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ay after day after day the dreary drumfire D of belligerent words and deeds rolled out 
of Jimmy Carter’s Washington while the U.N. Special 
Session on Disarmament was meeting in New York 
during May and June. This first world disarmament 
assembly in forty-six years was made hostage to a small 
retinue of image-makers who persuaded a besieged pres- 
ident that, for domestic reasons, he must keep up a 
relentless fusillade of tough anti-soviet talk and ges- 
tures, avoiding any taint of appeasement. 

So Jimmy Carter came to believe he could not risk 
offering any significant policy initiatives toward a new 
international disarmament program. He was even per- 
suaded that he should personally boycott the Special 
Session-though he was president of the host country 
for the largest U.N. aggregation of summit-level person- 
alities since Nikita Khrushchev banged his shoe 
eighteen years ago. As press secretary Jody Powell 
explained it, the president was “too busy” preparing 
major addresses for NATO and the U.S. Naval Acade- 
my to appear at the United Nations. The fact that the 
dates for the Special Session had been set before 
Carter’s inauguration-and spread from May 23 to the 
end of June -d id  not find any reflection in Powell’s 
announcement. 

But James Callaghan came to the UN. Pierre 
Trudeau came. And Giscard d’Estaing, Helmut 
Schmidt, and Morarji Desai. They were all in conspicu- 
ously good form, having led their governments through 
serious preparatory exercises and having committed 
themselves to imaginative policy proposals. Eighteen 
other heads of state or government came, most in the 
expectation that Carter would come. But Jimmy Carter 
didn’t show up, even though he had once promised to 
make “a strong and positive contribution’’ to the session 
and earlier had made numerous and solemn pronounce- 
ments on the urgency of disarmament. He had a unique 
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opportunity to exercise international leadership at a 
crucial juncture of perilous nuclear trends and uncon- 
trolled conventional weapons races-and he simply did 
not lead. 

What Carter did was to send his very good vice-presi- 
dent to attack Soviet policies and to justify NATO’s 
increased military budgets at the opening of the general 
debate on disarmament. As delegations from 149 mem- 
ber states waited in hopes that the US. would offer 
something of substance toward a reversal of the arms 
race, Walter Mondale was made to say: 

We and our NATO allies ate strong, and we will 
remain strong to provide for the defense of our 
peoples .... The NATO summit meeting next week in 
Washington will recommit the Western democracies 
to a military posture capable of deterring and defend- 
ing against attacks. We will remain prepared to resist 
attack across the spectrum of conventional, tactical 
nuclear, and strategic forces. In the face of the 
continuing military buildup of Warsaw Pact forces, 
we will moderately increase the defense budgets of 
our nations. 

Mondale did offer a new slogan: the U.S. could now 
serve as “the eyes and ears of the world” through a new 
foreign aid program consisting of the kind of hardware 
employed in the Sinai disengagement-ground sensors 
and aerial surveillance cameras. The offer was dismissed 
by many as one more U.S. show of technical prowess to 
obfuscate political questions. This proposal was not even 
mentioned in the list of thirty proposals finally recom- 
mended by the Assembly for further study. 

It would be difficult to exaggerate the extremes of 
dismay among U.N. delegates and staff of every kind of 
political alignment and nonalignment over the postures 
assumed by the US. Government during the six weeks 
of the Special Session. If the Carter guardians wanted 
their man to present a hard face to the American public 
and to the Russians, he was widely viewed at the U.N. as 
afraid to face up to U S .  responsibility for the arms race, 
and as clumsy, vacillating, and undependable. 
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Which isn’t to say that the Assembly was totally 
unprepared for such a bad show. After many months of 
promises that SALT I1 and test ban accords were “just 
around the corner”-and general anticipation that these 
minimal measures would at least help to facilitate an 
auspicious Special Session-it had become clear by late 
spring that no such accords were imminent. Curiously, 
there were repeated assurances at the session that 
neither the arms talks nor U.S.-Soviet working relations 
at the U.N. had been impaired by all the public displays 
of acrimony. If Carter’s envoys were getting along well 
with the Russians, his administration’s public rhetoric 
poured so much fuel on the fire of anti-soviet animosi- 
ties that Senate ratification of both a test ban and SALT 
I1 was made more problematic. 

