
Reader's Response I 

On "No First Use" of Nuclear Weapons 

James T. Johnson 

Bruce Russett's call for the United 
States to renounce first use of nuclear 
weapons ("No First Use of Nuclear 
Weapons") in the November issue of 
lYorlt/i~ieii~ should be read along with 
the essay by Francis X .  Winters ("The 
Nuclear Arms Race: hlan vs. War hla- 
chines") in the Septeniber issue. To- 
gether they make a powerful case for a 
new doctrine on nuclear weapons use by 
thiscountry. Not a totally new doctrine, 
i n  fact: No first use was the announced 
policy of the Eisenhower Adniinistra- 
t i o n .  enunciated by J o h n  Foster Dulles. 
This wry  history leads i i ie to hope for a 
return to the doctrine of no first use, to 
be effected without having called forth 
th'e usual domestic opposition by those 
who advocate a strong defense posture. 

Of course the Eisenhower-Dulles pol- 
icy of no first use was coupled with that 
of niassive retaliation. The shelving of 
this latter doctrine i n  the Kennedy and 
subsequent adiiiinistrations produced 
the shelving of its corollary as well: The 
niove away from niassive retaliation to 
graduated deterrents. limited war capa- 
bility. reliance on tactical nuclear 
weapons. and a stress on quality rather 
than quantity of iiien under ariiis did not 
take place wiihoui thc U.S. quietly 
backing away froiii its curlier no-first- 
use policy. ,, 

Historicall$. then. no first use has 
bcen associated with massive retalia- 
tion. whilc the various doctrines o f  l ini-  

ited use of nuclear weapons. successors 
to iiiassiw retaliation. have carried as 
their corollary the option of a preeiiip- 
tivestrike. But ,  I suggest, this historical 
record is misleading. In the first place 
there is no logical connection, only an 
historical one,  between the iiiajor 
policies mentioned and their corol- 
laries. In  the second place i t  is time to 
question seriously. as Winters does and 
as Russett and the Europeans he refers to 
do, whether "liniited" nuclear war is 
not a false concept. I f  there is truth i n  the 

"firebreak" o r  "threshold" 
argument-i.e., that the decisive move 
i n  war will be from conventional to 
nuclear weapons, with escalation to the 
most destructive use of the latter inevi- 
tably to follow from even a limited 
tactical use-destruction beyond the 
furthest imaginings of any proponent of 
massive retaliation would ensue once 
the threshold is crossed. and i t  & w l d  be 
r r i r c t r c c r l  destruction of the belligerents. 
not siniply that of one side. 

If, moreover. the sources cited by 
Winters are correct-that under the 
conditions of nuclear war the control 
systems of existing nuclear delivery ve- 
hicles may prove unreliahle-escala- 
t ion  to the nuclear level could he suici- 
dal in  the truest sense. But this niay be 
put iiiorc siniply: Even liiiiited response 
today might well be above the level of 
the massive response of the 
Eisenhower-Dulles years. and un l in i -  
ited response today would be beyond the 
imagining of the policyniakers of those 
years. The United States could go to a 
no-first-use policy on nuclear weapons 
even while maintaining current doctrine 
on limited response. because even the 
"limitedness" of the latter ivould imply 
enough destruction for a rational deter- 
rent. Again. Europeans who oppose 
harboring tactical nuclear weapons on 
their soil are those who recognize this as 
an existential fact. 

Even while the above argues for adop- 
tion of a new no-first-use policy. there 
reiiiain two problenis raised by Rus- 
sell's essay that I wish he would ad- 
dress further. 

I .  I t  is conventional analysis ( I  ta le  
conventional analysis. to,  be what the 
New Y o r k  Tirrrtps providfs) that the 
buildup of tactical nuclear on the 
part of NATO is necessary to counter 
the nunierical superiority of Warsaw 
Pact forces. But ussett explicitly de- 
nies this. He does F o by arguing first that 

there is no advantage to NATO in tacti- 
cal nuclear weapons. since the Warsaw 
Pact arniies have them too. Then he 
niakes the quality-quantity argument, 
which places the NATO forces at an 
advantage. especially if  they should be 
on the defensive. And finally. he argues 
that the risks of escalation, once nuclear 
weipons are first used, are far greater 
than the risks of attack i n  the first place. 
I wUjll not quarrel with the third point. 
bui:,the first two need closer examina- 
tion. 
. a. Russet1 admits that tactical nuclear 
weapons "[ilf anything ..., help the at- 
tacker more." But what does this do to 
his claini that mutual possession of 
these weapons offsets the benefits to 
either side? h,loreover. i f  the attacker 
hiis an advantage over the defender. this 
would seem to provide a military reason 
clgtrirrsr a no-first-use policy. Russett 
needs to clarify his argument so as to 
deal with these contradictions. 

