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Introduction
Paul Dragos Aligica and Kenneth R. Weinstein

By the time of his untimely death in 1983, Herman Kahn was recog-
nized by both friends and intellectual adversaries as “one of the
world’s most creative and best minds.” He was one of the preeminent and
best known futures studies scholars, a founding father of the field, with
extensive and vital contributions to the debates on the nature of global
economic development and its impact on human societies and their envi-
ronment, as well as a key figure in the field of strategic studies, an area
where he was also considered a founder and a leader. His work was fol-
lowed all over the world and the directions he traced in the public debate
on very sensitive issues of crucial public concern have continued to be un-
altered today, more than twenty years after his unexpected death. Yet, in
spite of the incessant influence of his arguments and ideas, today his in-
tellectual legacy is still to be accounted for and the breath and depth of his
contributions are still to be reviewed and analyzed in a systematic way.
Given that Kahn was a prolific author and that his line of reasoning
touched on so many issues and topics, capturing the essence, unity, and co-
herence of his argument hasn’t been very easy. This difficulty has been
compounded by two factors: First, by the prolixity and complexity of some
of his writings that made the study and systematization of his work diffi-
cult. Second, by the reality that the ideas advanced by Kahn had a very
profound and subtle impact on the public discourse. The measure of this
impact is given by the fact that an important part of the ideas he promoted
meanwhile have become part of the public discourse in such a profound
manner that now we tend to take them for granted. All of the above ex-
plain why there are very few, if any, books summarizing Kahn's essential
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2 Introduction

contributions and why his work, scattered into so many publications, is
not as well known as it should be.

This volume is an attempt to cope with this predicament and offer the
public for the first time an anthology consisting of the essence of Kahn's
work. The two decades that have passed since his death allow us today to
approach his intellectual legacy undisturbed by the “sound and fury” of
the many public debates and controversies he participated in and to focus
on some of the deepest and most enduring dimensions of his contribu-
tions. The book will try to bring together out of the several thousands
pages published by Kahn during his life, the “essential Kahn,” the most
relevant, consequential and interesting themes, ideas, and arguments of
his work. Thus the anthology will met the needs of those interested in
Kahn’s ideas but who do not have the time and energy to access his
(mostly out of print) books, to make their way through the ample number
of pages, and to sort out the essential from the accidental, the perennial
from the contextual.

A careful overview of Kahn’s work reveals that a consistent internal
logic is running through it, connecting all its different parts. However, his
negligent way of presenting his ideas left that overall consistency hidden
and never explicitly articulated. It is always for the student to reconstruct
the logic bringing together the elements of the system. And given the di-
versity of themes covered by Kahn and the variety of approaches he em-
ployed, that task is always daunting. That lack of systematization and or-
der was thus probably the crucial shortcoming affecting in the long run
Kahn’s impressive intellectual legacy. In this respect, this anthology
should be seen as a first step in the effort of intellectual reconstruction and
revitalization of that legacy.

In terms of substance, the issues that Kahn took as focal points for his
work (the geostrategy of war and peace; the relationship between culture
and economic development; the practical, epistemic, and methodological
problems of dealing with the future and the necessity of broad and future-
oriented studies; the tension between the academic approach and the
decision-makers’ approach; the ideological dimensions of cultural change
in affluent societies; the morality and feasibility of global economic
development—to name just a few of them) continue to be as relevant to-
day as thirty years ago. This book tries to put together a sample covering
as many such topics as possible. At the same time, it tries to systematize
this sample into thematic clusters, organized in a manner that sets in the
clearest possible light the internal logic of Kahn’s thought. That being
said, we should also note that our effort has deliberately avoided any at-
tempt to impose our own interpretation of this logic. Given the challeng-
ing nature of many of Kahn’s arguments, we consider that it is more sen-



Introduction 3

sible and constructive to let the readers use their own interpretive frame-
works when they assess the nature and implications of these arguments.

With these ends in view, the anthology is organized into four sections,
each concentrating on one of the main dimensions of Kahn’s work. The
first section introduces the topic that has made Kahn famous: grand strat-
egy and thermonuclear war. The selection focuses on his analysis of key
strategic notions such as “deterrence” and “escalation,” his assessment of
the “revolution in warfare” brought on by the atomic bomb, the major pit-
falls in the debates regarding thermonuclear strategies, and the moral and
political dimensions of these debates. In other words, the section includes
the arguments that caused the uproar that reportedly led film director
Stanley Kubrick to pattern the main character of the classic film Dr.
Strangelove after Kahn, and to the remarkable celebrity Kahn enjoyed
thereafter.

The second section brings together Kahn’s analyses of the problem of
economic growth and cultural change, seen from a “long view” perspec-
tive. After making his seminal contributions to the debates regarding ther-
monuclear war, Kahn turned his attentions to economics, politics, and
their cultural underpinnings as he began devoting more and more of his
time to topics related to economic development, technology, and their im-
pact on human nature and the environment. He very soon became a key
contender in the disputes regarding the “doomsday,” “limits to growth”
theses advanced by the Club of Rome and its followers. In his spirited and
optimistic arguments he made a strong case for the feasibility, desirability,
and morality of global economic growth, arguing that even given all the
likely human, environmental, and material costs and risks, “the case is
close to if not fully overwhelming.” This section of our anthology brings
together some of the most interesting and powerful arguments made by
Kahn in this respect as well as his fascinating analysis of the relationship
between on the one hand, economic growth and affluence and on the
other, cultural and ideological change.

Due to his work on geostrategic issues and the “limits to growth” the-
ses, a work heavily involving predictions and scenarios, Kahn was very
soon recognized as one of the intellectual leaders of the emerging field of
“futures studies” or “futurology.” The third section of the book reunites
the main texts defining Kahn’s perspective on the methodological and
epistemological problems of dealing with the future. The section covers
issues such as: the methodological framework for building alternative fu-
tures; the objectives of future-oriented policy research; the agnostic use of
information and concepts; scenarios and scenario building; the uses of the
method of classes of variables in predictions; and the problem of techno-
logical innovation and impact assessment. In reading this section, one



4 Introduction

should keep in mind that for Kahn the research process is always action-
oriented and thus future-oriented. Consequently, the ultimate test of any
intellectual endeavor has to be its relevance for policy and social action.

Kahn was a strong believer in the role of ideas on social change. The ul-
timate end of his efforts was always to have an impact on the public de-
bates shaping the future. The last section of the book groups together un-
der the label “Observations, Recommendations, and Parting Polemics” a
miscellany of his most eloquent and representative pages in this respect.
In them his normative stances are explicitly stated, his critical position re-
garding the “Western cultural trends” made crystal-clear, his views on the
“the tasks ahead” outlined, and his vision about futurology as an ideo-
logical force and a cultural bulwark for economic development, explicitly
discussed as a “growth-oriented ideology based on futurology.”

In order to get a better understanding of the way Kahn viewed his
work, it is important to note that he always considered that the “broad,”
future-oriented studies he was envisioning were possible only as a collec-
tive effort. Hence, the profoundly collaborative nature of his intellectual
endeavors. Kahn's vision of interdisciplinary collaboration went beyond
the idea of putting together in an orderly way different pieces of analysis
and conclusions coming from different disciplines. He thought that al-
though it is impossible to have a complete specialized interdisciplinary
personal knowledge of an issue, it is always possible to assemble teams of
experts and combine their knowledge in a useful manner. Or, at least, it is
possible to engage in as many bilateral intellectual partnerships and as
many dialogues as possible. That is the reason why Kahn’s work has such
a collaborative bent and why many of the arguments and ideas included
in the present selection were coauthored or presented as a “Hudson Insti-
tute product.”

Herman Kahn's work was bounded by a spectacular series of para-
doxes: thinking the unthinkable, disciplining the interdisciplinary, insti-
tutionalizing the imaginative, anchoring in facts the counterfactual, pre-
dicting the unpredictable. Seen from the perspective of the beginning of
the third millennium, Herman Kahn’s methodological and substantive
contributions to the development of a modern way of approaching the fu-
ture and the large scale and multifaceted problems confronting humanity
in his age, gain a new and clearer perspective. By the time he was making
these contributions his voice and name were overwhelmingly associated
with his influential participation in various controversial public debates
such as the nuclear strategy of the United States or the “limits to growth”
dispute. Now, that those controversies have moved to new dimensions,
and new protagonists are occupying the forefront of the public debate, the
new circumstances allow us to go beyond the controversial and contex-
tual and to fully appreciate in an detached and unbiased way the foun-



Introduction 5

dational contributions brought by Herman Kahn not only to the intellec-
tual development of strategic studies, futurology, and policy sciences but
also to the materialization of the major themes defining the contemporary
public discourse. Our hope is that this anthology will amount to a con-
structive contribution in this respect.






THINKING ABOUT THE
UNTHINKABLE:
SCENARIOS, GRAND
STRATEGY, AND
THERMONUCLEAR WAR






In Defense of Thinking

Seventy—five years ago white slavery was rampant in England. Each
year thousands of young girls were forced into brothels and kept there
against their will. While some of the victims had been sold by their fami-
lies, a large proportion were seized and held by force or fraud. The vic-
tims were not from the lower classes only; no level of English society was
immune to having its daughters seized. Because this practice continued in
England for years after it had been largely wiped out on the Continent,
thousands of English girls were shipped across the Channel to supply the
brothels of Europe. One reason why this lasted as long as it did was that
it could not be talked about openly in Victorian England; moral standards
as subjects of discussion made it difficult to arouse the community to nec-
essary action. Moreover, the extreme innocence considered appropriate
for English girls made them easy victims, helpless to cope with the situa-
tions in which they were trapped. Victorian standards, besides perpetuat-
ing the white slave trade, intensified the damage to those involved.
Social inhibitions which reinforce natural tendencies to avoid think-
ing about unpleasant subjects are hardly uncommon. The psychological
factors involved in ostrich-like behavior have parallels in communities
and nations. Nevertheless, during the sixty years of the twentieth cen-
tury many problems have come increasingly into the realm of acceptable

[Thinking about the Unthinkable New York: Horizon Press, 1962).]
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10 Chapter 1

public discussion. Among various unmentionable diseases, tuberculosis
has lost almost all taint of impropriety; and venereal disease statistics can
now be reported by the press. Mental illness is more and more regarded
as unfortunate instead of shameful. The word “cancer” has lost its stigma,
although the horror of the disease has been only partially abated by med-
ical progress.

Despite the progress in removing barriers in the way of discussing dis-
eases formerly considered shameful, there are doubtless thousands going
without vital medical treatment today because of their inhibitions against
learning, thinking, or talking about certain diseases. Some will not get
treatment because they do not know enough to recognize the symptoms,
some because they are consciously ashamed to reveal illness, and some
because they refuse to think about their condition—it seems too horrible
to think about.

It may now be possible to condemn unequivocally the extremes of Vic-
torian prudery, but less doctrinaire forms of ostrichism must be consid-
ered with more care; they are, after all, often based on healthy instincts.
Everyone is going to die, but surely it is a good thing that few of us spend
much time dwelling on that fact. Life would be nearly impossible if we
did. If thinking about something bad will not improve it, it is often better
not to think about it. Perhaps some evils can be avoided or reduced if peo-
ple do not think or talk about them. But when our reluctance to consider
danger brings danger nearer, repression has gone too far.

In 1960 I published a book! that attempted to direct attention to the pos-
sibility of a thermonuclear war, to ways of reducing the likelihood of such
a war, and to methods for coping with the consequences should war oc-
cur despite our efforts to avoid it. The book was greeted by a large range
of responses—some of them sharply critical. Some of this criticism was
substantive, touching on greater or smaller questions of strategy, policy,
or research techniques. But much of the criticism was not concerned with
the correctness or incorrectness of the views I expressed. It was concerned
with whether any book should have been written on this subject at all. It
is characteristic of our times that many intelligent and sincere people are
willing to argue that it is immoral to think and even more immoral to
write in detail about having to fight a thermonuclear war.

By and large this criticism was not personal; it simply reflected the fact
that we Americans and many people throughout the world are not pre-
pared to face reality, that we transfer our horror of thermonuclear war to
reports about the realities of thermonuclear war. In a sense we are acting
like those ancient kings who punished messengers who brought them
bad news. This did not change the news; it simply slowed up its delivery.
On occasion it meant that the kings were ill informed and, lacking truth,
made serious errors in judgment and strategy.
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In our times, thermonuclear war may seem unthinkable, immoral, in-
sane, hideous, or highly unlikely, but it is not impossible. To act intelli-
gently we must learn as much as we can about the risks. We may thereby
be better able to avoid nuclear war. We may even be able to avoid the
crises that bring us to the brink of war. But despite our efforts we may
some day come face to face with a blunt choice between surrender or war.
We may even have war thrust upon us without being given any kind of a
choice. We must appreciate these possibilities. We cannot wish them
away. Nor should we overestimate and assume the worst is inevitable.
This leads only to defeatism, inadequate preparations (because they seem
useless), and pressures toward either preventive war or undue accommo-
dation.

Many terrible questions are raised when one considers objectively and
realistically the problems created by the Cold War and the armaments race.
For some years I have spent my time on exactly these questions—both in
thinking about ways to prevent war, and in thinking about how to fight,
survive, and terminate a war, should it occur. My colleagues and I have
sought answers to such questions as these: How likely is accidental war?
How can one make it less likely? How dangerous is the arms race today?
What will it be like in the future? What would conditions be if a nuclear
attack leveled fifty of America’s largest cities? Would the survivors envy
the dead? How many million American lives would an American Presi-
dent risk by standing firm in differing types of crises? By starting a nu-
clear war? By continuing a nuclear war with the hope of avoiding surren-
der? How many European and Soviet and other lives would he risk?

These questions can be put in a more concrete and hence more upset-
ting form. Consider, for example, the debate about the defense of Europe.
We have increased our nonnuclear forces to meet without initial use of
nuclear weapons a possible Soviet conventional attack in Europe. But our
present doctrine also seems to indicate that if the strengthened forces
prove inadequate to repel the attack, we will initiate the use of nuclear
weapons.

The questions now become more unpleasant since we must acknowl-
edge the likelihood that this use of nuclear weapons might not be limited.
Whether we intend it or not, we may have obligated ourselves to go to an
all-out central war. Attempts at restraint may turn out to be unreliable;
passion, irrationality, and technical difficulties of control and discrimina-
tion might cause escalation into all-out war. In this context we must ask
ourselves several questions. First, would we in fact initiate an all-out war
if the Soviets attacked Europe? Would we even risk one by initiating a
lesser response which could easily escalate into all-out war? What would
be the European attitude toward fighting a “limited” nuclear (or even a
large conventional) war on their territory?
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In seeking the answers to these questions, the President must estimate
the cohesion of the Alliance, and weigh the possibility of tens of millions,
possibly hundreds of millions, of American and European casualties—not
to speak of Russians and others. He must ask himself whether he is will-
ing to sacrifice, or so much as risk, New York in order to defend Paris or
London or revenge their destruction. If he concludes that he is not—and
there are many who think that he would not willingly make the trade—
then he must ask himself whether he wishes to change either his commit-
ments or his preparations.

He may conclude that even if he is not willing to initiate a war or a lim-
ited reprisal that could easily develop into war, he must maintain a pre-
tense of being willing. Perhaps the facade will work. After all, even if he
is not willing to go to an all-out war, the Soviets cannot rely on this. The
uncertainty regarding his response may deter them from testing his re-
solve.

The President may be unwilling to go to all-out war, and also unwilling
to rely on the deterrent effect of Russian uncertainty about our response act-
ing as a deterrent. In that case he has to have realistic contingency plans for
lesser responses than all-out war, to be used in the event the Soviets are not
deterred. He must then ask himself: Should he disclose these contingency
plans to the Soviets so as to make credible the action we will take to make
their aggression unprofitable? Should he keep these plans secret so that the
Soviets will not be encouraged to expect a less than all-out response? How
will our allies react to either policy? Will their attitude change in an intense
crisis? Would we prefer an ally to be involved in a disastrous local war
rather than see its resources added to the Communist bloc?

Perhaps, in addition to having a “wider choice than humiliation or
holocaust,” the President may wish to prepare for the possibility of holo-
caust, and for the problems involved in lessening the damage. Even if we
are not willing to fight an all-out thermonuclear war, it may still be forced
on us, or occur inadvertently.

Consider as well the problem of deterring the Soviets from striking the
United States either because they may be planning an aggression or be-
cause there is some crisis in which U.S. policy (perhaps the mere existence
of the United States) may threaten their ability to surmount the crisis. In
desperation they may feel that striking the United States would be less
risky than not striking. How risky must we make such an action? What
kind of punishment would deter the Soviets even if they were desperate?
The threat of 100 million dead Russians? Ten million? The destruction of
Moscow and Leningrad? With their citizens? Without their citizens, i.e.,
evacuated? How certain must this threat be? Just how stable, then, is our
present “balance of terror”? How is it most likely to break down? If it does
break down what will be the consequence?
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Consider another unpleasant question. When the movie On the Beach
depicted a war in the early sixties, the result of which was the total anni-
hilation of all humanity by radioactivity, almost all the reviewers and
many scientists indicated that it was a realistic estimate of the results of a
nuclear war. Are we really risking an end to all human life with our cur-
rent system? If true, are we willing to risk it? Do we then prefer some de-
gree of unilateral disarmament? If we do, will we be relying on the Rus-
sians to protect us from the Chinese? Will the world be more or less
stable? Should we attempt to disarm unilaterally? If the answers to these
last questions depend on the degree of damage that is envisaged, are we
willing to argue that it is all right to risk a half billion or a billion people
but not three billion?

There seem to be three basic objections to asking these types of ques-
tions:

1. No one should attempt to think about these problems in a detailed
and rational way.

2. What thinking there is on these problems, should be done in secret
by the military exclusively, or at least by the government.

3. Even if some of this thinking must be done outside the government
the results of any such thought should not be made available to the
public.

1. NO ONE SHOULD ATTEMPT TO THINK ABOUT THESE
PROBLEMS IN A DETAILED AND RATIONAL WAY.

The arguments against hard thinking by anyone at all about the realities of
thermonuclear war break down into a number of categories: First, it is ar-
gued that thinking about the indescribable horror of nuclear war breeds
callousness and indifference to the future of civilization in our planners
and decision-makers. It is true that detailed and dispassionate discussion
of such questions is likely to look incredibly hard-hearted. It should also
be clear, at least to thoughtful readers, that such questions must be con-
sidered. The reality may be so unpleasant that decision-makers would pre-
fer not to face it; but to a great extent this reality has been forced on them,
or has come uninvited. Thanks to our ever increasing technology we are
living in a terrible and dangerous world; but, unlike the lady in the cartoon
we cannot say, “Stop the world, I want to get off.” We cannot get off. Even
the most utopian of today’s visionaries will have to concede that the mere
existence of modern technology involves a risk to civilization that would
have been unthinkable twenty-five years ago. While we are going to make
major attempts to change the nature of this reality, accepting great risks if
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necessary, most of us are unwilling to choose either a pronounced degree
of unilateral disarmament or a preventive war designed to “settle” our
problems one way or another. We therefore must face the facts that ther-
monuclear bombs now exist in the hands of at least four powers; that at
least one of these powers has announced it is interested in the destruction
of our society, albeit by peaceful means if possible; that the number of
thermonuclear powers may grow; that the power most likely to obtain
these weapons next, China, stands on the thesis that war with us is in-
evitable; and, finally, that the possibilities of an immediate solution by ne-
gotiation are indeed slim. Unless we are willing to abdicate our responsi-
bilities we are pledged to the maintenance of terrifying weapon systems
with known and unknown, calculable and incalculable risks, unless and
until better arrangements can be made.

If we are to have an expensive and lethal defense establishment, we
must weigh all the risks and benefits. We must at least ask ourselves what
are the likely and unlikely results of an inadvertent war, the possibilities
of accident, irresponsibility, or unauthorized behavior on the other side as
well as on our own.

A variation of the objection to careful consideration of these problems
focuses on the personality of the thinker. This argument goes: Better no
thought than evil thought; and since only evil and callous people can
think about this, better no thought. Alternatively, the thinker’s motives
are analyzed: This man studies war; he must like war—much like the sus-
picion that a surgeon is a repressed sadist. Even if the charge were true,
which in general it is not, it is not relevant. Like the repressed sadist who
can perform a socially useful function by sublimating his urges into sur-
gery, the man who loves war or violence may be able to successfully sub-
limate his desires into a careful and valuable study of war. It does indeed
take an iron will or an unpleasant degree of detachment to go about this
task. Ideally it should be possible for the analyst to have a disciplined em-
pathy. In fact, the mind recoils from simultaneously probing deeply and
creatively into these problems and being conscious at all times of the hu-
man tragedy involved.

This is not new. We do not continually remind the surgeon while he is
operating of the humanity of his patient. We do not flash pictures of his
patient’s wife or children in front of him. We want him to be careful, and
we want him to be aware of the importance and frailty of the patient; we
do not want him to be distracted or fearful. We do not expect illustrations
in a book on surgery to be captioned: “A particularly deplorable tumor,”
or “Good health is preferable to this kind of cancer.” Excessive comments
such as, “And now there’s a lot of blood,” or “This particular cut really
hurts,” are out of place although these are important things for a surgeon
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to know. To mention such things may be important. To dwell on them is
morbid, and gets in the way of the information. The same tolerance needs
be extended to thought on national security.

Some feel that we should consider these problems but view them with
such awe and horror that we should not discuss them in normal, neutral,
professional everyday language. I tend to disagree; at least so far as tech-
nical discussions and research are concerned. One does not do research in
a cathedral. Awe is fine for those who come to worship or admire, but for
those who come to analyze, to tamper, to change, to criticize, a factual and
dispassionate, and sometimes even colorful, approach is to be preferred.
And if the use of everyday language jars, that is all the more reason for us-
ing it. Why would one expect a realistic discussion of thermonuclear war
not to be disturbing?

The very complexity of the questions raised is another reason why
many object to their consideration. There is no doubt that if we reject hard
thinking about alternatives in favor of uncritical acceptance of an extreme
position we make the argument simpler—and most of us prefer simple ar-
guments. Consider, for example, the following statement by C. P. Snow.

We are faced with an either-or, and we haven’t much time. The either is ac-
ceptance of a restriction of nuclear armaments. This is going to begin, just as
a token, with an agreement on the stopping of nuclear tests. The United States
is not going to get the 99.9 percent “security” that it has been asking for. This
is unobtainable, though there are other bargains that the United States could
probably secure. I am not going to conceal from you that this course involves
certain risks. They are quite obvious, and no honest man is going to blink
them. That is the either. The or is not a risk but a certainty. It is this. There is
no agreement on tests. The nuclear arms race between the United States and
the U.S.S.R. not only continues but accelerates. Other countries join in. Within,
at the most, six years, China and several other states will have a stock of nu-
clear bombs. Within, at the most, ten years, some of those bombs are going off.
I am saying this as responsibly as I can. That is the certainty. On the one side,
therefore, we have a finite risk. On the other side we have a certainty of dis-
aster. Between a risk and a certainty, a sane man does not hesitate. (“The
Moral Un-neutrality of Science,” Science, January 27, 1961)

The speech from which the above excerpt was taken attracted much fa-
vorable comment.

In spite of the wide acclaim, and the scientific and literary distinction of
the author, the statement is neither accurate nor responsible. The United
States is not asking for 99.9 percent security via the arms control route. In
fact, we seem to be willing to accept agreements of a much lower reliabil-
ity than almost anybody—even passionate arms controllers—would have
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been willing to accept a few years ago when they did not know how dif-
ficult it is to get reliably enforceable agreements. Much more important,
the “or” described by C. P. Snow is not a certainty. Unless he has infor-
mation denied to the rest of us, he cannot know that within ten years
some of these bombs are going off. Even more important, he cannot know
that some of these bombs going off will result in a certainty of disaster.

The reader may feel, possibly correctly, that I may have been unfair to
C. P. Snow by taking his remarks too literally. Let me concede the possi-
bility. What is startling is not so much that Sir Charles made the remarks,
but that there was so little criticism of them. Imagine the uproar that
would have occurred if an equally distinguished man had said that,
“There is no probability at all of war in the next ten years.” If the actual
probability had been one-half, each remark might be equally off, at least
in the arithmetical sense, but only the first would be regarded as an ac-
ceptable position by most people. It should be noted that either remark
can be dangerous: The first by increasing the pressure for undue accom-
modation or preventive war; the second by decreasing the pressure for a
reasonable compromise, and safety precautions.

I believe that the reason for the widespread acceptance of the attitude
expressed by Sir Charles lies in his last sentence. It would be very simple
indeed if all we had to do was to choose between a certainty and a risk of
disaster. Responsible decision-makers would not need to hesitate. Unfor-
tunately for their peace of mind, however, it is by no means clear on
which side the certainties and risks lie. It may even be true that there is a
certainty of disaster no matter what we do. It is even conceivable that this
certainty can be demonstrated; that some detached and infinitely wise ob-
server can prove that it is impossible for us poor creatures on earth to get
out of the difficulties we are in. He may even be able to show that, having
weapons of mass destruction, we must sooner or later use them, and
maybe more than once, until only the peace of utter destruction puts an
end to the repetition.

On the other hand, there may be different paths to safety, each involv-
ing degrees of risk and varying outcomes. I believe there are. But I recog-
nize that balancing the risks is difficult. It cannot be done rigorously,
though analysis should help. In the end, the best of policies must involve
judicious guesses, informed acts of faith, and careful steps in the dark. It
is well to recognize these for what they are, to be conscious that some new
and seemingly appealing path that avoids the familiar horrors may be
riskier than the present perilous one.

The automatic balance of terror is not only a falsely simple view of the
world, it is in some ways a comforting view. To see why this is so, con-
sider Richard Nixon’s remark to Khrushchev, “We must live together or
die together.” That is indeed a comforting remark because it indicates an
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easy choice between national sanity and insanity. Nixon could have said,
“We must live together or one of us will die.” This is not a comforting re-
mark. It not only has a threatening sound, it indicates that carelessness
can be dangerous and that survival is not necessarily dependent on one’s
own acts.

Both remarks are inaccurate, of course, but if I had to choose, I would
say that the second is probably more accurate than the first for the time
being. If one wishes to be accurate in these matters, he must be lengthy
and complex. He can start by saying that we must live together or one of
us will be hurt to a great degree and the other to a lesser degree, the exact
amounts depending on such “technical details” as how the war starts,
how it is fought, and how it is terminated.

The mutual annihilation view is also comforting to many idealistic in-
dividuals, particularly those who intrinsically abhor any use of force. The
bizarreness of a war in which both sides expect to be annihilated confirms
their intuition that this whole business of military preparations is silly: A
stupid and dangerous game which we ought to discourage nations—our
own country, at least—from playing. Those who believe this can afford to
scoff at attempts to reduce casualties from, say, 100 million to 50 million
Americans; the situation is hopeless anyway; the only respectable cause is
the total elimination of war.

