Danelius's statement accords with the 
decision of precedent of Sweden's Supreme Court of Sep- 
tember 18, 1973. arid the decision of the Supreme Admin- 
istrative Court of June 6, 1974. In the former it was estab- 
lished that "Even if Sweden has subscribed to an interna- 
tional agreement, i t  is not directly applicable to the domes- 
tic legal practice within the state." The Supreme Adminis- 
trative Court stated further: 

An international agreement to which Sweden has 
subscribed is not directly applicable to the domestic 