Moreover, the Special Session got under way without 
the Carter administratjon submitting any advance policy 
paper to the preparatory committee. The United States 
was thus the only major country in the world (except 
China) that neglected to produce such a paper. What 
that omission really disclosed was a failure from the top 
to put the administration through a thorough process of 
developing a comprehensive and coherent disarmament- 
and-security policy. 

Nor had the administration un’dertaken a major 
public information program on the session so that citi- 
zens and the press could be engaged in advance. One 
slim ACDA brochure, delayed for many months, made 
its appearance only after the session had convened. The 
White House waited until just several days before the 
session convened to reveal the names of delegation 
members, thus depriving citizen organizations of ad- 
vance opportunities to communicate with those mem- 
bers. A proposal for a Citizens’ Commission for the 
Special Session-a device for recruiting voluntary lead- 
ership to augment the meager public affairs resources of 
the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency-was per- 
sonally put to the president by Hubert Humphrey in the 
last weeks of his life but languished without acceptance 
or implementation during the six months before the 
session. 

These evidences of downgrading the importance of 
the Special Session help to account for the scant and 
superficial U.S. media coverage accorded this “largest, 
most representative meeting ever convened to consider 
the problem of disarmament” (Kurt Waldheim). Every- 
body had said beforehand that activated public opinion 
would be the most important result of an assembly that 
could not negotiate or conclude new disarmament trea- 
ties-and the role of the U.S. press was seen as crucial in 
making it (awful clichi!) a “consciousness-raising 
event.” 

But, alas, the press tends to wait for the White House 
to provide the cues. Canadian William Epstein, former 
U.N. director of disarmament affairs and a member of 
his country’s delegation to the session, lamented at the 
end of it all: “Ooe of the most depressing aspects of the 
Special Session was the failure of the press and other 
media to give adequate coverage to what might be the 
most important conference of this decade.” U.N. corre- 
spondents for major newspapers reported continuing 
resistance from their editors to publishing substantial 

stories on the session. I t  was almost “no president, no 
news.” 

The efforts of numerous NGOs (nongovernmental 
organizations) to alert and inform the American public 
in the preparatory months were impressive in their vari- 
ety and competence. But the NGOs never reached 
enough people to begin to compensate for the defaults of 
the administration and the press. Result: most U.S. citi- 
zens never knew that the first world disarmament 
assembly since Hiroshima was taking place. Probably 
the greatest media impact was generated by Paul 
Newman’s interview on NBC’s “Today” show. (New- 
man was a winsomely conscientious and well-informed 
member of the U.S. delegation who was willing to use 
his celebrity status to publicize the issues.) 

There is still more to be said about the unhelpful 
deportment of the U.S. government-but the credibility 
of this report no doubt requires several caveats. 

he Special Session scored some positive T achievements that could not be forfended 
by all the bad news. Some good things happen in this 
world in spite of the USA. Moreover, the personnel of 
the U.S. delegation-including James Leonard, Adrian 
Fisher, Lawrence Weiler, George McGovern, Congress- 
men Paul Simon and Charles Whalen, Marjo ie Benton, 
Harold Willens, Paul Newman, Richard Creecy- 

mances under the duress of dismal policy directives. 
Several U.S. delegates joined in a deputation to the 

White House to relay the intensity of many other dele- 
gations’ concerns over administration conduct. They 
succeeded in persuading the president to announce a 
qualified “negative assurance”: a U.S. pledge not to 
attack nonnuclear-weapon states with nuclear weapons, 
provided such states were parties to the Non-Prolifer- 
ation Treaty (or were otherwise clearly under nuclear 
safeguards) and were not allied or associated with a 
nuclear-weapon state. Both the Soviet Union and the 
United Kingdom offered similar assurances during the 
session. 

If Carter didn’t show up, neither did Brezhnev nor 
any other Soviet bloc head of state or government. And, 
yes, the Soviet Union’s own adventurism, weapons 
build-up, Central European troop deployments, and 
shabby treatment of dissidents have been major stimu- 
lants to tensions with the U.S. and other NATO coun- 
tries. 