To summarize: Many people believe that the current system must in-
evitably end in total annihilation. They reject, sometimes very emotion-
ally, any attempts to analyze this notion. Either they are afraid of where
the thinking will lead them or they are afraid of thinking at all. They want
to make the choice one between a risk and the certainty of disaster, be-
tween sanity and insanity, between good and evil; therefore, as moral and
sane men they need no longer hesitate. I hold that an intelligent and re-
sponsible person cannot pose the problem so simply.

Interestingly enough, my view is somewhat comforting too. If C. P.
Snow is right and if Bertrand Russell is also right in proclaiming that our
irrational desire to maintain an obsolete system jeopardizes the future of
the human race, one can make a very persuasive case for almost any kind
of arms control, including unilateral disarmament and preventive war (to
achieve forcible arms control), as being better than the current system.
Disagreeing with both these gentlemen, I can counsel strongly against
both. However one reason why many do not wish to consider these ques-
tions objectively is the fear that a case will be made for one of these ex-
treme views.

Often the reluctance to think about these problems is not caused by the
advocacy of any particular Weltanschauung. Rather it is based on noth-
ing sounder than a supernatural fear of the magical power of words (to
talk about cancer is to bring on cancer) or of actions (to build shelters is
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to create the need for their use). Many have this primitive belief that
speaking of evil or preparing for evil creates evil. Some years ago there
was a great outcry at the news that a study had been made of the possi-
ble conditions under which the United States might surrender during a
war. Legislation was passed preventing appropriations for studies of this
subject. One might ask whether failure to think about all the ways in
which a war might end makes it more likely for us to win a war, or
whether it merely prevents thinking about possible Soviet strategies de-
signed to bring about our surrender. Or does it even prevent thinking
about the possibility of achieving a peace treaty under relatively advan-
tageous terms while sparing unnecessary slaughter?

An objection is frequently made on a more sophisticated level. An ex-
ample is the so-called self-fulfilling prophecy: If you are hostile and sus-
picious toward someone, you will often act so. Even if he was innocent be-
fore, he will notice your attitude, which arouses hostility and suspicion in
him. With your suspicions now confirmed you become more hostile, thus
intensifying his suspicions. The mutual counteractions lead either to im-
mediate violence or to a level of tension at which the possibility of vio-
lence is ever present.

The self-fulfilling prophecy sometimes occurs both between individu-
als and between nations, but realizing this does not settle the question. In
1959 and 1960, I gave a series of lectures. At almost every one of them,
someone urged that mutual trust could act as self-fulfilling prophecy. Just
before the first time it was brought up, I had been through a relevant ex-
perience. I described it then and have used it several times since to illus-
trate that prophecies can be self-defeating as well as self-fulfilling.

A person I know is an embezzler who has served time in jail twice. At
the time I was first asked the question about self-fulfilling prophecies he
was under indictment for the third time, and out on bail. After he had
been indicted I asked him, “Why did you do it? You have already been
caught twice. Why do you keep repeating this behavior? It’s not only im-
moral, it obviously isn’t successful. Why do you do it?” He looked me
right in the eye and said, “I can’t help it. People trust me.”

He put the blame where he thought it belonged, on the excessive trust
of others. He is an outgoing fellow; he does not have much character and
he just cannot control himself when he is excessively tempted. His story
is an example of a “self-defeating prophecy.” His victims trusted him and
did not guard against him; so they were victimized. If one worries about
having funds embezzled one may take precautions that defeat an attempt
at embezzlement. Self-defeating prophecies probably play a bigger role in
human affairs than self-fulfilling prophecies. Similarly, if one prepares for
war, one may possibly deter war. This can happen. Indeed it has often
happened in the past.?
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For this reason we simply cannot reject programs solely because they
reflect some hostility and suspicion of the Soviet Union. Hostility and sus-
picion are justified. These occur even in ordinary private and commercial
life; people have contracts, courts, and police. There are even better rea-
sons to reject a totally trusting international policy toward the Soviet
Union. Our suspicions were not created by our own imaginations work-
ing overtime. Indeed, some suspicion would exist even in an atmosphere
of cordiality and entente. A policy that cannot coexist with a degree of sus-
picion is not a viable policy in today’s world, or indeed any world. The
last objection to detailed thought on thermonuclear war rests on the view
that the subject is not only unpleasant but difficult.

Many people feel that it is useless to apply rationality and calculation
in any area dominated by irrational decision-makers. This is almost com-
parable to feeling that it would be impossible to design a safety system for
an insane asylum by rational methods, since, after all, the inmates are ir-
rational. Of course, no governor or superintendent would consider firing
the trained engineer, and turning the design over to one of the lunatics.
The engineer is expected to take the irrationality of the inmates into ac-
count by a rational approach. Rational discussions of war and peace can
explicitly include the possibility of irrational behavior.

Of course, analysts may be misled by oversimplified models or mis-
leading assumptions, and their competence readily attacked. However,
except for irrelevant references to game theory and computers, such at-
tacks are rare, and are usually so half-hearted that it is clear that their
main motivation is not to expose incompetence. Given the difficulty of the
problems, one would expect the critics to work more effectively on the ob-
vious methodological problems and other weaknesses of present-day an-
alysts.

These weaknesses may make it impossible for the best-trained analyst
to arrive at any better policy suggestions than relatively informed intu-
itions, no matter how objectively and carefully he works. In fact, the net
effect of his research might be to make the analyst’s recommendations
persuasive rather than correct. Moreover, in his objective discussion of the
case, he might weaken moral barriers, customs, and sanctions which
might better be left strong. It is also conceivable that by raising these is-
sues, he might automatically create a controversy which would impede
the development of ideas or programs deriving from trial and error or
originating in a spirit of compromise. Last, and possibly most important,
by making recommendations which help make the current system ac-
ceptable, he may prevent the “patient” from going to the doctor and ac-
cepting the drastic surgery which is really necessary to cure his ills. There
may be a great deal of wisdom in the ancient proverb that “the good is the
enemy of the best.”
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For all of the above and other reasons it is possible that the most objec-
tive and careful discussions may still influence events in a wrong direc-
tion. Indeed, the final outcome of decisions that are well meaning, in-
formed, and intelligent can be disastrous. However, few would argue that
this is a good reason to be malevolent, uninformed, or stupid. Those of us
who have not received any divine revelation as to the correct course must
do the best we can with the knowledge and intellectual tools we have
available. I for one do not believe that it makes sense to depend any more
than can be helped on blind luck or faith—even though I concede we will
need both if we are to negotiate safely the treacherous terrain before us.

2. WHAT THINKING THERE IS ON THESE PROBLEMS, SHOULD
BE DONE IN SECRET BY THE MILITARY EXCLUSIVELY, OR AT
LEAST BY THE GOVERNMENT.

The second class of objections seems to be that the study of warfare
should be left to professional military officers. In fact, one reviewer of
OTW said:

I can understand and respect career military officers who have chosen the “hon-
orable profession of arms” as a way of life, often at a sacrifice in comfort and
emoluments and who are subsequently assigned the duty of formulating war
plans to meet all eventualities. But Mr. Kahn is a physicist, a scholar and a civil-
ian. To be blunt, his book makes me ashamed that we are fellow countrymen.

Clemenceau once said, “War is too important to be left to the generals.”
A colleague of mine, Albert Wohlstetter, has paraphrased the remark to the
even more appropriate, “Peace is too important to be left to the generals.”

If we treat all questions of the deterrence and fighting of war as a sub-
ject to be entrusted solely to those in uniform we should not be surprised
if we get narrow policies. The deterring or fighting of a thermonuclear
war certainly needs specialists in and out of uniform; but it involves all of
us and every aspect of our society.

Many liberals feel more confident knowing that civilians not directly in
the governmental apparatus can influence military policy by the thought
they give to its problems. But others do not; in fact, the research corpora-
tion working under contract with the United States government has be-
come a whipping-boy for certain sectors of the liberal press. There are
many and good reasons, however, why these organizations exist, and will
in all probability grow in the future.

The principal advantages of the private consultant are two-fold: a lack of
compulsion to deal with “first things first,” and an independent point of
view. As to the first of these, most people do not appreciate just how ill-
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equipped our government is to perform long-range planning. The most able
officials are constantly involved in the meeting of day-to-day crises, Con-
gressional investigations, budgetary problems, and administrative detail,
with little time to devote to the long-range problems in which the civilian
nongovernment research corporation specializes. Rarely, if ever, can a gov-
ernment agency allow one man to be free from what Professor Samuel Sharp
calls the “tyranny of the in-and-out box” for more than just a few months.
Moreover, it is especially unlikely that a man can be spared to work on a
long-range problem that in all probability will never arise. However, we
know that just this sort of problem can be vitally important.

The independence is equally important. Unless the researcher is al-
lowed to make mistakes—indeed to be “irresponsible”—it is unlikely that
he will consider carefully enough the full range of alternatives or make
the kind of constructive advance in thinking that is, in effect, a devastat-
ing criticism of current thinking. We must even allow researchers to be
wrongheaded and stubborn, since it is rare that new controversial ideas in
the policy field are created fully documented, or that the documentation
can be obtained without additional research or work that will only be
done if the undocumented, unpopular idea is vigorously supported or
pressed even in the absence of the necessary research. In effect, one of the
main purposes of the independent research institution is to be a sort of
loyal opposition which is privy to most of an agency’s “secrets,” and yet
can be disowned by the agency.

There are other less important but still, by themselves, sufficient reasons
for the existence of the independent research institute. They tend to be
somewhat competitive and thus provide a freer market for ideas and
skilled professional review and criticisms. It is difficult for “outsiders” to do
this partly because of security reasons but mainly because technology is
growing at an increasingly rapid rate. Paradoxical as it sounds, reality has
left experience far behind, and central as “common sense” is, it is not
enough. Even the simple study of weapons effects has grown so compli-
cated that many scientists have spent almost a lifetime working on them
alone. A detailed analysis of a military-political problem may occasionally
involve computer studies or even fairly sophisticated problems in mathe-
matics; it may involve economic analyses both of the input-output type and
the more conventional kinds; it will unquestionably draw on engineering
and physics, and, most important, it will require, in the words of William
Lee Miller, “profound historical imagination, a playing on the possibilities
in every direction, and an acute moral sense.”? As in many other fields, life
has become so complex that the individual must be supplemented and
aided by the team. The question then arises as to why these groups cannot
be employed solely and directly by the government. Some of them can be,
and in fact are. However, on many problems independent research workers
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bring to their groups specialties and skills in short supply. Such institutions
often provide a more efficient way to utilize scarce human resources.

Inevitably the fact that most people studying national defense are paid
by some agency of the government gives rise to the allegation of sub-
servience rather than independence, that their studies are bought. Alter-
natively, it is argued that the corruption is more subtle than purely mone-
tary influence; the analyst is attracted by the excitement of knowing about
or influencing national policy, or he is bought by being given access to in-
formation, to laboratories, etc. According to this view, the government gets
the analyst, one way or another, to cooperate in producing distorted work.

There may be some germ of truth in such accusations, but by and large
ad hominem charges are irrelevant. Any serious analysis should be stud-
ied, discussed, and answered on its own merits. The analyst’s motivation
may have some place in the discussion, but surely it is a minor one if the
analysis is serious. I am reminded of a remark by Leo Szilard on the dif-
ference between politicians and scientists. He made the point that politi-
cians always ask, “Why did he say it?” whereas scientists ask, “Is it
true?”4 Of course, a man’s motives are important. But in a discussion of
national security they are probably less important than, “Is he right?” Part
of our national maturity must be the ability to discuss issues on their mer-
its, whether they are brought up by generals, politicians, researchers, aca-
demicians, right-wingers, left-wingers, Russians, neutralists, or others.

It is undeniably true that research organizations vary in their indepen-
dence and individuals in the most independent research organizations do
sometimes seem to act more as advocates than as impartial scientists. Man
is incurably partisan, but so long as the primary loyalty of the private re-
search organization is clearly to intellectual integrity, the harm done by
partisan individual researchers is small. Indeed their partisanship can
have value. It increases the probability that a thorough study and a vigor-
ous case will be made for the various partisan causes. Moreover, the de-
mand for competent researchers is today so large that few of them could
feel any economic pressure to slant their work. Finally, even if their free-
dom is not always complete, it is very large compared to that of a consci-
entious government official who is “locked in” by the commitments of his
superiors. The government official is often torn by conflicting departmen-
tal and national loyalties as well as restricted by official channels. The pri-
vate organization, where those who negotiate contracts are often divorced
from those who perform the study, has many fewer such problems.

Critics frequently refer to the icy rationality of the Hudson Institute, the
RAND Corporation, and other such organizations. I'm always tempted to
ask in reply, “Would you prefer a warm, human error? Do you feel better
with a nice emotional mistake?” We cannot expect good discussion of se-
curity problems if we are going to label every attempt at detachment as
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callous, every attempt at objectivity as immoral. Such attitudes not only
block discussion of the immediate issues, they lead to a disunity and frag-
mentation of the intellectual community that can be disastrous to the
democratic dialogue between specialist and layman. The former tends to
withdraw to secret and private discussions; the latter becomes more and
more innocent, or naive, and more likely to be outraged if he is ever ex-
posed to a professional discussion.

3. EVEN IF SOME OF THIS THINKING MUST BE DONE OUTSIDE
THE GOVERNMENT THE RESULTS OF ANY SUCH THOUGHT
SHOULD NOT BE MADE AVAILABLE TO THE PUBLIC.

Finally, there is the objection that thermonuclear war should not, at least
in detail, be discussed publicly. Even some who admit the usefulness of
asking unpleasant questions have advocated raising them only in secret.
One objector pointed out to me that if a parent in a burning building is
faced with the problem of having to save one of two children, but not
both, he will make a decision on the spur of the moment; it wouldn’t have
made any difference if the parent had agonized over the problem ahead
of time, and it would have been particularly bad to agonize in the pres-
ence of the children. This may be true, but other considerations dominate
our nation’s choices; our capabilities for action and the risks we are as-
suming for ourselves and thrusting on others will be strongly influenced
by our preparations both intellectual and physical. Other reasons for this
objection to public discussion range all the way from concern about
telling the Soviets too much, and a fear of weakening the resolve of our
own people, through a feeling that public discussion of death and de-
struction is distastefully comparable to a drugstore display of the tools,
methods, and products of the mortician. Perhaps some or all of these ob-
jections to public discussion are well taken. I do not know for sure, but I
think they are wrong.

They are wrong if we expect our people to participate rationally in the
decision-making process in matters that are vital to their existence as in-
dividuals and as a nation. As one author has put it: “In a democracy, when
experts disagree, laymen must resolve the disagreement.” One issue is
whether it is better that the lay public, which will directly or indirectly de-
cide policy, be more or less informed. A second issue is whether the dis-
cussion itself may not be significantly improved by eliciting ideas from
people outside of official policy-making channels.

There are in any case at least two significant obstacles to full public de-
bate of national security matters. The first, of course, is the constantly in-
creasing problem of communication between the technologist and the
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layman, because of the specialization (one might almost say fragmenta-
tion) of knowledge. The other lies in the serious and paramount need to
maintain security. Technical details of weapons’ capabilities and weak-
nesses must remain classified to some degree. Nonetheless, technical de-
tails may be of vital importance in resolving much broader problems.>
Moreover, those who feel that in some areas “security” has been unnec-
essarily extended must concede that in certain areas it has its place. To
that extent the functioning of the democratic processes must be compro-
mised with the requirements of the Cold War and modern technology.
Certainly the wisdom of the Turkish Radar or the U-2 overflights were
not amenable to the usual democratic processes of discussion. Fortu-
nately, nonclassified sources often give reasonable approximations to the
classified data. I would say that many of the agonizing problems facing
us today can be debated and understood just about as easily without
classified material as with—provided one carefully considers the facts
that are available.

It is quite clear that technical details are not the only important opera-
tive facts. Human and moral factors must always be considered. They
must never be missing from policies and from public discussion. But emo-
tionalism and sentimentality, as opposed to morality and concern, only
confuse debates. Nor can experts be expected to repeat, “If, heaven for-
bid,” before every sentence. Responsible decision-makers and researchers
cannot afford the luxury of denying the existence of agonizing questions.
The public, whose lives and freedom are at stake, expects them to face
such questions squarely and, where necessary, the expert should expect
little less of the public.

NOTES

1. On Thermonuclear War (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press), hereafter
referred to as OTW.

2. For example, it is fair to say that from 1871 until its failure in 1914 through a
series of coincidences, deterrence kept the peace. During this period the major na-
tions of Europe remained at peace despite the fact that large segments of each na-
tion desired war on numerous occasions, that there were bitter national antago-
nisms, and the consequences of war were not only nowhere near as serious as
today, but were regarded as far less serious than they actually were. Both Soviet
and U.S. behavior today over such controversies as Berlin indicate prudent be-
havior as a result of fear of war. Indeed the Soviet doctrine of coexistence sprang
directly from an appreciation of the power of modern nuclear weapons. None of
the above implies that deterrence is bound to work indefinitely (indeed the first
example indicates how it might fail); only that it is possible to worsen our current
situation by unwisely weakening deterrence.
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3. From a review of OTW in Worldview, Apr. 11, 1961. The review goes on to
state, “Mr. Kahn, consequently, is surely right when he says that we need the
thought of persons outside military strategy and mathematical calculation to deal
with world politics in our strange era. And this, precisely, is what is lacking in On
Thermonuclear War.” 1 would not disagree too much with any part of this com-
ment. Although it is important to keep strategists in their place, it is also impor-
tant to realize that they have their place. Technical studies should not be allowed
to dominate our thinking but should be taken into account. Nor should these tech-
nical treatments of thermonuclear war be considered unacceptable unless they in-
clude extensive accounts of such related problems as foreign policy, limited war,
arms control, or the moral and theological problems of war and peace. I certainly
agree that every one of these related problems is of vital concern and the special-
ist on thermonuclear war must consider them either explicitly or implicitly. But
the importance of related topics hardly diminishes the need for specialized stud-
ies of thermonuclear war—in itself a subject too vast to be completely grasped. It
is certainly the case that technical and specialized studies on foreign policy, lim-
ited war, or arms control that do not include an extensive account of thermonu-
clear war seldom meet objection on this score.

4. Szilard is probably being too respectful of his scientific colleagues who also
seem to indulge in ad hominem arguments—especially when they are out of their
technical specialty.

5. For instance, who can presume to say whether military advantages of atomic
weapons testing outweigh the obvious political and physical disadvantages un-
less he knows what the military advantages are?






Twelve Nonissues and Twelve
Almost Nonissues

he debate over nuclear war and national security policy is often more

confused and confusing than informative and productive. In order to
make it as useful and accurate as possible, it is important to separate is-
sues that are relevant to government policy from issues that may be valid
from some perspectives but are not serious policy options. Misconcep-
tions and illusions do not contribute to the formulation of substantive rec-
ommendations and programs.

TWELVE NONISSUES

The following twelve assertions, however common and sincerely held, in
terms of policy-making are basically irrelevant, impractical, inaccurate, or
foolish and should be eliminated from the debate at the outset.

1. We must halt the nuclear “arms race” in order to achieve the redemption
of mankind. This concept has recently been popularized in a book by
Jonathan Schell:

... today the only way to achieve genuine national defense for any nation is
for all nations to give up violence together . . . if we had begun with Gandhi’s
law of love we would have arrived at exactly the same arrangement E. M.
Forster told us, “Only connect!” Let us connect. Auden told us, “We must

[Thinking about the Unthinkable in the 1980s (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1984).]
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love one another or die.” Let us love one another Christ said, “I come not to
judge the world but to save the world.” Let us, also, not judge the world but
save the world. (The Fate of the Earth [New York: Alfred A. Knopf. Inc., 1982],
pPp- 224 and 230)

This concept has also been suggested in “A Pastoral Letter on War and
Peace” by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (“The Challenge
of Peace: God’s Promise and Our Response,” reprinted in Origins, May 19,
1983). Redemption may be an appropriate and correct concern for a
church, but it has nothing to do with any policies that the government
can—or should—carry out. If there is a “redemption of mankind,” it will
not occur as a result of a great debate on national security policy or de-
fense. It is, then, the “nonissue” of least relevance to government policy
on nuclear war.

2. The control of nuclear weapons should be pursued through the creation of
an effective world parliamentary government and/or total worldwide disarma-
ment. A world government of sorts already exists: the UN Security Coun-
cil. It is definitive on almost any issue on which a majority, including the
five great powers (the United States, Soviet Union, China, Great Britain,
and France), can agree. History, however, has proven its basic ineffec-
tiveness.

The effort of trying to establish a more effective world government
would itself involve major problems. In fact, it is very doubtful if the cre-
ation of the Security Council, or a successor body, could be negotiated to-
day. The small nations intentionally turned over their power to the great
nations of the world in crisis; today they fight fiercely to retain it by vot-
ing in blocks, changing allegiances and alliances as it suits their purposes.
And there could be no chance of agreement today on who would have the
veto power.

But even assuming a new world government were negotiable, how
would it be structured? If it followed the “one man—one vote” principle, it
would be dominated largely by Asian nations; under “one country—one
vote,” it would be run largely by the small states; and with “one dollar—
one vote” it would result in domination by the United States, Japan, the
Soviet Union, and Western Europe. All three options are unacceptable,
and a compromise seems almost impossible. Under the circumstances, the
Security Council is the best we have, and while a consensus by that body
potentially could still have enormous impact (e.g., theoretically it is able
to overrule national laws and possibly even the Constitution of the United
States), it is unrealistic to expect a major and “binding” UN resolution on
nuclear weapons to have much real-world significance.

As for total disarmament, there are almost 50,000 nuclear weapons in
the world today; even if they were banned, not all would be destroyed.
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And even if they were destroyed, there is still a large amount of weapons-
grade uranium and plutonium available, plus the knowledge of how to
turn these materials into nuclear devices. It would not be acceptable to
have a disarmament “solution” that allowed those with hidden weapons
or weapons-grade material to gain an extraordinary advantage over the
rest of the world.

3. Even if it cannot be total, the goal should be disarmament rather than arms
control. The objective of nuclear-weapons policy should not be solely to
decrease the number of weapons in the world, but to make the world
safer—which is not necessarily the same thing. World War I broke out
largely because of an arms race, and World War II because of the lack of
an arms race. Similarly, many scenarios for the outbreak of nuclear war
which are now “implausible” would become “not implausible” or possi-
bly even “plausible” if the existing U.S. and Soviet nuclear arsenals were
reduced to very small, less intimidating, and probably more vulnerable
forces.

Developments that contribute to a safer world need not be the result
of negotiations to reduce the number of nuclear weapons. For example,
between 1967 and 1983, the number of weapons in the U.S. nuclear
stockpile actually declined by 30 percent. The aggregate megatonnage in
the stockpile declined by 75 percent between 1960 and 1983. These
changes are attributable more to narrow military considerations (e.g.,
improvements in delivery accuracies diminished the utility of multi-
megaton warheads in many missions) than to arms-control influences.
Nonetheless, the drop in the number of weapons and total explosive
yield did lessen some of the dangers associated with nuclear war. Ap-
propriate arms control could increase the trend toward decreased mega-
tonnage and even toward fewer weapons, but unwise disarmament
could set it back.

4. There should be a total nuclear freeze. A total nuclear freeze is counter-
productive—especially now, when technology is rapidly changing and
the Soviets have some important strategic advantages. An effective and
verifiable freeze would worsen the U.S. position by “institutionalizing”
apparent Soviet military superiority, and no freeze would be reliably ver-
ifiable, despite many claims to the contrary. More important, a freeze
would prevent agreement on better arms-control measures by eliminating
the incentive for useful negotiations and for the development of beneficial
technology.

In fact, the most important reason for rejecting a freeze is that much of
the weapons technology ahead is, relatively speaking, beneficial. Many
people seem to believe that any change in weapons technology has to be
for the worse, but that is demonstrably untrue. For example, almost all
military analysts agree that the change from bombers to missiles in the
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early and mid-1960s made the world safer, since at that time missiles were
much less vulnerable and accident-prone than the bombers. In addition, a
freeze would preclude many adjustments and refinements that could
make existing systems and forces safer. Nuclear-arms reductions or trade-
offs are unlikely to take place under a freeze, but if our objective is to
make the world safer, we must have the option of increasing, decreasing,
or changing forces to achieve this goal.

As a first step toward a bilateral nuclear freeze, some antinuclear ac-
tivists urge a unilateral halt to the development, testing, and deployment
of U.S. nuclear forces. They believe this token of good faith will induce re-
ciprocal restraint by the Soviet Union. Such support for a unilateral U.S.
freeze betrays a gross ignorance of the history of the U.S.-Soviet arms
competition for the last decade and a half.

From 1967 to 1983, the numbers of U.S. intercontinental ballistic missiles
(ICBMs) and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) remained rela-
tively constant, declining somewhat in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The
number of U.S. strategic bombers decreased by 60 percent. During the same
period, the number of Soviet ICBMs and SLBMs drew even with and then
surpassed the inventories of U.S. ICBMs and SLBMs, while the size of the
Soviet long-range bomber force grew slightly. In addition, the Soviets were
very active in modernizing their strategic ballistic missile force. Over the
sixteen-year period, the United States introduced two new or modified
types of ICBMs; the Soviets fielded thirteen. The United States fielded two
new or modified SLBMs; the Soviets deployed ten.

When in 1980 NATO withdrew one thousand theater nuclear weapons
from Europe, in part to show good faith toward the upcoming negotia-
tions on intermediate-range nuclear forces, no one paid much attention—
least of all the Soviets. They increased, rather than decreased, the num-
ber of nuclear warheads trained on Western Europe. In short, the Soviets
find it less than morally and psychologically compelling to match any
unilateral U.S. efforts to dampen the arms competition. A unilateral
freeze would most likely be exploited by the Soviets to augment their
margin of military advantage over the United States and its allies.

But assuming a freeze were negotiated, it would not prevent either side
from working on nonnuclear systems (e.g., modernized air defense net-
works, improved capabilities for antisubmarine warfare) which would
not be frozen. Both parties would also have to worry about a technologi-
cal “breakthrough” or a “breakout” by the other side.! Each side could
justify its own attempt to achieve a breakthrough and then a breakout by
“discovering” that the other side was cheating. New nuclear and nonnu-
clear systems could both be made extraordinarily effective against an op-
ponent whose current systems were frozen.

As a political maneuver, the call for a nuclear freeze has turned out to
be an effective way of telling national leaders in the West that something
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must be done to allay public fears of nuclear war. But it has also been
counterproductive by sending Soviet decision-makers the message that
they can gain more by manipulating Western public opinion than by mak-
ing genuine attempts at arms control. As a national policy, however, there
is simply no case for a freeze.

5. Deterrence must be made 100 percent reliable. This is a nonissue simply
because there is no way to make any complex human (let alone technical)
system 100 percent effective.