b. On the quality-quantity question, 
let us grant that the NATO forces have a 
quality edge over the more numerous 
Warsaw Pact forces. But a careful and 
clear exposition of Iiow rrrciriy high- 
quality Western forces are needed to 
counter existing levels of lower quality 
Eastern forces is still necessary. Again, 
conventional analysis concedes that 
NATO is undermanned i n  con-  
v&tionally armed forces. e l m  i ih tvr  

qrrcrliiy is ferktw i r i f o  ciccciioif; hence the 
need; so the argunient goes, for tactical 
nuclear weapons. 

3. -Russet1 argues. possibly con- 
tradicting his earlier quality-quantity 
argument, that withdrawing some tacti- 
cal nuclcar weapons froni Europe would 
save nioney that "should" then be spent 
o n s t re n g t he n i n g con ve n t i on a I force s 
there. One looks in vain for a stateiiicnt 
on how niany tactical nuclear weapons 
h:ould remain. for even a coiiiparativc 
few could devastate Europe. Also niiss- 
ing is an econoniic analysis to denion- 
straie that the nioney saved on nuclcar 
weapons would be sufficient t i )  pay f o r  
conventional forces of equivalent cffec- 
tiveness. One of the niost attractive 
aspects of  nuclear wcaponry. from the 
standpoint of Aiiierican doiiiestic poli- 
tics. has been "tiiore bang lor a buck." 
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Wouldn't it  cost more to replace tactical 
nuclears with equivalent conventional 
forces than would be saved from remov- 
ing the nuclears? And money aside, 
where are the men to come from? Won't 
i t  require a considerable political effort 
to justify increasing the number of 
American soldiers stationed in Europe, 
especially when we have been tutored to 
expect reilrtcriorrs in  the number of 
American military men abroad? Won't 
i t  require a considerable diplomatic ef- 
fort to induce European members of 
NATO to increase the numbers of men 
underarms they contribute to the NATO 
forces? And won't i t  require consider- 
able political effort by these nations' 
leaders to justify increasing the propor- 
tion of their populations under arms and 
diverting a larger portion of the GNPs to 
the niilitary? Finally, wouldn't an in- 
crease in German forces-to name one 
of the most obvious sources of increased 
conventional power for NATO- 
aggravate tensions left over from World 
War I I ?  I am not suggesting these ques- 
tions are unanswerable; ratker. I want  to 
suggest that they remain r al uestions 
Russett and all who support him in 

calling for a restructured defense policy 
will have to expend a great deal of effort 
in answering them to the satisfaction of 
all the parties involved. 

Indeed, I t h i n k  the problem of-the 
trade-off between nuclear and con- 
ventional forces is the greatest difficulty 
with Russett's argument Tor less re- 
liance on nuclear weaponry. Let us have 
i t  deninrrsrrufed that the "morc bang for 
a buck" argument no longer holds up, 
so that reliance on nuclear weapons can 
be reduced without an increase in over- 
all cost to maintain equiv lent military 
effectiveness. Otherwise t e natural al- 
Iiesof no-first-use policy e unlikely to 

who favor reducing the military budget. 
Let U Y  have i t  demonstrated too how 
increased levels of conventional forces 
are to be achieved in the face of the 
American tradition against a large 
peacetime standing army and in the 
absenceofamili tarydraft .  I ,  forone. do 
not believe we as a nation are at the point 
pol,itically at which we will opt to trade- 
in reliance on technology (nuclear 
weapons) for reliance on conventional 
forces (which will inevitably mean i n -  
creased use of manpower). 

The memory of Vietnam is too recent 
for most Americans to accept willingly 
the idea of large numbers of Americans 
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support i t .  since they are a 1 60 the people 

on military station abroad. The Nixon 
Doctrine on use of American forces 
abroad, its corollary of stepped-up arms 
sales to "friendly" nations, and the 
volunteer army-all derive from the 
perception that i t  is politically expedient 
to lower the number of Americans in the 
armed forces. This will be a hard trend 
to reverse. 

