
On Making the Pledge 

The United States can and should promise not to be 
the first nation to use nuclear weapons in the event of 
war, but we cannot make that pledge now. The admin- 
istration is right in arguing that wc are unablc safely to 
commit ourselves to “no first use”; such is the lcgacy 
of years of mistaken military policy. It is timc, how- 
ever, that we admittcd that mistake and put i t  right. 
“No first use” ought to be a goal of policy, one for 
which Americans ought to be willing to pay the price. 

Nuclear and thermonuclear weapons are justified, 
if at all, only by necessity and self-defcnse. Modern 
life compels us to t ry  to bc the first to develop new 
technologies of destruction. If we had waited until  the 
Nazis possessed the atomic bomb, any response of 
ours would have come too late. This is, obviously, a 
madman’s race: Fearing to be left behind, wc strive to 
be first, compelling our enemies to frenzied efforts to 
catch up, and so on. The pace of technological change, 
part of the effort to master nature, leaves us no choice. 
The end result of modern rationalism is a politics that 
is visibly lunatic. All of this presumes, however, that 
we build terrible weapons reluctantly and that we seek 
to minimize our dependence on them. “No first use” 
is an inescapable principle of any morally defensible 
argument for the possession of nuclear weapons, and 
we can set that principle aside only when the first use 
of such weapons is mandatory for our defense. 

At the moment, i t  is. The United States and its 
allies are decisively inferior to the Soviet Union in 
conventional forces, and we would have to use nuclear 
weapons to balance the scale in any conflict. This is no 
accident: At least since Eisenhower’s presidency the 
United States has accepted conventional inferiority as 
a first principle of policy. In greater or lcsser degree we 
have tied ourselves to a policy of reliance on nuclear 
weapons in any war with the USSR. Ending conscrip- 
tion obviously has made matters worsc. 

I want to emphasize that we have chosen to be in- 
ferior in conventional arms. Eisenhower’s policy 
emphasized that nuclear weapons are cheaper- 
“more bang for the buck”-and, given the need to 
recruit volunteers, the cost of conventional forces has 
risen in our time. We have, in other words, adopted a 
morally indcfensible policy-reliance on the first use 
of nuclear weapons-in order to preserve or enhance 
our wealth. In this aspect of American military policy 
Mammon has been the only winner. 

The advocates of an immediate “no first use” pol- 
icy, however, have not yet demonstrated a willingness 
to pay any .greater costs. Characteristically, they have 
argued that the West is not really so inferior to the 
Soviet Union and its allies. Russian soldiers, the argu- 
ment goes, have inferior equipment; their morale is 
shaky; their training is uneven. The Soviet military is 
bureaucratic and cumbersome. Eastcrn European ar- 
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mies, moreover, are evidently unreliable. Conse- 
qucntly, we can afford to be outnumbered because the 
quality of our forces is superior. This is, to say the 
least, a very dubious thesis. Our sophisticated equip- 
mcnt is ovcrcomplex and inclined to break down, as 
James Fallows has documented. Soviet morale and 
training may be bad, but the American Army has 
problems at least as severe. Soviet leadership may be 
bureaucratic, but the American officer corps is in- 
creasingly careerist. The notion that our superior 
quality will prevail over mere numbers sounds, after 
all, like wishful thinking,and Europeans’cannot be ex- 
pected to trust such reasoning, since we are doing our 
whistling in what would be their graveyards. 

A more sophisticated argument asserts that we do  
not need more conventional forces because any at- 
tacker requires a two or thrcc-to-one superiority and 
the Soviets do not outnumber us by that margin. A 
successful offensive, however, does not require a 
three-to-one superiority everywliere; it only demands 
that ratio at the point of attack. An army can easily 
stand on the defensive at many points in order to con- 
centrate forces at others, and this concentration is 
doubly easy if an army enjoys a comfortable numeri- 
cal advantage, as the Soviet Army certainly does. A 
successful breakthrough at  the  point of attack, 
relentlessly exploited, can disorganize and route an 
enemy all along the line. In 1940 the Germans did not 
outnumber the French by anything like a two-to-one 
margin; the French, in fact, had more tanks than their 
German opponents. The American Army in Europe is 
probably not as bad as the French in 1940; the Rus- 
sians are certainly not as good as the Germans. The 
comfort to be derived from this, however, is only 
marginal. And we cannot expect Europeans to live 
comfortably on that margin. 

In order to free ourselves from dependence on 
nuclear weapons we need a major increase in conven- 
tional forces. Our allies, of course, ought to contribute, 
but the change in policy must begin with us. A return 
to conscription would help: I t  would hold down costs 
and improve thc quality of our pcrsonnel. Expanding 
our conventional forccs, however, makes sense with 
or without the draft. A larger army would allow us to 
offer more genuine assurance to our allies around the 
world, in places like Israel and Korea as well as in 
Europe. Perhaps Prime Minister Begin would be less 
bellicose if our guarantees were backed by armed 
forces relevant to the dangers Israel faces. Perhaps, of 
course, Begin is an incorrigible. But an adequate 
American conventional force would deprive him of 
his best excuse. In any case, an army worthy of our 
words would at least make us able to promise that it 
will not be our hand that pushes humanity into the 
chasm of nuclear war. 
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