6. Deterrence must fail eventually, and probably will fail totally. There is no
way we can ignore this possibility. But many doomsayers argue that since
it might fail, it eventually has to fail. This is technically incorrect, but not
entirely unreasonable (unless it assumes that the failure must be total).
My guess is that nuclear weapons will be used sometime in the next hun-
dred years, but that their use is much more likely to be small and limited
than widespread and unconstrained.

Deterrence would then have failed—but not totally. This is why the fol-
lowing points are so important.

7. Useful “damage limitation” in a nuclear war is infeasible; or

8. One can achieve totally reliable damage limitation. If counterforce attacks
and strategic defenses? could reduce damage in a nuclear war to, perhaps,
10 million to 40 million deaths instead of the 50 million to 100 million that
might occur in their absence, and if various other measures could im-
prove the effectiveness and rapidity of recovery from a nuclear war, then
they would be worth the effort. Some people believe that the develop-
ment of such capabilities would be reckless because they would encour-
age U.S. complacency about nuclear war and U.S. risk-taking in crises,
and/or excessive Soviet fears which would lead them to preempt a U.S.
strike. Others believe systems and operations intended for damage limi-
tation must be made foolproof to be worthwhile.

There is no such thing here as total reliability, but if appropriate efforts
could mitigate the effects of a nuclear war, then perhaps even an un-
precedented catastrophe would not be a total disaster. There are many
contexts in which even marginally effective damage-limitation programs
might be very effective.

The usual discussion about counterforce wars and strategic defenses
does not recognize this in-between position, i.e., that some reduction is
better than none and that efforts to limit damage will not produce a ma-
terial increase in the likelihood of nuclear war. I would argue that it is im-
moral for a nation not to take at least the relatively simple and inexpen-
sive measures it can to achieve an “improved war outcome” in the event
that deterrence fails.

9. A nuclear war can be reliably limited; or

10. There is no possibility of a limited war. No one can guarantee that either
of these predictions would accurately describe an actual nuclear war. In
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some circumstances, some kinds of limited nuclear war are clearly possi-
ble. There are very large and very clear “firebreaks” between nuclear and
conventional war. In nuclear war, the primary firebreak might be “no at-
tacks on the homeland,” the next might be “no attacks on cities,” and so
on. Both sides may choose to observe these firebreaks, though no one can
absolutely guarantee they will. But one also cannot be sure they will be to-
tally flouted.

11. There can be no victory in nuclear war (i.e., “nobody wins a suicide
pact”), or

12. Either the United States or the Soviet Union could rely on victory. These
issues have become a morality test: to say that “a nuclear war might be
limited” or that “there might be a victor in a nuclear war” is to label one-
self as a nuclear war hawk (one who seeks to start a nuclear war) or a de-
fender of similarly monstrous positions. To me, it is outrageous to make a
morality test out of a realistic and important observation—and both of the
quoted remarks are realistic and important.

It is incorrect to say that victory in nuclear war is impossible. It is espe-
cially possible if either side, or both, have low levels of nuclear forces that
are vulnerable to destruction through creative or clever enemy tactics.
Unfortunately, it is even quite conceivable at current levels of nuclear
armament—but neither nation is likely to choose to go to war just because
it has developed some ingenious war plan that might work; the risk is too
frightening, and the present governments on both sides are too prudent
and cautious. However, that differs from saying that victory could not
happen. Indeed, some reasonable facsimile of victory could be achieved
even by a nation forced into war. The Soviets, for example, won the war
started by Nazi Germany despite suffering 20 million deaths and losing a
quarter of their capital stock.

It is unwise to judge realistic analyses and preparations as a lust for
war. There are no two sides to the nuclear debate: no one is “for” war;
everyone is against it—some categorically so and others only to the de-
gree that it does not result in an even less desirable alternative.

These twelve “nonissues” are important because many of them are
deeply held beliefs and reflect genuine concerns. But they offer no sub-
stantive guidance in dealing with nuclear dangers, cannot be translated
into constructive programs, and often stand in the way of serious discus-
sions of useful and necessary programs.

TWELVE ALMOST NONISSUES

One step removed from these “nonissues” are twelve propositions that
are equally popular, widely held, and emotionally defended, but offer al-
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most as little practical guidance on how to make the world safer from the
threat of nuclear war. The difference is that while we are comfortable in
our belief that the first twelve are truly irrelevant, we are not as sure about
these (i.e., they involve a “Scotch verdict”).

1. Nuclear war would result in the destruction of the created order, and/or

2. Nuclear war would result in the destruction of all human life. There are no
respectable objective analyses or calculations to indicate that either of
these is likely. But the data and theory are so lacking one cannot be ab-
solutely certain. From a scientific perspective there is some indication that
a nuclear war could deplete the earth’s ozone layer or, less likely, could
bring on a new Ice Age—but there is no suggestion that either the created
order or mankind would be destroyed in the process. From a religious
perspective these assertions are almost heretical, since only God can fash-
ion or destroy the universe (but some believe that He may choose nuclear
war as His means of doing so). As a practical matter, however, these con-
cerns do not offer any useful policy guidelines.

3. The threat of a nuclear war would mean “everybody Red, dead, or neutral.”
In Europe, when the only alternatives were presented as “Red” or “dead,”
the obvious choice was “Red.” However, sophisticated Europeans are
now formulating the choice to include “everybody neutral.” A further re-
vision of the slogan—“everybody Red, dead, neutral, or NATO"—is
much more reasonable. Indeed, the purpose of the Atlantic Alliance is to
make the last option the most attractive one.

4. Nuclear weapons are intrinsically immoral. Nuclear war is such an emo-
tional subject that many people see the weapons themselves as the com-
mon enemy of humanity. Nuclear weapons are intrinsically neither
moral nor immoral, though they are more prone to immoral use than
most weapons. But they can be used to accomplish moral objectives and
can do this in ways that are morally acceptable. The most obvious and
important way is to use them or their availability to deter others from us-
ing nuclear weapons. The second—of much lower, but still significant
priority—is to use them to help limit the damage (human, social, politi-
cal, economic, and military) that could occur if deterrence fails. Anything
that reduces war-related destruction should not be considered altogether
immoral.

On the other hand, the position that nuclear weapons are “just an-
other” weapon and therefore as moral as any other is not accurate either.
I would judge them as moral when used solely to balance, deter, or cor-
rect for the possession or use of nuclear weapons by others, and immoral
when deliberately used against civilians, for positive gains, or to save
money and effort on nonnuclear military alternatives. This rule pre-
cludes the first use of nuclear weapons to defend Western Europe (cur-
rent NATO policy), simply to avoid the more complicated capabilities,
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plans, and costs required for improved conventional defenses. It likewise
stamps as immoral the targeting of enemy cities simply to avoid the prob-
lems of counterforce weapons and attack planning (countercity targeting
is endorsed by many supporters of the nuclear freeze).

It is unacceptable, in terms of national security, to make nonuse of nu-
clear weapons the highest national priority to which all other considera-
tions must be subordinated. It is immoral from almost any point of view
to refuse to defend yourself and others from very grave and terrible
threats, even as there are limits to the means that can be used in such de-
fense.

5. Expenditures for strategic nuclear forces are bankrupting the United States
and the Soviet Union. U.S. strategic expenditures are now less than one-
tenth of 1 percent of the gross national product (and have been less than
2 percent for almost two decades), while Soviet expenditures are probably
about 2 percent of the Soviet GNP. The cost of U.S. strategic forces repre-
sents only about 10 percent of total U.S. military expenditures; roughly
1520 percent of the Soviets’ defense budget is allocated to strategic
forces. So while reducing the cost of arms is a desirable goal, it is simply
not an overriding priority in terms of bringing about a dramatic turn-
around in U.S. fiscal solvency.

6. Defense expenditures should be reallocated to the poor. A healthy and fully
functioning society must allocate its resources among a variety of compet-
ing interests, all of which are more or less valid but none of which should
take precedence over national security. This is not an argument for paper-
ing over instances of wasteful or excessive spending in the Department of
Defense, but simply a recognition that national security programs have a le-
gitimate and fundamental claim on the nation’s resources. Furthermore,
even if defense expenditures were cut, the savings would be divided along
the lines of current federal fiscal allocations. Only those who are ideologi-
cally opposed to military programs think of the defense budget as the first
and best place to get resources for social welfare needs.

7. “War-fighting” measures are simultaneously too ineffective and too effec-
tive, and

8. “Deterrence only” is the least undesirable policy,; any “war-fighting” policy
is fatally flawed. As used by most strategists, “deterrence only” implies an
all-or-nothing strategy: first, a very strong belief that deterrence can and
must be made to work for the foreseeable future, and second, that if it fails
we are all doomed—Dbecause the cities on both sides would be deliber-
ately and automatically destroyed at the outset of a war. The policy of
“mutual assured destruction” (MAD) is the clearest form of “deterrence
only.”

It is often believed that any attempt to mitigate the damage a nuclear
war would cause, or even to reinforce deterrence with “war-fighting” ca-
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pabilities, is “destabilizing” or a waste of resources. For its supporters, a
“deterrence-only” policy offers a simple, clear and, by itself, unaggressive
“solution” to the threat of nuclear war. But the term “war fighting” does
not mean one wants to fight a war: the position simply recognizes that de-
terrence can fail and says that it is prudent to have programs both to re-
inforce deterrence and to alleviate such failure should it occur. As I will
argue later in more detail, these efforts are likely to be effective enough to
be worthwhile (i.e., they could have a positive effect on the course and
outcome of a war), but would not be likely to cause or contribute to an ap-
preciable increase in the risk of war.

9. No significant weakening of deterrence is acceptable. In most situations,
some small “destabilizing” or weakening of deterrence is not likely to be
significant. In some instances, an intentional weakening might be an ac-
ceptable part of a trade-off for other gains. For example, a minor and rel-
atively insignificant decrease in deterrence would be justified if it would
bring about an enormous reduction in the damage done if deterrence
failed. Deterrence itself is not a preeminent value: the primary values are
safety and morality.

10. If retention of nuclear weapons is unavoidable, then “simplistic stability” is
preferable to “multistability.” If we recognize nuclear deterrence as a means to-
ward attaining a safer overall security environment, then simplistic stability
(stability only against a first strike) should not be the sole objective of strate-
gic forces. In fact, it is not the only mission of U.S. forces: their purpose is
multistability—i.e., to deter serious provocations against the United States
(and its allies), as well as to prevent an actual first strike.

Multistable deterrence imposes much more stringent—and necessary—
requirements on our strategic forces than simple deterrence. While the
U.S. can no longer have the kind of extended deterrence that covers all
areas where provocation is possible, it still needs a “not-completely-
incredible” ability to punish an opponent for a variety of (extreme) provo-
cations.

11. Nuclear war would be fought mainly to achieve positive gains. Both the
Soviet Union and the United States are essentially very prudent and cau-
tious—the Soviets probably even more than the Americans—and both are
unlikely to risk a nuclear war for positive gains (i.e., to fulfill or advance
national or personal ambitions), even if they think they can do it success-
fully. Neither the United States nor the Soviet Union believes in “war by
calculation” (i.e., planned and carried out as scheduled), but rather by
miscalculation (plans always go awry). Calculated wars have not worked
in either country’s history, leading both to the realization that even theo-
retically sound plans are almost certain to go astray. Consequently, only
desperation could persuade the leadership of either country to initiate a
nuclear war.
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The belief that war has become virtually obsolete as an instrument for
advancing positive ambitions (as opposed to averting disaster) is not
completely the result of nuclear deterrence. It is also because, increasingly,
the most effective and reliable way to achieve affluence, power, influence,
status, and prestige is through economic development, and not through
territorial or political gains. While war between two major powers may
still be an important way for one or both of them to avoid what appear to
be more severe alternatives (e.g., for the Soviet Union, the loss of political
control), primarily it has become largely dysfunctional. And yet, main-
taining a credible (or “not incredible”) capability to resort to nuclear war
remains basic to an adequate defense and foreign policy.

12. Normally, there is an automatic and increasingly dangerous “arms race.”
This concept is plausible and has sometimes been accurate—for example,
the arms race preceding the outbreak of World War I. Post-World War 11
history has witnessed some automatic increases in armaments. New de-
velopments in weapon systems during the 1950s and early 1960s created
a situation that was most dangerous, and even conducive to accidental
war. In retrospect, we were fortunate that none occurred.

However, it appears that in both the United States and the Soviet Union
the radical development of military technology since World War 1II has
been a greater engine of weapons development than has any sense of de-
tailed measure/countermeasure competition. A careful study of the de-
velopment of Soviet and American strategic weapons suggests that in al-
most all cases weapons were developed in conformity with strategic and
technological thinking that took remarkably little account of the other
side’s real or likely programs and other strengths and weaknesses. If each
side must more or less commit itself to a weapon system as much as ten
to fifteen years before it enters service in any quantity, then there is little
chance that the concepts being developed in one country will serve as a
guide for the other.

The world became much less dangerous in the 1960s because of im-
provements in equipment (e.g., submarine-launched ballistic missiles—
SLBMs), tactics (e.g., alert procedures), and thinking (e.g., planning for
limited counterforce campaigns). But even with advances in U.S. and So-
viet weaponry and defense planning, there was no “arms race.” For ex-
ample, from 1963 to 1980, the U.S. defense budget was more or less con-
stant (if computed in constant dollars, except for the operational expenses
of the Vietnam War), while the Soviet budget increased by 4 or 5 percent
a year—about the rate of increase for the Soviet GNP.

More accurate than the “race” metaphor is the observation that if it was
a contest at all, the Americans walked while the Soviets trotted. There was
no race—but to the extent that there was an arms competition, it was al-
most entirely on the Soviet side, first to catch up and then to surpass the
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Americans. The United States barely competed: except for some retro-
fitting (e.g., equipping ICBMs and SLBMs with multiple warheads), the
U.S. defense establishment languished. The present controversy over the
expense and morality of “rearming” the United States is a result of two
decades of a very lax U.S. defense effort; the controversy could largely
have been avoided if a consistent pace and pattern of defense prepared-
ness had been maintained all along. The United States and the world
would be much safer today, and the current anxiety-provoking defense
program would not be necessary. But even this recent attempt to redress
the balance is very different from being involved in an inevitable and in-
creasingly dangerous “arms race.” In fact, as discussed later, many of the
innovations in defense that we expect over the next decade or two are as
likely as not to make the world safer.

The accuracy of these twelve oft-cited assertions is, then, dubious at
best. Those who uncritically accept their validity are less likely to help
make the world safer from the threat of nuclear war than those who ques-
tion them. So while we doubt that these “givens” are relevant to govern-
ment policy, they are less irrelevant than the first set of commonly held as-
sumptions.

NOTES

1. In general, “breakout” involves the relatively sudden, explicit, and unilateral
abrogation of an arms-control agreement through the fielding of new or addi-
tional weapons that had been constrained by the broken treaty. With the illegal de-
ployment, the violator hopes to gain significant military advantages or political.

2. “Counterforce” attacks are strikes directed against the enemy’s military as-
sets (e.g., land-based missiles, bombers, command-and-control facilities). “Strate-
gic defenses” are systems providing protection against nuclear attack. Ballistic
missile defense and air defense systems are “active” defenses; civil defense mea-
sures are “passive” defenses.






The Revolution in Warfare:
Continuities and
Discontinuities

his chapter considers some of the most important ways in which nu-

clear weapons have and have not changed the theory and practice of
modern warfare and defense planning. We begin by noting that the idea
that a “revolution” in warfare has taken place is imprecise; it gives the im-
pression that the changes caused by the development of nuclear weapons
occurred all at once. In fact, from 1945 to 1982, there were many “revolu-
tions” in the technology and policies of nuclear warfare, bringing about
changes as great as those that occurred between the Civil War and World
War I, or between World War I and World War II.

The most fundamental of these “revolutions” clearly involves nuclear
warheads and the increased efficiency in kilotons deliverable per pound
of payload, going from .002 kt/Ib for the Hiroshima bomb to a reported
2 kt/Ib in the mid-1970s—a factor of 1,000 in thirty years, or ten in every
decade, or more than three every five years. There have also been spec-
tacular developments in ballistic missile technology, missile accuracy, nu-
clear submarines, antiballistic missile capabilities, cruise missiles, and so
on. Piled one on top of the other, this progression has been so continuous
it has appeared almost evolutionary.

The invention and development of nuclear weapons signaled the onset
of the “nuclear era,” but these revolutionary accomplishments would not
have been nearly as dramatic had it not been for the many nonnuclear
technological developments occurring at the same time. The debate over
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precisely what and how much has changed in the nuclear era, and how
much of the prenuclear military wisdom is still valid, does not usually al-
low for the “mixed” position we take. Some students of military science
argue that nothing much has changed from the days of the Greeks and the
Romans—that war is still war, and its basic principles are the same; in par-
ticular, the objective is to defeat the enemy and compel him to surrender
or otherwise accede to your demands. To accomplish this, a nation em-
ploys many of the same tactics and strategies that nations have always
used. The opposing argument holds that traditional military concerns
with the detailed strategies and tactics of conflict are irrelevant in the nu-
clear age; they claim that the only valid strategy today is total deterrence
of war.

An extreme variation of the first position compares strategic forces to-
day with the six-gun fighter epitomized in an earlier culture of the Amer-
ican West—whoever draws first and fires accurately still wins. An ex-
treme variation of the other view is illustrated by the metaphor of two
scorpions in a bottle—the inevitable result of a struggle is mutual suicide.
Such phrases as “nobody wins a suicide pact,” and “mutual assured de-
struction” are the typical rhetoric of this last position.

We believe that both of the above positions are largely incorrect or out
of perspective. There are significant continuities with prenuclear warfare
that military planners must still consider. But there are also significant dif-
ferences that will influence developments in military procurement, doc-
trine, strategy, and tactics. In particular, we believe there is perhaps even
more to be learned about the potential use of nuclear force in terms of the
historical role of war than about any new uses of conflict. More than ever,
there are lessons in the application of the nuclear threat “as a continuation
of politics/policy by other means” (Clausewitz) and as an instrument for
advancing the national interest by deploying military forces, though some
important caveats and modification are needed.

If this discussion appears biased in favor of the continuities (rather than
the differences) between the nuclear and prenuclear era, it is because the
Western world has generally adopted such an intense belief in the dis-
continuities. Most people simply accept as obvious the idea that a nuclear
war would be the end of history, and that it is therefore unproductive (or
even counterproductive) to think creatively about strategy and tactics.
From this perspective, thermonuclear weapons are the equivalent of the
doomsday machine, an attitude that, while exaggerated, highlights one of
the most fundamental changes between the prenuclear and nuclear eras—
the unprecedented destructive potential of nuclear warfare.

A nuclear war, even if limited in scope, could easily cause between 10
and 50 million immediate fatalities, plus millions more wounded or ill.
Such casualty levels have been reached before, but over a long period of
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time and among many nations (the estimated number of military and
civilian fatalities during World War II was approximately 50 million).
Coping with such huge numbers of casualties all at once would place
tremendous (and unprecedented) strains on the resources and very fabric
of society. Moreover, since these figures are estimated only from the
known effects of nuclear explosions, it is possible that unknown and
unanticipated effects could make damage even greater.

Uncertainty is another significant new development of the nuclear
age—the creation of weapons whose unknown effects may be more im-
portant, and more harmful, than the known ones. Except for Hiroshima,
Nagasaki, and a limited number of nuclear tests, we have no recent or ac-
tual experience from which to make judgments or assessments regarding
the use of these weapons, especially on the scale (thousands of megatons)
that would be involved in a major war.

Because of the concentrated destructive power and instantaneous im-
pact of nuclear weapons, the question of how a nuclear war begins is an
important factor in determining its ultimate destructiveness. The initia-
tion of the conflict is also a critical determinant of whether the attacked
society can survive and ultimately recover. This, too, is a change from past
eras when the outbreak of hostilities had little bearing on the war itself. If
a nuclear attack were to come out of the blue, without any warning or op-
portunity for evacuation or other civil defense measures, the casualty fig-
ures could be far greater than if a nation’s citizens were given time and
opportunity to protect themselves. If a war were preceded by a period of
heightened tensions or even conventional conflict, and if government
leaders either officially ordered an evacuation of major urban centers or
people spontaneously decided to take their own precautions, casualties
could be reduced significantly.

The fear of nuclear weapons has prompted many dramatic slogans and
rallies (as well as many fallacies and myths). In 1955, fifty-two Nobel
Prize winners signed their names to the so-called Mainau Declaration,
which stated that “All nations must come to the decision to renounce
force or war as a final resort of policy. If they are not prepared to do so
they will cease to exist.” Such positions summed up the typical Western
view that nuclear warfare was “unthinkable,” and that the very survival
of mankind was at stake as never before. A not uncommon thought, even
among military generals, was that “if these buttons are ever pressed, they
have completely failed in their purpose. The equipment is useful only if it
isnotused.” [...]

All efforts, in other words, must be on prevention; none on fighting a
war should prevention fail. Not surprisingly, advocates of this view be-
lieve that military preparations are stupid and dangerous. They scoff at
attempts to reduce wartime casualties from, say, 100 million to 50 million,
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believing that any casualty level in that range is “unacceptable” and that
the only acceptable option is the total elimination of war. They may dis-
agree over which policies can best achieve this, but they share a horror
and distrust for scenarios that suggest there could be a nuclear war in
which one or both sides emerged with damage no greater than that suf-
fered in wars of the prenuclear age.

Another position, which is not completely dissimilar but is much more
acceptable to us, contends that in a reasonable world, the only rational
and moral role for nuclear weapons is to deter, balance, and/or correct for
the possession and/or use of nuclear weapons by an opponent. Unfortu-
nately, the conclusion drawn from this defendable (if controversial) posi-
tion often “degenerates” into a much less defensible assertion: that the
only way to deter the use of nuclear weapons is through some form of
mutual assured destruction. This deterrence-only position is actually
quite close to that of the pacifists who also believe that war can be ration-
ally eliminated—the former believe the constraint is fear, the latter believe
it is a profound abhorrence of violence in any form. Both hope that the
world eventually will disarm completely, but neither takes that possibil-
ity very seriously.

It is generally acknowledged that in the unlikely event nuclear
weapons did become generally unavailable, a nation that somehow re-
tained even a single weapon would represent a terrible threat to the rest
of the world. Consequently, some supporters of disarmament simultane-
ously support a world government that would have a monopoly on nu-
clear weapons. The practical problems of this alternative, namely, the pos-
sibility that such a government itself could become oppressive, or could
be taken over by an oppressive group, are rarely considered.

Another argument frequently made by nuclear pacifists and/or sup-
porters of deterrence only is that war has become an inappropriate way to
resolve international disputes in the nuclear age and an age of economic
and technological interdependence. Modern developments have either
obviated, lessened, or made transitory the strategic value of many geo-
graphic areas; nations can rarely gain wealth, commercial advantage, or
political security by attacking a neighbor and conquering its territory.
(The Middle East and to some degree the Soviet bloc nations, may be ex-
ceptions to the rule.) Power, prestige, and influence are today attained pri-
marily through successful economic development, not through military
might or aggressive expansion.

While all of the above observations are true, the pacifist conclusion that
“war never pays” is simply not correct. Wars have paid and paid hand-
somely in the past and could again in the future. In addition, the mere be-
lief in an ultimate world without war does little to help resolve the ten-
sions and strains of the current international system. To arrive at any kind
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of utopian accommodation in the future, we still have to get through the
rocky and unstable 1980s and 1990s and had best be prepared to do so.

Deterrence-only positions can be dangerous. The most obvious ques-
tion is—what happens if deterrence fails? Equally troublesome is what
happens if there is a significant imbalance in the reliance on deterrence—
if one potential adversary believes in it much more strongly than the
other? One of the biggest changes of the nuclear era is that such fun-
damental philosophical differences about the nature of war can exist—
differences about its prevention, its consequences, and its likely outcome.
Based on the available evidence, it seems clear that the Soviet Union does
not accept the West’s apocalyptic view of nuclear war, nor do they sup-
port deterrence-only policies. Soviet military writings depict nuclear war
as a survivable experience, and back up their reliance on deterrence with
war-fighting capabilities, that is, the ability to fight a nuclear war and de-
feat the enemy.

Yet a belief in deterrence—including reliance on some degree of unilat-
eral restraint in the acquisition, deployment, and role of nuclear
weapons—has been a great deal more successful than most “realists”
thought it could be (realists tend to discount the importance of voluntary
unilateral restraint). [ . . . ]

Deterrence has become the most basic politico-military strategy of the
nuclear era. Bernard Brodie recognized that in the past the chief purpose
of our military establishment was to win wars: “From now on its chief
purpose must be to avert them” (The Absolute Weapon, 1946, p. 76). To be
meaningful, however, deterrence must take place in a specific context:
who deters whom, from what actions, by what threats and counterac-
tions, in what situations, in the face of what counterthreats and counter-
counteractions? Some analysts argue that since we can do unacceptable
damage to the Soviet Union, they will not provoke us; in fact, the Soviets
may be able to deter our response to their provocation through threats or
counteractions.

Deterrence, therefore, is not just a matter of military capabilities; it has
a great deal to do with perceptions of credibility, i.e., the other side’s esti-
mates of one’s determination, courage, and national objectives. For exam-
ple, in the early days of the nuclear era, the British nuclear force probably
could have inflicted much greater damage to the Soviet Union in either a
first or second strike than the Soviet Union could have inflicted on the
United States in a first or second strike. However, we are reasonably sure
the Soviets were not too concerned about the British, whereas we were
very concerned about the Soviets. The reasons, of course, have very little
to do with theoretical military capabilities—they are a function of politi-
cal realities. If the enemy is (correctly) convinced that you will not use
your weapons, then it does not matter how sophisticated or powerful
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your weapons are. In many cases it is what allies and others think, or
what they think the main opponents think, or what the opponents think
the allies and others think, and so on, that is decisive.

This issue of perception and credibility often comes up in reference to
the American commitment to NATO to deter a Soviet conventional attack
on Europe through the threat of strategic retaliation. While the U.S. is
clearly capable of such a response, it is increasingly doubtful that the
United States would actually resort to nuclear weapons. The force of U.S.
deterrence in Western Europe has therefore been substantially under-
mined by a visible weakening of U.S. resolve, a weakening clearly related
to the buildup of Soviet intercontinental offensive forces, hence a revision
in the strategic balance. Yet the Soviets still could not be “sure” that we
would refrain from strategic retaliation, an uncertainty that would proba-
bly be sufficient to deter the Soviets from an attack on Western Europe.

The emphasis on deterrence in the nuclear age has led to a decline in
the study and formulation of appropriate strategies and tactics for using
the special qualities of nuclear weapons in guaranteeing the security of
the U.S. When the atom bomb was first invented, many people felt that
military strategy and tactics had virtually become obsolete since the in-
evitable result of a nuclear war would be world destruction, and that de-
struction would occur no matter what tactics were used. Tactical theory
was therefore considered irrelevant. In addition, since the annihilation of
the nation or the world could not be a national objective (strategy), strat-
egy has become equally irrelevant. Clausewitz’s concept of war as an in-
strument of foreign policy was no longer valid if war would destroy hu-
manity.

