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September 15, 1983

INVITING WAR
By Robert S. McNamara; Robert S. McNamara was Secretary of Defense from 1961 to 1968 and president of the World Bank from 1968 to mid-
1981. This article is adapted from a longer essay in the fall issue of Foreign Affairs

Even if the ''first use'' of nuclear weapons is not to NATO's advantage, does not the threat of such
use help deter a Soviet nuclear attack and would not the removal of the threat increase the risk of
war?

The problems associated with a first use seem clear enough. The launching of strategic nuclear
weapons against the Soviet homeland would lead almost certainly to a response in kind which
would inflict unacceptable damage on Europe and the United States - it would be an act of suicide.
The threat of such an action, therefore, has lost all credibility as a deterrent to Soviet conventional
aggression. One cannot build a credible deterrent on an incredible action.

Many observers in both the United States and Europe, however, believe that the threat of first use
is an effective deterrent. It is not that NATO would coolly and deliberately calculate that a strategic
exchange made sense, they explain, but rather that the dynamics of the crisis would literally force
such an action - or so Soviet leaders would fear.

In this view, the Russians will perceive a considerable risk that conventional conflict will lead to the
use of battlefield weapons, which will lead in turn to theater-wide nuclear conflict, which will
inevitably spread to the homelands of the superpowers. So long as the escalation is perceived to be
likely to proceed smoothly, the logic continues, then the Warsaw Pact will be deterred from taking
the first step - the conventional aggression - that might start the process.

The flaw in this argument, I believe, is in its view of how NATO is likely to act. More and more
Western political and military leaders are coming to recognize, and are publicly avowing, that even
the use of battlefield nuclear weapons in Europe would bring greater destruction to NATO than any
conceivable contribution they might make to NATO's defense. There is less and less likelihood,
therefore, that NATO would authorize the use of any nuclear weapons except in response to a
Soviet nuclear attack. As this diminishing prospect becomes more and more widely perceived - and
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it will - whatever deterrent value still resides in NATO's nuclear strategy will diminish still further.

Moreover, preparing for tactical nuclear war limits NATO's ability to defend itself conventionally.
Nuclear weapons require special security precautions and special command, control and
communications arrangements. They thus limit the flexibility with which units can be deployed and
military plans altered. In addition, since most of the systems that would deliver NATO's nuclear
munitions are dual-purpose, some numbers of aircraft and artillery must be reserved to be
available for nuclear attacks and thus would not be available for delivering conventional munitions.
Most important, though, the reliance on nuclear threats for deterrence makes it more difficult to
muster the political and financial support necessary to sustain an adequate conventional military
force.

To the extent, then, that the nuclear threat had deterrent value, it is because it in fact increases the
risk of nuclear war. Moreover, this is a double threat - for Soviet predictions of the risk could lead
them to initiate nuclear war themselves. Preparing themselves for the possibility of NATO nuclear
attacks would make it more difficult for them to mount a successful conventional attack. And if
they believe that NATO would indeed carry out its nuclear threat - as a matter of deliberate choice
or not - the Russians would have virtually no incentive not to initiate nuclear war themselves.

The costs of whatever deterrent value remains in NATO's nuclear strategy are, therefore,
substantial. Could not equivalent deterrence be achieved at lesser ''cost''? I believe the answer is
yes. Compared to the huge risks that the alliance now runs by relying on increasingly less credible
nuclear threats, recent studies have pointed to ways by which the conventional forces may be
strengthened at modest cost.

Having spent seven years as Secretary of Defense dealing with the problems unleashed by the
initial nuclear chain reaction, I do not believe we can avoid serious and unacceptable risk of nuclear
war until we recognize - and until we base all our military plans, defense budgets, weapons
deployments and arms negotiations on the recognition - that nuclear weapons serve no military
purpose whatsoever. They are totally useless - except only to deter one's opponent from using
them.

This is my view today. It was my view in the early 1960's.

At that time, in long private conversations with successive Presidents - John F. Kennedy and
Lyndon B. Johnson - I recommended, without qualification, that they never initiate, under any
circumstances, the use of nuclear weapons. I believe they accepted my recommendation. Do we
favor a world free of nuclear weapons? If so, should we not recognize that such a world would not
provide a ''nuclear deterrent'' to Soviet conventional aggression? If we could live without such a
deterrent then, why can't we do so now - thereby moving a step toward a nonnuclear world?
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