Yet I t h ink  we as a people have an 
obligation to reverse i t .  I have 
elsewhere criticized the Nixon Doctrine 
(The Year Book of IYorldAflairs, 197s) 
for eliminating one stage in the possible 
options of graduated response to a mili- 
tary threat or action: the option of re- 
sponding with conventional forces 
adequate to counteract the enemy move. 
This implicitly brings us one step closer 
to all-out nuclear war, I argued. From 
within the just war tradition I called fora 
reinstatement of the conventional force 
option as a more just policy. because 
having such an option is necessary to 
satisfy the criterion that a jr isr response 
lo hostility must be apropor/iorrafe one. 
Thus I stand with Russett in  believing 
we must replace nuclear weapons w i t h  
conventional forces. But we have a hard 
political row to hoe to achieve this. 

Bruce Russett Responds 
Before I indicate m y  basic agreement 
w i t h  what is probably James T .  
Johnson's major point. I must correct 
several serious errors in his statement. 

First, he identifies no first use as "the 
announced policy of the Eisenhower 
Administration, enunciated by John 
Foster Dulles." That is simply not true 
(alas. from the point of view of those of 
us who would welcome such a prece- 
dent). Rather. "massive retaliation" 
meant. quite explicitly, retaliation "by 
means and in places of our own choos- 
ing," which included the possibility 
that strategic nuclear weapons might be 
used in rksponse to a merely con- 
ventional attack by the Soviet Union or 
its allies. 

Second, his point ( I )  has confused 
what  I thought was a clear statement in 
niy article. I f  the attacker has an advan- 
tage over the defender-and assuming 
we are the defenders-then this is a 
military reason/or (not against) "our" 
side to hold to a no-first-use policy. I f  
we are attacked with nuclear weapons, 

presumably retaliatory use of such 
weapons would be in order. No "con- 
tradiction" here that I can see. 

Third, Johnson is probably mistaken 
in asserting that a no-first-use policy 
would require either the United States or 
its European allies to "increase the 
number of men under arms" or 
stationed in Europe. Western forces in 
Europe suffer serious weaknesses, but 
total armed manpower is not one. Ac- 
cording to the latest report by the Inter- 
national institute for Strategic Studies 
(IISS). Army-Marines for NATO total 
2.877.000 men compared with 
2.645.000 for the Warsaw Pact-and 
the Soviet Union devotes a large propor- 
tion of its forces to the border with 
China. The game of counting available 
forces in Europe is always a bit slippery 
and depends upon how one counts re- 
serves stationed outside the area, how 
one counts French and Greek forces, 
etc. But including the latter. and at- 
tempting roughly comparable treatment 
for fhe reserves of both sides, the IISS 
figures seem to show Western man- 
power only slightly below Eastern man- 
power on the Northern and Central 
front, and actually greater in Southern 
Europe. As I noted i n  my article, the 
major Western weaknesses stem from 
"military organization and selection of 
equipment," tior from an inferiority of 
manpower levels. 

I would also like to make one qualifi- 
cation to Francis Winters's argument. 
He cited Pentagon calculations indicat- 
ing "a comprehensive attack by the 
Soviets using two (550 kiloton) 
warheads against all of the 1.102 mili- 
tary sites in the United States could be 
expected to k i l l  a minimum of 6.7 mil- 
lion people in this country." and then 
cites these, and higher figures from 
similar calculations, as evidence that 
such "foreseen but unintended civilian 
damage is ortr of all proportiori to any 
conceivable political goal." Without 
quarreling with the conclusion he draws 
from those damage estimates. i t  should 
be noted that the estimates stem from his 
assumption of large numbers of fargets 
and from Soviet enchantment'with very 
large warheads. In  my discussion of a 
counterconibatant retaliatory posture by 
the United States (most recently in H .  
Ford and F. Winters, eds.. Eriiics arid 
Nitclear Dererrerice [Orbis, forthcom- 
ing, 19771). I assumed a number of 
targets as much as an order of magnitude 
fewer than 1,102, arid use of warheads 



at least an order of magnitude smaller. 
(Poseidon missiles carry M I R V  
warheads of 50 kilotons.) While some 
c i v i I i an casu a I t ies mu st be an t ic i pa red 
"even" from such a strike. the numbers 
could be sufficiently lower than Winters 
cites that the test for proportionality 
could apply. 

However, Winters is absolutely cor- 
rect to emphasize the extraordinary un-  
certainties associated with atij  resort to 
nuclear weapons. These include the 
ecological hazards to which he refers, 
and the very great hurdles that currently 
inadequate command and control mech- 
anisms (on both sides) pose. He may 
well be right that the unknowns are so 
great. and the dangers of t ruly horrify- 
ing damages so high, that any sane or 
moral resort to "limited" use of nuclear 
weapons is impossible. Consideration 
of his argument-as well as the one 
against any strategy designed for delib- 
erate lise against population centers, 
where Winters and I agree 
conipletely-demands much greater 
public discussion than has yet appeared. 
Our moral revulsion against detailed 
consideration of nuclear issues (how 
sickening i t  is to speak about casualty 
levels!) and normal psychological de- 
fense mechanisms preventing us from 
directly confronting terrible but "re- 
mote" dangers help retard this discus- 
sion. But both morality and prudence in 
fact require it. 