The invention of the atomic bomb, therefore, seemed to end any con-
structive thinking about strategy and tactics. Nuclear war was simply un-
thinkable—both literally and figuratively.

This phenomenon, known as psychological denial, meant that while
one side (ours) did little or no thinking about nuclear weapons, the other
side simply regarded them as “bigger bombs,” or “higher-quality weapons,”
and also did not undertake any fundamental rethinking of classical polit-
ical and strategic assumptions. Indeed, on both the U.S. and Soviet sides,
strategic concepts and tactics remained almost identical to those used in
World War II. Attempts were made to correct the mistakes of World War
I (e.g., the Strategic Bombing Survey prompted the selection of power
stations as high-priority targets), but these “corrections” merely empha-
sized the absence of any new and creative thinking about the possible mil-
itary value of nuclear weapons.

In the early 1950s strategic thinking had a partial revival. There was
some discussion of the options open to a potential nuclear attacker—
threats the attacker might make, tactics he might use if the threats failed,
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and the counteroptions available to the defender. For a time, the discus-
sion reached a relatively high level of sophistication as it considered mix-
tures and levels of active and passive defense and of counterforce and
counter value targeting. But not for long. Strategic considerations came to
an abrupt conclusion with the development of the H-bomb, which
seemed so close to being a doomsday weapon that the details of war fight-
ing really were irrelevant. Multimegaton weapons appeared to be unus-
able for any rational (and most irrational) purposes. There seemed to be
no need for further strategic thinking.

In a well-known article, “Strategy Hits a Dead End,” Bernard Brodie
wrote:

In a world still unprepared to relinquish the use of military power, we must
learn to effect that use through methods that are something other than self-
destroying. The task will be bafflingly difficult at best, but it can only begin
with the clear recognition that most of the military ideas and axioms of the
past are now or soon will be inapplicable. The old concepts of strategy . . .
have come to a dead end. (Harper’s magazine, October 1955)

If anything, this position has become more extreme over time. A more
recent commentator expressed much the same position:

... the sheer destructiveness of nuclear war has invalidated any distinction
between winning and losing. Thus, it has rendered meaningless the very idea
of military strategy as the efficient deployment of force to achieve a State’s
objectives. . . . (Leon Sigal, “Rethinking the Unthinkable,” Foreign Policy,
Spring 1979)

We would argue that both statements are incorrect. While both Brodie
and Sigal admit that nuclear forces can and should be deployed for polit-
ical and military purposes, they have difficulty seeing how a central nu-
clear war could achieve any policy objectives.

We believe the need remains for coherent and credible nuclear-use poli-
cies, including the need for clear and imaginative tactics. Terrible as nu-
clear weapons are, they exist and therefore may be used. Even if they are
used only as a threat, such threats, if credible, in themselves represent a
kind of use. When we deter the Soviets by the threat of escalation if they
provoke a limited war, we are in fact using the potential application of our
nuclear weapons. Even pure deterrence-only policies “use” nuclear
weapons in the attempt to institutionalize a mutual paralysis through
fear.

Military and civilian professionals understandably find it very difficult
to deal with the impact of nuclear weapons on the actual waging of war
and the handling of international crises. The uncertainty about nuclear
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war means that many alternatives and options have to be considered in
the abstract. In addition, the complexity of nuclear issues and the aware-
ness of the potential physical and political devastation caused by nuclear
weapons have caused many strategic planners to opt out. But this is a
mistake.

While nuclear weapons have certainly changed the ways in which wars
will be initiated, fought, and won, they do not necessarily make war ob-
solete. As far as we can calculate, no plausible employment of current and
likely future weapon systems would result in the end of the world or the
end of the human race or anything close to it. But the fact that we have to
add the caveat “as far as we can calculate”—and such phrases as “plausi-
ble employment” and “likely future weapon systems” is another example
of how much has changed since these weapons were created. Nuclear
weapons can do more damage than any other weapons in history, partic-
ularly if used in large quantities and in uncontrolled fashion.

But consider the possibility—both menacing and perversely comforting—
that even if 300 million people were killed in a nuclear war, there would
still be more than 4 billion people left alive. Studies of the likely casualty
rates of nuclear conflict range from less than a million to some tens of mil-
lions (unless the war is totally uncontrolled, in which case the casualties
might reach hundreds of millions). The worst-case scenarios of hundreds
of millions dead and widespread destruction would be an unprecedented
global calamity, but not necessarily the end of history. And a power that
attains significant strategic superiority is likely to survive the war, per-
haps even “win” it, by extending its hegemony—at least for a time—over
much of the world. Indeed, throughout history there have been leaders
who were willing to pay a great cost in national wealth and lives for a
chance to take over the world.

While almost no one would take the position that thermonuclear
weapons are “just another” advance in the technology of warfare, it is im-
portant to realize that these weapons, like others, may be fired. Accord-
ingly, we would like to argue that one of the most important continuities
of the nuclear era is that wars can still be fought, terminated, and sur-
vived. Some countries will win a nuclear conflict and others will lose, and
it is even possible that some nuclear wars may ultimately have positive
results (as World War II did). Reconstruction will begin, life will continue,
and most survivors will not envy the dead. (Inhabitants of a country that
loses a nuclear war and is very badly treated by the winner might envy
the dead, but this, too, is nothing new in man’s history.) It is important for
people to continue to think of war as an experience that can be survived
and recovered from if proper preparations are made, and important for
national leaders to recognize that they will be judged by how well they
exercise their responsibility to help their country prevail.
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Like wars of the past, the extent and duration of nuclear wars could
differ greatly, depending largely on the causes of the war and its political
objectives. Nuclear war will not necessarily be an all-out strategic ex-
change, with each side firing most or all of its arsenal in a single spasm
of destruction. It could well be limited, either by region and theater of
battle or by constraints (either self-imposed or coerced) on the number of
weapons used and/or the targets attacked. A conflict in the Middle East
or Europe involving battlefield nuclear weapons would be a nuclear war,
but would not be comparable to a nuclear war involving large-scale
strategic strikes by the U.S. or Soviet Union against each other’s territory.
These two extremes, and the range of possibilities in between, require en-
tirely different resources, planning, and preparations. None of them
should be totally neglected if the U.S. expects to defend itself and its in-
terests adequately.

Another similarity with wars of the past is that a nuclear conflict could
occur over an extended period of time. History provides examples of ex-
tremely short wars (the Austro-Prussian War of 1866, the Arab-Israeli Six
Day War of 1967) as well as extremely long ones (the Thirty Years War, the
Hundred Years War and, though less prolonged, the two World Wars).
The standard picture of nuclear war envisions a conflict of only a few
hours or days, but it is possible that a war could last weeks or perhaps
months. In fact, a number of military analysts are now arguing that a pro-
longed or protracted conflict with limited exchanges of nuclear weapons,
followed by periods of bargaining and struggle for supremacy in limited
theaters of operations, is a more realistic scenario. These analysts argue
that neither side will use its entire strategic force in an initial attack, pre-
ferring to maintain a reserve force for post attack contingencies.

This new conception of nuclear war raises questions of command and
control, as well as other aspects of endurance. It is not clear that strategic
forces can be operated in a controlled and flexible manner in a poststrate-
gic nuclear attack environment, nor is it clear that the forces can be main-
tained at high alert levels for long periods of time. However, the point we
wish to emphasize is simply that, as with wars of the past, nuclear wars
could last longer than generally imagined.

But issues of war fighting, termination, and recovery are much more
complicated in the nuclear era than ever before. To a degree that really is
unprecedented, the analysis of these issues depends on the examination
of many different factors, as shown in table 3.1. In order to argue persua-
sively that it is possible to fight nuclear war, to survive, and to rebuild, one
must be willing to argue that it is possible to handle every one of these is-
sues in some adequate, or at least minimal, fashion. Many sober, compe-
tent, and distinguished observers claim this cannot be done, but what most
of them probably mean is that they foresee terrible difficulties or problems
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in dealing with these issues. That is not the same as saying with certainty
that survival is not an option.

An examination of the issues in table 3.1 should make clear why so much
attention is paid to the range of uncertainty regarding the outcome of a
nuclear war. The unknowns can both increase and decrease the leverage
of nuclear threats in peacetime negotiations. Stressing the dangers of es-
calation and the need for restraint by the opponent becomes a standard
tactic. But is also reassures the weaker side that the stronger side is not
likely to put great faith in the flawless execution of its plans; there is no
track record of the weapons working reliably. Thus, it is often pointed out
that war planning (a) must deal persuasively and convincingly with every
point raised in table 3.1; (b) will necessarily be both a difficult and com-
plex process; and (c) is still likely to be highly speculative because of the
uncertainties.

One typical ploy in a potential nuclear crisis is for one of the negotia-
tors to point out the insanity of subjecting the entire world to the risks of
nuclear war, regardless of the importance of the issues at stake to the two
countries involved. Diplomats and military leaders have made antiwar
arguments in the past, but the global dangers and risks are much greater
in the nuclear age. The negotiator can urge a reasonable resolution by

Table 3.1. How Many Survivors? Would They Envy the Dead?

1. Prewar preparations (including lack of realistic “hands-on” experience)
2. Outbreak scenario
3. Immediate weapons effects such as:
A. Blast and prompt radiation
B. Thermal radiation and fire
C. Acute effects of fallout, electromagnetic pulse, earth shock, etc., and
the likelihood of some unexpected weapons effects (including difficult
operational problems)
4. War-fighting and war-termination scenario
5. Postwar scenario:
A. Reorganization period (including role of neutrals and developing coun-
tries)
B. Medium-term environmental problems
C. Rate and character of recuperation
D. Social and political changes
6. Long-term effects:
A. Medical aftereffects
B. Genetic effects
C. Long-term environmental effects
D. Long-term political and cultural changes
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pointing out the disparity between some immediate crisis-prone “minor”
issue and the almost infinite risks of a major war. Then he can suggest that
“one of us has to be reasonable, and it isn’t going to be me.” This could
end the bargaining and lead to war if his opponent’s response is, “It’s not
going to be me, either.” Or it could lead to capitulation by the opponent
who realizes that compromise, or concession, is the only sane option, es-
pecially if the balance of forces is not on his side.

Some analysts, however, argue that superiority in the balance of forces
can easily be dismissed as irrelevant in a nuclear war. This is probably too
glib. In particular, the side with the advantage can argue that his govern-
ment spent a great deal of money on these forces, something it would not
have done if it thought they were irrelevant. In fact, if one side firmly be-
lieves that it has significant superiority (whether or not it is actually true),
then the perceived balance is indeed relevant. A successful negotiator
must be able to persuade the other side (as well as his own allies and
sometimes even neutrals) that he believes in his own superiority. One
purpose of procuring nuclear forces is to be able to make such a point in
a bargaining session, and one purpose of a bargaining session is to explain
why one side should back down and not the other. The influence and im-
portance of courage, commitment, morale, and perceptions of strength
have not changed in the nuclear era.

And there may still be rational reasons for going to war in the nuclear
age. Not all nuclear wars will be accidental, inadvertent, or unintended,
though such wars are, of course, possible. In the prenuclear era, acciden-
tal war was not a realistic possibility; today it is. In the nuclear age, how-
ever, war may still result from many of the same causes for which wars
have always been fought: For immediate national, ideological, or reli-
gious gains (where gains would outweigh possible costs, including con-
sequences of mistakes, bad luck, and critical uncertainties); in the belief
that long-range national, ideological, or religious prospects will be im-
proved or for abstract motives such as glory, plunder, boredom, power.
Under pressure to: (a) Preempt a potential first strike by the enemy;
(b) Avert some other immediate disaster; (c) Resolve some ongoing but in-
creasingly desperate crisis; (d) Avoid some long-range disaster by initiat-
ing a preventive war.

It is reasonably clear that the most likely reasons for a modern nuclear
war are a or b above; indeed, these possibilities have been much dis-
cussed. Some observers also seem to believe that c and d are not unlikely,
but there seems to be widespread agreement that ideological reasons re-
cede into the background as a cause of nuclear war (but might play a crit-
ical role in tipping the balance when reasons listed in were not quite good
enough by themselves). In that sense deterrence, especially deterrence be-
cause of uncertainty, seems to work quite well.
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As noted earlier, few nations are likely to go to war for positive gain in
the nuclear age. Wars are unlikely to be started deliberately, unless they
result from efforts to avoid what is perceived as an even greater immedi-
ate disaster [ . . . ]. Nonetheless, in some cases war might still be viewed
and/or used as a continuation of politics “by other means.”

Although largely overlooked in modern defense planning, another con-
tinuity between the prenuclear and nuclear era is the potential value of a
formal declaration of war. Such a declaration would make clear the ex-
treme seriousness of the issue at stake without necessarily producing or
requiring an immediate resort to armed conflict. But by keeping the casus
belli open it would also prevent immediate de-escalation of the crisis.
Once a war is formally declared, the crisis cannot be resolved until a peace
treaty of some sort is signed. The resolution of the conflict remains pend-
ing until a response is made by the “wounded” party. A formal declara-
tion of war could be an extremely important device for the U.S. if, for ex-
ample, it were unable to respond effectively to serious aggression in a
distant region. In such a case the U.S. would probably not want to initiate
a nuclear war, but would want to declare its opposition and its determi-
nation to do something eventually. A formal declaration would give the
U.S. time to mobilize its economy and its society.!

A declaration of war might be followed by a period of “phony wars” as
happened in World War II. The U.S. and Soviet Union might, for example,
have deployed their missile-carrying submarines, dispersed their strate-
gic bomber forces, and placed their land-based missiles on high alert. An
effective disarming counterforce attack would then be extremely difficult.
And given the strength of the balance of terror and the fear of starting a
major nuclear conflict, each side would be extremely cautious. They
would seek to gain advantages through bargaining, threats, and harass-
ment while avoiding a major confrontation that could easily lead to esca-
lation. However, a “phony war” cannot last forever—either the crisis will
be resolved (by negotiation or capitulation if one side is especially afraid
of escalation) or it will escalate (to confrontation, as was the case during
World War II).

A “calculated war” is another phenomenon that precedes the nuclear
era and has not been conceptually affected by the development of nuclear
weapons. A calculated war has at least four components: (1) An outbreak
scenario (i.e., early stages of the war) that includes a variety of communi-
cation, bargaining, and tactical options that are dealt with rationally (even
if the war starts irrationally). (2) If there is no rationality in the outbreak
scenario, each side will still make rational attempts to protect its impor-
tant values through: intrawar deterrence, self-restraint, counterforce, ac-
tive and passive defense. (3) Either side would probably continue to bar-
gain by: improving its threat position using abatement tactics special
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attacks and messages. (4) A more or less rational attempt at war termina-
tion by use of what might be termed “end game” tactics—particularly
cease fires and ultimatums.

In many ways, the importance of the traditional options of warfare has
not changed much in the nuclear era, except that many new problems
have been added, particularly problems of timing and control. In the age
of nuclear weapons, it is much more difficult to learn how to improve
one’s capabilities during a conflict, or to make the necessary corrections
quickly enough to matter. The outcome of a nuclear war may well be de-
termined in the first few hours, or on the first day, making the outbreak of
a war much more important than it was in the prenuclear era.

A final continuity between the prenuclear and nuclear era is the need
for realistic military preparations. The ability of a country to mobilize for
war, to protect and defend its people to the fullest extent possible, and to
develop plans and capabilities for postwar recovery, remains an essential
fact of national life. It can mean the difference between a “successful” war
outcome and national disaster. Advocates of deterrence-only strategies of-
ten argue that preparedness in the nuclear era is irrelevant because nu-
clear weapons will destroy everyone and everything no matter what pre-
cautions are taken. As noted, I disagree.

The evacuation of civilians from potential target areas and the con-
struction of an adequate system of shelters could substantially reduce the
number of casualties caused by a nuclear attack on the United States. Civil
defense is also important to enhance the credibility of our deterrent
threat—the United States cannot threaten to attack urban targets in the So-
viet Union (in retaliation for some Soviet aggression) if a Soviet counter
retaliation will kill huge numbers of unprotected Americans. But if they
have been evacuated and have a reasonable chance of survival, our de-
terrent threat becomes far more believable.

Active defense, through the development of antiballistic missile sys-
tems, can also plan an important role in the protection of our military
forces and (in the future) of our population centers. Defense against in-
coming missiles is difficult to achieve, and complete protection can prob-
ably never be guaranteed, but this does not make the effort any less valu-
able. If ten missiles are headed toward a city and eight can be destroyed
before they explode, the level of damage done would be drastically re-
duced.

A final element of civil defense preparedness planning for postattack
recovery—clearly a process that must be organized before a crisis occurs—
should be designed to restore essential services as quickly as possible, in-
cluding the ability to regain military strength if necessary. In a protracted
nuclear war, where fighting would continue beyond the initial strikes,
there would be a need for ongoing military production. Even with prior
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planning, recovery would require an enormous effort and probably take
a fairly long time, but it could make a big difference.

In the nuclear as in the prenuclear era, the United States must still be
able to fight and survive a war. It is not enough to take out insurance
against nuclear war’s occurring; the U.S. must also be able to stand up to
the challenge of fighting. We must have a credible “alternative to peace,”
so long as the possibility of war—nuclear or conventional—remains. That
possibility of war is one of the more important historical constants carried
over into the nuclear era.

NOTE

1. No nation has declared war in the traditional manner since the end of WW
IT when the United Nations charter outlawed war. This being the case, a classic
statement of intentions might be especially forceful.



On Escalation

ESCALATION IN BRIEF

scalation, in the sense used here, is a relatively new word in the Eng-
lish language.! In a typical escalation situation, there is likely to be a
“competition in risk-taking”? or at least resolve, and a matching of local re-
sources, in some form of limited conflict between two sides. Usually, either
side could win by increasing its efforts in some way, provided that the
other side did not negate the increase by increasing its own efforts. Fur-
thermore, in many situations it will be clear that if the increase in effort
were not matched and thus resulted in victory, the costs of the increased
effort would be low in relation to the benefits of victory. Therefore, the fear
that the other side may react, indeed overreact, is most likely to deter es-
calation, and not the undesirability or costs of the escalation itself. It is be-
cause of this that the “competition in risk-taking” and resolve takes place.
There are many reasons why a nation might deliberately seek to esca-
late a crisis. Each of the criteria given later to measure the degree of esca-
lation might also be a means or objective that one side or the other seeks.
That is, one side might wish to escalate specifically to threaten the other
side with all-out war, to provoke it, to demonstrate committal or reckless-
ness, and so forth.
A nation may also escalate for prudential as well as coercive reasons: to
prevent something worse from happening, to meet a problem, to prepare

[On Escalation (New York: Praeger, 1965; Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1986).]
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for likely escalations on the other side, and so on. A nation might evacu-
ate its cities simply because it wished to protect its people, without nec-
essarily thinking through or even facing the thought that by making its
people less vulnerable it increases its bargaining and military power, per-
haps to such an extent that the other side may feel under pressure either
to take some direct action or to back down. Sometimes the reasons for es-
calation, whether prudential or pressure-producing, will affect the tech-
nique and consequences of the escalation, and other times they will not.

THREE WAYS TO ESCALATE A LIMITED CONFLICT

There are at least three ways in which a would-be escalator can increase,
or threaten to increase, his efforts: by increasing intensity, widening the
area, or compounding escalation. For example, let us assume that there is
some kind of limited conflict or “agreed battle”? going on. The most ob-
vious way to escalate is by a quantitative increase in the intensity of the
conflict by doing more of what one already is doing—perhaps using more
equipment, using new equipment, or attacking new targets such as the
enemy’s logistics. A large intensive increase, or escalation, would be the
use of nuclear weapons against these targets. The area of the conflict may
also be increased; in particular, some local sanctuary could be violated.
This could mean taking such actions as “crossing the Yalu,” retaliatory
raids or bombings of North Vietnam or hot pursuit, or other violations of
geographical sanctuaries. It could constitute a permanent widening of the
area of conflict or simply of the area of a local battle. In almost all the in-
tense conflicts and crises that have occurred since World War II, there
have been important local sanctuaries. There have also been pressures—
usually one assumes, on both sides—to violate such sanctuaries.

Finally, one can escalate by precipitating a new crisis or conflict else-
where than in the local area. This “compound escalation”* could consist
of an attack on an ally or client of the principal opponent—though it
could also be an attack on troops or colonies of the principal, but geo-
graphically outside the central sanctuary. The compound escalation might
also violate the central sanctuary, but in the case of such opponents as the
Soviet Union and the United States, this would be a very high-level esca-
lation. Even in a conflict between, say, the Soviets and a powerful country
such as Japan or a West European nation, this would be considered a high
escalation.

Thus, in any escalation, two sets of basic elements are in constant inter-
play: the political, diplomatic, and military issues surrounding the partic-
ular conflict, and the level of violence and provocation at which it is
fought. The latter merges with those considerations raised by the possi-
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bility of escalation to higher or more extensive levels of violence, includ-
ing the possibility of a deliberate, provoked, or inadvertent conflict erup-
tion® leading directly to central war.

Just as there are two basic sets of elements in the escalation situation, so
there are two basic classes of strategies that each side can use. One class
of strategies makes use of features of the particular “agreed battle” that is
being waged in order to gain an advantage. The other class uses the risks
or threat of escalation and eruption from this agreed battle.

Users of the second class of strategies can deliberately try to eschew the
ultimate eruption threat by establishing a fixed limit on how high they will
go. This limit can be kept secret, in which case one side may run some risk
of a full-scale preemptive eruption by the other side; or it can be announced
in advance, with varying degrees of solemnity and credibility.

Strategies that emphasize the possibility of escalation or eruption are
associated with the term “brinkmanship.” (We will sometimes refer to the
game of “chicken” when the brinkmanship is overtly two-sided.) They in-
clude strategies that use the risks of escalation to induce an opponent to
let one maintain a position that cannot be maintained solely by use of lo-
cal capabilities and actions. But whatever is emphasized, some mixture of
both classes of strategies is combined in almost any move by either side.

Thus, the conditions of two-sided escalation situations can be summa-
rized as follows:

1. Either side can usually put enough into the particular battle to win if
the other side does not respond.

2. The value of victory is usually great enough so that it would be worth-
while for either side to raise its commitment enough to win the escala-
tion if it were certain that the other side would not counter the rise.

3. Upper levels of escalation are both dangerous and painful, and each
side wishes to avoid them. Therefore, the risks of escalation even to
limited heights, as well as to undetermined heights, and the risks of di-
rect “eruption” to general war are all major deterring elements in al-
most all decisions about escalation or de-escalation—even when one
expects to be able to “prevail” at the upper levels.

4. Typically, both sides are interested in “systems bargaining” in preserv-
ing precedents (thresholds) that reduce the likelihood of escalation,
eruption, or other undesirable long-term effects.

5. There are two basic types of escalation strategies that each side can fol-
low:

a. strategies based on factors relating to particular levels of escalation
(agreed battle) or the specific situation.

b. strategies based on manipulation of the risks of escalation or erup-
tion.
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6. Generally, each side will attempt to avoid looking like a cool mathe-
matician or cynical blackmailer in its tactics, and will emphasize the
agonistic, stylistic, or familial aspects of its behavior.

Escalations are thus relatively complex phenomena. They are not to be
ordered in a simple fashion, yet for some purposes we wish to do exactly
this, even if it does some violence to reality.

Very roughly, at any particular instant in a crisis or war, the degree of
escalation might be measured by such things as:

Apparent closeness to all-out war

Likelihood of eruption

Provocation

Precedents broken

Committal (resolve and/or recklessness) demonstrated
Damage done or being done

Effort (scale, scope, or intensity of violence)

Threat intended or perceived

PN W=

In practice, the “measurement” of the degree of escalation at any par-
ticular instant will depend on the criteria used. Thus, there is no objective
reason why the apparent closeness to all-out war (as measured by popu-
lar concern) need be a very good measure of the objective likelihood of
eruption. This is clearly true for accidents “out of the blue,” and it may be
true for many other situations. In fact, in a crisis, concern over the possi-
bility of eruption may make the probability of eruption very much less.
There may also be a great deal of provocation without much likelihood of
eruption or much apparent closeness to all-out war. In general, the crite-
ria given above measure different things, but all have been used by vari-
ous authors as measures of escalation. For our part, we will be deliber-
ately vague and not usually specify the criteria being used to determine
the degree of escalation. However, in most situations the context (or the
correlation between the possible criteria) will be clear enough to avoid
confusion.

THE STRIKE AND “CHICKEN” METAPHORS

There are two interesting analogies, or metaphors, that one can apply to
escalation: the strike in labor disputes and the game of “chicken.” Neither
of these analogies is entirely accurate, but each of them is useful in expli-
cating the concept of escalation and in conveying a feeling for the nuances
and tactics.
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The strike analogy operates primarily on the lower levels of escalation.
In a strike situation, labor and management threaten to inflict harm on
each other, do so, and under pressure of the continuation of this harm,
they seek agreement. It is usually assumed that events will not escalate to
the limit (i.e., erupt): we do not expect workers to starve to death or busi-
nesses to go bankrupt. In a strike, each side is expected to hurt or threaten
to hurt, but not to “kill” or even permanently injure the other side. Under
pressure of continuing threats of harm, it is assumed that some compro-
mise will be arrived at before permanent or excessive damage is incurred.
Occasionally, these expectations are not fulfilled; a business does go bank-
rupt, or the workers do look for jobs elsewhere. But this is rare. Usually,
the strike is settled long before such limits are approached.

In this context, the question immediately comes up, “Why go through
this expensive, dangerous, and uncomfortable route to settle disputes?
Why have a strike at all? Why not settle the dispute?” The answer is ob-
vious. In the absence of enforceable or acceptable adjudication, the side
most afraid of a strike will tend to get the worst of the bargain. A “no
strike” policy—the analogy, in labor disputes, to nonviolence—rarely
works for any length of time. And even when it seems to work for some
years and disputes are settled without strikes, a strike situation or a seri-
ous strike threat may eventually arise. The threat of a strike or a lockout
is ever present as a last-resort pressure for compromise.

Escalation has one major feature that is not present in most strike
situations—the possibility of eruption. In the usual strike, the maxi-
mum punishment that the workers can inflict on the management is to
deny it one day’s production at a time. The maximum punishment that
management can ordinarily inflict on the workers is to deny them one
day’s wages at a time. There is, therefore, a natural limit to the rate of
punishment—an accident or spasm of anger is not likely to force either
side over the brink. Escalation in international relations is quite different,
since each side decides at what rate it wishes to inflict harm on the other
side. This makes escalation incomparably less stable than the strike situ-
ation. A moment of anger, a surge of emotion, a seemingly innocuous
miscalculation or accident, or a “wrong” decision can have catastrophic
consequences.

