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February 2, 1983

NO SECOND USE - UNTIL
By Robert S. McNamara

WASHINGTON— The United States and its North Atlantic Treaty Organization allies should
adopt a policy of ''no second use'' of nuclear weapons - that is, ''no second use until...'' Under this
policy, we would not authorize the launching of nuclear weapons, even in response to an assumed
nuclear attack, until we could determine whether a reported attack was real or imagined and, if
real, deliberate or accidental. The purpose of the change in policy would be to minimize the
immense dangers of a hair-trigger strategy - for example, a strategy of launch-on-warning - that
could begin a nuclear war for the wrong reasons.

I advance this proposal for many of the same reasons that last April I joined McGeorge Bundy,
Gerard K. Smith and George Kennan in urging the North Atlantic Treaty Organization to move to a
policy of ''no first use'' under which we would pledge not --------------------------------------------------
------------------- Robert S. McNamara retired as president of the World Bank in June 1981. to use
nuclear weapons as a response to a conventional attack and would rely instead on improved
conventional forces as a deterrent. The underlying message of both proposals is basically the same:
Once a nuclear war started, there would be no way to contain it. Indeed, the response to the ''no
first use'' proposal indicated that most military and civilian commentators agree that nuclear war,
once begun, is unlikely to remain limited and that unlimited war will destroy civilization. What the
experts cannot agree on is whether NATO has the ability or willingness to strengthen its
conventional forces and thus make unnecessary the first use of nuclear force.

Although former Secretary of State Alexander M. Haig Jr. said that such a policy would require
reintroducing the draft, tripling manpower in the armed forces and placing the economy on a war
footing, Gen. Bernard Rogers, NATO's commander, believes more modest expenditures can insure
an adequate deterrent. But what I want to stress is that no first use is only one of a series of actions
that must be taken to reduce the risk of the use of nuclear weapons. The recent antinuclear protests
in America and Western Europe have focused on first limiting, and then reducing, the number of
nuclear weapons. Such action is essential, of course. The Soviet and American nuclear inventories
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contain a total of some 40,000 to 50,000 warheads. Clearly, the nuclear balance - the essential
equivalence of force that exists today - can be maintained at lower levels. But even the most
optimistic among us can hardly hope for reductions beyond the 50 percent that Mr. Kennan
proposed in 1981. That means that for decades ahead we'll have to live in a world armed with tens
of thousands of nuclear warheads. Each warhead, on average, has a destructive power 30 times as
great as the Hiroshima bomb. It is therefore obvious that reducing the risk of the use of these
weapons should receive as much attention as reducing their number. But it is not. I believe, then,
that it is essential that the Warsaw Pact and NATO not only adopt strategies based on no first use of
nuclear weapons but that they state unequivocally that there will be ''no second use'' - until it has
been determined, beyond any possible doubt, that the nuclear explosion to which the second use
responds was in fact intentional and purposeful. This would require communication at the highest
political levels. Such communication can be assured if provision has been made, in war plans and
in physical facilities, for the protection and survival of high-level authorities, as well as fail-safe
means of communication. Washington and Moscow have neglected both of these matters. I have
been deeply disturbed by the implication of some of the arguments recently put forward by Soviet
commentators in opposition to NATO deployment of Pershing 2 missiles in Europe. They have
stressed the great danger to the Soviet Union resulting from a reduction in missile flight time from
30 minutes for the United States-based Minuteman to six minutes for the European-based
Pershings. My question is: What can be done in 30 minutes that can't be done in six minutes? If the
answer is - as would seem to be the implication - that a 30-minute flight time permits launch-on-
warning, while six minutes does not, then I am shocked and deeply worried. We have learned
(although it is not clear that we have applied our knowledge) - and I would have thought that the
Russians by now would have learned as well - that there is immense danger in launch-on-warning
strategy. It clearly carries the high risk of a spasm-like response to a false warning, or to a human
or mechanical error, and thus risks the unleashing of a chain of events that would lead to mutual
annihilation. I cannot overemphasize the importance of both sides publicly stating that they firmly
reject any such strategy. Having spent seven years as Secretary of Defense dealing with the
problems unleashed by the initial nuclear chain reaction 40 years ago, I do not believe we can avoid
serious and unacceptable risk of nuclear war until we recognize, and 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 their use.
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