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A Revolution in the Scale of Things

"The institution of war is no more relevant to the modern world 
than are the institutions of slavery or human sacrifice."

With this observation Thomas Wilson opens a brilliant essay* 
stimulated by hearing about the writings of the late Aurelio Peccei during 
what turned out to be the last day of his life. Peccei, who died within 
the year, was a dear friend of mine and also of Tommy Wilson’s. We so 
admired his insights, his boundless optimism about the future. On that 
final day he was dictating from his hospital bed about what he saw as one 
of the most urgent problems of today's world. His paper bore the title 
"The Non-Violent Society." Near the very end was the thought expressed 
above in Wilson’s words.

Violence and the ideology of violence we inherited from our 
ancestors, Peccei asserts, are "remnants of a past which is no more." As 
Wilson further points out, "the alternation of war and peace has been the 
very stuff of international relations." In the past, however, the risk to 
any given person of dying in a war has been small. With the threat of 
nuclear war, and the possibility of nuclear winter, all is changed.

Now, Wilson states, there has been such a transformation in the 
scale of destructive power available to warring nations that historical 
precedent has suddenly become irrelevant. From the block-busters of WWII 
to the bombs of the nuclear age the multiplier is hundreds of thousands of 
times. And the numbers of available bombs are in the tens of thousands.
No human could count on surviving their use. Their ironic purpose is to 
prevent any of them from being fired. But their very numbers and state of 
instant readiness engender fears of a Strangelovian doomsday

Wilson observes, "this revolution in the scale of destructive 
power automatically severs the the critical historical connection between 
military means and political ends. It destroys the traditional rationale 
for promoting national interest through military victory. And it 
delegitimizes the very institution of war as the final arbiter of 
international disputes."

Coupled to this is the spread of modernization, the proliferation 
of political authority, the collapse of traditional cultures, the growth 
of population, and many other factors that impel the interdependence of 
peoples.

The old ways won’t do. How do we invent safe new ways? Only a 
new concept of peace and security will suffice, Peccei believed. Peace, 
he wrote in those very last days, must not only embrace prevention of 
violent conflict between nations, but also between human society and the 
rest of nature. National security becomes dependent on world security.
And world security is grounded on more than simply the non-violent 
society— it rests also on the harmony of man and nature.

*****

(* "The Global Environment and the Quest for Peace: A Revolution in the 
Scale of Things," by Thomas W. Wilson, Jr., delivered in Aspen, Colorado, 
June 1984 for the Thorne Ecological Institute.)
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