Another useful—if misleading—analogy which brings this aspect to the
fore is the game of “chicken.” While it is a very popular metaphor, partic-
ularly with peace groups, the analogy to the game of “chicken” greatly
oversimplifies international conflicts. “Chicken” is played by two drivers
on a road with a white line down the middle. Both cars straddle the white
line and drive toward each other at top speed. The first driver to lose his
nerve and swerve into his own lane is “chicken”—an object of contempt
and scorn—and he loses the game. The game is played among teenagers
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for prestige, for girls, for leadership of a gang, and for safety (i.e., to pre-
vent other challenges and confrontations).

Escalation is much more complicated than this game. Still, the game
provides a useful analogy because it illustrates some aspects of interna-
tional relations that are important and should be emphasized—for exam-
ple, the symmetrical character of many escalation situations. Some
teenagers utilize interesting tactics in playing “chicken.” The “skillful”
player may get into the car quite drunk, throwing whisky bottles out the
window to make it clear to everybody just how drunk he is. He wears
very dark glasses so that it is obvious that he cannot see much, if any-
thing. As soon as the car reaches high speed, he takes the steering wheel
and throws it out the window. If his opponent is watching, he has won. If
his opponent is not watching, he has a problem; likewise if both players
try this strategy.

One of the reasons people do not like to use the “chicken” analogy is
that it emphasizes the fact that two sides can operate in the same way. It
seems to me that some who object to this label want to play a limited
game of “chicken,” but do not like to concede that that is what they are
doing. I believe it is a good thing to label the tactics, and I also think that,
under current conditions, we may have to be willing to play the interna-
tional version of this game whether we like it or not.

It is clear from the above why many people would like to conduct in-
ternational relations the way a teenager plays “chicken.” They believe
that if our decision-makers can only give the appearance of being drunk,
blind, and without a steering wheel, they will “win” in negotiations with
the Soviets on crucial issues. I do not consider this a useful or responsible
policy. We may be willing to run some risks, and we may not want to hem
ourselves in tactically by seeming completely sober, clear-visioned, and in
full control of ourselves, but we will obviously benefit by having a rea-
sonable degree of sobriety, a reasonable degree of clear vision, and a rea-
sonable degree of self-control. The Soviets are likely to pursue a similar
policy.

But escalation often has a crucial point of similarity to the game of
“chicken”: one side must convey the impression to the other side that the
opponent must be the one to give way, or at least accept a reasonable com-
promise, yet both sides are trying to get this message across.

The strike and the game of “chicken” both cast some light on the con-
cept of escalation. But almost any analogy can be misleading, and these
cases are not exceptions. Therefore, although we will use both analogies,
we must now consider some points at which these analogies break down.

In the case of the strike in labor disputes, both sides are likely to recog-
nize their absolute need for each other, and this basic community of in-
terest will tend to dominate the negotiations. There will be no attempt by



On Escalation 59

one side to eliminate the other. In fact, no strategy that envisages a great
possibility of grievous harm to the other side is likely to be acceptable.
Thus, while we will point out later that “familial” considerations may
play an important part in escalation situations, the strike analogy proba-
bly overstates the shared sense of a community of interests in interna-
tional conflict.

In the “chicken” analogy, the difficulty is the exact opposite. This in-
volves no give-and-take bargaining. There are no natural pauses or stops,
or even partial damage—only all-out collisions. Even more important, the
primary objective of the game is the total humiliation of the opponent.
There can be no possibility of compromise or face saving. In international
relations, escalation is used to facilitate negotiations or to put pressure on
one side or both to settle a dispute without war. If either side wanted a
war, it would simply go to war and not bother to negotiate. For this rea-
son, the common observation that “neither side wants war” is not partic-
ularly startling, even though it is often delivered with an air of revealed
truth. Neither side is willing to back down, precisely because it believes
or hopes it can achieve its objectives without war. It may be willing to run
some risk of war to achieve its objective, but it feels that the other side will
back down or compromise before the risk becomes very large.

“Chicken” would be a better analogy to escalation if it were played
with two cars starting an unknown distance apart, traveling toward each
other at unknown speeds, and on roads with several forks so that the op-
posing sides are not certain that they are even on the same road. Both
drivers should be giving and receiving threats and promises while they
approach each other, and tearful mothers and stern fathers should be lin-
ing the sides of the roads urging, respectively, caution and manliness.

There is another way in which escalation differs from these analogies.
In escalation situations, both sides understand that they are likely to play
repeatedly. Therefore (as discussed below), “systems bargaining” is im-
portant. Neither side wishes to gain an advantage at the cost of creating a
psychological or political situation that will make eruption probable on
the next play. Indeed, both sides may become anxious to work out some
acceptable methods of adjudicating the game or to adopt general rules
embodying some principles of equity or fairness. In fact, both sides may
become so interested in getting such rules of procedure or rules of adju-
dication accepted that either side might be willing to lose a particular is-
sue occasionally simply because trying to win that issue would set a
precedent that would reduce the applicability of the basic rules.

In any case, the balance of terror is likely to work well enough to induce
some degree of restraint and prudent behavior on each side. Precisely be-
cause both sides recognize that deterrence strategies are unstable, they are
likely to refrain from testing the stability of the situation too often or too
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intensely, and to avoid the kind of behavior that might provoke an im-
prudent response from the other side. Both sides will understand that a
strategy of deterrence requires the support of precedents and depends on
widely understood and observed thresholds if it is to be reliable for any
length of time.

One may still ask why we are buying this time. Why don’t we settle
these matters now, without running such great risks? Unfortunately, in
this respect, the situation is much like the “chicken” and strike analo-
gies. There is no reason, in principle, why manufacturers and workers
should not be able to reach settlements without threatening or undergo-
ing the great mutual harm of the strike. But, unfortunately, if either side
desperately desires to make a settlement without harm or risk of harm,
it is likely to get a very bad bargain. In fact, if one side does this repeat-
edly, it is possible that both sides might suffer harm: the manufacturer
might go bankrupt through repeated concessions, or the workers might
receive such low wages that they would be forced to leave the industry.
The analogy in escalation would be to one side or the other becoming
rigid or desperate as a reaction after having made repeated concessions,
even though these were made in the hope of conciliation. In the absence
of accepted or compulsory peaceful methods of adjudication, both sides
must be willing either to escalate or to endure the settlements imposed
upon them.

Thus, even if a nation is not willing to run great risks to achieve posi-
tive national goals and objectives, it may be willing to run great risks in
order to prevent disasters or costly imposed settlements. In general, it is
easier for a community to agree on what it is against, even if it cannot
agree on what it is for. But we need alternatives other than all-out spasm
war or peace at any price—i.e., war or surrender.

Conceding all the above, we see that the probability of war eventually
occurring as a result of “chicken” being played once too often may be very
high. In particular, in any long period of peace, there may be a tendency
for governance to become more intransigent as the thought of war be-
comes unreal. This may be the case especially if there is a background of
experiences in which those who stood firm did well, while those who
were “reasonable” seemed to do poorly. After a while, the hypothetical
danger of war may look less real than the tangible gains and the prestige
that are being won and lost. It may turn out that governments learn only
after peace has failed that it is not feasible to stand firm on incompatible
positions. Today there is reason to hope that we can reduce the dangers of
the game of “chicken” by considering carefully how wars might start and
how they might be fought. Thus, our serious study of escalation. But es-
calation obviously is dangerous. Unless workable arrangements are made
for effective adjudication, someone may play the international analogue
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of this game once too often. To rely even on slow, rung-by-rung escalation
in international crises is a dangerous strategy.

No nation wishes to play the game of “chicken” in the same spirit as
teenagers play it. One major alternative is to have sufficient capabilities
on the lower escalation levels so that the opponent is not tempted to play
even a limited game of “chicken.” One side must not be given reason to
believe that he can outdo the other in low-level escalations since this
might tempt him to risk such escalations in the belief that the other side
will capitulate before it escalates higher. And indeed the alternative to
having significant capabilities for low-level escalation is to make suffi-
ciently credible threats of going higher. However, there is a temptation to
rely on this tactic too heavily, and it may be well to remind ourselves that
in dealing with violence there is a tendency in the United States to take
strong moral stands and then, because we have defined the issue as a
moral one, to make excessive threats and take excessive risks.

It is because of this tendency that I have been so blunt in referring to the
use of threats of escalation as playing or intending to play some version
of the game of “chicken.” To the extent that we are serious, or to the ex-
tent that our pretense creates seriousness, we will have to face the conse-
quences of being on the escalation ladder. And when one competes in
risk-taking, one is taking risks. If one takes risks, one may be unlucky and
lose the gamble. It may be that, unilaterally or bilaterally, we should agree
not to play the game of “chicken.” This could be encouraged by increas-
ing the instrumental, agonistic, or familial restraints against eruption,
thus converting escalation into something more like a labor strike, and by
reducing the role of escalation threats in settling international disputes.
But there are likely to be limits as to how far we can go in this direction.

NOTES

1. Itis not found at all in the Oxford English Dictionary (1961), and Webster’s New
International Dictionary (3rd ed., 1961) defines it only in the non-international
sense. Yet the word is now familiar and can be used without apology to describe
an increase in the level of conflict in international crisis situations.

2. I believe this is Thomas C. Schelling’s phrase (though he does not recall in-
venting it).

3. Max Singer’s term. It emphasizes that in an escalation situation in which
both sides are accepting limitations, there is in effect an “agreement,” whether or
not it is explicit or even well understood. Thus the term does not have any con-
notation of a completely shared understanding, an intention of continuing indef-
initely with the limitations, or even a conscious quid pro quo arrangement.

4. The focus of our analysis is on deliberate compound escalation. But it must
be remembered that in a tense situation or a confrontation, the whole relationship



62 Chapter 4

of the contending states is specially charged and acts no longer will necessarily be
accepted by an opponent at their “normal” valuation or significance. A “normal”
troop or fleet movement, a conventional and unrelated diplomatic act by one
party may be interpreted by the opponent as an escalatory act. Moreover, third
parties may take advantage of a tense situation to gain ends of their own and in
fact escalate the big-power crisis. The British-French-Israeli attack on Suez in 1956,
while not planned to take advantage of the Hungarian crisis, actually affected the
behavior of the U.S. and the U.S.S.R,, and itself was affected by the crisis situation of
the great powers. The Turkish air action against Greek Cypriots in August, 1964, was
probably influenced in its character and timing by the crisis between the U.S. and
North Vietnam and was probably made more “acceptable” because of the precedent
set by the U.S. in striking against North Vietnam a few days before. The importance
of such precedents will be discussed later. If the Cyprus crisis had continued—had
escalated—with greater Soviet involvement, this crisis could have constituted an
inadvertent compound escalation of the great-power crisis.

5. Morton H. Halperin has suggested (in his Limited War in the Nuclear Age
[New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1963], p. 3), that two terms should be used to de-
scribe different kinds of escalation: “. . . explosion—the sudden transformation of a
local war into a central war by the unleashing of strategic nuclear forces . . . and
expansion—a gradual increase in the level of military force employed.”

He then points out: “These two processes, ‘explosion” and ‘expansion,” are fre-
quently discussed together as ‘escalation.” However it is important to keep the
two processes separate. The considerations that go into the decision to begin a
central war would be very different from the considerations that have gone and
will go into decisions to expand a local war. These latter decisions will be influ-
enced by a number of factors, including the foreign-policy objectives of the two
sides, their estimate of the risk of central war, their images of the role of force, and
their domestic political objectives.”

Our term “escalation” covers Halperin’s terms “expansion” and “escalation”
(according to context), and our “eruption” is similar to his “explosion.”



Seizing the Moral, Political,
and Strategic High Ground

Four decades into the nuclear era, nuclear weapons seem to have taken
on a new and immoral life of their own. They are alternatively cited as
the harbingers of an almost certain Armageddon or as the last stop on the
way to the redemption of mankind. There is a constituency for every an-
tinuclear position, and a coalition of concerned doctors, lawyers, mothers,
actors, and so on, for every antinuclear rally. But the real issue is how to
achieve national security and international order within a morally and
politically acceptable framework.

THREE POPULAR (BUT FLAWED) ANTINUCLEAR POSITIONS

Under the circumstances, that becomes a very difficult task. Probably as
much as any other single book, Jonathan Schell’s The Fate of the Earth
raised the antinuclear consciousness to the point where anything short of
the elimination of all nuclear weapons (and all conventional forces) be-
comes morally and politically unacceptable. However, one of his funda-
mental arguments—that all values and interests must be subordinated to
avoiding nuclear war—is impractical, illusionary, and dangerous.

If we take the position that Schell takes, that nuclear war clearly threat-
ens the existence of humanity, that nuclear war has some significant
probability of ending all human history, and that as far as humans are

[Thinking about the Unthinkable in the 1980s (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1984).]
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concerned “peace” has to be the overwhelming value and that there are
no other values that in any way can compete with this, then we can get
into quite a lot of trouble. Focusing our attention solely on “peace” (de-
fined simply as the absence of nuclear war) can lead to weakness that cre-
ates opportunities for smaller scale (but nonetheless dangerous) aggres-
sion that threatens peace. There are two great defects in Schell’s position:
one of them is that you simply cannot afford to make any single value
overwhelming. One must assign some kind of finiteness to any value be-
cause society cannot let one priority dominate everything it does. The sec-
ond and more important issue is that making one value infinite still does
not give a nation any direction—it does not tell government officials how
best to preserve this value.

In order to establish the transcendental value of avoiding nuclear war at
any cost, Schell describes, in graphic (and often exaggerated) detail, the in-
credibly horrible consequences of a nuclear war. The emotional impact of the
book is apparently so powerful that very few readers (and very few review-
ers) ever notice the book’s substantive inadequacies and inaccuracies—e.g.,
the author’s highly selective and tendentious use of evidence, or the dis-
tortions that necessarily follow from exaggerated assumptions about the
dangers and risks of a nuclear war.

And vyet, if it is necessary to overstate the case in order to focus public
attention on the nuclear threat, then Schell and the authors of many other
recent antinuclear books may be serving a useful purpose. Nuclear
weapons exist, they will not go away, and one day they might even be
used. What happens then, however, is an issue that none of the volumes
are willing to deal with in any useful or reasonable way. Schell’s utopian
solution envisions some kind of world government where sovereign na-
tions cede their political authority and military power to an unclearly de-
fined global order. How we get to there from here is one of the many
“awesome, urgent tasks”—*“the political work of our age”—that Schell
says he has “left to others.”

The nonsolution that has captured the greatest popular attention is the
freeze. According to most advocates of this impressively widespread
movement, both the U.S. and the Soviet Union should agree to halt any
further testing, production, or deployment of nuclear weapons.

In a vision that is almost as romantic and simplistic as Schell’s, they be-
lieve a freeze would automatically end what they fear is an “inevitably
spiraling arms race.” Perhaps. But while it may prevent further growth in
the U.S. and Soviet nuclear-weapon stockpiles, it would also prevent uni-
lateral measures by the U.S. (or the Soviet Union) to lessen the dangers of
nuclear war breaking out (e.g., through the deployment of more surviv-
able nuclear forces) or to make nuclear war less horrible (e.g., through the
development of lower yield, more accurate warheads). Like any across-
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the-board limitations (e.g., rent control and wage-and-price controls), the
freeze is an indiscriminate restraint that is only a partial remedy at best
and creates adverse side effects.

Further, a freeze would codify the current Soviet edge in nuclear forces
(just as SALT was a formal acknowledgment by the U.S. that it accepted
Soviet achievement of strategic parity and recognized the Soviet Union as
a superpower). Granting the Soviets this edge now could have deleterious
political implications for the U.S. and its allies.

Because there is popular support for a freeze in the U.S. and not in the
Soviet Union, the freeze movement imposes asymmetric pressure on U.S.
negotiators to reach ill-conceived agreements at the Geneva talks. And as-
suming a satisfactory bilateral freeze could be negotiated, what guaran-
tees are there that the Soviets would in fact honor it? There is some evi-
dence that they may have violated certain provisions of the SALT
agreements (agreements with a relatively limited arms-control ambit),
and even with relatively sophisticated verification techniques, human in-
genuity can always devise ever more sophisticated ways around limita-
tions.

Nor would a nuclear freeze preclude nonnuclear weapon system break-
throughs—potentially devastating developments that could be in the
making even as a freeze is put into place, to be exploited against an op-
ponent at the first signs of tension. A freeze would not have helped lessen
any dangers at all if a crisis situation arose to cancel it—no arms reduction
talks would have taken place, no further safeguards (political or techno-
logical) would have been worked out; in short, no meaningful arms con-
trol would have been achieved. The stagnation fostered by a freeze could
only bring about a false sense of security that would be exposed as soon
as the popular pressure subsided and a hostile confrontation seemed im-
minent.

The extreme wing of the freeze advocates goes so far as to advocate uni-
lateral reductions in nuclear armaments, either regardless of the conse-
quences or hopeful that such a show of good faith and honorable inten-
tions would shame the other side into a similar position. Many
proponents of unilateral disarmament believe in the so-called demonstra-
tion effect, i.e., if the United States refrains from deploying the MX ICBM
or Pershing II missiles, or other new nuclear weapon systems, the Soviets
will exercise similar restraint. Unfortunately, the history of U.S. unilateral
restraint in its nuclear-weapons programs is a sorry one, best character-
ized by former Secretary of Defense Harold Brown: “When we build, they
build—when we stop, they continue to build.”

In many ways, the Green Movement in West Germany is the European
counterpart of the freeze campaign in this country. (The label “Greens”
stems from their initial concern with environmental issues.) The reasons
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for the strength of the movement in the Federal Republic are not hard to
understand: most of the members are fairly young, postwar children of af-
fluence. They have no experience with economic hardship or hostile
geopolitical realities. Their personal satisfaction does not derive from ma-
terial progress (they are all overprivileged), but from participation in
“meaningful” social causes. In some ways they are the most protected,
naive, and illusion-prone young people in the West today.

Add to this the fact that West Germany today is without nuclear
weapons and therefore without the means of self-defense against Soviet
nuclear coercion or attack. Moreover, the world’s largest concentrations of
conventional military forces face each other on either side of its border. In-
deed, most scenarios for a serious confrontation or war between the U.S.
and the Soviet Union evolve out of the potential for conflict between these
two forces. In most situations, therefore, West Germany would be the bat-
tlefield (at least initially) in any war between NATO and the Warsaw Pact.
[ ...] Quite understandably, then, West Germans feel most at risk and
have very little interest in pursuing confrontational policies. The Greens’
call for West German neutrality (or reunification with East Germany) and
the elimination of nuclear weapons from German (and European) soil is
understandable within this context.

The morality of any of the above positions—Schell’s vision of a nonnu-
clear utopia, support for a nuclear freeze, opposition to European-based
nuclear weapons and the existing European military alliances—is self-
evident to their adherents; it escapes others entirely. I, for example, fail to
recognize any redeeming higher value in a stance that places an entire na-
tion at any greater risk than necessary. Flaunting one’s vulnerability
(which is essentially what a freeze would do) is neither morally nor mili-
tarily useful. Politically, it is primitive. A much more responsible posture
would be to do as we are and have been doing—namely, to pursue bilat-
eral arms reductions seriously (e.g., the ongoing Strategic Arms Reduc-
tion Talks [START] and the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Force [INF] Ne-
gotiations), while continuing to improve our national defense through a
rearmament program. The principal moral obligation of a government in
the nuclear age is to make every effort to enforce deterrence or, should de-
terrence fail, to limit as much as possible the damage to its citizens and its
economy and to enhance the prospects for postwar recovery.

“NUCLEAR MORALITY” AND THE PASTORAL
LETTER ON WAR AND PEACE

Taking somewhat of a middle ground between the nonnuclear extremists
and the more moderate antinuclear realists are the American bishops of
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the Roman Catholic Church. Their Pastoral Letter (drafted by the Com-
mittee on War and Peace of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops)
attempts to provide spiritual guidance on how to reconcile the existence
of nuclear weapons with traditional Church doctrine—and concludes that
such a conciliation may not, in fact, be possible.

The bishops have attempted to apply the criteria for a just war to nu-
clear war. They conclude (with insufficient supporting evidence and
analysis) that a just nuclear war is practically impossible because of the
“overwhelming probability that a nuclear exchange would have no lim-
its” and would therefore violate two of the major principles of the doc-
trine, namely, “discrimination” and “proportionality.” By proscribing first
use of nuclear weapons and the deliberate targeting of civilians, the Pas-
toral Letter also (correctly) condemns any attempt to gain security “on the
cheap.”

Contrary to the bishops’ assessment, I would argue that the nuclear age
has not rendered the doctrine of a just war obsolete. While it is true that
no war can be reliably limited, it is not at all certain that all nuclear wars
will escalate. An attempt to fight a limited nuclear war may be the least
desperate choice in a future U.S.-Soviet conflict. Moreover, it has become
more imperative than ever to meet the highest and most stringent criteria
of justification for waging war, and—equally important—to strengthen
both the effectiveness and the morality of deterrence.

In this regard, the Church makes an important contribution to the nu-
clear debate by endorsing no first use and by stressing the prohibition
against the targeting of civilians and their property. I began advocating
no first use about twenty years ago, and have continued to support it
ever since. But the Pastoral Letter stretches no first use to a practically no-
use-at-all position (basically nuclear pacifism) that I believe is unneces-
sarily dangerous and, for those of us who are not religious or philosoph-
ical pacifists, probably immoral. The letter explicitly calls for no first use
but implicitly goes beyond that position to a no-use posture. It proscribes
attacks against cities; it rules out attacks against many military installa-
tions because the collateral damage, even in limited nuclear wars, would
be “disproportionate”; and it condemns counterforce weapons as “desta-
bilizing.” No recommendations are offered as to what targets the U.S.
should threaten to strike in retaliation for Soviet first use, or what mili-
tary capabilities would be required for these retaliatory attacks. A U.S.
nuclear-war plan informed by the directives contained in the Pastoral
Letter would have no direction or purpose. The credibility of an effective
U.S. reprisal for the most serious Soviet aggressions would be severely
undercut. This, in turn, could result in Soviet provocations that might
precipitate nuclear war—the abhorrent act at the center of the letter’s
concern.
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An appropriate no-first-use policy implies a willingness, if necessary, to
resort to a justified second use. That justification, as noted, would be only
to deter, balance, and correct for the possession or use of nuclear weapons
by others. Under such circumstances, appropriate second use would be a
justifiable moral action. But no-first-use can also weaken deterrence if it
results in a significant lessening of the possible risks confronting a poten-
tial aggressor. I would accept some such weakening, if necessary, but
would prefer to see governments adopt this policy in a way that strength-
ened deterrence, i.e., by accompanying it with a credible ability to counter
conventional attack with nonnuclear forces, and to alleviate the conse-
quences of a nuclear conflict if deterrence fails. The Pastoral Letter con-
demns most possibilities for doing this on the basis of some very dubious
strategic judgments.

Similarly, one wonders about the bishops” opposition to any efforts by
the United States or NATO to gain nuclear superiority. If we knew clearly
what superiority meant, this might be a reasonable position (although I
would probably be opposed to it). But the fact is that superiority depends
upon assumptions about the causes, conduct, and consequences of nu-
clear war—i.e., on the context in which one makes the estimate. If one has
the unalterable conviction that any nuclear war would be the end of his-
tory, then the concept of superiority is meaningless. The only harm done
by its proponents would be the misutilization of resources, or a very re-
mote possibility that some people might believe in nuclear superiority to
the extent they might be willing to risk or actually wage nuclear war; or,
alternatively, that the potential enemy would believe in the superiority of
the other side and be “provoked.”

The letter of course does accept deterrence, but what it calls a “condi-
tioned moral acceptance.” According to the letter:

... we cannot approve of every weapons system, strategic doctrine or policy
initiative advanced in the name of strengthening deterrence. On the contrary,
these criteria require continual public scrutiny of what our government pro-
poses to do with the deterrent. Nuclear deterrence should be used as a step
on the way toward progressive disarmament. Each proposed addition to our
strategic system or change in strategic doctrine must be assessed precisely in
light of whether it will render steps toward “progressive disarmament” more
or less likely. Progress toward a world freed of dependence on nuclear de-
terrence must be carefully carried out. But it must not be delayed. There is an
urgent moral and political responsibility to use the “peace of a sort” we have
as a framework to move toward authentic peace through nuclear arms con-
trol, reductions, and disarmament.

The letter is correct in arguing that we should seek to reduce the nuclear
threat in the time afforded by deterrence. (I have made this same point for
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many years.) However, to put pressure on the government to justify every
“strategic system or change in strategic doctrine” in terms of its contribu-
tion to the nebulous concept of “progressive disarmament” and to achieve
quick results in Geneva would place the United States at an enormous
disadvantage in negotiating with the Soviets. In essence, U.S. negotiators
would labor under a new timetable, while their opposite numbers would
not. If the antinuclear groups in the United States and the other NATO
countries pressure their governments for quick results in the INF and
START talks, they make progress less likely by making the negotiations
hostage to Soviet intransigence. When the talks flounder on genuine mu-
tual disagreements between the two parties, the Soviets can nevertheless
publicly accuse the U.S. and NATO of “lack of good faith.” The letter
would then seem to advise that the U.S. make some unilateral reduction
in its forces in order to induce a reciprocal Soviet action. As noted above,
this displays a gross ignorance of the history of the U.S.-Soviet arms com-
petition over the last ten to fifteen years.

Furthermore, it is simply not at all clear that the aim of negotiation
should be disarmament “for its own sake,” as opposed to arms control, to
make the world safer. It ought to be quite clear that to cut down to very
small forces on both sides could be quite dangerous (perhaps making
them more vulnerable than present arsenals and less capable of support-
ing severely damaging retaliatory attacks).

The Pastoral Letter is, however, clearly on moral and political terra
firma when it notes that there must be no use of nuclear weapons solely
or mainly against civilians. But as a strategist, I would add “except as a
last resort or in very special circumstances.” For example, imagine that (as
in one of our Gedanken experiments) a powerful enemy nation destroyed
a U.S. city just to teach us some kind of lesson, but otherwise used no ad-
ditional nuclear weapons. We might not be willing to launch a major nu-
clear war in response, but might instead choose to retaliate according to
the talionic law of an “eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” a doctrine
that permits—even mandates—proportionate retaliation while it forbids
escalation. A more likely situation would involve the withholding of U.S.
forces during a war (probably submarine-launched missiles) for retalia-
tion against Soviet cities if the Soviets attacked U.S. cities. But here again,
they would be used only in a more or less talionic fashion—and only in
the absence of other possibilities for punishing the individuals or group
that had ordered the attack on U.S. cities. (In contrast, the bishops’ letter
even forbids “retaliatory use of weapons striking enemy cities after our
own have already been struck.”)

