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The volume of literature 
on arms control contrasts sharply with the dearth of results in actual armaments 
limitation or control. This huge disparity between fullness of advice and leanness 
of practical results suggests a good deal about both the character of that advice and 
the magnitude of the practical difficulties-and especially about the failure of the 
former to adjust to the latter. 

The ample quantity of the writing on arms control in the face of what would 
seem to be such poor prospects of realization reflects also an aspiration, amount- 
ing often to religiosity, in much of the motivation for that writing. Although 
we must be grateful for whatever propels motivation in what we feel intuitively 
to be a good cause, we must also be suspicious of that kind of motivation which 
corrupts the endeavor.' 

All but a minute proportion of the works that I have seen on the general sub- 
ject of arms control fail to be of any utility for the policymaker, and thus also for 
the student of policy making, exceptf insofar as some of those writings con- 
veniently provide for the interested layman some technical knowledge about 
weaponry. That failure is naturally due to various characteristics, but one com- 
mon characteristic that I should put at the top of the list is persistent failure to 
clarify and analyze objectives, which of course precludes any rigorous and con- 
sistent adherence to the soundest objectives. Naturally, this clarification should 
not have to be done over and over again, but it would be useful to have it be done 
occasionally. 

Arms Control Objectives and Perceptions 

An appropriate analysis of objectives would inevitably entail a pragmatic ap- 
proach-we want our objectives to be mutually consistent, to be worth achieving, 
and to be in some degree achievable-and that in turn entails a properly em- 
pirical utilization of our experience. We have had much relevant experience 
with arms control negotiations, with the armaments competitions that have 

1. I can only hope that what I have seen is a fair and representative sampling. A manuscript 
for a bibliography of items related to and about arms control, prepared by Professor Richard 
Dean Burns, comes to some 900 pages of double-spaced typing. It will be published in 1976 or 
1977 by the Clio Press of Santa Barbara, California. 
2. These ideas were prominent in the work of Thomas C. Schelling. See especially the book by 
him and Morton H. Halperin, Strategy and Arms Control (New York: Twentieth Century Fund, 
1961). 
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International Security 1 18 

stimulated efforts at control, and above all with war, the prospect of which 
ultimately dominates everything having to do with arms competitions and the 
efforts to control them. 

Inasmuch as arms control efforts seek to affect future events, we have to be 
conscious of the degree of our uncertainty about the future, in which we are in- 
structed by our experience with surprise in the past. Perhaps an appreciation for 
this uncertainty will inhibit our choice of arms control objectives, but if so, that 
is simply the way the ball bounces. 

I am using the term "arms control" in a sense which accords with the popular 
conception but which some would regard as unduly restrictive. It was right once 
to make the point that the kind of arms control that may be most important in 
the long run is that which depends on tacit rather than explicit agreement-also 
that arms control for the purpose of enhancing security does not usually imply 
reducing the overall costs of our armaments but may in particular respects mean 
raising them.2 Though of some perennial application, those points were more 
pertinent to the Eisenhower years than to the present. Anyway, the more com- 
mon and narrower conception, which I accept, identifies the term "arms control" 
with some degree of limitation or reduction of particular armaments, and it 
implies also explicit rather than merely tacit international agreement. There is 
indeed substantial extra value in the relevant agreements being explicit. 

The objectives of arms control are usually not stated, but when they are stated, 
they are only rarely if ever reflectively considered. Apparently this is because 
most writers feel that the merit of their implied or declared objectives is too ob- 
vious to need consideration.3 Not only are some two, three, or four objectives 
usually held to be obviously desirable, but even the -order of their priority seems 
to be a matter for declaration rather than examination. Among the numerous 
statements that might be quoted to illustrate this point, I choose one which 
I find specially provocative but which reflects fairly the view most commonly 
held by the vast majority of those who write on arms control. Herman Kahn 
and Anthony Weiner say that the purpose of arms control is: 

... to improve the inherent stability of the situation, decrease the occasions or 
the approximate causes of war within the system, and decrease the destructive- 
ness and other disutilities of any wars that actually occur. One may also add to 

3. Hedley Bull's The Control of the Arms Race (New York: Praeger, 1961) does indeed devote 
the first chapter to "The Objectives of Arms Control," but I find it exploratory rather than 
analytical. This and the above-mentioned book by Schelling and Halperin, both published in the 
same year, both short, remain to this date the landmark books in the field. 
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this last, 'decrease the cost of defense preparation,' but we would argue that this 
would take a rather low priority to the first three objectives.4 

This statement puts the aim 'of saving money not only last but in a separate 
sub-category of lesser worthiness than the other three. Those three in turn really 
boil down to only two, because the first two mentioned refer to the common aim 
of reducing the probability of war, and the third, which thus becomes the sec- 
ond, has to do with reducing the destructiveness of war if it should occur. 

One notices in passing that giving priority to the twin aims of reducing the 
probability of war and of reducing its destructiveness if it occurs-the reference 
is almost always to war between the two superpowers-reflects an implicit ap- 
praisal of the existing probability of war. Some would protest that if war breaks 
out the penalties are so vast that any possibility of its occurring warrants what- 
ever efforts we can make to counteract that possibility. Still, we know that few 
would greatly bestir themselves to cope with an evil that they regard as having 
only a miniscule probability of occurring. Individual views on armaments and 
arms control cover a wide range, and it is important to establish that one prime 
factor accounting for the differences is the individual's appraisal of the probability 
of war-an appraisal that is usually vaguely felt and nearly always implicit 
rather than explicit. 

