A world free
of nuclear weapons

With a crucial confer

ence at the UN

next month, we

need

informed consciences to re-open the weapons debate

By Brian D’ AGosTING

HEN WE HEAR ABOUT

nuclear weapons in

the news, it is usually

in connection with terrorism or
“rogue  states”—small dictator-
ships that violate international law.
In 2003, the United States invaded
Iraq when many claimed that
its regime had weapons of mass
destruction and ties with terrorist
groups. We hear that North Korea
has tested a nuclear weapon and
that Iran is not far behind. Many
worry that missiles tested by such
countries today could be nuclear-
armed tomorrow. U.S. foreign
policy, we are told, aims to pre-
vent “nuclear proliferation” and to
insure that nuclear-armed Pakistan
will have a “friendly” government.
Exposed to such media reports,

it is easy for Americans to focus

on the threat to their country’s
security posed by other countries’
nuclear weapons. And yet most
Americans realize there is more
to the problem. How can the U.S.
reasonably insist that other coun-
tries relinquish nuclear weapons,
if the U.S. is unwilling to do the
same? To be sure, many feel
that rogue states possessing these
weapons pose a much greater
threat to world security than the
U.S. or other major powers. But
according to public opinion polls,
a large majority of Americans
don’t want any country to have
nuclear weapons. After construc-
tive talks with Russian President
Medvedev, President Obama
spoke for this majority last
spring in Prague when he offered
“America’s commitment to seek

o

the peace and security of a world
without nuclear weapons.”

What will it take to trans-
form these words into reality?
Major obstacles are the factual
ignorance and moral confusion
that many people harbor about
nuclear weapons and their role
in national security policy. Ordi-
nary citizens should be helped to
understand and form their con-
sciences on these subjects, which
are too important to be left only to
the experts.

Nuclear deterrence

One of the goals of U.S. military
policy today is to maintain “a
credible nuclear deterrent.” that
is, the threat to use nuclear weap-
ons under certain circumstances.
For the threat to be “credible,”
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the weapons, trained personnel
and systems needed to carry out
nuclear attacks must be main-
tained in a constant state of readi-
ness. Our government also needs
to make clear to other countries
that the U.S. is willing to actu-
ally use the weapons. These same
requirements apply to all nuclear-
armed countries that wish to
maintain a credible deterrent.

At first the U.S. said it was pre-
pared to use “strategic” nuclear
weapons only in retaliation for
a nuclear attack by the Soviet
Union. The threat of retaliation, it
was thought, would be enough to
deter such an attack. But the U.S.
soon developed “tactical” nuclear
weapons, which it planned to use
in many other circumstances,
such as a Soviet invasion of
Western Europe. It was believed
that the threat to use these weap-
ons would give the U.S. a mili-
tary advantage in conventional
wars, such as Vietnam and Iraq.
Today nuclear deterrence is part
of U.S. policy to maintain over-
whelming  military  superiority
over rogue states, China, and any
potential adversary.

The dispassionate and techni-
cal language that national security
experts use when talking about
deterrence persuades them that
the weapons are under rational
control. But a 2002 conference on
the Cuban Missile Crisis showed
this to be an illusion. US.,
Russian and Cuban officials, who
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