Living with nuclear weapons means making sure that they are never
thought of as “just another” military option or “just another” way of re-
solving serious conflicts. But it also means that they are available as a



70 Chapter 5

credible last resort. This is what is generally called a war-fighting posi-
tion.

[...] War-fighting strategies, like deterrence-only strategies, advocate
measures to reduce the possibility of accidental war; advocate the main-
tenance of survivable forces; and support the transmission of reliable “go-
ahead” orders. But they add to this an emphasis on how the war is waged
and how it might be terminated should deterrence fail. Thus, according to
strategists” use of the term “war fighting,” the Pastoral Letter’s concern
with avoiding cities, and with the moral question related to the use of
weapons, makes it a war-fighting doctrine. This, of course, is not the same
as accusing the bishops of wanting to fight a nuclear war (nor should this
accusation be leveled against strategists who favor a war-fighting doc-
trine).

As noted, the bishops state that “we cannot approve of every weapons
system, strategic doctrine, or policy initiative advanced in the name of
strengthening deterrence.” Neither can we. But we can approve of some
of them and can give good reasons for supporting them. A categorical
statement such as the above, without adequate amplification, reflects a
sincere concern but an unenlightened simplicity—perhaps even an eva-
sion of some central (however difficult) moral and strategic issues.

Similarly, it is counterproductive to issue a facile judgment that the
United States must not have any weapons with counterforce ability be-
cause such weapons would be “destabilizing.” The incorrect idea that the
limited measures now being considered by the government to minimize
damage are inherently destabilizing, dangerous, and falsely reassuring
runs through the Pastoral Letter. In fact, given the bishops’ injunction
(and my belief) that civilians are not an appropriate routine target, enemy
weapons should be targets and the system must be designed for the task.
And if the lives of Soviet citizens cannot be endangered for the sake of de-
terrence, then surely the U.S. government has a related moral obligation
to protect its own citizens from nuclear attack—through programs like the
civil defense measures I advocated [ . . . ]. (The clear moral imperative to
provide adequate protection for civilian populations is one of the issues
the Pastoral Letter delicately sidesteps.) “Damage limitation” can be
sought through a combination of offensive nuclear forces (e.g., the MX
ICBM, the Trident II submarine-launched ballistic missile) and strategic
active and passive defenses (e.g., ballistic missile defense, civil defense).
These are the very systems the bishops oppose (or at least fail to endorse),
and in doing so they create a significant contradiction in their position.
The destabilization effect, if any, might or might not be significant, but
might still be morally and politically acceptable as an unavoidable cost of
preparing for the possible failure of deterrence.
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[...]Most of the problems I have with the document stem from seem-
ingly uncritical acceptance of many currently popular (and seemingly
plausible) but largely emotional arguments. Because of its tremendous in-
fluence and prestige, the Church must be prepared to reconsider technical
and strategic judgments that are either unproven or clearly wrong, and to
defend as strongly as possible those moral canons on which there can be
no compromise. (The authors of the letter made a commendable effort to
do this by writing that “the application of moral principles does not have,
of course, the same force as the principles themselves and therefore allows
for different opinions.”) It would be immoral and unwise to jeopardize
our national security interests and the values of most of the world on the
basis of a strongly held but emotional evaluation of basically technical
and strategic issues. However sincere, the accuracy of these strategic
judgments is at best uncertain, at worst incorrect.

The Pastoral Letter seems to me to come too close to jeopardizing U.S.
and global interests. If it is intended as an enduring statement on war and
peace in a nuclear age, then the implications of war-fighting doctrines and
enhanced strategic defenses must be considered much more carefully and
objectively than the bishops have done so far. I am not suggesting that the
Church should take my judgments (or those of my colleagues) as author-
itative. I am suggesting only that many of these issues are more contro-
versial or uncertain than many of the assertions by the bishops would
seem to indicate. My views are almost certainly not wrong on any of the
issues raised here (I have carefully restricted my comments so that I can
make this remark quite responsibly), though others might not agree that
they are entirely right. I believe the bishops also must have a high level of
integrity in trying to arrive at defendable positions and must be prepared
to drop or qualify positions that are undefendable, however fashionable
they may be (particularly in liberal and leftist circles). The message of the
Church leaders must be valid and persuasive enough on its own merits to
impress even those outside the circle of “friends and relatives” in the
“peace” movements and other dovish or individuals and groups.

Assuming the intention of the bishops is not to preach to the converted,
they must offer more persuasive arguments to back up the moral validity
of their position, or they must be more guarded and limited in their strate-
gic and political judgments. For example, the letter’s argument that the
costs of the “arms race” divert resources that could be better spent on cur-
ing the world’s social and economic ills may be true, but the same could
be said for money spent on tobacco, liquor, space exploration, or anything
else. If we are to have a morally acceptable posture, it is most unlikely that
it will come for free; it is more likely that it will cost more: intellectually,
financially, and perhaps politically.



72 Chapter 5

I do not challenge the right or even the duty of the Church to take po-
sitions that are controversial in secular terms but well founded on reli-
gious terms. Accordingly, if the Pastoral Letter supports the concept of
“no first use” and “no targeting of civilians” (or, better, “no routine tar-
geting of civilians”) but recognizes the security value of deterrence,
then I think that the Church will be endorsing policies that are strategi-
cally as well as morally supportable, even if it might mean a more ex-
pensive and complex defense establishment for the United States and
its allies. A great opportunity to seize the moral high ground would be
lost if, in the long run, the bishops’ efforts came to be seen as just an-
other (misguided) commentary on the strategy and tactics of nuclear
war.

A LONG-RANGE ANTINUCLEAR POLICY

The position I have taken for many years on the moral aspects of nuclear
use (and nonuse) comes as close as any to putting nuclear arsenals into a
proper ethical context. The strategy and tactics of nuclear war become sec-
ondary (but still very important) concerns. The primary focus is on the ra-
tionale for maintaining a force of nuclear weapons: the only justification
for ownership is to deter, balance, or correct for the possession or use of
nuclear weapons by others.

“Deter, balance, or correct” is a very important phrase, and one I use of-
ten. The first word, of course, means to dissuade by terror, and in fact “de-
ter” might be changed to “dissuade” because we are interested in dis-
suading by any means that work, that are appropriate, and that will do
the least amount of evil. So in many cases we may choose methods of dis-
suasion that are not by terror (e.g., by confronting the enemy with the
fearful prospects of military defeat, revolution at home, or the “cost inef-
fectiveness” of his own attacks).

There are all kinds of subtle ways to use nuclear weapons. For example,
by advocating no first use the United States is also giving up the right to
threaten to use them in certain circumstances. We would, of course, still
need to have the capability to enforce the ban on no first use; for this, a
credible capability to initiate thermonuclear war would be required—a
concept many people would deplore. But whatever limited bargaining
power in crisis diplomacy may be lost by renouncing first use is regained
in the morality of our effort to limit the influence of nuclear weapons
(their actual and potential use) to as small a sphere as possible. We seek to
eliminate any fringe benefits of simple possession, especially by smaller
countries. But we have to have them, to “balance” the nuclear power of
others.
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By “correct” I mean that if somebody actually uses nuclear weapons,
then something has to be done. The most basic correction is retaliation de-
signed to make clear that an aggressor cannot get away with a violation
of the moral principal of no first use, then to limit and alleviate the dam-
age (to ourselves as well as to our opponents’ populace) through U.S. civil
defense, ballistic missile defense, air defense, and very careful and limited
(in many cases “limited” only in the sense of less than all-out) second use
of nuclear weapons against the aggressor. [ . . . |

For the past twenty years I have been concerned with how best to re-
duce this potential for nuclear war. Certainly the instincts of the utopian
(Schell) and religious (bishops) antinuclear advocates are right; even the
revised “Establishment” position (Bundy et al.) comes much closer to the
mark than their positions two decades ago. But it was around that time
that I suggested a “long-range antinuclear policy” (with no first use at its
core), which I still believe (indeed, am more convinced than ever) consti-
tutes the only politically, morally, and militarily defensible nuclear policy
for the long run. Specifically, a nuclear policy should accomplish the fol-
lowing objectives:

1. It should make nuclear weapons be and seem to be virtually
unusable—either politically or physically.

2. In particular, it should prevent nuclear intimidation (except for the
threats needed to preserve nuclear deterrence).

3. It should decrease the prestige associated with owning nuclear
weapons (perhaps by limiting proliferation to regional military or-
ganizations whose purpose would be to provide for a nonnational
tit-for-tat retaliation, or by a more or less explicit U.S. or Soviet tal-
ionic guarantee to various nonnuclear areas).

4. It should limit proliferation without necessarily freezing the nuclear
status quo (nations should not be put into an unnecessarily vulnera-
ble security position).

5. If nuclear weapons are used, it should limit the damage that is
done—it should not rely on deterrence working perfectly (an explicit
policy of proportionate retaliation, or lex talionis, would impose in-
trawar limits on escalation, while strategic defenses would provide
an important degree of direct protection against attack).

6. It should be competent (i.e., resilient and flexible enough) to with-
stand crises, small and even large conventional wars, and even some
nuclear breaches and violations.

7. It should be responsive to national interests, sentiments, and doc-
trines, and should be negotiable.

8. It should improve current international standards, but should not re-
quire thoroughgoing reform (a responsible nuclear policy is not a
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moral mission to redeem mankind, but a program to reduce the risks
and costs of war among nation-states).

9. It should be potentially permanent (i.e., not designed as a transitional
arrangement) and yet be flexible enough to constitute a hedge against
events and opportunities in both negotiation and operation—it
should allow for major or basic developments and changes.

Some of these objectives may appear to be almost as utopian as those
Schell-like visions I have rejected as unrealistic and unrealizable. But in
fact, most of them should not present insurmountable obstacles, and if
such arrangements are successful, they could limit the further spread of
nuclear weapons and increase the credibility of a talionic response to a
nuclear provocation—and therefore the deterrence of provocation. Alter-
natively, if deterrence failed and weapons were used, the result would not
inevitably be Armageddon but would be limited to whatever destruction
was entailed in the tit-for-tat exchange. After that, there would presum-
ably be a return to some previous status quo.

The objective of proportionate retaliation is to bring the violence to a
rapid conclusion and to create precedents that prevent recurrence; it is not
to determine who was “right” or to consider other abstract points of law.
(In this sense, the talionic rule is conceptually akin to the role of many UN
peacekeeping operations.) As has been true for lex talionis arrangements
from the most primitive cultures on, their primary objective is to restore
equilibrium.

And yet there are certain objections that can be made to the basic tit-for-
tat doctrine. For example, the idea of “an eye for an eye” might be mani-
festly unjust when it actually means “a city for a city,” and when the city
attacked in retaliation is inhabited by persons with no special responsi-
bility for the initial nuclear attack. Serious ethical and political questions
are raised, which depend in part upon empirical, analytical, and technical
considerations, such as what response is proportionate or whether a tal-
ionic doctrine would be more unjust or unstable than alternative doc-
trines. The injustice and other defects of inflexible tit for tat must be com-
pared with the possible infeasibility, risk, or even immorality of some
counterforce or massive city attacks, and other more or less flexible, am-
biguous, or unpredictable doctrines, as well as the possible consequences
of not retaliating at all or not retaliating in a manner that deters further at-
tack. None of these questions can be answered simply or dogmatically. In
any case, some allowance might be made for responsible authorities to
avoid at least the most rigid kind of city-for-city retaliation.

To prevent misinterpretation of an intended tit-for-tat response, slight
underescalation might be advisable. Furthermore, within the limits of
technical capabilities and political circumstances, it might be advisable to
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select on an ad hoc basis a different kind of target in retaliation—say, an
isolated military installation for a city—or indeed, in certain special cir-
cumstances, to use nonnuclear means to enforce the lesson that nuclear
weapons are not to be used.! In practice the lex talionis need not be ab-
solutely inflexible in order to be effective; the doctrine of “justifiable
reprisal,” often invoked in the nineteenth century, offers better analogies
than does the literal practice of eye-for-an-eye retaliation among some
primitive peoples.

This long-term antinuclear policy would build upon the common re-
vulsion at the thought of using nuclear weapons. For example, “imperial-
ism” and “racism” were operative and even acceptable theories several
decades ago, but they are now “out.” I believe it is not impossible that
sometime in the next few decades the illegitimate possession of nuclear
weapons (i.e., possession other than to deter, balance, or correct for their
use by others) will seem equally reprehensible. Antinuclear sentiment
will flourish (but not as it does today in an emotional, partisan, or coun-
terproductive manner). Creation of a durable antinuclear taboo requires
the joining of the popular psychological and moral abhorrence of nuclear
weapons with the policies outlined above. People must be not only op-
posed to nuclear war, but ready to foreclose the possibilities for nuclear
intimidation and to correct for nuclear use. Otherwise, the widespread
fear of nuclear war will be manipulated by parties not sharing the taboo
to forestall opposition to military aggression. Without tying antinuclear
sentiment to a sound long-term antinuclear policy, there is a risk that a na-
tion that legitimately had to resort to nuclear weapons for its self-defense
might become a pariah.

No scheme can completely assuage the multifarious fears that arise as
a consequence of the existence of nuclear weapons; for even in the case of
total disarmament, fears will remain that the weapons might again come
into existence or that disarmament was not complete. Nor will any
scheme completely eliminate nuclear weapons from the calculations of
statesmen, and in fact, it might be undesirable to try to go that far. The
major, perhaps sole legitimate function of nuclear weapons should be to
deter—to answer the threat or use of nuclear weapons. Aside from this
the world should psychologically be relatively close to a situation in
which nuclear weapons did not exist.

The reason for the emphasis on the word “relatively” may need clarifi-
cation. A widespread belief that the world was completely nonnuclear
would clearly result in some undesirable effects. For example, nations to-
day are very careful in nonnuclear confrontations simply because they
fear escalation to nuclear weapons (or the procuring of nuclear weapon
systems by their opponents). These inhibiting fears have some desirable
consequences. But we may be able to eat our cake and have it too. Such
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fears of nuclear escalation or production will still exist despite measures
that successfully limit proliferation and reduce the likelihood of the use of
nuclear weapons.

A declaration of no first use (as part of a long-term antinuclear policy)
is not a panacea, nor is total trust in religious credos, nor is an underlying
faith in the ultimate goodness and rationality of mankind. Spiritual and
moral values certainly inform practical and secular ones, but they cannot
substitute for them. Even the most devout and pious practitioners have to
live in the real world, and almost all religions accept the basic notion that
the Lord helps those who help themselves. In terms of seizing the moral,
political and strategic high ground, this means that a nation, in addition
to relying on God’s good will and aid, is entitled to use force in defense of
the lives, property, and values of its citizens if it is attacked. In fact, we
would argue that anything less would be immoral and irresponsible be-
havior.

NOTE

1. Even in the event cities were to be destroyed under the talionic rule, precau-
tions could be taken to lessen the human suffering by a significant degree. For ex-
ample, evacuation of the targeted cities could be permitted prior to their attack.
(In some conceivable conflicts, enraged survivors in the aggressor nation might at-
tempt to overthrow the regime that had caused them such tremendous hardship.
The prospect of this kind of internal disorder could be a more powerful deterrent
threat to the regime than that of counter population retribution.)
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The Big Picture—and Some
Details: Watersheds
of History

Excluding great religious events, there are two great watersheds of civ-
ilized history. The first was the agricultural revolution that started in
the fertile crescent of the Middle East some ten thousand years ago and
took about eight thousand years to spread around the world. The second
was the Industrial Revolution. It can be argued that the first watershed,
the agricultural revolution, created civilization—civic culture. It created a
relatively high standard of living for elites and made possible the survival
of many more people. However, it did not greatly change the standard of
living of the world’s masses. No agriculturally based society ever
dropped much below the equivalent of $100 GNP per capita or exceeded
the equivalent of $500 per capita for any lengthy period.!

It was not until the Industrial Revolution began in Holland and Eng-
land about two hundred years ago that a sustained growth occurred in
the average level of income. Since then, the average income of about two-
thirds of the population of the earth has increased by factors of from five
to twenty. We suggest below that by the end of what we call the Great
Transition, average world per capita income will increase from current
levels by a factor of about ten. This change and all that is associated with
it will alter the basic character of world civilization.?

The Great Transition, which includes the Industrial Revolution, encom-
passes roughly the last two hundred years and the next two hundred years.
Many of its aspects are not spread evenly over the entire four-hundred-year

[World Economic Development: 1979 and Beyond (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1979).]
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period; rather, they are mostly contained within the second half of the
twentieth century—"the half century of rapid and worldwide transition.”
This period is so dramatic and so startling that we may usefully think of
it as almost by itself encompassing the historical watershed we have
called the Great Transition. Earlier and later periods of the Great Transi-
tion can be seen respectively as a sort of takeoff or preparatory period and
an aftermath or consolidation period.

For almost ten millennia the total number of people in the world oscil-
lated between 10 and 500 million, with a very slowly increasing long-term
trend (less than 0.1 percent per year). Around the seventeenth century
A.D. there was a dramatic increase in the rate of population growth,
which became almost explosively rapid (about 1 percent) in the middle of
the second half of the twentieth century. The rate probably peaked in the
early 1970s at below 2 percent. It will almost certainly stay over 1 percent
for the rest of the century. Most demographers believe that the rate will
decline quite rapidly, dropping even faster than it rose until it reaches a
fairly slow pace (a fraction of a percent) in another century or so. Barring
some great change, world population eventually will again become rela-
tively static.

One of the other dramatic events in the half century of rapid worldwide
transition was the introduction of nuclear armaments and other weapons
of mass destruction. While it is probably not yet true that all human life
could be destroyed by a large nuclear war, this capability may be ap-
proaching and clearly illustrates the potential consequences of bad luck or
bad management. As additional inherently dangerous technologies be-
come developed, such potentialities seem likely to increase.

On the positive side, the scientific innovations in computers, communi-
cations, and other technological areas are equally or more significant.
Some single out the spectacular feat of space satellites and vehicles ex-
ploring the solar system—of human beings and their artifacts leaving the
world’s surface—as a truly dramatic new kind of event. Others stress the
emergence of a true world economic and intellectual ecumene and uni-
versalization of the Industrial Revolution. A quite different perception
puts the primary emphasis not so much on the transition but on the emer-
gence of physical or social limits to growth and the consequent transfor-
mation to a “sustainable world economy”—however this may be defined.

To some degree, we are entering virgin territory. We are discussing a
process affecting the dynamics of an industrial culture that in many re-
spects is unprecedented in history. Fortunately, we believe that there is
more continuity than discontinuity. If true, this improves our ability to
understand these trends. We disagree with those who argue that useful
comprehension requires a major breakthrough in sociological or anthro-
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pological theory or in philosophy or religion. We are not attempting such
a breakthrough.

Teilhard de Chardin, William Thompson, Charles Reich, Marshall
McLuhan, Willis Harmon, Francois Revel, Abraham Maslow, and Jonas
Salk, among others, believe that a mystical or spiritual transformation is
associated with this half century, and is driving the trends and forces. We
do not accept the concept of a mystical or spiritual transformation as the
driving force, but we do agree that something exciting is happening.
Nineteen fifty to two thousand is surely not just another half century in hu-
manity’s long history. During this half century the world should go from al-
most 2.5 billion people to about 6 billion; from about $2 trillion of gross
world product to $15 trillion to $20 trillion; from mostly poor to mostly
middle income or rich; from mostly rural to mostly urban; from mostly
preindustrial and illiterate to mostly industrial and literate; from mostly ill-
fed, ill-housed, ill-clothed, and short-lived to mostly well-fed, well-housed,
well-clothed, and long-lived.

The picture that has just been presented is one of relatively smooth de-
velopment, the reaching of a goal, and roughly speaking, staying with
that goal for the rest of history. This is most implausible because history
is not likely to be like that for one, much less for many, millennia. History
always shows change: rise and fall; reformation and counter-reformation;
disruption and reconstitution; decline and renaissance; extension and
diminution; other internal or external contradictions; or mutations caus-
ing conflict and change, defeat or victory. We do not dwell on such possi-
bilities, though, for they are not relevant to our three immediate concerns:
to present images of the next few centuries that reflect current and emerg-
ing trends, to analyze the present and the next decade or two, and to prof-
fer some prescriptions for today.

One of our most important aims is to study some of the discontinuities
within the continuities, and vice versa. We tend to emphasize continuities
more than discontinuities because we believe that history is relatively
continuous, that institutions and other social constructs are grown rather
than created overnight, and that almost every aspect of tomorrow’s soci-
ety will have historical roots. If we slightly overemphasize the continu-
ities, we offer a useful balance to the prolific literature that rejects and ig-
nores the historical past to argue for a pervasive and sharp break—a
viewpoint we consider almost totally unjustified.

In much the same way that the agricultural revolution spread around
the world, the Industrial Revolution is also spreading and causing per-
manent changes in the quality and characteristics of human life. Instead
of taking eight thousand years, however, this second diffusion is pro-
gressing with incredible speed and will probably be largely completed by
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the end of this century. Two more centuries should see almost all coun-
tries become postindustrial—or at least attain or pass the level of the cur-
rent Advanced Capitalist nations.

THE GREAT TRANSITION

Images of the long-run future will hold true only if other things are more
or less equal. If basic assumptions change, projects may have to change
accordingly. But even if the images do not turn out to be valid, they can
still be realistic—that is, providing a reasonable picture of the basic trends
of our time. Thus, such images may still be useful as a context for short-
range planning. The age-old question: “When will this accelerated eco-
nomic and population growth end, and how?” often dominates discus-
sion of longer-range planning. People have asked this since the beginning
of the Industrial Revolution, with virtually all observers agreeing that
such rapid expansion could not continue indefinitely; the high growth
rates of the Industrial Revolution must represent a transitional period in
history. However, there has been no agreement about when or how the
transition will end, or where it will lead.

There have always been some people who expected the end would be
disastrous. Until recent years this was a distinctly minority opinion, only
occasionally in vogue. An increasing number of people—especially
among literate and academic elites—has come to believe that rapid expo-
nential growth may be humanity’s greatest tragedy rather than its great-
est triumph; that human beings are on the verge of a catastrophic collision
with reality. Our view of the likely future is very different.

To characterize the economic changes that seem likely, we distinguish
among primary, secondary, tertiary, and quaternary kinds of economic and
quasi-economic activities. Primary activities are extractive—principally
agriculture, mining, forestry, and fishing. A preindustrial society focuses
on these activities. Basically, the society is organized to “play games with
and against nature.”® Before the Industrial Revolution, for every person
who lived in a city, perhaps twenty people labored elsewhere, supporting
the city dwellers by pursuing primary activities.

The principal secondary activities are construction and manufacturing.
The corresponding society is organized mostly to “play games with and
against materials.” The culture is primarily urban, characterized in our
time by the nation-state and by a relatively sharp distinction between the
city and the countryside.

Tertiary activities are services to primary, secondary, or other tertiary
activities emphasized in an emerging post-industrial economy. These are
services to society; hence the term service economy. Such services include
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transportation, communications, insurance, finance, management, engi-
neering, merchandising, aesthetic design, advertising, many governmen-
tal activities, and much education and training. In emerging postindus-
trial societies, even those engaged in primary and secondary activities
find themselves closer to white collar tertiary activities than to the tradi-
tional primary and secondary blue collar interactions with and against
nature or materials. The society is organized to “play games with and
against organizations.” It is characterized by organizational and profes-
sional pluralism, particularly in the distribution of power and prestige
and is probably more suburban than urban. Its business activities may be
dominated more by transnational corporations than by purely national
corporations or indigenous individual proprietorships. The emphasis is
on the “knowledge” industries and the growth of bureaucratic and intel-
lectual elites.

Early in the twenty-first century, a partial transition to a different kind
of service economy should occur, at least in what we call the Advanced
Capitalist countries. This is what we call a quaternary or true postindus-
trial economy—a tentative concept subject to many caveats. Basically, it
holds that primary, secondary, and tertiary activities will eventually con-
stitute only a small part of human endeavors. The strictly economic tasks
of furnishing the material and commercial needs and mechanical services
of a society will require fewer and fewer people. At the limit, these tasks
will be carried out largely by highly automated equipment and complex
computers. The small professional group needed to operate the equip-
ment may not, despite its seeming critical importance, be the elite of their
society just as farmers, even big landholders, are not a very special elite in
today’s society. As the average income and welfare benefits increase, low-
level service jobs will disappear, become high-level jobs, or become com-
pletely or partially voluntary. For example, full-time maids have already
almost disappeared in the Advanced Capitalist countries.

Such high-level personal service roles as teacher, psychiatrist, doctor,
author, priest, and public entertainer will increase. Both consumers and
producers will pursue these activities for their own sakes—that is, for rel-
atively noneconomic or personal reasons and not because they contribute
to the performance of primary or secondary activities. Much basic re-
search would be included in this category. Means as well as ends will be
evaluated in terms of their wider social, personal, and cultural implica-
tions, rather than by narrow cost-benefit calculations. An activity will be
judged as much by what kind of people it produces and how it affects the
individual and the community as by narrow profit and loss calculations.
Economic and technical efficiency will be deemphasized in favor of con-
cepts of the good and the beautiful according to cultural and personal cri-
teria. Such a society can be characterized as playing games “with and
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against people, with and against communities, and perhaps with and
against oneself.” Indeed, the use of the word game will probably become
less metaphoric and more literal.

This image of postindustrial society is not idiosyncratic. Many great
thinkers speculating on what the Great Transition of the Industrial Revo-
lution would bring have envisioned similar outcomes. Karl Marx’s vision
is probably the most renowned of these scenarios. Marx believed, as we
do, that the Industrial Revolution would usher humanity into a new era.
Although Marx first thought that only a violent revolution would remove
the capitalists, he believed that the era after their demise would be far bet-
ter than the past and that the ordinary human being would reach new
heights surpassing those achieved by the elites in fifth-century-B.C.
Athens or during the Italian Renaissance. Marx foresaw a society in the
distant future where “nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but
each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, [where] society
regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do
one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the
afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have a
mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd, or critic.” ]J. M.
Keynes put forth remarkably similar images of a rapid Great Transition to
a quaternary society in an essay published in 1930. Keynes clearly foresaw
a better world where the values and priorities of the capitalist system
would ultimately be rejected, and where humanity would be free to pur-
sue nobler goals.

In contrast with Marx and Keynes, our scenario does not anticipate a
future utopia. We are skeptical or agnostic about this. Indeed, the world
of one or two hundred years from now may not be a very happy place—
at least by present standards. Instead of harmony, the future might be
plagued by disorder and unrest or subjected to regimentation. The visions
of both 1984 and Brave New World seem genuine possibilities, even if not
inevitable or even likely.