Similar ly ,  where I agree with 
Johnson: Much more effort must go into 
examining the standard mythologies 
about NATO strategy, force structure. 
costs, popular will to bear those costs. 
etc. These examinations require greater 
care and detail of inlorniation than 
could possibly be brought to bear in  a 
magazine article. 

Rational discussion in the West may 
be hampered by the fact that the Warsaw 

. Pact countries themselves recently pro- 
posed a no-first-use agreement. Perhaps 
if they want i t .  there must be some major 
disadvantage to o u r  side. Yet someone 
has to start talking about i t ,  and we can 
be properly wary without completely 
dismissing their proposal as a trap or 
Ploy. 

Military strategy is often a repellent 
topic, especially when we are con- 
templating possible future wars rather 
than distant past ones. Bur these prob- 
lems will not go away. They will get 
worse if we turn away our eyes. minds, 
and consciences. 

Reader's Response I1 

Man vs. War ,Machines 

W.S.  Bennett 

I respond to Francis X. Winters's "The 
Nuclear Arms Race: Man vs. War Ma- 
chines" in the September issue of 
Worldvieiv, 1101 because I disagree with 
his criticism of countervalue strategy. 
but because his premise is in error: that 
weapons-his "war machines"-can't 
be controlled by men and will, in  turn, 
control men themselves. If  moralists 
like Father Winters shift their efforts to 
blaming technology for 0' r problems. 
then to whom can we loo for lessons 

for solving problems by entering into 
war? I worry that Father Winters will 
abandon his search for solutions be- 
cause he thinks he has found the villain, 
nuclear weapons, and will restrict his 
career to a sterile chorus of "Let's 
pretend they don't exist by getting rid of 
those we have." "We," of course, is 
the U.S.. and perhaps the British and 
French along with us .  although that's 
not clear. 

I first met Father Winters several 
years ago at Georgetown, when he was 
kind enough to invite me to his series of 
seminars on ethics and nuclear weap- 
ons. 1 was encouraged that a moralist 
could explore both these topics to- 
gether, since i t  is more often assumed a 
priori that to imply nuclear weapons 
have any value is immoral. The morality 
of war has perplexed me ever since my 
youth, as an enlisted man in World War 
11. I t  continues to perplex me as a staff 
member at Los Alamos. where many 
like me still look on nuclear weapons as 
the ultiniate detirrent to war. To m y  
knowledge, nuclear weapons have not 
caused any wars. They may have re- 
duced the scope of some-as in keeping 
the USSR out of any actual combat role 
in  Korea and Vietnam. Communica- 
tions technology (the "hotline") may' 
have averted some wars. But the ul t i -  
mate ability t o  live together in  peace 
will come from the hearts and minds of 
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men and their leaders-not from tech- 
nology. 

.Father Winters. like most people who 
are repulsed by the hypothesis that tens 
of millions on both sides could be killed 
in astrategic nuclear war. seems to have 
fallen into the trap of believing "a nuke 
is a nuke is a nuke." He sees no distinc- 
tion between the defensive use of low- 
yield tactical nuclear weapons and the 
ind,iscriminate destruction that could 
follow the failure of the mutual strategic 
deterrent. This is understandable be- 
cause i t  has become fashionable to as- 
serf that even the defensive use of tacti- 
cal weapons would inevitably lead to a 
strategic exchange. This fear has led to 
such tight controls on the use of tactical 
weapons that we may have a self- 
fulfilling prophecy. 

I n  NATO, for exaniple, where we 
deploy tactical nuclear weapons. any 
conventional shortconiings are over- 
looked, for they are thought to be com- 
pensated for by those weapons. But the 
very fear of escalation keeps these wenp- 
ons so unavailable that there is doubt 
they could be used in tinie; they cannot 
be counted on. The effectiveness of 
low-yield weapons depends on their 
prompt use against tactical niilitary tar- 
gets before these targets enter friendly 
territory and friendly cities. Discrinii- 
nating use requires that the eneniy be 
targeted at the point of invasion. The 
U.S. is reluctant to declare this intent. 
so we have to threaten escalation. 
thereby relying on a strategic deterrent. 
Two colleagues and I have argued this 
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