Yet Soviet restraint at the session, in the face of both 
U.S. and Chinese criticisms, was rather impressive. 
More seriously, it is sad to observe that the Soviets, so 
often given to blatant propaganda on disarmament 
matters, have received so little public notice in the U.S. 
for numerous accommodations they have made in recent 
months, such as: relaxing their claims to “peaceful” 
nuclear explosions so that a comprehensive test ban may 
be concluded; agreeing to reduce the ceiling on strategic 
delivery vehicles from the 1974 Vladivostok level of 
2,400 down to 2,250; accepting greater ranges for U.S. 
cruise missiles; accepting, for the first time, equal 
conventional forces in Europe. Foreign Minister Andrei 
Gromyko’s opening speech used language unprece- 

earned much respect and appreciation for t i eir perfor- 9 
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dented in Soviet annals when promising readiness to 
negotiate “substantial reductions” in missiles and bomb- 
ers following a SALT I 1  agreement. The Pruvdu 
response to President Carter’s Annapolis speech was 
(save for a few stock phrases) a remarkably moderate 
and objective analysis, not only of the problems of 
ditente but of the political situation in the United 
States. Finally, the USSR even acquiesced in the elimi- 
nation of all references to the neutron bomb in the 
Special Session’s Final Document-a matter of great 
wonder in view of the heavy Soviet investment in an 
antineutron bomb campaign over the past year. 

The “dreary drumfire” I referred to in my opening 
sentence began shortly before the Special Session with 
disclosure of the administration’s plans for a new “blast 
bomb” that would be the opposite of the neutron bomb: 
a “reduced residual radiation” (RRR) weapon with 
maximum blast and minimum fallout. 

Then came Zbigniew Brzezinski’s trip to Peking (the 
very weekend before the session began) and his “playing 
the Chinese card”: sharing SALT secrets, offering stra- 
tegically valuable technology forbidden to the Soviets, 
declaring mutual strategic interests, encouraging Chi- 
nese arms purchases from Western Europe. The anti- 
Soviet animus of these tactics may yet be the clumsiest, 
most dangerous activities of the Carter administration. 

Then came the NATO summit in Washington, collid- 
ing with the first full week of the Special Session and 
presenting the spectacle of Carter’s trying to alarm the 
allies about Soviet conduct in Africa (greeted by Prime 
Minister Callaghan’s twit: “these new American 
Christopher Columbuses just discovering Africa for the 
first time”) and to multiply NATO military hardware. 

Then the Navy’s public claim that technological 
breakthroughs in computerized sonar systems gave the 
U.S. a new antisubmarine capability that virtually 
neutralized the Soviet sub fleet’s ability to attack U.S. 
shipping. 

And Carter’s commencement address at the Naval 
Academy-an address designed to clarify U.S.-Soviet 
relations but whose sensible paragraphs were drowned 
out by shrill ideological chauvinism. As Senator and 
U.N. Delegate Charles Mathias Jr. (R., Md.) put it, the 
Annapolis speech sounded like “an antiphonal chorus 
between dove and hawk.” 

The drumfire rolled on and on: 
0 The first public cruise missile test. 
0 A new Pentagon plan for MX mobile missiles based 

on random deployment, followed by reports that the 
U.S. would now insist on preserving MX development 
through any SALT I 1  accord. 

0 A plan for proceeding to produce neutron bomb 
components. 

0 A reconsideration of U.S. chemical warfare. 
0 A reemphasis on civil defense, suggesting a height- 

ened expectation of the possibilities of war. 
0 Carter’s ungainly public feud with Castro over 

evidence of Cuban complicity in Shaba 11. 
0 Carter’s highly publicized attendance at a mock 

anti-soviet maneuver in Texas, which shot up over $1 
million of ammunition for his “education.” 

It  would surely be too much to claim that all these 

events in May and June were contrived to sabotage the 
Special Session on Disarmament. But it is hardly more 
consoling to be assured that they occurred in complete 
disregard of the U.N. 

his tale of two cities must now shift from T Washington to New York for a more inti- 
mate look at the U.N. scene from May 23 to June 30. 
The most spectacular moments-as well as the most 
tedious-me during the three-week general debate, 
when many of the world’s political celebrities stood at 
the rostrum of the Assembly Hall. 