A century from now, much relative poverty and perhaps even major
pockets of absolute poverty will probably still persist. The arithmetic (but
probably not geometric) gap between the richest 10 percent and the poor-
est 10 percent of the world’s people will almost certainly be greater than
today. But unless the future is marred by a major nuclear war or other dis-
aster, almost all of humanity will be materially better off. The traditional
grinding absolute poverty, famine, pestilence, disease and incapacity, il-
literacy, and backbreaking toil, all of which have been humanity’s lot
throughout history, should be almost gone, and with luck for once and for
all. What the majority of people will do in such a world is an open ques-
tion and may be a serious problem.
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The opportunities for both good and evil will be enormous. If all goes
well, the centuries to come could well be when humanity’s true history be-
gins. If, as seems reasonable, technology continues to advance and wealth
accumulates and spreads throughout the world, the global society might
eventually become largely posteconomic as well as postindustrial. There
is no intrinsic reason why consumer goods, such as the twenty-second-
century equivalents of houses, automobiles, and television sets, should
not become almost infinitely durable. Very likely, rapid obsolescence or
deterioration of many products would no longer occur. Industry’s tasks
would be limited to gradual replacement. Overall production might sub-
stantially decline as the world’s people became satisfied with the existing
stock of physical goods. And given the probable high level of automation,
the workers required to maintain the stock might be only a small per-
centage of the world’s population. Business, as we know it, might even
disappear. (In a way this is exactly the social system or society which
many in the New Class believe is coming, but at a much higher level of
affluence and technology than they envisage. Our major quarrel with
their vision is with its premature quality rather than with its contents.) If
these visions materialize, the quaternary culture would be strongly remi-
niscent of many aspects of the richer and more stable preindustrial cul-
tures that included many of these “mundane” activities: Reading, writing,
painting, acting, composing, musicianship, arts and crafts—done for their
own sake or as a part of a larger context. Tourism, games, contests, ritu-
als, exhibitions, and performances. Gourmet cooking and eating, an aris-
tocratic and formal style of life, Epicurean and family values (including
visiting, entertaining, and “togetherness”). [ ... ]

There could also be activities of a sort usually judged as more signifi-
cant, or at least less private than those listed above: Public works and
public projects—some done more for propaganda, morale, interest,
amusement, ceremonial, or ritualistic reasons than for “cost-effective”
economic or research objectives [ . . . ] openly ceremonial, ritualistic, and
aesthetic activities [ . . . ] evoking of images or feelings of splendor, pride,
pomp, awe, and communal, ethnic, religious, or national unity or identity;
oneness with nature and the universe, and various “explorations in inner
space” or other forms of emotional or spiritual self-fulfillment, the cre-
ation of taboos, totems, demanding religions, traditions, and customs; ar-
bitrary pressures, constraints, and demands; moral and social equivalents
of war; some other pressures and risks, including those involved with
some of the more bizarre forms of “discretionary behavior” and the “test-
ing” of one’s abilities and limitations.

Finally, the concept of quaternary culture includes mystical and “inner
space” activities. Many writers on this subject assign a much higher role
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to these activities than we do, although we concede that they may be sig-
nificant and perhaps even dominating. This quaternary culture is already
emerging in many Advanced Capitalist nations, largely among what we
will call the New Class. In fact, one way of defining the New Class is as
people who have mostly upper-middle class backgrounds and who have
been raised in or live a more or less quaternary culture or in the more an-
alytical, aesthetic, symbolic, or intellectual parts of the tertiary sector. One
of our major themes will be the social, intellectual, and cultural difficul-
ties that the largely New Class quaternary culture will have in dealing
with the more mundane and practical aspects of the world.

Some people may feel that this future quaternary economy is in some
sense unreal—a bit like a play-world or a play-acting world. We do not
deny this observation and emphasize that it may be very difficult to think
of certain traditional issues seriously in this kind of quaternary economy.
There may indeed be a lack of contact with traditional reality, which
nonetheless may remain important, if only latently.

This transition would mark the completion of the Industrial Revolu-
tion, the second great watershed of human history. Still more distant so-
cieties will probably consider these centuries of industrialization to have
marked humanity’s journey from a world that was basically inhospitable
to its few dwellers to one that was fully commanded and presumably en-
joyed by its multitudes.

If we place ourselves in the year 5000 or so and look backward, we
might recognize three stages separated by two narrow, almost instanta-
neous, periods of transition. The first stage is the period before 8000 B.C.
of hunting bands and tribes. We might shorten the process we call mod-
ernization or the Great Transition—that is, from 1800 to 2200—into a sin-
gle line at about the year 2000. From this perspective, that 400-year period
might be seen as almost instantaneous termination of the so-called civi-
lized era and the creation of something new. After all, the agricultural rev-
olution is usually seen in a similar way, even though in fact it took thou-
sands of years to spread around the world.

We do not have a good idea of what we mean by postindustrial. The
term itself is negative, describing what will not be rather than what will
be. There are, many other possible terms. Postcivilized implies that our
ideas of civilization have thus far been largely determined by traditional
society, but they will no longer hold. Posteconomic implies that the be-
havior of most human beings most of the time will not be simply deter-
mined by cost-effectiveness. For example, even today, whether an affluent
American travels three hundred miles or three thousand miles to a vaca-
tion spot may not be much affected, much less determined by the distance
or airfare. For all practical purposes, the person thinks of the two dis-
tances as about the same. Similarly, future income will be so high and
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costs so low that most individuals will be indifferent to the prices of their
various options.

We do not know exactly what we mean by truly human and post-human,
but they seem like usefully provocative phrases. Faustian connotes mak-
ing a pact with the devil to gain power, wealth, and secular knowledge.
(In the legend the devil eventually claims Faust’s soul, but this need not
happen; in fact it does not happen in Goethe’s version.) Promethean is in-
tended to emphasize knowledge and progress; no pact with the devil
is involved, though of course Prometheus was grossly punished for his
temerity in giving fire to humans by being bound to a rock and having his
liver eternally gnawed by a vulture. We do not claim to know much about
the long-term outlook for humanity, except that we believe it will proba-
bly be incredibly affluent by current standards and that the accompany-
ing technology can give the average individual capabilities that have pre-
viously been reserved for gods or magicians.

WHY MORE ECONOMIC GROWTH?

[...] We firmly believe that despite the arguments put forward by peo-
ple who would like to “stop the earth and get off,” it is simply impracti-
cal to do so. Propensity to change may not be inherent in human nature,
but it is firmly embedded in most contemporary cultures. People have al-
most everywhere become curious, future oriented, and dissatisfied with
their conditions. They want more material goods and covet higher status
and greater control of nature. Despite much propaganda to the contrary,
they believe, almost certainly correctly, that it is technologically and eco-
nomically possible for them to achieve these goals.

We are not arguing that humanity’s desires are open-ended. But the re-
wards of economic growth and advanced technology—however flawed
and problem-ridden—are not illusory. The social limits to growth are sim-
ply not, for the time being, likely to be as restrictive as much current dis-
cussion suggests. At least 90 percent of the world’s population reject such
arguments. As these people become more affluent and as their children
adopt new values, their opposition to growth may increase—why not? As
the world gets richer, the marginal utility of increased wealth will proba-
bly diminish.

Even if much better arguments were advanced in favor of social limits
to growth, most people are willing to take chances. It is probably a waste
of time to think ideologically about stopping progress (much less social
change) and foolish to regret that much of the physical environment and
many established institutions must change. Much may be protected or pre-
served, and many aesthetic, environmental, and conservationist values
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may be furthered and enhanced. Nonetheless, some basic and irrevocable
changes will occur. There will probably be many gradual changes in the di-
rection of less “creative destruction” and slower growth.

Serious discussion should start with some common sense, widely ac-
cepted assumptions about growth and change in order to waste less en-
ergy and time on utopian, ideological, or impractical issues. Eight of these
sensible assumptions are:

1.

Modernization in one form or another is now both natural and
inevitable—though the rate may vary enormously and there may be
hard core pockets of resistance. There is also much argument over
what modernization means. (Many do not accept our definition that
it is equivalent to participating in the Great Transition.)

. Change always involves risk, pain, dislocation, and doubt. The ob-

jective should be to alleviate these symptoms rather than to elimi-
nate them. It is especially wrong to increase the amount of pain by
counterproductive digressions.

. How change occurs is subject to some degree of intervention. Inter-

vention may not always be knowledgeable and may not always
achieve what it sets out to do, but it can be useful. It can also be coun-
terproductive.

. Nothing can prevent further change—for good or evil. Therefore, it

is probably best to try to direct change toward the good or at least
the less evil. This assumes that even if we cannot always agree on a
long list of things we would like to have, we can usually agree on a
long list of things we would like to avoid.

. Modernization no longer means Americanization—or even Western-

ization—though much can still be learned from the West, Japan,
South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, Mexico, and Brazil may be more
useful examples than some currently affluent countries. Each coun-
try will have to find its own way and will have to decide which
mountain it will choose to climb, by what road, and with how much
of the “old baggage and possessions” it wants to retain for senti-
mental or other reasons.

. The trip will be much easier and safer if there is a relatively unified

commitment to the trip and its objective and if skilled guidance and
direction are available to help the travelers avoid becoming lost or
trapped.

. While not all the experience, path breaking, and equipment of those

who have gone first is useful, much is and should be exploited.

. It is simply untrue that there is no possibility of having an attractive,

human, high quality, affluent technological society.
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NOTES

1. All dollar figures are quoted in the equivalent of fixed 1978 U.S. dollars.
While this concept of a fixed United States dollar immutable over time and space
stretches both imagination and theory to the limit, we judge it to have enough
meaning and relevance to be useful. A 1978 dollar is % as valuable as a 1972 dollar
and % as valuable as a 1958 dollar. We note this since so much data appear in fixed
1972 or 1958 dollars.

2. We often refer to the very long-term future, the centuries or millennia ahead.
We do not pretend to predict these; usually, these statements about the very long-
term future simply show, looking at all current trends as well as we can, what we
conclude will happen if these trends continue indefinitely.

3. The term playing games with or against nature and other uses of game
metaphors emerge from the extensive literature of gaming, simulation, and role
playing. They should be thought of partly literally and partly metaphorically. The
idea is that the major roles of the individual in a primary society involve activities
that can be characterized as “interacting with and against nature” rather than, as
in the other cases, “with and against materials,” “with and against organizations,”
or “with and against communities.” The word game introduces the concept that
much as in a game, human economic activities are governed by many formal and
informal rules and customs, and that rational tactics and strategies can be impor-
tant in making more probable the achievement of desired goals. The inspiration
for this terminology (and of the term postindustrial) comes from the American so-
ciologist Daniel Bell. See Daniel Bell, The Coming of the Post-Industrial Society (New
York: Basic Books, 1973). Some readers may be offended at our applying such a
seemingly trivial word as game to the long record of human heroism and disaster.
As noted above, the word game is not intended to detract from the seriousness or
significance of the activities, but rather to relate them to the large and complex
body of formalistic rules that govern human behavior and to the complex inter-
play of means and ends in purposive human actions. For a classic discussion of
the role of play and games in human societies, see Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play
Element in Culture by Johan Huizinga (London: Routledge, Kegan Paul, 1949). As
we mention later, it is only in the quaternary society that the word game is likely
to apply literally.






Viewing Growth in Context

THE CURRENT HOSTILITY TO ECONOMIC GROWTH

[...]After an excessively optimistic phase early in the post-World War
II period, the intellectual climate surrounding the concept of moderniza-
tion through economic and technological advancement has, until recently,
tended to be excessively pessimistic. To the extent that the very legitimacy
of the goal of development is now called into question, this negative cli-
mate has been strongly reinforced. It is a climate that can have pervasive,
if often subtle, destructive effects. Belief in the ultimate desirability of eco-
nomic development and technological advancement is a powerful force
for constructive efforts, especially for obtaining foreign and domestic po-
litical and moral support. Conversely, the belief that modernization is
harmful, illegitimate, or largely a failure erodes national as well as inter-
national development efforts and undermines foreign aid programs de-
signed to encourage, extend, and protect development. It also under-
mines the willingness to tolerate some of the bad effects of modernization
for the good it produces.

These doubts and concerns, intensified by a new focus on pollution and
quality of life issues, do not spring from failure or disasters in recent
years. In fact, much of the disappointment and disillusionment comes
from success. By its nature, success may create, reveal, or exacerbate many

[World Economic Development: 1979 and Beyond (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1979).]
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problems. Good results are taken for granted, while bad results are
judged intolerable. We have compared many of the costs of development
with its benefits and are prepared to justify our support for what we call
modernization. We are convinced that economic development, industrial-
ization, and the application and use of intermediate and advanced tech-
nology will—by and large and under current conditions—be judged de-
sirable by our culture and by most other cultures. Moreover, we believe
that one need not share our enthusiasm for many of the things we advo-
cate to recognize them as the preferred options at present. This does not
imply that we are confident that the worldwide movement toward mod-
ernization must turn out well—only that it is a good gamble.

All consequences of modernization and progress will be neither wildly
successful nor universally desirable. Even if they are beneficent in the
medium run, the question of their capacities for good and evil over the
long run still remains open. Despite these concerns, we give little cre-
dence to the negative attitudes toward economic growth so prevalent in
recent years. Many of these activities are excessive, elitist, romantic, self-
serving, or based on false information or absurd theories.

Indeed, self-interest and self-indulgence—especially the narrow biases
and interests displayed by many upper and upper-middle class people in
affluent countries—have dominated recent discussions of economic and
social problems to a degree that is seldom acknowledged. Three sub-
groups comprising what we call the Anti-Growth Triad. Listed in order of
increasing importance to our concerns, they are: (1) affluent radicals and
reformers; (2) Thorstein Veblen’s “leisure class”; and (3) a subgroup of
upper-middle class intellectuals we refer to as neo-liberal members of the
New Class.

Members of the Anti-Growth Triad have typically enjoyed the benefits
of economic growth and modernization since their childhood, but as
adults they are now disillusioned with further growth for reasons that run
the gamut from admirable to unreasonable to selfish. They try to discour-
age others from gaining what they have enjoyed and now disdain. Some
of their points, such as possible misuses of affluence and advanced tech-
nology, are valid; others are gratuitous or just wrong. Mostly, the Anti-
Growth Triad seems likely to create diversions that greatly increase the
costs and difficulties for the upwardly mobile but that are unlikely to
change the basic trend of the world as a whole.

[ ...]Some observers have suggested that, since both the advocates
of early or forced limits to growth and we believe in some limits, our
debate is purely technical and the differences in our viewpoints hold
little interest for the general public. Actually, the differences are funda-
mental.
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The common concern that dangerous mistakes can result from rapid
growth is definitely justified. The following table summarizes some pros
and cons of economic and technological growth. As the economic and
technological scale and pace of development have increased, the likeli-
hood has also increased that major dangers can arise too suddenly to be
dealt with in time to avoid disasters. Rapid growth may increase the pos-
sibility of serious imbalances but it can also create situations that make it
easier to deal with such imbalances. Industrial pollution, for example,
reached high levels in some developed countries, but these countries have
been able to use their resources and technological capabilities to avert dis-
asters, if not all serious problems, by dramatically reducing the rate of
pollution while there was still time.

Some Pros and Cons of Economic and
Technological Growth

Basic Argument: Affluence and technology are good things, both as ends and
means.

Basic Caveat: But not always and not everywhere—there are many bad as-
pects (e.g., often excessively encourages materialistic values).

Basic Argument: In any case, economic wealth and technical capability pro-
vide security and insurancel—and can be essential to survival.

Basic Caveat: May also create excessive dependence on wealth and
technology—can make life too easy and unchallenging, in any case not re-
ally essential unless competing in material terms with an “advanced” cul-
ture (either militarily or commercially).

Basic Argument: Provides a base for power and influence.

Basic Caveat: To do bad as well as good—creates a need for more power and
influence, can also lead to arrogance, carelessness, and callousness.

Basic Argument: Gaps help make the poor rich.

Basic Caveat: But not all of them, may damage their self-respect and status,
seduce them into giving up more than they gain, and lead to feelings of in-
justice, envy, guilt, and contempt.

Basic Argument: Rapid growth facilitates the Great Transition and early
achievement of affluence.

Basic Caveat: But can also be excessively destructive of existing values and
assets and may even help precipitate the kind of disaster one is trying to in-
sure against.

Basic Argument: Growth facilitates adaptation to change and fulfillment of
economic aspirations.

Basic Caveat: But it causes too rapid change and arouses excessive economic
and other aspirations.
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The necessity for dealing with these kinds of problems has been widely
recognized. Regulatory agencies have tightened their requirements, in
some cases excessively. Effective programs to protect the environment
have already been institutionalized in North America, Japan, Australia,
and northwestern Europe. In the years to come, almost all highly indus-
trialized nations are likely to have much less pollution than they now
have, despite the widespread impression that these problems are getting
worse. Pressures for high standards must be maintained, but here as else-
where overly zealous crusaders have sometimes done more harm than
good. This is a learning process automatically involving much wasted
motion and inefficiency, unfortunately tragically excessive at times. One
reason for such excesses in coping with pollution is that many people are
upset about dangers that are either exaggerated or already handled satis-
factorily.

While the danger of mistakes, imbalances, and major new problems
(many as yet unperceived) can be overstated, it should not be dis-
missed. The danger is serious enough to justify more effective study,
planning, and research, including greater efforts to establish safe-
guards. However, we do not believe that the danger can be avoided or
even significantly reduced by misguided attempts to mandate a lower
rate of economic growth across the board. The most sensible opponents
of growth call for caution. They say, “Why take a chance?” or “Why not
stop growth, at least in the developed world, until we are more sure of
the consequences?” This position may seem reasonable enough, but
generally it is motivated by a distaste for an ever-wealthier world.
Many upper and upper-middle class people correctly perceive that
while growth was helpful to them at one time, it now often hurts their
personal and class interests.

Most lower income people in the developed world have their basic
material needs satisfied (often through welfare programs), while many
upper income people are satiated by a vast variety of material goods. The
result is that an emotional appeal for a simpler and less materialistic way
of life is gaining favor among many of the affluent, and the middle class
is increasingly losing its motivation to strive for further economic gains.
Few lower income people take this position; nor do most relatively
wealthy people agree—at least not yet.

If opposition to growth were primarily a genuine appeal to caution,
it could help reduce pollution and waste of resources and stimulate
greater care in innovation and expansion. Unfortunately, however,
when they are not pushing some narrow class or personal position,
most opponents of growth often are excessively eager either to main-
tain the status quo or to “junk” the entire world economic system—or
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sometimes, paradoxically, both. The typical limits to growth advocates
do not have a tenable middle ground position. If finite limits to growth
do exist (because of insufficient resources or excessive pollution), then
the proper focus for the world’s economy would be to curb growth to
bring about a sustainable steady-state economy as soon as possible.
Such a world would have to maintain an acceptable standard of living
more or less indefinitely. This would probably require a dramatic cut in
production and consumption levels in the developed world. It would
also mean much less willingness to protect uneconomic endangered
species, ecology, and the environment. Even a modified version of most
resource limit positions requires radical and immediate changes that
would not favor many of the shibboleths of “the environment” and
“the ecology.” No genuinely poor society would even consider putting
aside 100,000,000 acres in Alaska or otherwise worry about preserving
in perpetuity pristine wildernesses almost equal to France in area, a
proposal that almost passed the U.S. Congress in 1978 and that remains
very alive.

A fundamental tenet of modern Western culture until recently has
been that the secular trend of technological and industrial progress will
lead to better standards of living and a better quality of life for more
and more people. The anti-growth movement challenges this concept.
The idea of progress goes back about two or three hundred years and is
thus a relatively new idea in human affairs. There is no overwhelming
a priori reason to believe that it is necessarily correct. Still, the concept
became so firmly embedded in Western culture that as recently as the
mid-1960s, historians and social scientists believed that the commit-
ment to economic and technological progress was virtually unchal-
lengeable. After World War II the commitment was globally recognized
under the banner of the “revolution of rising expectations.” Few coun-
tries in the world have consciously and explicitly resisted economic
and technological progress as too destructive of old and valued institu-
tions and traditions.

The belief that progress is inevitable and generally beneficial has come
to be considered as a “natural” worldview. It is rarely regarded as an ar-
tificial philosophy or ideology, except by the limits-to-growth movement.
We agree with the historian Sidney Pollard that: The idea of progress is,
in this modern age, one of the most important ideas by which men live,
not least because most hold it unconsciously and therefore unquestion-
ably. It has been called the modern religion, and not unjustly so. Its char-
acter, its assumptions, have changed with time, and so has the influence
exerted by it, but at present it is riding high, affecting the social attitudes
and social actions of all of us.
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THE NATURE OF THE CHALLENGE

Challenges to the concept of progress are not new. What is new is the effec-
tiveness of today’s challenge and its broad support by the upper-middle
class and professional elites. These groups have an essentially modern
outlook, have benefited most from technology and industrialization, and
presumably understand and appreciate the modern industrial world. In
the past, challenges to modernity have come from romantics, reactionar-
ies, aristocrats, aesthetes, and various religious and ideological groups.
Many of these people, too, have jumped on the Club of Rome bandwagon.
However, the basic impetus for the campaign against economic growth
still comes from “modern,” “progressive,” and “enlightened” individuals
and groups with much greater than average education and affluence.

The various attacks on and negative prognoses about current capitalist
industrial cultures encompass many themes, old and new, most of which
have some validity. The list below gives a sense of the variety of perspec-
tives that the anti-growth movement draws upon to rationalize, exploit,
and promulgate its message.

Those who argue that the capitalist industrial culture is now historically
obsolete and is or soon will be due for the trash heap of history: Older
Marx, Lenin, old left generally; Younger Marx, Marcuse, Reich, Revel, new
left or humanist left generally; Keynes (effect of affluence via compound
interest); Schumpeter (the failure of success); Modern postindustrial for-
mulations (some views of the service economy and knowledge society,
Maslow /Reich self-actualizing society, our view of some possible quater-
nary cultures); Many macro-historicist prognoses (Spengler, Toynbee,
Sorokin, etc.). Some miscellaneous traditional critiques: Anti-bourgeois/
secular humanist criticism; Reformist-welfare/humanist/conservationist
groups; Heroic/religious critique; Technocratic/socialist/central planner
critique. Other more modern critiques: The Galbraithian institutionalization
analysis; Arguments and perspectives based on the liberal crisis; Moral de-
terioration possibility; “Future Shock” thesis; Zero growth/“anti-progress” /
pollution/ecology perspective.

For many people the anti-growth arguments prove the evils or im-
pending collapse of the capitalist and private enterprise way of life. Peo-
ple who already believe, for other reasons, that the current system is
wrong welcome supporting evidence from these new perspectives. Most
of the diverse limits-to-growth arguments provide what purports to be
“scientific evidence” for reforming our ways and reversing current
trends. The combination of many disparate points of view strengthens op-
position to growth. As a result, during the last decade the anti-growth
syndrome has become dominant among intellectuals and educated elites
all over the world, especially in the affluent countries [ . . . ]
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THE GAP BETWEEN THE RICH AND THE POOR

Unlike others who discuss the popular concept of the “widening gap” be-
tween the rich and the poor, we focus on the positive aspects of the gap.
The increasing disparity between average incomes in the richest and
poorest nations is usually seen as an unalloyed evil to be overcome as rap-
idly as possible through enlightened policies by the advanced nations and
international organizations. If this occurred because the poor were getting
poorer, we would agree, but when it occurs at all, it is almost always be-
cause the rich are getting richer. This is not necessarily a bad thing for the
poor, at least if they compare themselves with their own past or their own
present rather than with a mythical theoretical gap.

In contrast, we view this gap as a basic “engine” of growth. It generates
or supports most of the basic processes by which the poor are becoming
rich, or at least less poor. The great abundance of resources of the devel-
oped world—capital, management, technology, and large markets in
which to sell—makes possible the incredibly rapid progress of most of the
developing countries. Many of these poorer countries are also developing
relatively autonomous capabilities at an increasing rate.

Current attitudes toward the gap illustrate the worldview of many
modern liberals. The dramatic increase in the disparity of per capita in-
come between the wealthiest and poorest nations would have been a
cause for self-congratulation by the fortunate wealthy nations at an earlier
time in history—whether Roman, Greek, Chinese, or Indian. Indeed,
when the colonial powers expanded their dominion, their affluence was
largely accepted by all parties as a sign of their inherent superiority. To-
day, however, it is more a source of guilt than of pride for descendants of
those same high morale colonialists. Yet such guilt is even less justified to-
day than a hundred years ago.

It is still not widely understood that in light of eventual modernization
colonial rule was likely to produce more advantages than disadvantages.
Moreover, in much (but not all) of the Third World, the European expan-
sion was more just and humane than most previous conquests by ex-
panding cultures. Without condoning the evils of colonialism, one can
nonetheless say that conquest is not an international crime invented by
the European peoples. The poverty that exists in the Third World was not
caused by European colonization, nor can the current problems of the
poor nations be solved by fostering a sense of guilt in the rich nations. The
modern liberal view holds that an international system that perpetuates
inequalities among nations is morally unacceptable. This attitude is in-
delibly Western in origin and is most prevalent among citizens of what we
call the Atlantic Protestant culture area. The affluent minority of human-
ity has a genuine responsibility to aid the poor, but largesse dispensed
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because of guilt is likely to produce counterproductive and self-righteous
expectations and attitudes in developing countries.

NOTE

1. By “insurance,” we include having economic and technological flexibility to
react to problems, whether caused by people or nature (e g., oil shock or climate
changes), toughness of the system, and capability to prevent, influence, correct, or
alleviate the impact of harmful events on oneself and others.



Four Characteristic Views of
Two Basic Images of the
Earth-Centered Perspective

here are two basic and totally different images (or models) of

the earth-centered perspective, which we have labeled the neo-
Malthusian and the technology-and-growth positions. The first is a mod-
ern version of the analysis of the nineteenth-century English economist
Thomas Malthus, who argued that population would eventually grow
faster than food supply, thus implying that starvation would soon become
mankind’s perennial lot, at least for the poor.! The opposite image stems
from the premise that in the next one hundred years material needs can
be met so easily in the currently developed world that the more advanced
nations will develop superindustrial and then postindustrial economies,
and that the rest of the world will soon follow. Obviously these two basic
images encompass a range of differing views and concepts, so to repre-
sent them fairly and without exaggeration, we have developed two de-
tailed views for each of the two models—one of which in each case is a
relatively extreme position, the other a moderate one. Thus, the neo-
Malthusian model includes the views of a strong neo-Malthusian and a
moderate neo-Malthusian (that is, a guarded pessimist); and for the con-
trasting model, we describe the positions taken by a moderate (or guarded
optimist) and an enthusiastic advocate of technology and economic
growth. Both of the moderate positions argue that we can expect serious
problems in energy shortfalls, resource scarcities and food distribution.

[Herman Kahn, Leon Martel, and William M. Brown, The Next 200 Years: A Scenario for
America and the World (New York: Morrow, 1976).]
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Both also raise the real possibility of cataclysmic or irreversible environ-
mental damage. But both hold open the possibility (in one case barely and
in the other relatively clearly) that with technological progress, wise poli-
cies, competent management and good luck, mankind can deal with these
problems and survive into a future where, at the least, opportunity is not
foreclosed and disaster is not foreordained.

