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The Thirtieth Year 

HEN EMANUEL ADLER BROACHED THE IDEA of a thirtieth 

anniversary volume to commemorate the historic confer 
ence and volume of 1960, and to use the occasion to 

examine what has happened to arms control during those thirty 
years, none among us had any idea that the thirtieth year that was 

about to begin would be the most eventful by far of all the thirty. And 
had we engaged in guessing what might possibly occur that could 

make it the most eventful year, we could not have guessed anything 
like what did happen and would surely not have guessed that 
anything so momentous could also be so good. Holding off disaster 

was what most of us aimed for in 1960 and by the end of 1989, 
disaster?at least, the kind of disaster we worried about in Dcedalus 

?seemed remote. 
I originally intended to examine whether arms control, or a 

military strategy informed by arms control, had played a significant 
part in staving off disaster and deserved any of the credit. That is still 
an interesting question historically, but its policy significance may 
have flown. A few years ago I published an essay, "What Went 

Wrong with Arms Control?",1 arguing that arms control had gone 
off the tracks. I was concerned to get it back on the tracks. But now 

maybe we can just let it rest on a siding. 
It won't rest there of course. Now that we need it less we can 

probably have more. Or I should say that now that we do not appear 
to need arms control to stave off disaster, we can use arms control for 
other purposes. I used to consider it important to emphasize that 
arms control would not necessarily reduce military expenditures. I 

Thomas C. Schelling is Distinguished Professor of Economics and Public Affairs at the 

University of Maryland, College Park. 

w 

21 

This content downloaded from 86.177.8.225 on Thu, 18 Feb 2016 10:12:59 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



22 Thomas C. Schelling 

thought it good to emphasize that arms control might more usefully 
concern itself with restructuring weaponry, not simply reducing it. 
But suddenly we can talk about reductions that promise sizable 

savings. The promise may not be kept, or at least not promptly; the 
"Vietnam dividend" check that we once thought was in the mail 
never arrived. But it is for the first time a legitimate hope. 

Maybe it is time to revise our language. Some of us still remember 
the ideological disputes over the terms "arms control" and "disar 

mament." Donald G. Brennan in his editor's preface to Arms 

Control, Disarmament, and National Security had to warn against 
the "false dichotomy" of "disarmament versus arms control." He 

said, "The point of view of this book (as with most students of these 
affairs) is that 'arms control' is a generic term that includes the 

possibility of literal 'disarmament' among other possible cases." He 
went on to say that a few writers held that "arms control" was a 

"distinctly wicked doctrine," and that those who advocated it in 
contrast to disarmament were made to appear as immoral propo 
nents of the continuation of the arms race.2 

Brennan was clearly smarting. He evidently felt that the "disarm 
ers" occupied the moral high ground and he needed to defend his 
own authors. I remember a number of occasions when accusations 

were vituperative, but I think the antagonism had peaked about the 
time the book appeared. It was clearly the "arms controllers' 

" 

doctrine that conquered the Kennedy Administration, and Brennan's 
somewhat intemperate counterattack was probably unnecessary by 
the time it was in print. 

The dispute over terminology, like the dispute over substance, was 
not purely domestic. The Dcedalus Conference occurred when Gen 
eral and Complete Disarmament (GCD) was every government's 
stated goal, especially the Soviet Union's. At the Pugwash Conference 
in Moscow at the end of 1960 the Soviet delegation refused to 
countenance the idea of "arms control"; at one point it was ready to 

have a show of hands on whether anybody present who did not 

subscribe to GCD should not be asked to leave the conference and go 
home. ("Home" was not the Moscow suburbs.) That was also the era 

when the United States was known for its insistence on verification; 
the Soviets, said to have no words in their language for what 

Americans meant by arms control, interpreted arms control, sincerely 
or not, as if it meant only inspection. (Someone pointed out that this 

This content downloaded from 86.177.8.225 on Thu, 18 Feb 2016 10:12:59 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



The Thirtieth Year 23 

interpretation of the word might have been based on the French term 
controle.) 

I think the doctrinal victory of arms control in this country 
culminated in the Antiballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty; SALT, START, 
and INF are more in the tradition of literal disarmament. Arms 
control now will almost certainly take the form of reductions. If the 
reductions tend to be proportionate across weapons systems I will 
find them intellectually displeasing but in no way alarming. 