There was the president of France, Valery Giscard 
d’Estaing, leading his nation out of sixteen years of 
isolation from disarmament matters in an eloquent 
address rich in substance and concept. Giscard promised 
French participation in’a reformed version of the Gene- 
va-based negotiating body, the thirty-one-nation CCD 
(Conference of the Committee on Disarmament) his 
nation had boycotted since 1962 because of the perma- 
nent U.S.-Soviet monopoly of the co-chairmanship. 
Joined by Britain, Canada, Australia, China, Rumania, 
Sweden, and the Nonaligned States, French pressure led 
to an agreement, very late in the session, upon a new 
CCD with rotating chairmanship, enlarged and more 
representative membership (up to thirty-seven to forty), 
and linked more directly to the U.N. through an execu- 
tive secretary to be named by the U.N. secretary gener- 
al. The prospect of eventual Chinese participation, as 
well as that of France, makes this agreement on machin- 
ery perhaps the most important practical achievement of 
the session. 

Giscard declared: “Disarmament should be with the 
help of all, under the supervision of all, for the benefit of 
all.” This insistence on universality in the structures and 
processes of disarmament was also voiced forcefully by 
Foreign Minister Huang Hua of China and many of the 
Nonaligned speakers. Such insistence led to the resur- 
rection of the U.N. Disarmament Commission, univer- 
sal in membership but inactive since 1965, to serve as 
the U.N.’s deliberative body in this field. 

Every nation understandably wants a share in disar- 
mament action affecting its own safety and survival-a 
moral claim too glibly ignored by the nuclear powers. 
The Final Document’s section on “Principles” gives 
strong emphasis to universality: 

All the peoples of the world have a vital interest in the 
success of disarmament negotiations .... All States have 
the right to participate in disarmament negotiations. 
They have the right to participate on an equal footing 
in those multilateral disarmament negotiations which 
have a direct bearing on their national security. 

These principles are not fully institutionalized in the 
new machinery but they reflect the impatience and 
resentment most nations feel over the “hegemony” 
(favorite Chinese word!) of the superpowers, particular- 
ly in nuclear affairs. 

Giscard also elaborated a number of French proposals 
that clearly mark a new bid for leadership in the disar- 
mament field, including: a Satellite Monitoring Agency, 



a World Institute for Disarmament Studies, a Disarma- 
ment and Development Fund, and a reconvening of the 
Helsinki Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe to reverse continental force build-ups. 

Giscard’s May 25 address was immediately followed 
by his press conference, the unfortunate effect of which 
was to empty the press gallery during the important 
subsequent address. Ambassador Alfonso Garcia Ro- 
bles, head of the Mexican delegation and former foreign 
minister, has emerged in the past decade as the U.N.’s 
most knowledgeable and diplomatically skillful leader in 
disarmament affairs. Father of the Treaty of Tlatelolco 
creating a Latin American nuclear-free zone, Garcia 
Robles was the man to whom the Assembly turned 
during its last week to serve as a “super coordinator” 
when the working groups proved unable to achieve 
consensus on major nuclear, conventional, and machin- 
ery issues. Together with Ambassador Carlos Ortiz de 
R o w  of Argentina, chairman of both the Preparatory 
Committee and the Ad Hoc Committee (of the Whole) 
during the session, Garcia Robles won high praise from 
all sides for patient but determined leadership in wrest- 
ing every conceivable possibility of useful consensus 
from the unwieldy Assembly. For seven days and six 
nights, typically twenty hours at a stretch, Garcia 
Robles kept the final negotiating marathon going, post- 
poning one public meeting after another, until the Final 
Document was completed. He has long deserved a 
Nobel Prize and has surely added to his merits. 

Garcia Robles’s opening-round address scolded the 
superpowers for making “dead letters” of their 1961 
principles of “general and complete disarmament” and 
Article VI of the Non-Proliferation Treaty. The latter 
article is the most problematical provision of the NPT, 
formally obligating the nuclear powers to take signifi- 
cant measures toward nuclear disarmament. This obliga- 

. tion was written into the treaty in 1968 at the insistence 
of the non nuclear weapon states as a precondition of 
their own nuclear renunciation. Instead of moving 
toward nuclear.disarmament, Garcia Robles protested, 
the U.S. and USSR have brought a “hitherto unimag- 
ined momentum” to the arms race, stockpiling nuclear 
arsenals now equivalent to a million Hiroshima bombs. 
He voiced the Third World’s appeal to the session to 
frame a comprehensive new disarmament strategy in 
which smaller and poorer states could fully share. The 
linkage between disarmament and economic develop- 
ment, now that world military spending has exceeded 
$400 billion a year, was a persistent theme in the debate. 

