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Peace research: the whys and the wherefores 
Frank Barnaby, head of the Stockholm International Peace Research Institllte 
(S/ P RI), outlines the course being followed by military technology and offers his 
view on the role of peace research 

"WITH the continuing technical pro
gress and the current world-political 
constellation, it is highly probable 
that there will be an atomic world war 
before nhe end of this century." This 
statement was recen.tly made by Pro
fessor Cad F,r.iedrich von W eizsacker , 
the West German :physicist~philosQpher, 
Dj-rector of ,the Max-Planck Institute in 
Mun.ich, and author of1Jhe widely-d~s
cussed book The Relevance of Science. 
Accordin.g to Professor von Weizsacker 
a nuclear wOl'ld war will probably ,be 
foHowed by the establishment of a 
world government which will ensure 
tha,t no more nuclear world wars occur. 
In his view, then, it is Hkely to be the 
TJ]j,rd World War which wi,1I end all 
wOl'ld wars. 

Most students of miolitary techno,logy 
would agree that the probability of a 
genera,l nuclea,r war is increasing-at 
least if onLy the consequences of 
advances in and the spread of miHtary 
technology are taken into account. 
Three specific factors contr.ibute to this 
conclusdon. First, the nuclear. arms race 
be,tween the USA and the USSR could 
(and, the'refore, probably will) event
ually lead to a first-strike capability. 
This does not necessarily mean tha,t one 
side will be able to destroy completely 
the other's capability to inflict casual
ties and damage in retaJi.ation for a 
first-strike, but rather that this cap
ability may be perceived to be suf
ficient�y reduced to limit the casualties 
and damage to a level that might be 
considered acceptable for a given 
poHtical goal. This level will depend on 
the recklessness and adventurousness of 
the political and military leaders in 
power at the time. 

First-strike strategic nuclear weapons 
are likely to resuJ.t from the improve
men.t in accuracy of ballistic missiles. 
The accuracy of the current US 
Minuteman III land-based intercon
tinental ballisHc missi,le, for example, is 
about 400 metres, at a range of about 
13,000 kilometres. By the mid-1980s 
warheads with accuracIes of about 30 
metres may be available which, by any 
standards, will be first-strike weapons, 
even aga,inst small hardened ta'rgets. 
When it j,s remembered that the 
German V-2 missile could harely be 
depended on to hit London, the rate of 
progress which has heen and which is 
still being made in missile technology 
will be realised. And simila.r progress 
has, of course, been made in many 

other areas of military technology. 
If .the limit has nearly heen reached 

in the performance of strategk offen
sive missHes, there is still some way to 
go ion strategic defensive systems. Much 
research is under way in defensive 
weapons aga,inst ballist'ic missiles and in 
anti-submarine warfare. A break
t,hrough i,n these areas, which can by no 
means be discounted, would he ex
tremely dangerous for world security. 

When the political and mi'litary 
leade'fs perceive a first-strike capability 
to be near they may intensify measures 
to defend the ,population, aond to pro
tect industry and vital plants from 
nuclear explosions. The effectiveness of 
these measures wioll of course be taken 
into account when assessing first-strike 
capahilities. That perceptions ahout 
"winning" a stra,tegic nuclear war are 
likely to he proved wrong, if ever put 
to the test, is hardly a consolation, 
since c:ivilisMion as we know it will be 
destroyed in the process. 

The second reason for concern is the 
worldwide sp,read of the capability to 
produce nuclear weapons, through the 
spread of peaceful nuclear tec:hnology, 
and of the technical knowledge and 
expertise required fm nuclear-weapon 
production. It is extremely unlike'ly 
that any new internationa'i measures 
to e'stahlish a viable non~proliferat.ion 
regime will succeed where the Non
Proliferation Treaty has failed. The 
most that can he hoped for is that 
measures-such as moratoria on the 
reprocessing of reactor fuel elements to 
remove the plutonium from them and 
on the large-scale construction of 
breeder reactors-will be taken to slow 
down the 'rate of proliferation. 

The Achi'lles heel of the proliferation 
problem is that suffident fis!;i1e materia.l 
for a modest nuclear force could be 
obtained, hy virtually any country 
wishing to do so, on a small scale, and 
secretly. The components for a small 
reactor ahle to produce enough plu
tonium for say two atomic homhs per 
year are ava~lahle on the open market. 
And the reprocessing of a few tens of 
ki,lograms of plutonium annually could 
be done on a lahoratory scale. The 
,indigenous clandestine construction of 
a sma.JI ura'nium enrichment plant is 
also within the capabilities of many 
countries. 