I find the Kahn-Weiner statement provocative because of their view of priori- 
ties. My own contrary view is that in a pragmatic approach to arms control the 
object of saving money really deserves a superior rating to that of saving the 
world. This conclusion must imply, among other things, either a high confidence 
that the probability of war between the two superpowers will continue to be 
extremely low, or the conviction that in any case we cannot do much about that 
probability through arms control. To make explicit and thus also to clarify 
what is otherwise ambiguous, let me record that I subscribe to both propositions. 

Although one can defend a low expectation of superpower conflict by citing 
only objective factors, one must admit that the weighting of those factors depends 
upon a substantial increment of subjective and thus intuitive judgment." Besides 
obliging one to be tolerant of differing opinions, this fact throws the main bur- 
den of the argument on the latter of the two above propositions-that arms 

4. Herman Kahn and Anthony Weiner, "Technological Innovation and the Future of Strategic 
Warfare," Astronautics and Aeronatutics (December, 1967), p. 28. 
5. I have dealt at greater length with the question of the probability of war between the United 
States and the Soviet Union in my War and Politics (New York: Macmillan, 1973), especially in 
chapters 6 and 9. 
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control negotiations and the resulting agreements, if any, will rarely make 
important contributions to reducing either the probability of war or its destruc- 
tiveness. There are several reasons for this, of which two stand out particularly: 
(1) each party is extremely suspicious of the adversary's efforts to disarm him in 
weaponry regarded as truly important, and (2) apart from a few simple and 
obvious devices like the "hot line" between Washington and Moscow, experi- 
ence assures us that it is not at all a simple matter to determine objectively, let 
alone get international agreement upon, those arms limitation measures that 
will really advance the ends of greater stability and lesser destructiveness. 

That leaves us with the mere matter of saving money, on which governments, 
unlike amateur observers, never look askance. Governments are at all times cop- 
ing intensively with a number of recalcitrant economic problems, which in recent 
years have included marked inflationary pressures and also growing alternative 
demands for the monies raised from a public restive about taxes. Competitive 
pressures from the chief foreign rival will at times force a commitment to ex- 
penditures which government leaders may feel to be of doubtful utility from 
the military point of view, or changed conditions will make less necessary or 
desirable what was previously considered essential. Yet political reasons may 
militate against cutting back unilaterally. Each government also finds itself 
pressed by its own military in a conflict where the rival government, which has 
similar problems, may occasionally be a useful ally. 

We have already noticed that every participant in the national debate on 
arms control carries with him as part 'of his intellectual and emotional baggage 
some kind of appraisal of war-probability which inevitably affects his relevant 
attitudes. Obviously it will affect his feelings on how much one should try to 
accommodate to the views of the bargaining partner. It is an old story that one 
important reason why arms limitation conferences have so often failed or yielded 
only the most meager results is that both sides bring with them to the conference 
a contingent of experts, whether in uniform or not, whose whole professional 
predisposition is to look upon that bargaining partner as the prospective military 
adversary. They will also feel a pronounced distaste for giving up any of 
those armaments with which they individually identify themselves and which 
they may have fought for on the domestic scene. There are also those left at 
home who can be counted upon to influence the debate that will precede any 
ratification. Depending on the moods of the time these experts may feel obliged 
to give lip service to arms limitation, but they will bring to the process a tight and 
often arbitrary measure of proportionality. 

All that is of course familiar, but there is another less observed facet of the 
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problem. Those who entertain a low estimate of superpower war probability 
will incline towards the idea that for deterrence purposes the fact of being power- 
ful is much more important than the exact character or structure of that power. 
This attitude makes for more flexibility in the critical negotiations, and also for 
acceptance as a matter of course of the important distinction between deterrence 
capabilities and war-fighting capabilities. The former capabilities are those which 
are menacing enough, under expected conditions of low mutual motivation for 
war, to preclude the adversary's giving serious consideration to exploiting the 
means and paying the price of defeating them. 

Those persons, on the other hand, who regard the danger of superpower war as 
appreciable are consistent in arguing that the best deterrence force is the opti- 
mum fighting force. They will run into difficulties with their insistence on this 
point when they contemplate the ultimate in strategic nuclear deterrence, where 
war-fighting capabilities seem to dissolve into irrelevance. Herman Kahn's 
well-known parable of the doomsday machine (designed by Americans to blow 
up the world if it should detect some five nuclear weapons exploding anywhere 
over the United States) demonstrated hypothetically that deterrence and war- 
fighting capabilities are not the same thing, at least at the maximum levels of 
warfare.6 At theater levels of warfare, however, war-fighting capabilities are 
much more relevant to deterrence, and anyway, one wants the monies allocated 
to fighting forces to be spent efficiently, which means efficiently for fighting 
purposes. Even so, it is likely that an effort concentrated on deterrence will be 
less costly by wide margins than one concentrated on matching or outdoing 
the opponent in war-fighting capabilities. 

All sorts of slogans get in the way of a reasonable handling of this problem, 
such as the common assertion that our efforts should be guided exclusively by 
the opponent's capabilities, not by our estimate of his intentions. This slogan is 
not likely to be fully followed in practice, because our sense of threat is inevitably 
qualified by our operating image of the opponent, which may be of one who wants 
to be strong but also wants desperately to avoid war. Nevertheless, the slogan 
does act to exacerbate competitive pressures.7 These pressures certainly increase 
the disposition to match the rival's military efforts in degree, and they also 
to some extent dispose us to imitate him in kind. Obviously our military have 
their own ideas in some matters, but they and we will be uneasy with too radical 

6. See Herman Kahn, On Thermonuclear War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960), 
pp. 145-151. 
7. I discuss the issue of "capabilities versus intentions" at greater length in my Escalation 
and the Nuclear Option (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), ch. 7. 
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a departure from the major pattern the rival is following. Thus both sides build 
up huge conventional forces in an age of nuclear weapons. 

