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The lessons of Hiroshima must not drift away

wheeled over Hiroshima and dropped

iz payload on the cty centre. The 15k
uranism bomb exploded 600 metres above the
Hiroshima Prefectural Industrial Promotion Hall,
insramtly fanening everything and everyone
below. Only the skeletal structure of the hall
remuained, bearing witness o the moment when
our beelbefa abour weapons and wars changed.

he morning of August 6, 1945, dawned
Tdaarandsmmyasmeﬁmhﬂw

The concept of deterrence

In the intervening 78 years, we have wimessed
the rise and fall of msclear thrests. The concepe of
nuchear deterrence anracted the sharpest minds

in countries thar both possessed nuclear weapons
and abjured them. Especially as nuclear weapons
became maore powerfil, it became clear thar any
muchear use would be & glohal problem. This
allowed a paralbel development 1o occur: even as
nuchear weapons states developed ever more
dessructive nukes, a raboo agains thelr aomal nse
besgan o develop. The political schentist Wins
Tannemwald has defined the nuclear taboo as a
coalescing norm against using mueclear weapons
because these weapons are seen & so beyond the
pale that there are almost no clreumstances n
which their use can be justified. Cruckslly, this
1aboo extends aenmss the whole class of weapons,
regardless of thedr yeld, leading o a blanker
prohibition of use thar each

refnforees. However, this raboo has |m1ega| bhasls;
it rears on ideas of moraliey, propordonalicy and
responsibilicy.

The taboo is grounded firmly in our meating
nuchear weapons as different: nuclear weapans,
in Bernard Brodie's celebrased phrase, are the
“ahaolute weapon™. This special rrestment ks
grounded not so much in the power of the atomic
bomib — we are able o dial up or down the
desructive capability of modern mikes, and we
herve developed eomventional munitions that rival
some nuclear destructiveness; or even In the
abiliry to flarten a city in moments. The speckal
starus of meclear weapons rests on the
continually reaffirmed knowledge gabned from
the survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasakd that
nuclear weapons are indiscriminace and do mod
disringuish between comb and
noa-combatants; they contaminste the
emvironment o decades; and the effects of the
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Events since
Russia's
invasion of
Ukraine have
tested the
world's notions
of muclear
deterrence and
the nuclear
tahoo

radiation are felt for generations. There are
people in fapan suill Bving with the consequences
i Ansgisn 1945,

Testing these notions

Evenis since Fussiy's invasbhon of Ukralne have
tested our notions of deterrence and the taboo.
Russkan President Viadimir Purin has lssued
several velled and not-so-velled msclear threars,
ramging from reminding rhe world of Russia's
nuclear weapons stams at the st of the war
against Ukraine on February 24, 2002 1o ordering
Russka's nuclear forees into a “speckal reglme of
eombar dury” a few days later (which beft analysis.
seramibling to decode whar thar formulaton
might mean), to declaring In September 2022 thar
Russks was prepared 1o “make use of 2l weapon
systems avalkable to [them). This is not a blud”
Dty Medvedey, currently deputy chadrnan of
the Security Counctl of Russia and others have
echoed Mr. Putin's threars.

Thirty-ekght years after the leaders Ronald
Resgan of the United Stares and Mikhail
Gorbachey of the Sevier Unlon declared that =a
nuclear war cannot be won and must never be
foughe” (and less than a vear after Mr. Putin and
President Joe Biden reafirmed this pledge in June
021, Russks was raiging the spectre of nuckear
Armageddon n Burope.

Furure historians will decide how credible
these threats were. Potentially, September and
October 2022 might come o be regarded as a
time when the nuclear iaboo was tested almost o
breaking point. Following bardefield reversals in
late summer and Mr. Purin’s declaration thar
Russka was prepared o use all weapons systems
available”, speculation arose about w
Russks might use a tactical nuclear weapon and if
&0, where and how.