Other essays in this volume look at whether the burst of intellec 
tual creativity on arms control thirty years ago had an impact on 

policy, whether such impact made any difference in avoiding war, 

easing tensions, or the progress of freedom and democracy. In my 

judgment, policy was influenced by those ideas during the Kennedy, 
Johnson, and Nixon administrations; the ABM Treaty was a tangible 
result; the effect on peace and progress was clearly positive, but it is 
hard to assess any ultimate significance. That stated, I wish to address 
the question whether ideas generated in the late fifties and early 
sixties, having served their purpose, can now happily be declared a 

part of history, essentially obsolete. Or, do they remain, with some 

modifications, potentially pertinent to the new world that is today 
emerging? 

To pursue that question I need to identify, however briefly, those 
ideas that characterized arms control thinking. Each of us who 

participated in developing the doctrine will have his or her own 

perspective on the matter, differing in emphasis. I do not pretend to 
be a spokesman for the dozens of people, both in America and 

abroad, who participated in the process. 

Perhaps the most important characteristic of arms control thinking 
some thirty years ago is that many among us, perhaps the greatest 
number, did not consider ourselves to be "arms controllers." If asked 
to characterize ourselves professionally, only a few would have said 

they were primarily interested in arms control; a much larger number 
would have professed an interest in nuclear weapons policy; many 
would have identified their interests as foreign policy and national 
security. Most of us believed that there was no contradiction between 
an interest in military strategy and an interest in the possibility of 

collaborating with potential enemies to reduce the likelihood of a war 
that neither side wanted. There was a notable absence of antimilitary 
spirit. Indeed, many of the ideas that came to be identified as 
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expressing the "arms control" point of view were pertinent to the 
unilateral shaping of nuclear forces; others had to do with negotia 
tions with potential enemies on the size and structure of military 
forces. Interest in what might be done reciprocally, between East and 

West, specifically between the Soviet Union and the United States, 
was never confined to propositions that might be embodied in formal 
agreements. 

A concrete manifestation of this was taking for granted the idea 
that nuclear deterrence was here to stay for the foreseeable future; the 

purpose of arms control was to help make certain that deterrence 
worked. What people sought to develop intellectually was a theory of 

deterrence, quite as much as a theory of arms control. A central 

problem in deterrence was that nuclear weaponry, if inappropriately 
structured, or structured in certain ways, could yield a tremendous 

advantage to striking first. Some argued that having a better first 
strike capability might be a dangerous thing at a time of crisis, where 
the adversary might think to use that advantage. 

Deterrence was not a theory ushered in by the advent of nuclear 

weapons. National governments throughout history have undoubt 

edly been deterred from military attack and attempted conquest by 
the possibility of military defeat or the prospect of a war too costly to 

make even victory seem attractive. One of the things brought by 
nuclear weapons was the prospect of terrible civilian damage being 
inflicted, independently of what occurred on the battlefield; it would 
all happen in one unconstrained burst of violence. 

That is something most modern military forces have been unable 
to do in the absence of nuclear weapons. Iraq and Iran imposed 
immense, tragic, and unproductive damage on each other during 
their eight-year war, but most of the damage was limited to the 
battlefield. They were able to inflict military casualties in the tens or 
hundreds of thousands each year, but not civilian casualties in the 

millions overnight. 
Now, to return to the question, what continued role, if any, is there 

for the kind of thinking associated with the Dcedalus volume of three 
decades ago? One easy answer is that while nuclear deterrence is 

likely to carry less responsibility for preserving peace in the decade or 

decades to come, the United States, without any doubt, will wish to 

maintain a massive nuclear retaliatory force, an expensive one, and it 
is just as well to choose the right kind. While it may now matter less, 
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to have survivable forces with secure command and control makes 
sense. If some of our strategic nuclear forces are to be retired, with 

others maintained or even modernized, it is reasonable to maintain 

and, if necessary, to modernize those that are most secure, letting the 

others go. The submarine-based forces will head the list for retention; 

ground-based missile forces will probably be the first to go. Cutting 
proportionately would be mindless. Militarily, it may not make much 

difference in the near future: Still, mindlessness in the design of our 

strategic nuclear forces is not a good habit. Whatever welcome 

decommissioning of strategic nuclear systems may occur in the area 

we now call the Soviet Union, strategic nuclear forces will remain; 

they will continue to constitute the major preoccupation in the design 
of our own opposing forces. 