t was the Nonaligned States, reaffirming a 
. I 1961 Belgrade appeal at their Fifth Sum- 

mit in Sri Lanka in 1976, whose proposal for a Special 
Session on Disarmament finally was adopted by the 
General Assembly in December, 1976. Throughout the 
preparatory meetings and the session itself, the Non- 
aligned insisted that nuclear issues be accorded the high- 
est priority. The lack of significant nuclear initiatives 
from the superpowers at the Special Session found the 
Nonaligned indisposed to accommodate superpower po- 
sitions on nuclear technology and conventional disarma- 
ment concerns. These new realities of global bargaining 
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have yet to be fully apprehended by the U.S. and 
USSR-but they are the realities that must be faced if 
there is to be an effective international system for coping 
with the new nuclear crisis. 

India emerged as the political pace-setter of the 
Nonaligned, beginning with Morarji Desai’s June 9 
address, which combined India’s clearest statement of 
nuclear weapons renunciation with a sharp attack on the 
military, disarmament, and .energy policies of the super- 
powers. Desai justified India’s refusal heretofore to sign 
the Non-Proliferation Treaty on the grounds that the 
treaty is “patently discriminatory.” Repeating objec- 
tions stated to President Carter on his recent visit to 
India, during which Carter urged Desai to support US. 
nonproliferation policy, Desai complained that the NPT 
“makes an invidious distinction between countries hav- 
ing nuclear weaponry and those devoted to the pursuit of 
nuclear research and technology entirely for peaceful 
purposes. Paradoxically, the Treaty gives the former a 
monopoly of power and confers on them freedom for 
commercial exploitation of nuclear know-how, while on 
the latter it places restrictions which may impede peace- 
ful development of nuclear science.*’ 

After Desai’s departure, India was represented by an 
eminent and energetic delegation that continued to press 
the superpowers on nuclear issues. When a meaningful 
degree of consensus on these issues seemed unlikely at 
the start of the final week, India introduced two resolu- 
tions calling for a moratorium on nuclear testing and a 
legal convention against the use of nuclear weapons as “a 
crime against humanity.” Invoking his prestige as a 
veteran of U.S.-Soviet diplomacy, octogenarian Averell 
Harriman made a rather paternalistic appeal to the non- 
nuclear weapon states not to push the superpowers on 
nuclear issues more properly handled by the SALT and 
test ban talks. With obvious reluctance, India eventually 
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withdrew its resolutions after reporting that “some 
reflection” of its position could be found in the Final 
Documcnt, “thanks to the cooperation of some of the 
nuclear-weapon states.” 

Earlier, on May 26, Prime Minister Pierre Elliott 
Trudcau of Canada had proposed to curb the arms race 
by a “strategy of suffocation,” depriving it of “the 
oxygen on which i t  feeds.” Emphasizing the unre- 
strained momentum of military technology, Trudeau 
offered the world’s first official proposal of a ban on 
flight-testing of all new strategic weapons systems. 
Three other measures of “suKocation” were a compre- 
hensive test ban, a halt in  all production of fissionable 
materials for weapons purposes, and an agreement to 
limit and then reduce spending on new strategic nuclear 
weapons systems. A forceful appeal to link nuclear and 
conventional threats was made by Chancellor Helmut 
Schmidt of Germany. Eschewing proposals that focus 
exclusively on the renunciation of nuclear war, Schmidt 
declared: “Whoever is the first to take u p  arms of what- 
ever kind and resorts to or threatens military attack” 
violates the U.N. Charter’s prohibition of the use or 
threat of force. “Either it  applies totally or not at all,” he 
asserted. 

he Final Document is certainly the most T complete and substantial statement on 
thc cntirc rangc of disarmament topics ever officially 
approved by the world’s governments. Consisting of a 
Preamble and four principal parts-Introduction, Dec- 
laration, Program of Action, Machinery-it is the 
closest the nations havc come to creating a disarmament 
charter. I t  was Mexico that insisted most vigorously in 
the Preparatory Committee that a single, comprehensive 
document be adopted by consensus rather than by a 
series of separate resolutions and votes. And it was 
Mexico’s Alfonso Garcia Robles who repeatedly urged 
the session to avoid a “dispersion of efforts” and to build 
a “foundation for a new strategy of disarmament that 
will permit the words and intentions to become deeds 
and facts.” 

