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We Re-Set the Clock 

SAMUEL H. DAY, JR. 

For twenty-seven years the clock 
of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scien- 
tists has symbolized the threat of 
nuclear doomsday hovering over 
mankind. The minute hand, never 
far from midnight, has advanced 
and retreated with the ebb and flow 
of international power politics, reg- 
istering basic changes in the level of 
the continuing danger in which 
people have lived since the dawn of 
the nuclear age. 

Two years ago the minute hand 
was pulled back to 12 minutes to 
midnight as a consequence of the 
signing of the first arms control 
agreements which emerged from 
the Strategic Arms Limitation 
Talks between the United States 
and Soviet Union. This was an 
event which seemed to usher in a 
new era of sanity in superpower nu- 
clear arms policies. In  recognition 
that our hopes for an awakening of 
sanity were premature and that the 
danger of nuclear doomsday is 
measurably greater today than it 
was in 1972, we now move the clock 
forward to 9 minutes to midnight. 

We do not thereby venture a 
prediction as to when, or even 
whether, a nuclear holocaust may 
come, or to imply that the likeli- 
hood of its occurrence can somehow 
be closely calibrated. We offer in- 
stead an assessment and a warning. 
Our assessment is that in these past 
two years, and in particular these 
past few months, the international 
nuclear arms race has gathered mo- 
mentum and is now more than ever 
beyond control. Our warning is 
that so long as control continues to 
4 

elude us civilization faces a growing 
risk of catastrophe. 

Despite the promise of the 1972 
accords, it is now apparent that the 
two nuclear superpowers are no- 
where near significant agreement 
on strategic arms limitations. The 
failure was manifest at the recently 
concluded summit conference in 
Moscow. This in itself is cause for 
concern in view of the arms build- 
up which has continued during the 
course of the negotiations, and par- 
ticularly since 1972. In anticipation 
of limitations agreements that have 
never come to pass or were of lit- 
tle consequence, more and more 
weapons have been built and test- 
ed, and more and more weapons 
systems have been developed and 
deployed. Far from restraining the 
forces which ’ it was intended to 
curb, SALT has sustained and 
nourished them, providing accepta- 
ble channels for conducting busi- 
ness as usual. 

This subtle-undermining of man- 
kind’s hopes for a saner world has 
been aptly characterized by Alva 
Myrdal, the former Swedish repre- 
sentative to the U.N. disarmament 
talks at Geneva and at the United 
Nations: “The so-called ‘disarma- 
ment agreements’ that we have ob- 
tained are either nonarmament 
agreements or mere cosmetic devic- 
es. They have been used to stall for 
time, and to make people believe 
that something has been achieved.” 

Thus we find that the United 
States today, while talking peace, is 
developing new generations of nu- 
clear weapons and delivery systems, 

each more terrifying, more efficient 
and more lethal than the last, and 
that the situation in  the Soviet 
Union is much the same. We find 
poljcy-makers on both sides increas- 
ingly ensnared, frustrated and neu- 
tralized by domestic forces having a 
vested interest in the amassing of 
strategic inventories. The world- 
wide arsenal of nuclear warheads 
continues its astronomical upward 
spiral. It ranges from hydrogen 
bombs capable of destroying great 
cities at a single blow to artillery 
shells with yields so indistinguisha- 
ble from those of conventional ex- 
plosives that their use would blur 
the distinction between nuclear and 
non-nuclear hostilities. We find, 
with the passage of time, a growing 
tendency to conventionalize the 
concept of resort to nuclear arms in 
contingency plans for war, both in 
the United States and the Soviet 
Union, as well as in other powers 
which have achieved nuclear wea- 
pons capability. The ‘narcoticizing’ 
of policy-makers, and the public it- 
self, to the implications of nuclear 
armaments is a source of growing 
peril to the world. 

To  these threats from the estab- 
lished nuclear powers we must now 
add the new threat of continued 
proliferation of the nuclear powers 
themselves. India’s explosion of a 
nuclear device in May further 
broadened the geographical and po- 
litical base for nuclear weaponry. I t  
loosened another restraint on nu- 
clear weapons development and 
raised anew the spectre of the 
spread of nuclear arms to other gov- 
ernments and regions. India’s deci- 
sion to join the ‘nuclear club’ may 
have set in motion a train of 
reaction which could greatly en- 
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hance the chances of a local dispute 
igniting a nuclear conflagration. 

Whether nuclear fission is put to 
peaceful or warlike use depends as 
much on the intentions of the user 
as on the nature of the technology. 
That is why the prospective intro- 
duction of nuclear reactors into the 
volatile Middle East, announced in 
June by the United States, must be 
viewed with misgivings. Although 
the need of that area for greater 
economic development is undeni- 
able, the introduction of a technolo- 
gy having nuclear weapons poten- 
tial (however iron-clad the safe- 
guards may be said to be) will re- 
main fraught with danger until a 
greater measure of political stabil- 
ity has been achieved. 

Indeed, the adaptability of nu- 
clear fuels for use as weapons poses 
a growing danger to all peoples in 
these times of increasing reliance 
on nuclear energy to meet the 
power demands of industrial so- 
cieties that are increasingly vulner- 
able to the disruptive acts of 
desperate individuals and organiza- 
tions. The nuclear trigger which 
threatens the lives of millions, if 
not the peace of the world, is no 
longer within the grasp of just a 
very few. The failure of govem- 
ments to face this ugly fact consti- 
tutes another measure of the in- 
creasing danger in which we all live. 

Taken together, these considera- 
tions impel the forward movement 
of the Bulletin clock. 

The world must continue to live, 
as it has lived for a generation, with 
the atomic genie it let out of the 
bottle in 1945. Science and technol- 
ogy can do nothing to alter its awe- 
some powers for good and ill. But 
we remain hopeful that society has 
within itself the collective wisdom 
to adapt its institutions for the suc- 
cessful accommodation of nuclear 
power. The record of governments 
to date is far from reassuring. But 
governments are the creatures of so- 
ciety, not its masters, and their 
shortcomings are not irremediable. 
It behooves us, as peoples of all na- 
tions, to look to the improvement 
of our imperfect institutions, to de- 
mand a higher level of performance 
and accountability from those who 
exercise power, and to remember, 
above all, that time is running out. 
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