Agreeing Upon Arms Control Objectives 

We turn now to some examples which will illustrate and perhaps also elaborate 
the various points made above. On the general issue of the difficulty of winning 
acceptance even of agreements that would seem to be obviously in the security 
interests of the participants, a recent and conspicuous example is the history of 
the effort to avoid proliferation of nuclear weapons. There is little overt dissension 
anywhere to the belief, which is almost universal within the United States, that 
the general proliferation of nuclear weapons among non-possessing nations would 
be a threat to world peace. This view seems to be held even by some govern- 
ments that have refused to sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968, including 
the French government-which has, however, not hesitated to attempt to sell to 
governments like that of South Korea not only nuclear power plants but also 
plutonium reprocessing plants to go with them. In this case we do have a treaty, 
the achievement of which was one of the leading aims of American foreign 
policy for several years before its accomplishment. Still, the considerable resis- 
tances to the adoption of that treaty are well known. At this writing 98 nations 
are parties to it and 12 that have signed have not yet ratified. Both figures leave out 
some quite important states.8 What is more, the treaty itself has more than 
its share of legal escape hatches, quite apart from the fact that it is more than 
usually subject to evasion or violation. 

Ah, one protests, but is not this too blatant an example of inequality, where 
nations are being asked to sign a self-denying ordinance not subscribed to by 
some nations including our own, and where the compensation is all too abstract? 
No doubt, but when are the benefits of an arms limitation treaty not abstract- 
except insofar as they directly result in the saving of money? The fact remains 
that a proposition that commends itself overwhelmingly to virtually all inter- 
ested citizens in the United States-and most arms limitation proposals do not 
meet that criterion-quite clearly does not commend itself universally. The treaty 
we do have is not worthless but neither is it worth very much. The actual plans 
of signatory nations concerning their own military nuclear programs have prob- 
ably been little if at all affected by that treaty. The objective of the treaty is still 

8. Japan became the 98th party to the treaty with the deposit of its instrument of ratification on 
June 8, 1976. 
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worth pursuing, certainly in the direction of curbing the almost wanton distribu- 
tion of nuclear power reactors and especially of plutonium reprocessing plants, but 
we have reason to be aware of the limited prospects of its success. In other ex- 
amples we shall be considering, it is much less clear whether the objective is worth 
pursuing. 

Determining What is Negotiable: The Case of Tactical Nuclear Weapons 

One critical example of an arms limitation objective that we are in danger of 
pursuing too hastily involves tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs). These are com- 
monly believed to be the most ill-begotten of a noisome race of weapons, par- 
ticularly objectionable because they are unnecessary. In this view they should not 
be used even in the event of a major attack by the Soviet Union upon our own and 
allied forces in Europe and at sea. To use them, the argument goes, is to wipe out 
the only meaningful stop (or "firebreak") between theater warfare and the 
suicidal strategic kind. Why the slide from one to the other should be so steep 
and slippery is not explained, no doubt because the reasons are considered too 
obvious to require explanation. 

The notion that TNWs are on the whole more dangerous than useful to their 
possessor derives from an idea developed and advocated in the early 1960s, 
mostly by a group of analysts then at the RAND Corporation.9 If the United States 
and its NATO allies built up their conventional ground and air forces to some- 
thing like parity with those of the Warsaw Pact, these men argued, the "nuclear 
threshold" would be raised to so high a level as virtually to eliminate the chances 
of its being breached even in an outbreak of major military action in Europe- 
which, everyone agreed, could be initiated only by a Soviet attack. They further 
insisted that inasmuch as everyone would understand that our European allies 
would be much more willing to resist Soviet aggression if they were highly 
confident that the resulting battle would remain non-nuclear, the proposed pos- 
ture would greatly enhance real deterrence. 

Thus, the 7,000 American TNWs reported to be stationed in Europe are held 
to be exceptionally available tokens to be offered in any arms reduction proposals 
to the Soviet Union. Secretary of State Henry A. Kissinger has already 'offered to 

9. Leadership of this group within RAND must be credited to Albert Wohlstetter, though 
Alain C. Enthoven has been the most frequent spokesman in print for their position. Others 
among them known for their publications ihiclude Malcolm Hoag, W. W. Kaufmann, and Henry 
Rowen. 
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reduce them by 1,000 if the Soviet Union will make an offsetting-though not 
similar-reduction in its armed forces in Europe. Whatever Kissinger's own be- 
liefs on the subject may be-and he is on record as being dubious of the views 
of the conventional-war enthusiasts-he is aware that an offer of this kind meets 
the minimum of objections from the Pentagon, the Congress, and other relevant 
agencies. Alain Enthoven, however, would go much further than Kissinger. 
He would reduce their number unilaterally without offsetting concessions, and 
not by 1,000 but to 1,000.10 To the layman 1,000 nuclear weapons will seem 
like an adequate number for any purpose, but if those retained are ever really 
adapted to tactical uses, which would mean among other things greatly reducing 
the yields on most of them, 1,000 would certainly not be adequate. Enthoven 
would reduce the number of TNWs in Europe primarily to free for conventional 
war purposes the men now assigned to guarding them, which he numbers at 
30,000. And he would retain the 1,000 strictly to deter the Soviet Union from 
using TNWs in its attack. 

Whether the Europeans could ever have high confidence that a major war in 
Europe would remain non-nuclear, or whether such confidence ought under any 
circumstances to be entertained, are among the vital questions which have not 
been scrutinized. Tht group that originated this mode of thought believed the 
logic of the new idea to be so compelling that it would be quickly accepted by 
the Soviet military leaders as well as allied ones, not to mention our own. T'o be 
sure, involved Americans were determined not to lose a war in Europe. There 
would be no first use by us unless we found ourselves losing.The Russians were 
apparently expected to accommodate to this rigidity on our part, which they 
would no doubt consider somewhat peculiar, and to do so without using nuclear 
weapons. 

