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1945 - You And The Atoni c Bonb
YOU AND THE ATOM C BOVB (1945)

Considering how likely we all are to be blown to pieces by it within the
next five years, the atom c bonmb has not roused so rmuch di scussion as

m ght have been expected. The newspapers have published numnerous

di agrams, not very hel pful to the average man, of protons and neutrons
doing their stuff, and there has been nuch reiteration of the usel ess
statenment that the bonb 'ought to be put under international control.'
But curiously little has been said, at any rate in print, about the
guestion that is of npbst urgent interest to all of us, namely: 'How
difficult are these things to nmanufacture?

Such information as we--that is, the big public--possess on this

subj ect has cone to us in a rather indirect way, apropos of President
Truman's decision not to hand over certain secrets to the USSR, Sone
nont hs ago, when the bonb was still only a rumour, there was a w despread
belief that splitting the atomwas nmerely a problemfor the physicists,
and that when they had solved it a new and devastati ng weapon woul d be
within reach of al nost everybody. (At any nonment, so the rumour went,
some lonely lunatic in a | aboratory might blow civilisation to

sm thereens, as easily as touching off a firework.)

Had that been true, the whole trend of history would have been abruptly
altered. The distinction between great states and small states would have
been wi ped out, and the power of the State over the individual would have
been greatly weakened. However, it appears from President Truman's
remarks, and various coments that have been made on them that the bonb
is fantastically expensive and that its manufacture demands an enornous

i ndustrial effort, such as only three or four countries in the world are
capabl e of meking. This point is of cardinal inportance, because it may
nmean that the discovery of the atonmic bonb, so far fromreversing
history, will sinmply intensify the trends which have been apparent for a
dozen years past.

It is a commonpl ace that the history of civilisation is largely the

hi story of weapons. In particular, the connection between the di scovery
of gunpowder and the overthrow of feudalism by the bourgeoisie has been
poi nted out over and over again. And though | have no doubt exceptions

can be brought forward, | think the followi ng rule would be found
generally true: that ages in which the doni nant weapon i s expensive or
difficult to make will tend to be ages of despotism whereas when the

donmi nant weapon is cheap and sinple, the common peopl e have a chance.
Thus, for exanple, thanks, battleshi ps and bombi ng planes are inherently
tyranni cal weapons, while rifles, nmuskets, |ong-bows and hand- grenades
are inherently denocratic weapons. A conpl ex weapon makes the strong
stronger, while a sinple weapon--so long as there is no answer to it--
gives claws to the weak.

The great age of denocracy and of national self-determ nation was the age
of the nusket and the rifle. After the invention of the flintlock, and
before the invention of the percussion cap, the nusket was a fairly

ef ficient weapon, and at the sanme tine so sinple that it could be
produced al nost anywhere. Its combination of qualities nade possible the
success of the American and French revol utions, and nmade a popul ar
insurrection a nore serious business than it could be in our own day.
After the musket cane the breech-loading rifle. This was a conparatively
conplex thing, but it could still be produced in scores of countries, and
it was cheap, easily snuggled and econoni cal of amrunition. Even the nost
backward nation coul d al ways get hold of rifles fromone source or

anot her, so that Boers, Bul gars, Abyssinians, Mroccans--even Tibetans--
could put up a fight for their independence, sonetines with success. But
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thereafter every developnent in mlitary technique has favoured the State
as against the individual, and the industrialised country as agai nst the
backward one. There are fewer and fewer foci of power. Already, in 1939
there were only five states capabl e of waging war on the grand scale, and
now there are only three--ultimtely, perhaps, only two. This trend has
been obvious for years, and was pointed out by a few observers even
before 1914. The one thing that might reverse it is the discovery of a
weapon--or, to put it nmore broadly, of a nmethod of fighting--not
dependent on huge concentrations of industrial plant.

From various synptoms one can infer that the Russians do not yet possess
the secret of nmaking the atomic bonb; on the other hand, the consensus of

opi nion seens to be that they will possess it within a few years. So we
have before us the prospect of two or three nonstrous super-states, each
possessed of a weapon by which mllions of people can be wiped out in a

few seconds, dividing the world between them It has been rather hastily
assuned that this nmeans bigger and bl oodier wars, and perhaps an actua
end to the machine civilisation. But suppose--and really this the

i keliest devel opnent--that the surviving great nations nmake a tacit
agreenment never to use the atomi c bonb agai nst one another? Suppose they
only use it, or the threat of it, against people who are unable to
retaliate? In that case we are back where we were before, the only

di fference being that power is concentrated in still fewer hands and that
t he outl ook for subject peoples and oppressed classes is still nore
hopel ess.

When Janmes Burnham wrote THE MANAGERI AL REVOLUTION it seemed probable to
many Americans that the Germans woul d win the European end of the war,
and it was therefore natural to assune that Germany and not Russia would
donmi nate the Eurasian |and mass, while Japan would remain master of East
Asia. This was a m scalculation, but it does not affect the main
argunent. For Burnham s geographical picture of the new world has turned
out to be correct. Mre and nore obviously the surface of the earth is
bei ng parcel ed off into three great enpires, each self-contained and cut
off fromcontact with the outer world, and each rul ed, under one disguise
or another, by a self-elected oligarchy. The haggling as to where the

frontiers are to be drawn is still going on, and will continue for sone
years, and the third of the three super-states--East Asia, dom nated by
China--is still potential rather than actual. But the general drift is

unm st akabl e, and every scientific discovery of recent years has
accelerated it.

We were once told that the aeroplane had 'abolished frontiers'; actually
it is only since the aeroplane becane a serious weapon that frontiers
have becone definitely inpassable. The radi o was once expected to pronote
i nternational understanding and co-operation; it has turned out to be a
means of insulating one nation from another. The atonic bonb nmay conplete
the process by robbing the exploited classes and peoples of all power to
revolt, and at the sane tine putting the possessors of the bonmb on a
basis of military equality. Unable to conquer one another, they are
likely to continue ruling the world between them and it is difficult to
see how the bal ance can be upset except by slow and unpredictable

denogr aphi ¢ changes.

For forty or fifty years past, M. H G WIlIls and others have been
warning us that man is in danger of destroying hinself with his own
weapons, |eaving the ants or some other gregarious species to take over.
Anyone who has seen the ruined cities of Germany will find this notion at
| east thinkable. Nevertheless, |ooking at the world as a whole, the drift
for many decades has been not towards anarchy but towards the

rei nposition of slavery. W nmay be headi ng not for general breakdown but
for an epoch as horribly stable as the slave enpires of antiquity. Janes
Bur nham s theory has been nuch di scussed, but few people have yet
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considered its ideological inplications--that is, the kind of
wor | d-view, the kind of beliefs, and the social structure that would
probably prevail in a state which was at once UNCONQUERABLE and in a
per manent state of 'cold war' with its nei ghbors.

Had the atom c bonb turned out to be sonething as cheap and easily

manuf actured as a bicycle or an alarmclock, it might well have plunged
us back into barbarism but it mght, on the other hand, have neant the
end of national sovereignty and of the highly-centralised police state.

If, as seenms to be the case, it is a rare and costly object as difficult
to produce as a battleship, it is likelier to put an end to |l arge-scale
wars at the cost of prolonging indefinitely a 'peace that is no peace'
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