It is already hard to know for certa:in 
whether or not some countries have, or 
ar.e oproducing, nuclear weapons (Israel, 

fo.r example, has kept the world 
guessing for years), and this uncertainty 
will increase with time. 

The third factor is the international 
trade in arms which is "preading the 
most sophisticated conventional arms 
worldwide. Since the October 1973 
Middle East war this trade has in
creased at an unprecedented rate and 
is now virtua,lIy out of cont.ro-l. As a 
consequence, the arsenals of some 
Third World countries are more up-to
date than are those of some indus
trialised countries. Many of the 
ai.rcraft and missiles supplied to the 
Third World are capable of delivering 
nuclear weapons (on today's standards, 
even a crude nuclear weapon with an 
explosive power equivalent to that of 
20,000 tons of TNT should weigh less 
than 1,000 kg). 

Some of the major reci,pients of 
a.rms become strongly bound to the 
supplier state, often to an extent hard.ly 
distinguishahle from that of a close 
ally. This dependence is considerably 
heightened hy the knowledge that in 
modern war munitions _.- pa,rticularly 
anti~tank and anti-aircraft missiles
are normaJ.Jy used at a very high rate. 
Victory may depend on the willingness 
of a great powe'r to provide the mas
sive quantities of replacements needed 
throughout the war. In this sense, the 
great power often becomes, implicitly 
or explicitly, the guarantor of the client 
sta,te. 

A war in, for example, an unstahle 
region, involving one or more of these 
cI.i-ent states, could escalate from a con
ventional war to a limited nuclear war 
fought with the nuclear weapons of the 
local powers and then to the involve
ment of the great powers, committed 
to defend their c1ients--an involvement 
which might end in a geneoral nuclear 
war. This end result is, of course, most 
likely to occur if one of the great 
powers perceives the chance of making 
a successful first-strike. 

While not disputing the dangers in
herent in unrestrain.ed military tech
nology, there are those who argue that 
increasing cooperation be'tween states 
-·-in, for example, economic affa,irs
will prevent the great powers from pur
suing policies which lead to a general 
nuc,lear war. Whether or not ten
dencies for cooperation will. in the 
next two or three decades, outweigh 
those for confrontation is a matter of 
personal judgment. I find it hard to be 
optimistic given the rapid rate at which 
military technology advances and the 
relatively slow rate at which effective 
bonds between nation states are 
formed. 

Taken together, the three factors 
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will produce an extremely dangerous 
period in the not too distant future, 
unless steps are taken to prevent it. If, 
for example, a first-strike capahility is 
developed it will take a very strong
willed and responsihle leadership to 
resist arguments for its use. With so 
much at stake for us all, can we really 
afford to sit hack and hope that the 
right men will he in power at the 
crucial times? 

There is no reason why the currcnt 
rate of progress in military research 
and development, the activity mainly 
responsihle for progress in military 
technology, should not he sustained. In 
fact, hecause R&D is the most difficult 
of all military activities to control, one 
can expect the rate of progress to con
tinue to increase. Military technology 
has indeed come a very long way since 
the Second World War. Where will this 
technology take us hy the end of this 
century? Scientists who ponder this 
question are generally doomsayers. 

All of the ramifications of advances 
in military technology are known only 
to an extremely small group of people 
outside governments-to a few hun
dred scientists worldwide. It is a soher
ing thought that even within the 
world's governments at most a small 
handful of political leaders and their 
advisers are aware of the consequences 
of the onward rush of military tech
nology. Under these circumstances and 
given the catastrophic nature of nuc
lear war, are the few scientists who do 
know the facts under a special 
ohligation to puhlicise them? 

The social responsibility of scientists 
has heen much discussed over the past 
twenty years hut inconclusively. There 
does, though, seem to he wide agree
ment that scientists do at least have a 
duty to inform non-specialists ahout 
any scientific developments (or the 
application of research results) which 
could lead to adverse social con
sequences. And the more dire the 
consequences then presumahly the 
greater the duty to inform. But to 
whom should the information he 
addressed? In what form should it he 
presented? And how can its dissemina
tion he hest achieved? 