One notes a complete absence of empirical inquiry about various of the radical 
assumptions that went into this doctrine. What Europeans were meant by the 
Europeans who would supposedly resist under one set of circumstances but not 
under another? Did anyone try to find out whether that was really the opinion of 
those few Europeans who would make the critical decisi'ons? Would the Russians 
launch a large-scale attack without the determination to win, swiftly, and 
would they expose themselves to the hazards of such a duel while leaving entirely 
to us the choice of weapons? What did their overt doctrine tell us on these mat- 
ters? These and comparable questions which were subject to fruitful investigation 

10. See Alain C. Enthoven, "U. S. Forces in Europe: How Many? Doing What?" Foreign Affairs, 
(April 1975), pp. 512-532. 
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were not in fact investigated. One notices also that the original protagonists of 
this view harbored a sufficiently high expectation of a Soviet attack in Europe 
to advocate with some urgency a considerable and costly improvement of NATO 
forces, though they seemed to find it forensically necessary to insist that in mili- 
tary manpower the NATO forces were already very nearly equal 'to those of the 
Warsaw Pact.1" 

The theory was attractive enough to win ready converts in the highest 
reaches of the Kennedy Administration, including the President himself and 
his vigorous Secretary of Defense, Robert S. McNamara. And what was a novel 
and radical doctrine 15 years ago has now in the mid-1970s become the con- 
ventional wisdom of the interested public and of most of the defense com- 
munity. Professional military officers tend today to be ambivalent on the use 
of TNWs, being ready in principle to use them if the other side uses them first, 
or, as something of an afterthought, in the event we find ourselves losing with- 
out them. But whether their forces are organized, equipped, and trained to make 
so swift a shift from one form of warfare to another is a pertinent question- 
to which the answer almost certainly is "no." The military did, after all, like 
that part of the theory which justified their requesting a good deal more of the 
kind of equipment they were accustomed to, albeit modernized. And, as some of 
them have frankly admitted, they have simply stopped thinking much about the 
problem. The most extraordinary example of how one service has adjusted to 
the idea that TNWs would surely not be used in a war with the Soviet Union is 
the manner in which our surface combat fleet has developed around huge attack 
carriers, any one of which could be volatilized by one small nuclear weapon, de- 
liverable by aircraft, surface vessel, submarine, or even shore-based missile 
launcher. 

Thus, a theory has been accepted almost without challenge simply because it 
is a seductive one. One wants to believe it, especially if one can be persuaded that 
forces organized for the non-use of nuclear weapons make for more rather than 
less deterrence. Some theories are of course self-fulfilling, and this one might 
be so if we were not talking about war-which always presupposes an adversary 

11. Dr. Enthoven has been consistently arguing this point in several publications, the most 
recent being his aforementioned Foreign Affairs article. On page 516 Enthoven holds that 
Warsaw Pact forces on M-Day plus 60 would be only 1,241,000 (as compared with NATO's 
1,105,000). One wonders what happened to that Soviet Union which, without allies, suffered 
the loss of five to six million troops in the first 51/2. months of war in 1941, and then went 
on to win. The estimate is Albert Seaton's in his The Russo-German War, 1941-1945 (New 
York: Praeger, 1971), p. 208n. 
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with intentions and drives of his own. Under the circumstances, however, it is a 
dangerous theory as well as a costly one. The conventional forces it calls for in 
NATO have not been provided, and would be of dubious utility if they were. 
Our NATO allies were never impressed with the American idea, and besides 
they felt the threat from the Soviet Union to be diminishing. That situation was 
not conducive to spending more on defense. Anyway, European policymakers 
have a long-standing fondness for nuclear deterrence, and if the strategic variety 
seems less dependable to them than formerly, as it clearly (and perhaps fortu- 
nately) does, they are that much less willing to relinquish the theater kind. 
Since 1967 they have found it expedient to give lip service within NATO to the 
concept of "graduated response," but they are far from fleshing out their purely 
conventional capabilities. They have indeed been tending in the opposite direc- 
tion. 

One of the primary ideas upon which the whole conventional war construct 
is based is that large-scale conflict between the superpowers can be the result 
of accident. By "accidental war" is presumably meant that which comes despite 
neither side wanting it, and with neither side realizing until war is actually 
upon it that the policy it is pursuing makes that war unavoidable. This no- 
tion has given rise to the concept of the "pause," intended to permit the enemy 
to reconsider his behavior before one introduces nuclear weapons against him. 

Presumably this kind of accident is made possible by the very existence of 
nuclear weapons, for within the definition of the term given above, no such 
thing as accidental war has happened within the last three hundred years, if 
ever. And it really is bizarre to think that the presence of nuclear weapons can 
make nations more reckless and disportive in bearding their opponents than 
ever before, in a word more ready to risk war in the conviction that it will not 
come. Thus we pay heavy extra premiums in our defenses simply because most of 
those who currently philosophize about strategy have made no effort to acquaint 
themselves with the history of war. 