For the purpose of negotiated arms reductions, the most important 
changes in objectives and constraints will occur on the Soviet side. 
The deployment of nuclear weapons and the devolution of their 
command and control will certainly be dramatically influenced by the 
disintegration of centralized Soviet authority. Essential to the idea of 
arms control is the proposition that, in the matter of strategic nuclear 

weaponry, we and the Soviet Union have many interests in common. 

In nothing do we have more of a common interest than in the Soviets' 

maintaining centralized secure custody and command over their 

strategic nuclear systems. There may be nothing we can do to help 
achieve this, but we can certainly share their concern. 

What other applications may there be for the kind of arms control 
ideas celebrated in this thirtieth-anniversary volume? There is one 

problem for which those ideas offer very little help?how to think 
about the future nuclear status of a united Germany, finally severed 
from World War II. German nuclear aspirations peaked during the 

Kennedy administration and after that a de facto participation 
appeared to suffice. There has been a remarkable silence or lack of 
interest in the implications of the events of 1989-1990 in Eastern 

Europe for French and British nuclear forces. Whether a unified and 
fully sovereign Germany will consider itself blessed, as Japan perhaps 
does, by the benefits of self-denial in nuclear weapons, or will one day 
find military or diplomatic reasons for preferring a change of status, 

especially if American forces are withdrawn in substantial numbers 
from Germany in the coming years, I cannot guess. This is a political, 
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diplomatie, and military issue on which the arms control tradition of 
the past thirty years has little or nothing to contribute. 

A problem more likely to emerge within the coming decade is the 
acquisition of nuclear weapons, probably in small numbers, by 
nations unfriendly, or potentially unfriendly, to the United States. 

Iraq was a popular suspect in this regard even before the invasion of 
Kuwait. Here two quite different questions arise: What are the 

implications for the region? What are the implications for the United 
States? 

Evidently, there is no possibility of a disabling attack by any such 
country against the American strategic nuclear forces. The central 
concern in the Soviet-American nuclear relationship is virtually 
nonexistent in the case of the comparatively minuscule nuclear 

capability of a country like Iraq. But Iraq, of course, would have that 
concern: if its nuclear weapons can be located and targeted, several 
nations might not hesitate to attack those weapons, presumably even 

with conventional weapons. Everything that the arms control litera 
ture of the earlier Dcedalus era had to say about the vulnerability of 

nuclear retaliatory forces should have appeal to Iraq. 
But there would be a major difference. For American nuclear 

weapons to be capable of delivery in devastating numbers to the 
Soviet homeland always required large, expensive, high-technology 
delivery systems: aircraft on bomber bases, missiles in underground 
silos, submarines home based at major naval installations, and 
aircraft carriers. These weapons systems were designed for the 
execution of large-scale coordinated attacks on complex target 

systems. For a country like Iraq, delivery of even a few nuclear 

weapons to the North American continent would be an altogether 
different enterprise. Delivery would have to be clandestine. The 
weapons would probably be positioned in advance so that there 
would be no need for them to be delivered at the time of the event; 
they could then be detonated by remote control. 

That sounds very similar to what we would expect of a terrorist 

organization possessing a few nuclear weapons. In either case, the 

threatening government or organization would need to prove, or at 

least demonstrate that it had such a weapon, could deliver it, or had 

already delivered it. That would not be at all difficult if the supply 
were large enough to afford the explosion of one for demonstration. 

This content downloaded from 86.177.8.225 on Thu, 18 Feb 2016 10:12:59 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



The Thirtieth Year 27 

Would a government like Iraq have interests that could be served 

by the threat of a nuclear explosion in, say, the harbor of an East 
Coast city? One can imagine a great variety of extortionate demands, 
but the demands I find most plausible would relate to US military 
participation in the Middle East region. 

An example I have sometimes used is the American decision to 

resupply the Israeli forces during the 1973 war. Refueling stops in the 
Azores were critically important; Portugal was the only European 
country willing to allow such refueling. Had any Arab government 

possessed a nuclear weapon that it could publicly and persuasively 
threaten to detonate on the airfield, the threat would have needed to 

work in only one of three different ways: the US government might 
have been deterred from continued use of the base; the Portuguese 
government might have been deterred from allowing the continued 
use of that base; or residents of the Azores, including men and 

women responsible for the operation of the base, might have been 
induced to strike. Voicing the threat would have alerted the defenses 
of the Azores, but if the weapons had already been transported, 
perhaps by ship, so that all that remained was remote detonation, 
alerted defenses might have provided no great assurance. 

