The naivety about nukes —Elf Habib
The inefficacy of nuclear weapons as a deterrent against regional tensions is made worse when viewed against the colossal health, socio-economic and ecological hazards inherent in their manufacturing, movement, maintenance, storage and detonation

The recent Russian and US agreement to reduce their nuclear stockpiles and almost 50 world leaders striving to seek the security and safety of nuclear material at the Washington summit merit a dispassionate and impartial analysis of the obsession for nuclear weapons. The increasingly devastating power of these weapons, slicker versions and the stunning new ways of striking targets have spawned a strange lure about the formidable power and prestige associated with them. Many developing countries, unfortunately, have also been inexorably enamoured of the notion that nuclear weapons would bring them the rare and unprecedented power and influence enjoyed by the world powers. 

Nuclear weapons have settled the fate of great-protracted conflicts like World War II, and can secure peace and pre-empt larger conflicts as the fear of mutual destruction deters even relatively more advanced adversaries. Nukes can ensure the integrity of a country despite its rather unrealistic pursuits and provocations. Blinded by these notions, some of the developing countries like India and Pakistan have made immense efforts and sacrifices in developing these devices. They have endured sanctions and embargoes of various types and degrees, debarring them even from some genuinely needed supplies. The hunger and fuel crises besetting North Korea, in bitter contrast to its drive for obtaining nuclear arms, keep sizzling in the world press. Iran is now almost driven by similar ambitions. Some other countries are also considered to be at various stages of their covert nuclear programmes. Yet, despite this ardour and the temptation with regards to nuclear weapons and the ancillary socio-economic and environmental costs, many notions about them, unfortunately, are quite ill founded.

The presumption that nuclear weapons, for instance, were the real factor in winning World War II has been negated by historical events, analysis and evidence. Germany and Italy, the two major protagonists in Europe, actually, had surrendered long before the strikes on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. Germany surrendered on May 7, 1945 and Italy on May 2 of the same year. Italy had essentially capitulated in 1943, and Mussolini, its main perpetrator, and his mistress Claretta Pettachi, had been executed on April 28. A few days later, Italian forces in Denmark and Netherlands also laid down their arms. 

Japan, meanwhile, had also been retreating from territories captured by it, about a year before the nuclear conflagration. Burma was cleared in early 1945 and the Philippines, the principal possession of the Japanese, had effectively been liberated in 1944. The Japanese air, ground and naval power had been irreparably exhausted. The newly designed American B29s had been perilously pounding Tokyo and scores of other cities since March 1945. The Sun Emperor had actually directed the cabinet to end hostilities even on terms unfavourable to Japan. The conditions for surrender, in fact, had been mooted at the Potsdam Conference on July 26, 1945. Yet, there was the fear of fervent Japanese zeal for resistance and sacrifice, which, though unable to deflect the Allies’ advance, could certainly cause staggering losses to them. The atom bomb thus was used to smash the Japanese will to fight, precipitate their surrender and avert about 20,000 casualties the Allies were likely to suffer in non-nuclear combat. Some even contended that it was more of a demonstration of an unrivalled US might. World War II was thus not won by the atom bomb, but by the explicitly superior and sustained scientific, technical and economic edge of the Allies.

But the edge attained by atomic weapons in actual combat is only possible if the adversary cannot retaliate, otherwise the combatant with the lesser area and lower industrial and economic potential is bound to be proportionately more devastated. The futility of nuclear weapons to ensure the stability and integrity of its possessor during cold confrontations is starkly negated by the splintering of the Soviet Union.

It had, for decades, diverted a far larger chunk of its resources to nuclear and other armaments and deprived its citizens of the facilities and the fashion enjoyed by their counterparts in Western democracies. The population, despite being in a regimented set-up, could not be convinced to make endless sacrifices even for a greater cause to end the appetite for and influence of private wealth and exploitation. The massive Soviet drive for armaments had also eroded its economic clout to counter the Western economic surge. Thus, nuclear weapons were even more meaningless for guerrilla encounters in Afghanistan or in safeguarding the Soviet interests in Bosnia-Herzegovina or Chechnya. The nemesis of the Soviet Union, a sprawling state nurtured by the vast Eurasian expanses and the bounty of the vast secluded Siberian stretch, is a poignant reminder of the ineffectiveness of these weapons against the armoury of economic and industrial excellence.

The futility of nuclear weapons in settling ethnic, sectarian, ideological strife or inter-state or regional belligerencies is also equally evident. Israel, according to various reports, is known to have acquired about one hundred nuclear devices, while the Arabs who are challenging its existence and policies, have none. Yet Israel has not been able to extort peace or recognition for its existence and has been forced to live under a perpetual threat to the safety and routine of its citizens.

India, similarly, despite its nuclear might, has not been able to swamp the struggle for freedom in Kashmir or in other turbulent regions. Likewise, nukes have not helped Pakistan to manage a pliable Indian stance on Kashmir or to stem the tide of terrorism, fend off fissiparous tendencies, avert Kargil or the standoff at Siachin. World leaders, not the nuclear mascot, had to intervene to cool off the post-Mumbai mordant Indian mood. Our nuclear weapons, thus, rather than being a protective shield for the nation, have become a liability and ruffled a global concern and speculation in the ambient matrix of terrorism.

The inefficacy of nuclear weapons as a deterrent against regional tensions is made worse when viewed against the colossal health, socio-economic and ecological hazards inherent in their manufacturing, movement, maintenance, storage and detonation. The horrors of death, disease, destruction and suppurating social scars wrought by the Hiroshima and Nagasaki strikes have now been fairly well documented. Those devices, however, were mere peewees in comparison to modern nukes. Any maverick resorting to them for conflict resolution would certainly leave scorched, diseased, decimated and desolate terrains susceptible to some strange, weird forms of life translating into the collective suicide of a nation and its entire progress and development.