In the context of TNWs, what about the aim of diminishing the destruc- 
tiveness of war? The answers, in diminishing order of importance, are about as 
follows: First, the surest way of reducing the destructiveness of war is to deter 
it, and insofar as theater forces are required for deterrence they should be as 
effective in that role as possible. For any given sum of expenditures the best 
theater deterrence force is the most efficient fighting force, and that means 
a force organized, trained, and equipped for using the most modern weapons, 
certainly including nuclear ones. The prevailing assumption is, of course, that 
an attack upon it will not be an accident. Second, the decision to use nuclear 
weapons would in any case not be primarily ours to make, especially with 
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the basic premise in all our war plans being that the opponent is the aggressor; 
defense plans have to consider not the most desired but the most likely mode of 
enemy attack. Third, there is no prima facie evidence that a battle fought with 
TNWs would be more destructive to the terrain over which it is fought or to 
non-combatants in the theater than the conventional battles we have known in 
the two world wars. It might well be the other way round. The critical factor in 
destructiveness to the terrain is usually the rate of movement of the contending 
armies, the destructiveness tending to be inversely proportional to the swiftness 
with which one side pushes back or destroys the other. Also, with nuclear 
weapons it is very much a matter of the types most used and the manner in 
which they are employed-something that should be studied intensively in ad- 
vance, largely for the sake of minimizing undesired collateral damage. 

Deciding on Weapon Numbers 

Leaving now the matter of TNWs, but pursuing the important objective of 
"limiting the destructiveness of war if it comes," we might briefly consider the 
views of Herbert York, who has been active in efforts to get agreements to 
reduce the size of nuclear stockpiles, especially of strategic nuclear weapons.12 
There can be little question that American and Soviet strategic nuclear weapons 
already deployed or otherwise available for use have grown in numbers far 
beyond any reasonable conception of military need and certainly of deterrence. 
This has been a result mainly of competitive pressures and of such technological 
advances as MIRV. The requirement to escape the threat of having one's retalia- 
tory force obliterated by surprise attack is solved far better by the manner of 
its deployment than by multiplying its weapons. Though the long-term vi- 
ability of our silo-protected ICBMs may be in doubt, alternative means of de- 
ployment, such as submarine-launched missiles, make it absurd to sound alarms 
about the imminent danger of the Russians developing a "first-strike capability" 
-a complaint frequently voiced by former Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird. 
Equally dubious were the public expressions of another recent Secretary of De- 
fense, James R. Schlesinger, who argued that with the kind of accuracy that 
promises to become available in the cruise missile we should develop what was 
formerly called a "damage-limiting" capability, that is, limiting damage to 
ourselves by destroying enemy missiles in their silos. 

Why then, has it been so difficult for York to get a sympathetic hearing for 

12. Of his many writings on the subject, one of the most comprehensive is Race to Oblivion 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1970). 
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his views, even in such milieus as the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 
(ACDA)? One of the reasons, no doubt, is that nuclear weapons already pro- 
duced and deployed are so much sunk capital, not especially costly to maintain 
in their land-based missile configurations and certainly not when stockpiled. 
The budget for all American strategic nuclear forces, which includes bombers 
and missile submarines and all monies spent on related research and develop- 
ment, was in FY 1976 about 18 percent of our entire defense budget. Those costs 
would not be substantially reduced simply by phasing out warheads. Also, with 
the passing of the years the possibility of a strategic nuclear exchange seems to 
have become in most people's minds more and more remote, and one reason 
for that is precisely the horrendous number of weapons. It is one thing to say 
that we have far more than enough weapons for deterrence, but who is to say- 
and to persuade others-how far that number can reasonably drop before de- 
terrence is in fact diminished? Who wants to rock the boat, especially since large 
numbers are also a protection against the alleged "destabilization" that tends to 
result from various kinds of technological innovation? Many people show a deep 
concern about "superiority," about relative "throw-weights" and all the rest, and 
although these fears do point to the importance of fruitful negotiation to find 
mutual limits, they also reflect an abiding confidence in numbers which has to 
be, if not honored, at least humored. 

Most important of all, however, in accounting for the lack of receptiveness to 
York's ideas is the fact that, precisely because the number of weapons is so huge, 
the realization of his ideas would require a drastic reduction in those numbers- 
not just 10 or 20 percent but something well over 90 percent! If the object is to 
retain the kind of deterrence which strategic nuclear weapons provide against 
any kind of war with the rival superpower, but to decrease materially the grimness 
that would follow a failure of deterrence-we should have to know how to 
draw the curve for the marginal utility of weapons. We should then have to 
hunt for something like an optimum balance between deterrence on the one 
hand, and on the other hand reasonable (?) limits to destructiveness if deter- 
rence fails. We should then have to develop a consensus within the country, at 
least among relevant bureaucracies and the Congress, that we had found the opti- 
mum zone of figures, following which we should have to embark upon appropri- 
ate negotiations abroad. And because the figure to be aimed at is now so much 
lower than before, negotiations would have to include not only the Soviet 
Union but also China, France, and Britain. No one should presume to say that 
the day will never arrive when such a chain of events is possible, but it is cer- 
tainly not on the horizon. 

This content downloaded from 86.177.8.225 on Thu, 18 Feb 2016 10:03:14 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



On the Objectives of Arms Control 1 29 

Assessing the Arms Race 

The competitive pressures mentioned above bring us to another of the alleged 
major causes of war which arms control is supposed to curb-the arms race. It is 
an article of faith among most of those who write on arms control that curbing 
the arms race in order to keep the peace of the world is what arms control is all 
about, or at least mostly about. Among these writers arms competitions or "races" 
are alleged to be by themselves the most potent-the word "inevitable" is fre- 
quently in evidence-of the causes of war. 

The idea is on the face of it somewhat illogical. Why the pressures of an arms 
competition, however costly, irritating, or even alarming they may become, 
should move one of the competitors to try to resolve it all by resorting to the 
immeasurably more costly and hazardous arbitrament -of war is not easy to see, 
unless he happens to be greatly superior, in which case the competition should 
not bother him. If the competition is downgraded to being only a potent con- 
tributing cause, then we should focus on what comes first and consider how much 
the arms competition really contributes. It may in fact derive from the prime 
cause, which we must assume to be political, in which case it is simply part of 
the working out of the animosity, that is, it is more an effect than a cause. 