The moral authority of Garcia Robles finally proved 
irresistible on this basic point. The Final Document 
inevitably reflects the world’s political and ideological 
strains and the ambiguities of language required for 
consensual adoption: The bracketing of dozens of topics 
of controversy and their de-bracketing through a pains- 
taking search for reconciling phraseology was the modus 
operandi of the session. Yet the Final Document sets 
forth a vital framework-at once historical, political, 
and moral-within which disarmament issues may be 
better understood by citizens of every country. Particu- 
larly instructive are paragraphs that interpret linkages 
betweendisarmament andsuch other universal concernsas 
security, development, environment, and human rights. 

The very first paragraph of the Introduction affirms 
that security “has always been one of the most profound 
aspirations of humanity .... Yet the accumulation of 
weapons, particularly nuclear weapons, today consti- 
tutes much more a threat than a protection for the 
future of mankind .... To meet’this historic challenge is in 
the political and economic interests of all the nations and 

peoples of the world as well as in the interests of ensur- 
ing thcir genuine security and peaceful future.” 

These words may not sing easily but they tell the 
truth all peoples need to hear. 

After all, neither the U.N. nor its member states 
function in a political vacuum. Nongovernmental forces 
that link people with their public institutions do fnuch to 
determine the political climate for disarmament. 

It is just here that the Special Session witnessed a 
development of extraordinary importance: an unprece- 
dented participation of NGOs in U.N. work on political 
and security issues. Largely through the efforts of the 
NGO Committee on Disarmament (at U.N. headquar- 
ters), chaired by Homer A. Jack of the World Confer- 
ence on Religion and Peace, NGOs published the 
session’s indispensible daily paper, Disarmament 
Titnes; established the Disarmament Information Bu- 
reau in a U.N. Plaza storefront; obtained authorization 
for an entire day of NGO testimony in the Assembly 
Hall, twenty-five international organizations participat- 
ing, and for six research institutes to have a half day at 
the rostrum; and organized coffee houses, citizen assem- 
blies, consultations, and other programs. Homer Jack’s 
personal resourcefulness put him continually in the 
center of groups of delegates, U.N. staff, and reporters, 
as well as NGOs, who looked to him for leadership. 

During NGO Day on June 12, General Secretary 
Philip Potter of the World Council of Churches stoutly 
repudiated the increasing concentration of material and 
human resources on armaments, often “secretly in the 
corridors of power and beyond social control.” Dr. 
Potter charged that military technology increasingly 
“frustrates disarmament negotiations” because it keeps 
changing “the nature of the problems which have to be 
faced.” Yet he declined simply to condemn governments 
and politicians, acknowledging that the churches them- 
selves “have often been so allied to the forces of disorder 
and oppression that they have promoted or connived in 
wars and in the war psychosis.” 

A similarly confessional tone was struck by Ciaran 
McKeown of the Peace People of Northern Ireland, 
speaking on behalf of the International Fellowship of 
Reconciliation. Addressing his remarks more to reli- 
gious and peace groups than to official delegations, 
McKeown said these groups do not have “the moral 
right to sit on the mountainside in judgment of govern- 
ments and militarism.” Their own failures and conflicts 
have largely prevented the advent of “a green summer of 
peace.” After observing that scientific estimates of 
probabilities would find that disarmament itself is 
“highly improbable,” Ciaran McKeown envisioned a 
“great explosion of reconciliation within the human 
family” whose consequences would be “almost too 
happy and creative to think about from our present 
desperate perspective.” 

I t  was a singularly quiet and wistful moment in the 
great Assembly Hall. After three weeks of general 
debate and its wearisome rhetoric, poetic words could 
still stir many tired spirits. Just about everyone there 
seemed to realize afresh that humanity has arrived at a 
juncture where the “highly improbable” had become 
absolutely necessary. 