These questions are particularly re
levant to the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute (SIPR I), an 
independent institute estahlished in 
1966 and financed hy the Swedish Par
liament, which puhlishes factual studies 
on military technology, armaments, 
and disarmament (see Nature, 246, 
397-400; 1973). During SI PRl's life
time the situation in armaments and 
disarmament has changed considerahly. 
Ten years ago there was still reason to 
hope that arms control negotiations 
would succeed in stopping the Soviet
American arms race and lead, step-by
step, to significant disarmament. We 

now know differently. Throughout this 
period, the arms race has continued 
virtually unconstrained and the on ly 
weapons destroyed by international 
agreement have been hiological wea
pons - weapons of little military 
interest. 

Arms control may lead to the 
management of the arms race. Arms 
control may contrihute to Soviet
American detente. But, other than the 
actual negotiators and committed 
political leaders who soon develop a 
high level of 'professional optimism', 
few now believe that the arms control 
approach will actually lead to disarma
ment. 

'There is no reason why 
the current rate of progress 

in military research and 
development, the activity 

mainly responsible for 
progress in military technology, 

should not be sustained. 
In fact, because R&D is 

the most difficult of all 
military activities to control, 

one can expect the rate 
of progress to continue 

to increase' 

In my Opll1iOn, this lack of success, 
and the resultant ever-increasing proh
ability of nuclear war, demands urgent 
action. Whereas in the mid-I960s it 
seemed that SIPRI's research shlluld he 
aimed at the specialists advising those 
decision-makers and diplomats able to 
affect arms control negotiations, it is 
now clear that a much wider audience 
must be reached. 

The political leaders of the great 
powers clearly lack the will to negotiate 
nuclear disarmament. There are two 
possible ways of applying the necessary 
pressure on these reluctant politicians. 
One is through public opinion, or at 
least the most influential sections of it, 
and the other is concerted action by 
the smaller countries. 

SIPRf has neither the skills nor the 
resources needed to appeal directly to 
the puhlic. But it can, and does, pro
vide information in a form easily used 
hy those who have - particularly 
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journalists working for the press, radio 
and TV. SIPRI also makes sure that its 
material reaches the relevant authori
ties in the smaller powers. 

A few of these powers-Canada, 
Mexico, the Netherlands, Sweden and 
Yugoslavia, among others-have a 
sizeahle group of officials well trained 
in disarmament and related matters. 
But the bulk of the smaller countries 
do not. The one or two individuals in 
these countries dealing with the subject 
need information in a summarised and 
easily digested form which should also 
give a sense of the urgency of the cur
rent situation. An authoritative in
stitute is able, and most would say has 
the duty, to provide this crucial service 
in addition to its various research 
publications. 

A 11 of this pre-supposes that far
reaching disarmament (beginning with 
nuclear disarmament) can be directly 
negotia ted in today's world of 150 or 
so states using the traditional methods 
of diplomacy and international law 
SIPRI helieves this to be so. S[PRI also 
believes that unless this process is soon 
begun it may be too late to prevent a 
nltclear world war. 

Somc peace researchers, however, re
j~ct these heliefs. They argue instead 
that conflict--·leading eventually to 
general nuclear war--is inevitable be
cause of the very nature of the present 
international system. The only way to 
prevent this, they say, is to change 
totally the system by developing en
tirely new international political and 
sClcial institutions. In their view it is 
unrealistic to expect today's world to 
disarm, and even if it did the like
lihood of nuclear war would remain. 
In my opinion, this approach is not 
only incorrect hut dangerous. There is 
prohahly insufficient time to produce a 
new world order, even if such a thing 
were feasible. And there is the danger 
that too much emphasis on the inevit
ahility of nuclear war may make it a 
self-fulfilling prophecy. 

In summary, f helieve that the dis
semination of objective information on 
armaments and disarmament to spe
cialists is still crucial but it is not 
enough. In addition, it is necessary to 
explain to non-specialists where mili
tary technology is taking us-par
ticularly to the groups mentioned 
ahove--·in a way which will stimulate 
their interest and hopefully provoke 
them to action. In this sense, SI PRl's 
work has become somewhat more 
'political'. 

The fe'ar that the presentation of 
material in a brief and readable (even 
somewhat enlivened) form must dam
age the reputation for objectivity of a 
research institute is, in my opinion, 
unfounded. When the need for political 
effectivity is urgent and great it is even 
defeatist. 0 
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