The arms competition we have been witnessing in the Middle East is clearly of 
the latter kind. We see both sides frantically attempting between wars to rearm 
themselves against another outbreak that both sides believe highly likely if not 
inevitable. In such situations, however, the major provocations to violence clear- 
ly lie outside the arms competition itself and almost totally account for that 
competition. Conditions of the moment which the aggressor finds favorable to 
himself may help to trigger a war, but that does not alter the basic quality we see 
in the competition, which is that it is entirely derivative from the hostility and 
not the other way round. 

What may be called the "classical" arms race, on the other hand, follows a 
model where the rivals measure their arms progress against each other, out of 
considerations of status and of ultimate security against conceivable warlike 
situations, but where the focus is more on competition itself than on any high or 
imminent expectation of war. The latter situation fairly describes the competi- 
tion between the United States and the Soviet Union during at least the last dec- 
ade-which is in some contrast to the situation of the 1950s when the expecta- 
tion of war was considerably higher.13 

13. We should note here Albert Wohlstetter's denial that there is an arms race between the two 
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Arms races of this latter type are fairly recent phenomena. In older times the 
size of the military forces of the prince depended on his wealth, pride, and terri- 
torial ambitions, but a number of factors were missing then that seem to be 
essential in the modern type of competition. Among them are rapid techno- 
logical progress and also a level of productivity of the national economy which 
makes for a good deal of "fat"-as contrasted with the subsistence-level econ- 
omy that characterized most nations before the 19th century. There are in mod- 
ern times vast resources free for competitive military buildups that were not com- 
parably free at an earlier time. 

Probably the most celebrated arms race in history is the Anglo-German naval 
race that began with the German naval laws of 1898 and 1900. It stands out as the 
stereotype of the modern arms race, and it was indeed hard and furious. It has for 
that reason often been charged with being a primary cause of Britain's entry 
into World War I. 

There is much instruction in studying that race, particularly in seeing how 
the Germans rationalized a vain and improvident policy and how badly they 
misjudged the British. There can be no doubt that it caused much irritation 
and even some alarm in Britain. But we know now a good deal about the motiva- 
tions of Britain's pre-war diplomacy and also about that week of groping in the 
Cabinet that finally brought Britain's declaration of war in August 1914. The 
evidence is overwhelming that the German naval competition was of far less 
than prime significance in provoking the British decision. It had had virtually 
nothing to do with Britain's departing "splendid isolation" to conclude its alli- 
ance with Japan in 1902 and its entente with France in 1904. In subsequent 
events, including the entente with Russia in 1907, it had loomed somewhat 
larger, but it was still only part of the whole image of Germany that the several 
pre-war crises and the posturing of a vainglorious kaiser helped to produce. 
Finally there was the clear and blatant violation of the Belgium Neutralization 
Treaty of 1839.'4 

superpowers, though he concedes there is an arms competition which raises costs on both 
sides. I have assumed above that the two terms were sufficiently imprecise to be virtually 
interchangeable. See Wohlstetter's "Is There a Strategic Arms Race?," Foreign Policy, No. 15 
(Summer, 1974), pp. 3-20 and No. 16 (Fall, 1974), pp. 48-81. See also Michael L. Nacht's 
critique of Wohlstetter's view in the same journal, No. 19 (Summer, 1975), pp. 163-177, and 
Wohlstetter's reply to Nacht and others in No. 20 (Fall, 1975), pp. 170-198. 
14. On official British attitudes towards Germany, a number of fascinating once-secret memoran- 
da are reprinted in Kenneth Bourne's The Foreign Policy of Victorian England, 1830-1902 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1970). Despite the terminal date in the book's title, the 
memoranda which are especially interesting cover the period from 1901 to 1914 (pp. 462- 
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No doubt the British tolerance for the German competition derived from 
their confidence that they could maintain the naval fighting superiority that was 
so important to them. To outbuild the Germans was costly but feasible, and far 
less costly than fighting them. That fact, too, points to something instructive 
about that race and especially to how it differed from any kind of armaments race 
that could possibly exist today between the United States and the Soviet Union. 

The unit of account for fleet fighting power at the time of that race was the 
battleship-after 1906 the Dreadnought-type battleship-designed and built pri- 
marily for fighting its like on the high seas. Once built it might also be used for 
other purposes, like shore bombardment, but it was never put in hazard for such 
purposes if there was a chance that it might be needed for contending with 
enemy battleships. Because the British succeeded in building more battleships 
than the Germans and because they also built ships with bigger guns, they 
maintained a battle superiority which both sides knew to be overwhelming. 
When it came to the contest of battle fleets in World War I, the British Grand 
Fleet simply contained the German High Seas Fleet for four years of war and 
made the latter quite useless. It did so while being mostly silent and at anchor. 
On the one occasion that the two fleets met, off Jutland, the entire preoccupation 
of the German commander was with escape. 

Thus, with surface fleets even more than with armies, the fact that the military 
units of each side fought comparable military units of the other gave real mean- 
ing to a margin of superiority. Such meaning is lost in the present armaments 
rivalry with the Soviet Union, in which it is basic that we are dealing with 
weaponry where the units are not primarily intended to fight each other. Certainly 
that is characteristic of the whole family of nuclear weapons which, despite 
frequent allegations to the contrary, are the weapons most effective in keeping 
the two nations firmly on course-that is, on the course of avoiding war with 
each other. Also, there is between the superpowers nothing comparable now to 
the peculiar and one-sided vulnerability of Britain to the interruption of her 
sea-borne communications, a vulnerability which absolutely -obliged her to insist 
on clear superiority on the seas. 