An article like this, continually rewritten from the fall of 1989 to 
the fall of 1990, may easily be out-of-date by the time it reaches print. 
I leave it to the reader to imagine what use Iraq might have made of 
a few nuclear weapons had it actually possessed such weapons during 
the last weeks of July 1990. 

In the Azores example, we have to consider what government? 
Syria, Egypt, Libya?might have been willing to take responsibility 
for threatening or actually using a weapon on the Azores base. The 
fact that the target would have been military might have preserved 
the government from facing retaliation in kind. Anonymously pro 

viding the weapons to a Palestinian terrorist organization, or, more 

safely, keeping control of the weapons and letting the Palestinians go 
public with the threat, might have frustrated counterthreats or actual 
retaliation. In something like the current crisis, even if the threats 
came from an anonymous or a purely terrorist source, there would 

probably be no hesitancy in identifying Iraq as the appropriate target 
for counterthreats and retaliation. 

What kinds of arms negotiations might a government like Iraq be 
induced to engage in out of a common interest to avert the use of 
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nuclear weapons? I can think of none, unless it were negotiation on 

terms for ending a war against the United States and its regional 
allies. 

The role I can see for arms control in such a situation might be an 

adjunct to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. Some group of 

nations, including at least the United States and what remains of the 

USSR, might attempt to proscribe the use of nuclear weapons by 
committing themselves in advance to some drastic response, includ 

ing, at a minimum, an immediate declaration of war against which 
ever state used nuclear weapons. Whether, for constitutional reasons, 
the United States government would then have to rely on the 
somewhat ambiguous language of the NATO treaty about treating 
an attack on specified other countries as an attack on the United 

States, and whether that would be persuasive, I do not know. Perhaps 
a joint resolution of Congress, of intent to declare war, while 
consultative arrangements were set up among the participants in this 
venture for contingency planning and the pooling of intelligence, 

would be enough to be taken seriously. Some years ago, Alton Frye 
proposed a policy to allow the victim of any first use of nuclear 

weapons regionally to be instantly provided with equivalent weap 
ons, to be used in return. Whether or not that is the best way to 

proceed, it is a good point of departure. 
Some such "arms control" activity would not preclude planning 

also, less publicly, for the more ambitious objective of seeing that no 

nuclear weapons programs come to fruition in the first place. Public 
intentions along these lines are more awkward because they probably 
imply some sort of discrimination. A threat against "first use" of 

nuclear weapons could easily include Israel, South Africa, India, and 
Pakistan as subjects; peacetime sabotage or attack on nuclear weap 
ons facilities is certainly not something to which we can become 

publicly and indiscriminately committed. 
It is not now thought that Iraq will have nuclear weapons within 

a period of time relevant to the current crisis in the Gulf. It does, 
however, have its much-publicized chemical weapons. There has 

been, as I write this, no policy declaration by any government on the 
intended response to an Iraqi introduction of chemical weapons in 

the event of war. The attitude of the US administration on the 

banning of chemical weapons has not positioned that administration 

very favorably for taking the lead in a joint declaration of several 
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governments on a common response to such an event. Having looked 

the other way when the victims were Iranian, we do not occupy a 

moral high ground for expressing excessive outrage when it is our 

own troops who may be the victims. 

Any advance declaration would therefore have to accommodate at 

least three quite different objectives. First, it would try to dissuade 
Iraq from any use of chemical weapons. Second, it would need to 

prepare people in the United States and in the Middle East and, 
indeed, governments around the world, for what the United States 

might actually do in response to the use of chemical weapons. Third, 
it would need to consider the effect on the status of chemical weapons 

everywhere, taking into account expectations about their future use 

and usefulness. 
It may be wrong to attempt to commit oneself in advance to a 

specific response. The response, in fact, may depend on the kind of 
war being waged, how it is progressing, the effectiveness of the Iraqi 
chemical weapons, the Iraqi choice of targets. The president may 
need to retain flexibility. Still, having failed to deter the conquest of 
Kuwait by not crafting a policy that would have prevented that 
aggression, and not communicating such a policy, it may be impor 
tant not to fail in deterring the Iraqi use of chemical weapons by 
failing to communicate, in advance, a prepared response. This is 

indeed a difficult choice?one loaded with arms control significance. 
It is easy to see what the best outcome would be. If Iraq uses 

chemical weapons and the United States and its allies decisively defeat 
Iraq using only conventional weapons, at not too great a cost in 

chemical casualties, chemical weapons will remain under a curse and 
the United States will have displayed exceptional leadership in 
declaring chemical weapons out of bounds. But that would depend 
on the chemical weapons not proving very effective, and on the 

president's resisting an overwhelming clamor to respond in kind. 
I foresee a temptation to respond with battlefield nuclear weapons. 