This was dangerous on mulriple eounts. To
begin with, this conjecture rsked creating
expectations of 13 own thar might heve pushed
the Russtan leadership o behave in a certain way.
Loose talk about what sort of nuckear weapons
might be acceptable w ‘send a message” alo
risked undermining the nuckear taboo. And
fimally, there is still no consensus on what
constinures a tactbeal nuckear weapon. Bartlefield
o metical weapons (as opposed to srategic
weapons) are delivered over shorter distances
and are smaller than sirategic weapons, bur

beyond thar, there is skgnificant varkshility in
vield, depending on the delivery method. The
.S, for example, has tsericsl weapons ranging
from a fracthon of 1ke to 170k, The bomb thar tell
on Hircshima was 15kr_ It would be beyond
Insulringg to the memory of the estimated 70,000
peaple who died mmediately and the many tens
of thousands of kibakisha who have lived with
the consequences of that bomb o suggest thar
this was just a small, racical weapon.

The responses
There ks, however, room for hope in the ofickal
responses by the North Atlantle Treary
Organkzation (NATD) and other msclear weapons
states to Mr. Putin's ssbre-randing and the
subsequent speculation. The U5, was at the
Forefront on this, and what it did do is as
Important & what irdid not do W
made it shundantdy clear that amy nuclear wse
wontd be met with a very strong and
COMMEnsurate response. However, it did nog
apecify that that response would be msclear: quite
the appasite, 5 it emphasised a calibeared,
conventbonal response to any nuclear
adventurism ar NATO's doorsiep.

The LLE. also did not change ks nueclear
preparedness, thereby not fuelling the meclear
specubation bullding wp in Europe. Cruclally, in
Movember, even China's President Xi Jinplng
called om the internations| communiry w jointdy
oppose the use of, or thrests w wse, noclear

WEAPONE"

Theat nuclear crisis passed, bt the world could
sl be held hostage i Russia’s movement of
ractical nuclear weapons o Belarus, at Minsk's
Invitaton. Like Ukraine, Belarus gave up its
nuchear wespons in the 19905 in retum for
security guarantees from Russka, the U5, and the
United Kingdom. Feversing that sgreement mow
seems a pointless provocation — high on
aymbolizm and risk

At the hetght of the Cold War, there were
almost 70,000 nuclear weapons scattered around
the globe, either in storage or deployed, some on
hair rrigger warnings. That we avolded a nuclear

I down In part o the lessons of

Hirashima, and in part to sheer, dumb luck, as
the history of near misses throughour the Cold
War demansirates.

As an insurance polley, it s not masch.
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America’s pursuit of Saudi-Israel rapprochement

he proverbial propensity of the ‘Middle

East’ to spring surprises is on call again.

This time it is about the chances of
suceess of dogged, albeit quiet, United States
diplomacy to reconcile two regional
powerhouses, viz. Saudi Arabia and Israel.

Ironically, this quest by the Biden

administration is taking place under challenging
circumstances. The White House has had tepid
relations with leaders of both countries, lsraeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Saudi
Crown Prince and Prime Minister Mohammed bin
Salman. Mr. Netanyahu heads an extreme
right-wing coalition determined to accelerate the
Jewish settlements in the Oceupied West Bank
and curb the judiciary’s independence - the 1.5,
strongly opposes both. Under the Saudi Crown
Prince, initially ostracised by the Biden
Administration for his alleged involvement in the
Jamal Khashoggi murder, the Kingdom has been
nonchalant towards Washington.