That nuclear weapons are not intended primarily to fight each other may be 
denied by proponents of counterforce targeting. Until the conclusion of the 
SALT I agreements, some were excited also by the qualified capability of 

504). See especially the long extract from the major policy memorandum of 1 January 1907 by 
Eyre Crowe, who bore the misleading title of Senior Clerk in the Foreign Office, pp. 481-493. 
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ABMs to destroy incoming nuclear warheads high above the ground-a possi- 
bility that seemed to promise to make warfare once more a duel, to be fought this 
time in space. However, few students of the problem can deny that success for a 
counterforce strategy must depend on some quite unpredictable variables and, 
especially because of the several alternative means of retaliatory attack, is bound 
always to be critically limited. 

In the present situation there is even less reason than before to worry about the 
alleged provocatory nature of arms races. We may even allow ourselves some 
astonishment at how little such provocations seem to matter, either in diplo- 
macy or in everyday life. Both superpowers have weapons aimed at each other 
that could spell for each something approaching obliteration. Neither side has 
anything remotely resembling a defense except its power of retaliation. It is a cir- 
cumstance that, at the dawn of the nuclear age, people predicted would be quite 
intolerable. But the feared condition arrived gradually, and as people came to live 
with it, it proved not only tolerable but also not without its own peculiar com- 
forts. There developed a sense that no issue existed to induce the superpowers 
to go to war with each other when such a penalty for doing so hung over them 
mutually-a condition quite new in the world's history. 

There are now, as there always have been, the habitual sounders of alarm 
about losing some margin of superiority, either in ships at sea, in throw-weight 
of missiles, or whatnot. But despite the jingoism on the far right evoked by the 
1976 primaries, the national audience seems to be lacking something in respon- 
siveness. When before has a secretary of state, who incidentally enjoyed a con- 
siderable and unusual reputation for understanding strategic issues, replied to 
some fulminations from the Defense Department, as Kissinger did in 1974, with 
the exclamation: "What in the name of God is strategic superiority? What is the 
significance of it politically, militarily, operationally, at this level of numbers?" 

For our purposes we are not obliged to determine whether Kissinger is right 
or wrong in the sentiment reflected in his exclamation. What it does tell us in- 
controvertibly is that whatever arms race is going on currently, and however 
costly it may be, it is not in itself adding very much to the irritations and provo- 
cations that arise from time to time between the two major rivals. An arms 
race may indeed cause them to treat each other with more respect than they other- 
wise would, but that too has its net utilities. 

We have learned over the three decades that nuclear weapons have been with 
us that the balance of terror is not delicate. For either superpower to attack the 
other because of an optimistic guess of the latter's vulnerabilities is obviously 
to take a risk of cataclysmic proportions. Neither can be seduced into such 
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an error by some apparent shift in the relationship of forces-usually more ap- 
parent to technicians than to politicians. Nor will either superpower be seduced 
by the appearance of some new mechanical contrivance which at best affects 
only a part of the whole scheme of things, usually a small part. 

The terms "destabilizing" and "stabilizing" have become fashionable in re- 
ferring to various technological developments. Their use commonly reflects a 
limited perception of how each development alters or fits into the entire techno- 
logical and political universe in which we live. No doubt a prolonged somnoles- 
cence by the United States concerning qualitative and quantitative changes in the 
arms balance would in time prove dangerous, especially if it were not accom- 
panied by a drastic downward reassessment of our foreign policy interests. But 
the fate of ourselves and of the world is not going to hang on what we do or 
fail to do about some object like the cruise missile. Not long ago the alleged fate- 
determining object was the ABM. It sometimes helps to remember the several 
invasion panics in England in the mid-19th century, when the adoption of 
steam propulsion by warships was supposed to have created "a steam bridge across 
the Channel." 

Budgeting for Defense 

If arms competitions are not in themselves dangerous, which is to say signifi- 
cantly provocative of an inclination to war, they are certainly costly. An inter- 
national agreement which succeeds in limiting that competition is an important 
and welcome way 'of limiting those costs. Naturally one does not wish to save 
money at the cost of a significant impairment of security, but the role for in- 
telligent arms control is precisely to find and exploit instances where there is no 
such conflict. 

There are some, to be sure, who argue that the arms race, if there is one, is 
not too costly. Many, including President Ford, have pointed to our current 
defense budget as being "only" 6 percent -of our GNP, which they call an histori- 
cally low proportion that should be considered a floor on our military expendi- 
tures. Some, like former Secretary of Defense Schlesinger, make statements ar- 
guing a positive value for their own sake in high military expenditures, claiming 
that any attempt to reduce them sends the "wrong signals" to the Soviet leaders. 
Reasoning from the 6 percent figure Schlesinger was looking forward with no 
apparent pain to annual defense budgets of $150 billion by 1980. 

One might point out that 6 percent of GNP is historically a low peacetime 
figure for the United States only since the Korean War. One could suggest also 
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that national and indeed worldwide trends make governments more responsible 
for social welfare than formerly, and these trends, which appear politically ir- 
reversible at least for the United States, make 6 percent of GNP for military expen- 
ditures considerably more burden than it used to be. This percentage currently 
represents approximately $100 billion. We are also becoming increasingly 
aware that percentage of GNP is a much less meaningful figure than percentage 
of the national budget, for the latter represents monies being raised by taxation 
and by deficit financing, and we are becoming acutely aware of the limits, dis- 
utilities, and special pains associated with both. The defense budget is still by far 
the largest single category in the national budget, and it accounts for roughly 35 
percent of it. 

But is all this relevant? The notion that it pays to spend extra billions just to 
send the "right" signals abroad ought to be rejected as most unlikely to be 
"cost-effective" compared with other means of signaling. What are the "right 
signals" supposed to be anyway? What signals are in fact sent by simply boost- 
ing military expenditures? If these and related questions are not in the narrow 
sense researchable, they are certainly worth more thought than they usually get 
by those who urge the Schlesinger view. That view, while not necessarily in con- 
flict with efficient military expenditure, is not likely to be conducive to it either. 