I feel confident that this would be the military choice if the president 
deemed it essential to escalate from conventional weapons. Nuclear 

weapons are what the Army, Navy, and Air Force are trained to use, 
are best equipped to use; their effects in different kinds of weather 
and terrain are well understood. The military profession traditionally 
despises poison. If Iraqi forces use chemical weapons to great effect 
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there would be a strong temptation to respond with the kind of 
unconventional weapon that we know how to use best. 

What significance does all this have for essential arms control? 
Something rarely recognized as arms control, but essential to it, was 

the understanding, nurtured through years of unilateral declarations 
and planning, that NATO and the Warsaw Pact, in the event of war 

in Europe, would do everything possible to keep nuclear weapons out 
of that war. In the early 1960s it was the United States, almost alone, 
that carried the banner for a conventional defense. The Soviet Union 

disparaged the idea that there could be a war in Europe that did not 
automatically escalate to the highest nuclear level. While denying that 

possibility officially, the Soviet Union prepared for it, investing 
hugely, as did NATO, in weaponry that made no sense if war in 

Europe was bound to go nuclear. 
Had there been a treaty obliging both sides to make large expen 

ditures on conventional forces to prevent the necessity of introducing 
nuclear weapons at the outset, it is hard to imagine a greater 

compliance with such an imagined treaty than what in fact took 
place. This was not "passive" arms control; for a long time, it 
"denied" arms control. The control was not against the possession of 

weapons but against their use, a control exercised mainly through the 

immensely expensive procurement and deployment of the kind of 

military forces that made no sense unless both sides shared an 

appreciation that the war need not go nuclear. 

Something not treated as arms control in the original Dcedalus, but 
reflected in the volume?and the volume itself may have been one of 
thousands of small contributions to bringing this particular arms 

control into effect?was the powerful, universal conviction that 
nuclear weapons were utterly different from "conventional" weap 
ons, a conviction undoubtedly shared even by those throughout the 

period who chose to disparage the idea. Nuclear weapons have been 
under a curse, a taboo. The victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
contributed to the horror that made nuclear weapons, not for reasons 

of physics and chemistry, but for reasons of psychology, tradition, 
and shared expectation, different from all other weapons. 

By 1960, that was all taken for granted. The adjective "nuclear" 
was implicit in the title of the volume. Even the few references to 

conventional weapons and their control rested upon that distinction; 
indeed, the very word "conventional" makes the distinction. Such a 
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tradition is probably strengthened every time it is conspicuously 
observed, and our Dcedalus volume conspicuously observed it. 

Lyndon Johnson, speaking about the use of nuclear weapons in 

Vietnam said, "For nineteen peril-filled years no nation has loosed the 
atom against another. To do so now is a political decision of the 

highest order."3 Those nineteen years were a good part of the reason 

for the awe in which he entertained any decision on their possible use. 

The nineteen years have now stretched to forty-five. It is an awesome 

tradition. We can be thankful, though not altogether secure. 

This is what we put at risk if we venture to use nuclear weapons 

against Iraqi forces. If the Falklands battle had come in the nineties 
rather than the eighties, and if American forces had used nuclear 

weapons, however few and however carefully in Iraq, I doubt 

whether Margaret Thatcher would have resisted the temptation to 
use similar nuclear weapons against Argentine forces. 

If the tradition of nonuse is shattered, it is important to consider 
what new traditions will be launched. The way in which the weapons 
are used will set precedents for wars in which nuclear weapons will 
no longer be excluded. 

It is possible that we needed a shared understanding about nuclear 

weapons with the Soviet Union because of the horrendous danger to 
both sides in Europe, not to speak of the danger of escalation to 
full-scale intercontinental war. If that danger has now substantially 
receded, it may matter somewhat less whether or not we continue to 

preserve that valuable tradition. 
Because I consider it likely, in the event of war with Iraq, that 

battlefield nuclear weapons will in fact be on the president's agenda, 
I hope that he is thinking in advance about that decision, weighing in 
the balance the implications of such a decision on the use and control 
of nuclear weapons in the next forty-five years. 
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