Saudi initiatives

After nearly eight decades of the U.S.-Saudi
“Energy for Security” compact of 1945, Rivadh
has been assiduously diversifying its strategic
options. It has reconciled, at least tactically, with
its arch-enemy Iran through Chinese mediation,
hosted the Chinese President for three summits
in Riyadh (President Xi Jinping met separately
with his counterparts in Saudi Arabia, the Gulf
Cooperation Council and the Arab Countries),
cooperated with Russia under the Organization of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries-Plus (OPEC+)
rubric for higher oil prices and facilitated the
refurn of Syria to the Arab fold. All these
in-your-face Saudi initiatives chall the U.S.
interests. They disserve President Joe Biden's bid
for re-election next year. Against this obstructive
backdrop, the White House has waged a
concerted campaign to persuade Saudi Arabia to
normalise its relations with Israel. The proposal
has been on the Saudi table since November 2020
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Ironically. the

taking place
under
challenging
circumstances,
but its global
fallout could be
quite profound

when the Saudi Crown Prince and Mr. Netanyahu
had an unpublicised meeting in Neom, Saudi
Arabia, in the presence of the then-U.S. Secretary
of State, Mike Pompeo. It has gained traction in
recent months with the U.S. National Security
Adviser Jake Sullivan and U.S. Secretary of State
Antony J. Blinken visiting Saudi Arabia to be
received by the Saudi Crown Prince. While the
Saudis have not rejected the idea out of hand,
they have reportedly put forth daunting
pre-conditions said to include North Atlantic
Treaty Organization-like U.5. security guarantees,
access to advanced American weapons systems,
approval for the acquisition of civilian nuclear
technology, and an Israeli commitment to a
process leading to a two-state solution with the
Palestinians. The specifics are under negotiation
among the three tight-lipped stakeholders.

A convergence, but with different motives
While the LS., Saudi Arabia and Israel may
converge at the proposed reconciliation, their
respective motives differ. First, the Biden
administration, deeply concerned with the
growing ingress by China and Russia in the
‘Middle East’, wants to re-entrench the Pax
Americana over the region by bringing two
traditionally pro-west regional players together. It
also feels that fostering such a reconciliation
would ingratiate Mr. Biden with the two miffed
leaders. Lastly, the powerful Jewish lobby's
gratitude would help Mr. Biden win the US.
presidential election next vear.

Saudi Arabia under the Saudi Crown Prince
has adopted an assertive and ambitious foreign
policy, commensurate with its oil wealth, 1o
become primus inter pares for the region and
emerge as an important global player. By
reconciling with Israel, it takes away the first
movers” advantage that the United Arab Emirates
has had for the past three years as a member of
the “Abraham Accords”. Moreover, diplomatic
ties with Israel would balance the Kingdom's

recent reconciliation with Iran and Syria and help
it emerge as a more nationalist power than an
Islamic one. Despite its moves, Riyadh needs a
stronger U.S. security commitment and access to
Israeli technology. The Saudi Crown Prince may,
however, need to mitigate the scepticism about
Israel at home and within Al-Saud.

For Israel, a Star of David flying in Riyadh
would be a major geopolitical victory,
symbolising its final acceptance as a legitimate
Jewish state by the centre of Islam after 75 years
as a regional outcast. Given the Kingdom’s
trendsetting role as the custodian of Islam’s two
holy shrines, the Rivadh-Tel Aviv détente would
herald Israel's integration with the Arab-Islamic
world. It would provide direct air and land access
to Asia, enabling better leveraging of the
economic opportunities as the economic centre
of gravity shifts eastwards.

The wider impact

The global fallout from such a development
would be quite profound. The Islamic
mainstream would likely follow the Saudi lead,
with countries such as Pakistan and Indonesia in
the first row. However, it would further
marginalise the “Palestinians’ Cause” and may
polarise and radicalise them and other
opponents of Israel such as Iran and Syria,
Hezbollah, Hamas and the Islamic State.

Having invested considerable diplomatic
capital in this quest, the U.5. may eventually
suceeed despite the formidable odds, particularly
as the Israeli government would have to
moderate some of its hard-held policies.

Saudi-lsraeli rapprochement would have a
mildly positive impact on India. It would remove
a contradiction in India’s regional policy and
better align Sandi Arabia with us. It may open
opportunities as the U.S. pushes back China from
the region. But then, it may also give Israel
reasons to hyphenate India with Islamic
countries, including Pakistan.
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