The merit of explicit, mutual agreements on arms control is that both sides are 
committed to the same course of action, usually for the same or at least similar 
reasons. That makes the signals mutual. Just as cost-effectiveness analysis was 
devised and pursued for the sake of avoiding sheer waste in military expenditures 
(it is usually expressed in other ways, but they amount to the same thing), so 
arms control should be conceived as an important and fruitful means of avoiding 
waste. For that we should not have to make apologies. 

Two examples should suffice to illustrate the practical application of our 
argument. The first is the Washington Naval Limitation Treaty of 1922, later 
supplemented by the London Naval Treaty of 1930. These treaties are among the 
very few in history-if there are indeed others of comparable weight-in which 
the several great powers succeeded by free mutual agreement not only in limiting 
future building in a primary military category but actually in reducing signifi- 
cantly levels already reached. The motivation on all sides was entirely eco- 
nomic, though naturally in the speeches applauding the signing ceremonies the 
benign consequences for world peace were duly rung in.15 

15. The standard monograph on the first and most important of these treaties, that of Washing- 
ton in 1922, is still Harold and Margaret Sprout, Toward a New Order of Sea Power (Prince- 
ton: Princeton University Press, 2nd ed., 1943). 
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The other, more recent example was the effective demolition of the ABM 
programs of the United States and the Soviet Union as a result of the SALT I 
agreements of 1972. To anyone who had followed the ABM debate in the United 
States, this result was astonishing. Few historical debates on armaments had 
aroused the passions that this one did, with experts in the related technologies 
arrayed on both sides. The substance of the debate was mostly over the efficacy 
of the Sentinel system, a name changed to "Safeguard" by President Nixon, who 
showed himself to be one of its most ardent champions. In pushing the neces- 
sary supporting acts through a once-reluctant Senate, Nixon did indeed use the 
"bargaining chip" argument along with several others, but his obvious ardor for 
the system itself made it difficult to give credence to this explanation. 

The fact that it ultimately did prove to be a bargaining chip does not quite 
dispel one's doubts as to whether it was so conceived all along. It appears likely 
that President Nixon underwent a real change of heart about ABM, the rapidly 
growing problem with inflation no doubt having much to do with his change. 
Inflation clearly made him look harder at the data that brought into question 
the efficacy and utility of the system, including new developments like MIRVs, 
the cruise missile, and alternatives to fixed silos for ICBMs, especially land- 
mobile systems. 

In any case, the motivation and justification for doing away mutually with the 
ABM (actually, in the first instance, limiting it) were almost entirely economic. 
It cannot plausibly be argued that it enhanced our security to accomplish this re- 
sult; neither does it make much sense to say that it diminished it."6 The ABM 
lent itself ideally to the action taken for the following basic reasons: (1) it was 
not yet acquired and deployed; (2) its efficacy was always questionable and 
becoming more so; (3) it would be an extraordinarily expensive system to build, 
deploy, and maintain; and (4) it would be difficult domestically to win a con- 
sensus on dropping it except through an instrument that obliged the Soviet 
Union to do likewise. 

The original SALT agreement limited each side to two sites, one being the 
capital -or "national command authority," the other being a single field site con- 
taining no more than 100 interceptor missiles of all types (in the United States 

16. One of the few hold-out on the latter view is Dr. Donald G. Brennan, in his "When the 
SALT Hit the Fan," National Review, vol. 24, (June 23, 1972) pp. 685-692. See also his testimony 
in the ratification hearings of the SALT I agreements. It is important to notice that Dr. Brennan 
never thought that the ABM would be effective in protecting cities unless offensive forces were 
suitably limited. In his current view, the nmassive buildup of offensive forces since the late 1960s 
has diminished the feasibility (though not the desirability) of such a posture, at least based on 
current technology, to near the vanishing point. 
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the Spartan and the Sprint missiles). It quickly became obvious that the Congress 
would never support a system for the single city of Washington. An amend- 
ment in 1974 to the SALT agreement limited each side to one site only. The 
United States by then had built such a site, at Grand Forks, North Dakota, but 
in 1975 the Congress, facing the choice of appropriating $60 million to continu- 
ing it for another year or $40 million for liquidating it, chose the latter course. 
It is difficult to tell what the total expenditure had been at that time-it had cost 
about $4 billion to develop just the Spartan missile with its special nuclear 
warhead, of which some 30 were built-but there is no doubt that many times 
that sum was saved by abandoning it. 

In retrospect the ABM may look like a system that virtually cried out for mu- 
tual abrogation, but it certainly did not look so at the time. The support for it 
within the defense community was intense. Now the ABM appears to have been 
a target of opportunity, torpedoed at just the right time and by the right 
means. 

It should be the prime function of an intelligently directed arms control pro- 
gram always to be looking out for more such targets. They will be found especially 
among emerging systems, but also among those existing ones which are costly 
to maintain and of dubious marginal utility. One might, for example, nominate 
for consideration our aircraft bombing force, including both the proposed B-1 
and the existing 400 B-52s. What is the marginal utility of this force along with 
our submarine-launched and our land-based missiles? If some bombers are de- 
sirable, do we need all those proposed? It would indeed take some stout-hearted 
men to explore this issue together with, or perhaps in the face of, the Air Force, 
but such a course is not unprecedented. The naval treaties of 1922 and 1930 were 
bitterly opposed by the chief naval officers and the navy leagues of virtually all 
the countries involved, which makes their achievement all the more remarkable. 
Perhaps the required stout-heartedness is what arms control is all about. 
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