FOUR VIEWS OF THE EARTH-CENTERED PERSPECTIVE

1. Basic World Model
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

Finite pie. Most global nonrenewable resources can be estimated accurately
enough (within a factor of 5) to demonstrate the reality of the running-out
phenomenon. Whatever amounts of these resources are consumed will
forever be denied to others. Current estimates show we will be running
out of many critical resources in the next fifty years. The existing remain-
der of the pie must be shared more fairly among the nations of the world
and between this generation and those to follow. Because the pie shrinks
over time, any economic growth that makes the rich richer can only make
the poor poorer.

B. Guarded Pessimist

Uncertain pie. The future supply and value of both old and new materi-
als are necessarily uncertain. Past projections of the future availability of
materials usually have been gross underestimates. One can concede this
could happen again, but current estimates seem relatively reliable. Cur-
rent exponential growth clearly risks an early exhaustion of some critical
materials. Prudence requires immediate conservation of remaining re-
sources. Excessive conservation poses small risks while excessive con-
sumption would be tragic.

C. Optimist

Growing pie. Past technological and economic progress suggests that in-
creasing current production is likely to increase further the potential for
greater production and that progress in one region encourages similar
developments everywhere. Thus as the rich get richer, the poor also ben-
efit. Higher consumption in the developed world tends to benefit all
countries. Excessive caution tends to maintain excessive poverty. Some
caution is necessary in selected areas, but both the “least risk” and the
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“best bet” paths require continued and rapid technological and eco-
nomic development.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

Unlimited pie. The important resources are capital, technology and edu-
cated people. The greater these resources, the greater the potential for
even more. There is no persuasive evidence that any meaningful limits to
growth are in sight—or are desirable—except for population growth in
some LDCs. If any very long-term limits set by a “finite earth” really ex-
ist, they can be offset by the vast extraterrestrial resources and areas that
will become available soon. Man has always risen to the occasion and will
do so in the future despite dire predictions from the perennial doomsay-
ers who have always been scandalously wrong.

2. Technology and Capital
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

Largely illusory or counterproductive. Proposed technological solutions
to problems of pollution or scarce resources are shortsighted illusions that
only compound the difficulties. Even on a moderate scale this approach
would only further deplete crucial resources while avoiding the real prob-
lems and prolonging the poverty of the LCDs. Any future economic de-
velopment should be restricted to the Third World and should include
some transfer of existing capital assets from the overdeveloped nations. A
completely new approach is needed for the long term.

B. Guarded Pessimist

Mostly diminishing returns. Generally, despite many exceptions, the fu-
ture will bring diminishing marginal returns from new investments, and
the effort required for economic gains will increase dramatically. The tech-
nology, capital equipment, and other efforts required to obtain minerals
and food in increasingly marginal situations will accelerate the approach-
ing exhaustion of many resources and substantially increase pollution and
shortages possibly to lethal levels. Until practical solutions to these prob-
lems have appeared, we must turn away from technology and investment.

C. Optimist

Required for progress. Despite some dangers, only new technology and
capital investment can increase production; protect and improve the
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environment; hold down the cost of energy, minerals and food; provide
economic surpluses with which to improve living standards in the LDCs;
and prepare prudently for any potential unexpected catastrophes. We
must be alert for problems resulting from adequately understood innova-
tions, inappropriate growth, and/or natural causes. However, we should
proceed with energy and confidence even while exercising great caution
and constantly reassessing future risks and benefits.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

Solves almost all problems. Some current problems have resulted from
careless application of technology and investment, but none without a
remedy. It is not paradoxical that technology which caused problems can
also solve them—it only requires mankind’s attention and desire. There is
little doubt that sufficient land and resources exist for continuous progress
on earth. Most current problems are the result of too little technology and
capital, not too much. In any case man’s desire for expansion into new
frontiers will lead eventually to the colonization of the solar system and
effectively unlimited Lebensraum.

3. Management and Decision-Making
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

Failure is almost certain. The complexities, rigidities, and ideological dif-
ferences among nations and their institutions—make it inconceivable that
present human organizations, even with computer assistance, could suf-
ficiently comprehend and effectively act to solve our most important
problems. A drastic redesign is needed to circumvent the thrust toward
bigness, to permit much more local and decentralized decision-making,
and to live and work on a manageable human scale. More emphasis is
needed on the community and regional level—much less on big business,
big government and big organization generally.

B. Guarded Pessimist

Likely failure. The rapidity of change, growing complexity, and increasing
conflicting interests make effective management of resources, control of
pollution, and resolution of social conflicts too difficult; some slowdown
and simplification of issues are imperative—even if they require drastic
actions. If we don’t reform voluntarily, more painful political and eco-
nomic changes may be imposed on us by the catastrophic events made in-
evitable by failure to act soon. (Note that there is a wide range of attitudes



Four Characteristic Views 103

here toward central planning and local decision-making, but almost all of
them mistrust the current “unfree market.”)

C. Optimist

Moderately successful. Systematic internalization of current external costs
and normal economic mechanisms can make most private organizations
adequately responsive to most problems. A practical degree of public reg-
ulation and a low degree of international cooperation can handle the rest,
if somewhat awkwardly. Outstanding management is rare but usually not
essential as most institutions learn from experience—if often slowly and
painfully. (But good management can reduce the number and intensity of
painful experiences.) Except for wars, shocks as great as the oil shock and
other 1973-1974 experiences are rare, and yet existing systems reacted
adequately—and survived.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

Not a serious problem. We flatter ourselves that current issues are more
important and difficult than ever. Actually there is usually nothing very
special happening. Mankind always has faced difficult and dangerous
problems and poor solutions resulted in high costs. Sometimes there is
even a Darwinian selection—the successes surviving and the failures dis-
appearing. Progress has made the stakes today less dramatic. Modern
communication and information systems and sophisticated organization
provide a capability for rapid adjustments to reality whenever changes
are required and government interference is not counterproductive.

4. Resources
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

Steady depletion. Mankind is steadily, and often rapidly, depleting the
earth’s potential resources for foods, fuels, and minerals, and over-
whelming its capability to absorb or recycle pollutants. Catastrophic re-
sults for some of these resources may be postponed until the twenty-first
century, but food, energy, and some minerals already appear to be criti-
cally short for the near term. All signs point to catastrophe for the
medium- and long-term future.

B. Guarded Pessimist

Continual difficulties. The basic problem of limited resources may be
insoluble, even when sufficient resources exist; politics, incompetent
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management, poor planning, and slow responses make effective solutions
difficult under conditions of exponentially increasing demand. Where re-
sources are becoming scarce and unrelenting demands for growth are
coupled with incompetence, intolerable pressures are generated and dis-
aster becomes probable. A more cautious approach to growth seems
clearly desirable.

C. Optimist

Generally sufficient. Given slow but steady technological and economic
progress and an ultimate world population below 30 billion, it should
be feasible to attain economic living standards markedly better than
current ones. With rapid progress and good management gener-
ally, even higher economic levels and an outstanding quality of life be-
come possible. Economic success enhances national capabilities to re-
solve specialized resource issues as they arise. However, the tendency
toward cartels coupled with political conflicts could create occasional
short-term problems in maintaining adequate supplies at reasonable
prices.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

Economics and technology provide superb solutions. The earth is essen-
tially bountiful in all of the important resources. Sudden large price fluc-
tuations tend to be “self-correcting” within a few years although they can
be misinterpreted as basic shortages (as in 1973-1974). Near-term prices
are certainly important, but we have often lived with short-term prob-
lems. Trust in the economics of the market system, confidence in emerg-
ing technological solutions, and a little patience will remedy the current
resource issues just as they have in the past.

5. Current Growth
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

Carcinogenic. Current population and economic production are akin to a
spreading cancer. They are already more than the earth can sustain in a
steady state. Future economic or population growth will hasten and in-
crease the magnitude of the future tragedy. The current demand for con-
tinued economic growth and the likelihood of a greatly increased world
population only imply a steady worsening of the present extremely dan-
gerous conditions.
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B. Guarded Pessimist

Large potential for disaster. Even if roughly current levels of production
could be indefinitely sustained, continued exponential growth in popula-
tion and production eventually must lead to exhausted resources and
hazardous pollution. Few positive human values would be served by con-
tinued mindless growth. We must learn that demand is not need. Unless
drastic voluntary reforms limit future growth, catastrophes stemming
from limited resources and high pollution levels are likely to make these
reforms mandatory before long.

C. Optimist

Probable transition to stability. Although current projections are uncer-
tain, social and cultural forces inherent in both developing and affluent
societies appear likely to limit the world population to about three times
the current level and average per capita production to about two or three
times the current U.S. level. There seems to be more than enough energy,
resources and space for most populations, assuming that a relatively
small number of people put forth the necessary efforts and others do not
interfere.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

Desirable and healthy. No obvious limits are apparent. Even with cur-
rent technological potential, growth (except perhaps in a few of the
poorest nations) is and will be purely a matter of human choice, not of
natural limitations. Probabilities always exist, but solutions always
emerge—often as a result of the dynamism of growth. We do not know
man’s ultimate fate, but truly fantastic economic and technological ca-
pabilities are likely to be included as both a means and an end (e.g., they
probably include self-reproducing automation and space colonization in
the next century).

6. Innovation and Discovery
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

A trap. New discoveries of resources, new technologies and new projects
may postpone the immediate need for drastic actions, but not for long.
Such postponement will make eventual collapse earlier and more severe.
Prudence demands immediate restraint, cutbacks, and a basic change in
values and objectives. The time for short-run palliatives is past.
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B. Guarded Pessimist

Increasingly ineffective. The basic solution is to increasingly limit de-
mands, not to encourage a desperate search for new inventions that might
suffice temporarily but would exacerbate long-run problems by increas-
ing environmental damage and depletion of resources, while encouraging
current growth and deferring hard decisions. Although technological so-
lutions may buy some time, it has become increasingly important to use
this time constructively and avoid the undue economic expansion that
new discoveries encourage.

C. Optimist

Usually effective. New resources, new technology and economic growth
often produce new problems, but they still do solve current problems, im-
prove efficiency, and upgrade the quality of life. Also, they increase the
toughness and flexibility of the economy and society (i.e., provide insur-
ance against bad luck or incompetence). With good management, they
also can help to reduce population growth, conserve expensive minerals,
improve nutrition within the poorer countries, and generally improve fu-
ture prospects.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

Mankind’s greatest hope. New and improving technologies (agronomy,
electronics, genetics, power generation and distribution, information pro-
cessing, etc.) aided by fortuitous discoveries (e.g., ocean nodules) further
man’s potential for solving current perceived problems and for creating
an affluent and exciting world. Man is now entering the most creative and
expansive period of his history. These trends will soon allow mankind to
become the “master” of the solar system.

7. Income Gaps and Poverty
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

Destined to tragic conclusions. The major consequences of industrializa-
tion and economic growth have been to enrich the few while exploiting
and impoverishing the many. The gap between rich and poor as well as
the total misery in the world are at all-time highs—and growing. Mean-
while natural resources, the heritage of the poor countries, are being con-
sumed by the rich, thereby denying the poor any real hope for better liv-
ing conditions—even temporarily.
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B. Guarded Pessimist

Increasing and threatening. Income gaps have been increasing and may
lead to dangerous responses. A drastic decrease in income among the
poor may even be likely soon. Worldwide class warfare may emerge fol-
lowing a series of desperate political crises. These are not only possible
but may be imminent as a consequence of the gaps and the exploitation of
the mineral resources of the LDCs. A more equitable income distribution
has become a most urgent matter.

C. Optimist

Declining absolute poverty. Worldwide, the threat of absolute poverty
(i.e., possible large-scale famine) is likely soon to be forever abolished.
Some income gaps may increase during the next century, but some will
decrease. Generally, incomes of both rich and poor will increase. Both the
gaps and improving technology will tend to accelerate development in
poor countries. Attempts to force a rapid equalization of income would
guarantee only failure and tragic consequences.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

A misformulated problem. Western civilization required about two
hundred years to change from general poverty to general affluence. Be-
cause of their success and continuing advances in technology, many
of the current LDCs will be able to make a similar transformation
within fifty years. All countries can be expected to become wealthy
within the next two hundred years. Any lesser scenario would be un-
reasonable or simply an expression of some exceedingly bad luck
and/or bad management. The gap is a false issue possibly conjured up
by neurotic guilt.

8. Industrial Development
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

A disaster. Further industrialization of the Third World would be disas-
trous and further growth of the developed world even worse. The rich na-
tions should halt industrial growth and share their present wealth with
the poor. The poor nations should husband their precious natural re-
sources, selling some of them only at prices much higher than those pre-
vailing today.
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B. Guarded Pessimist

A step backward. The LDCs should avoid the mistakes of the devel-
oped nations. They should instead seek smaller, more human and more
community-oriented enterprises appropriate to their needs. They would
be better off preserving their cultural, environmental, and ecological val-
ues than entering headlong into destructive polluting industrialization,
sacrificing thereby both their current values and any long-term potential
for a peaceful world.

C. Optimist

Should continue. Industrialization of the LDCs should and probably will
continue. The rich nations will probably help with technical assistance,
but would be unlikely to share their output to the extent of serious depri-
vation. Also the natural resources of the LDCs are at most of limited ben-
efit even to those richly endowed. Their only real hope for affluence lies
in economic development.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

Necessary for wealth and progress. During the last two hundred years
progress has been identified mostly with chronological innovation and
economic development. Despite the current outcries, this view is and will
be substantially correct. All those who wish to, can and should share in
the benefits offered by modern civilization.

9. Quality of Life
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

Ruined. Through excessive growth, mankind has become the most de-
structive species in history and may yet increase the extent of this damage
manyfold. Indeed, a point of no return may have been passed already,
mostly because of the persistent and growing potential for nuclear war-
fare. In any event, the values that lead toward a satisfying and wholesome
life have already been largely destroyed in the developed nations.

B. Guarded Pessimist

In conflict with much growth. Continued economic development or pop-
ulation growth might well mean further deterioration of the environment,
overcrowding, suburban sprawl and a society suitable more for machines
than human beings. Priorities must change; market demand is not the
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same as need; GNP is not wealth, high technology not the same as a good
life; automation and appliances do not necessarily increase human happi-
ness.

C. Optimist

More gains than losses. If environmental protection, health, safety and
other considerations are neglected, growth would be accompanied by an
unnecessary destruction of important values. However, much of what
some elites claim to be destructive others consider constructive (e.g., a
pipeline). With adequate internalization of the appropriate costs (by soci-
ety’s criteria), complaints from unhappy factions might still be loud or
visible but would be generally inappropriate.

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

A meaningless phrase and issue. Disgruntled or unhappy people often
oppose real progress for romantic, class, selfish or other reasons. They are
not representative of the nation and need not be taken at face value. In a
changing world, some elites may not benefit much or may even lose
somewhat. But most people would benefit and gain expectations for an
even better future.

10. Long-Run Outlook
A. Convinced Neo-Malthusian

Bleak and desperate. Unless revolutionary changes are soon made, the
twenty-first century will see the greatest catastrophe of history resulting
from large-scale damage to the environment and to the ecology of many
areas. Billions will die of hunger, pollution, and/or wars over shrinking
resources. Other billions will have to be oppressed by harsh authoritarian
governments. Grave and even draconian measures are justified now to al-
leviate the extent and intensity of future collapse.

B. Guarded Pessimist

Contingent disaster. Although it is not possible to predict which disas-
ter is most imminent, many possibilities exist even if we are careful and
prudent today. Unless we take drastic actions soon, mankind may be
overwhelmed by climate changes, destruction of ocean ecology, exces-
sive pollution, or other disasters. Society must not challenge the envi-
ronment and ecology so recklessly any more. We must also manage our
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resources and population more prudently—at least after the next disas-
ter, if not before.

C. Optimist

Contingent success. The twenty-first century is likely to bring a world-
wide postindustrial economy in which most problems of poverty will
be largely solved or alleviated. Most misery will derive from the anxi-
eties and ambiguities of relative wealth and luxury. Some suffering and
damage will mark the historical transition to a materially abundant life,
but the ultimate prospect is far superior to a world of poverty

D. Technology-and-Growth Enthusiast

High optimism and confidence. We cannot know mankind’s ultimate
goals, but they include a solar civilization and a utopian notion for the
quality of life on earth. The potentialities of modern technology and eco-
nomic progress are just beginning to be visualized. Dangers exist but they
always have and always will. There is no need for faint heart. Man should
face the future boldly and openly because the future is his to determine—
and to enjoy.

The guarded optimist’'s view goes even further, holding that we may
still avert ultimate disaster even if the policies are not so wise, manage-
ment not so competent and luck not so good, but the worse the policies,
management and luck, the greater the potential for tragedy along the way
and even for final cataclysm.

The four views, as they relate to ten different issues, are summarized
above. A and B list the typical neo-Malthusian concerns about the limited
potential of the earth and the likelihood of greatly diminishing returns on
future investments, rapid depletion of resources and uncontrolled expo-
nential or cancerous population growth. In this image, innovation and
discovery are seen as traps and further industrial development is ex-
pected to hasten the approaching disaster; growth of either the popula-
tion or the economy is considered antithetical to a high quality of life. In
short, the long-term outlook is grim. The two views of the technology-
and-growth model, listed as C and D, argue that because of the evolution
of knowledge and technology, resources are increasing rather than fixed;
more technology and more capital are vital; decision-making will proba-
bly rise to the occasion, despite some incompetence or bad luck; enough
resources will be available at reasonable costs so that reasonable rates of
growth can be achieved; current exponential population growth will
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make a natural transition to stability; innovative discoveries will yield
great improvements; and although absolute income differences could in-
crease for a while, current levels of absolute poverty will decrease almost
everywhere (the rich will not get richer while the poor get poorer, but
both will become richer). Thus, in this view, all things considered, the
long-range outlook is quite good.

In this study we are more interested in the differences between B and C
than in the gross differences between A and D, even though B and C come
rather close to merging on some issues. Current advocates of B (formerly
closer to A) originally emphasized the sheer physical impossibility of the
earth’s supporting 10 or 20 billion people and often stated this claim in an
extreme form. Today many of them take a relatively moderate position, but
one still strongly colored by their past beliefs. Rather interestingly, many of
the followers of these less extreme advocates have not shifted with them
and talk as if those they support still hold A rather than B beliefs.

B and C advocates represent two of many possible middle positions.
They project that in some places and at some time there will be too many
people for available food supplies and that considerable suffering will re-
sult, but in the long term they see the rate of population growth slowing
and world population eventually stabilizing—but for different reasons.
The B position is remarkably close to the C position, but it tends to em-
phasize conscious and drastic efforts to reduce demand as the basic
method of solution rather than major efforts to increase supply. Indeed, B
advocates argue that unless there are very intense and dramatic programs
to cut demand and limit it permanently, the situation will turn out much
as anticipated in A. Those who favor C, on the other hand, see the situa-
tion as rather close to the D view. However, they also believe that there are
both more natural limitations to demand and more dangers in growth
than the D people might concede. The C people also depict some few re-
sources as fixed, limited, and nonrenewable, but they argue that the
growth of knowledge and technology will normally make available—
though not always without problems and difficulties—new sources and
substitutes. Acknowledging that there will be incompetence and bad luck,
causing serious problems, they doubt that these will be fatal. They visu-
alize much more demand than A and B believe can be tolerated, but not
so much more that it could not be met, even if it required expanding sup-
ply capabilities somewhat.

In the last several years, the neo-Malthusian attitudes outlined in A and
B have gained great influence. Not too many years ago—not more than a
decade—most educated Americans would have placed themselves in C,
leaning toward D. Today they tend to be in B and leaning toward A, and
many unreservedly support its full neo-Malthusian conclusions. It has
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become increasingly fashionable, especially among intellectuals at pres-
tige universities and among spokesmen in the most respected newspa-
pers and journals as well as on television, to attack economic growth, cap-
italism, industrialization, the consumer society and related values. Casual
references are made to our vanishing resources, the end of the “energy
joyride,” our increasingly “suicidal” pollution, our “self-destructive ma-
terialism,” the poverty of our emotional and aesthetic lives, the disease of
“consumeritis” and the need to “kick the energy habit.” The United States
is usually singled out as the prime culprit in this indictment: It has only
one-sixteenth of the world’s population, yet with incredible selfishness
and shortsightedness, it has been allocating to its own use about one-third
of the world’s nonrenewable resources.

We believe that the movement toward A—propelled by a combination
of compassion and guilt for the plight of the world’s poor and the coinci-
dental occurrence of worldwide crises in the supply of food and energy—
has gone too far. Spurred now by well-publicized studies, it has acquired
a momentum of its own which, if continued, will only deepen the malaise
it depicts and make longer and more difficult the recovery that is re-
quired. We believe that plausible and realistic scenarios can be written
consonant with a view that sees the world moving from C toward D. We
argue that there is both need and opportunity for growth, and that be-
cause America and the rest of the nations of the developed world do use
resources so intensely, there will be stimulation, not depression, for the
economies of the less-developed countries. In fact, the clearest moral and
political argument for further growth in the developed world (and
against artificial and forced limitation) is that it aids the poor both within
and outside the developed countries.

Despite the confident tone of these last few pages and some of our ear-
lier discussion, we would like to stress that in no sense do we wish to play
down the importance of the issues raised by the neo-Malthusians or to as-
sert that there are no serious problems. While we generally tend to be op-
timistic about many of them, we recognize that very unpleasant situations
can arise—possibilities, which must be dealt with competently and re-
sponsibly. We also believe not only that this can be done, but that in many
cases it already is being done. Finally, we feel that even though the costs
and risks are great, the effort to achieve a postindustrial society is on bal-
ance a worthwhile one; and further, that priorities which emphasize tech-
nological advancement and economic growth, but with prudence and
care, are likely to be acceptable and largely beneficial.

Thus our disagreement with advocates of the limits-to-growth posi-
tions sometimes is that they raise false, nonexistent or misformulated is-
sues; equally often, perhaps, they pose as being basically insoluble real
problems for which we believe rather straightforward and practical solu-
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tions can be found in most cases. In our view, the more intractable and ba-
sic difficulties usually lie much less in the nature of things than in recent
or current policies, in unnecessarily poor administration or sometimes in
just plain bad luck. Most important of all, if successful programs are de-
vised to deal with old problems, then inevitably new problems are un-
covered and new goals are set; to those who take the initial success for
granted, it may then seem as if nothing has been accomplished.

NOTE

1. Scholarly integrity and concern for the somewhat maligned memory of
Malthus compel us to note that this best-known conclusion of his was an early
view which he tempered and amended in his later work.






Some Current Cultural
Contradictions of Economic
Growth: The New Emphases

he world is now at a critical point in the history of economic growth

and modernization. In the Advanced Capitalist nations, the growth
orientation of Western societies, a relatively unquestioned guiding light
for the last two centuries, is under direct challenge by advocates of limits
to growth and by other groups. At the same time the middle income and
some of the poor nations are in a takeoff stage.

Thus, many of the values that underlie growth are now being chal-
lenged by the wealthy—possibly with decisive effects for the wealthy. It
is too early to predict reliably how much confusion this will cause in the
developing nations, but we think that while it will lower the potential
growth rate of almost all nations and create some real problems in special
cases, it will not change overall trends much. In some cases, it will add to
the incentives to grow; the prospect of catching up becomes easier and
more exciting.

Economic historians have always identified a clear correlation between
past economic growth and such underlying cultural elements as the
“Thirteen Traditional Levers” listed below.

1. Religion, tradition, or authority. Automatic and perhaps unthink-
ing, respect for the legacy of the past, for continuity, for the existing
“social contract,” and for persons in authority (e.g., parents and
teachers).

[World Economic Development: 1979 and Beyond (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1979).]

115



116

O8]

10.

11.

12.

13.

Chapter 9

. Biological and physical realities (e.g., respect for and acceptance as

more or less normal and to some degree inevitable of the pressures
and dangers of the physical environment, the frailty of life and
health, the more tragic aspects of the human condition, and the ba-
sic and natural “unfairness” of any feasible social order and of life
itself, etc.).

. Defense of frontiers (territoriality).
. Earning a living—obtaining the five guarantees Chinese communes

often explicitly promise to their members: (1) adequate food, (2) ad-
equate clothes, (3) adequate shelter, (4) adequate medical care, and
(5) adequate funeral expenses. Sometimes they add: (6) adequate
education and (7) adequate pregnancy leave and expenses.

. Defense (by the nation, business, or family) of vital strategic and

economic interests.

. Defense (again, by the nation, business or family) of vital political,

moral, and morale interests.!

. Other appeals to economic or technological rationality and effi-

ciency.

. The “manly” emphasis—in adolescence: team sports, heroic fig-

ures, aggressive and competitive activities, rebellion against “fe-
male roles”; in adulthood: playing an adult male role (similarly, a
womanly emphasis).

. The “Puritan ethic” (deferred gratification, work-orientation,

advancement-orientation, sublimation of sexual desires, sobriety,
good work habits, etc.).

Ahigh (perhaps almost total) loyalty, commitment, or identification
with nation, state, city, clan, village, extended family, or secret soci-
ety.

The “martial” virtues—duty, patriotism, honor, heroism, glory,
courage, loyalty, and pride.

Other sublimation or repression of sexual, aggressive, aesthetic, or
“other instincts.”

Other “irrational” or restricting taboos, rituals, totems, myths, cus-
toms, and charismas.

The traditional values embodied in these societal levers and binders are
still held by a majority of the American people—perhaps even by most of
the working and middle classes in the United States, Western Europe, and
Japan. However, a relatively “new” emerging set of emphases is becom-
ing increasingly influential and threatens to slow or even stop economic
growth in the affluent market-oriented countries. These New Emphases
are listed below. Although the values and preferences outlined there have
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existed for a long time, they are now beginning to play a much more in-
tensive, pervasive, and overwhelming role.

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Selective risk avoidance (innovators, entrepreneurs, businessmen,
and “do-ers” generally must bear all risks and the burden of proof
as if only they and not society as well benefited from their profits
and efforts).

. Localism (“ins” vs. “outs,” no local disturbance or risks because of

needs of external world).

. Comfort, safety, leisure, and health regulations (often to be man-

dated by government regulation—sometimes approaching “health
and safety authoritarianism”).

. Protection of environment and ecology (at almost any cost to the

economy or other programs).

. Loss of nerve, will, optimism, confidence, and morale (at least

about economic progress and technological advancement).

. Public welfare and social justice (life must be made to be “fair”’—

equality in result, not of opportunity—justice should not be blind).

. Happiness and hedonism (as explicit and direct goals in life).
. General anti-technology, anti-economic development, anti-middle

class attitudes (“small-is-better” and “limits-to-growth” move-
ments, but enormous resources can be allocated or great economic
costs accepted to further points 1-7 above).

. Increasing social control and “o