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The center of Herman Kahn’s in- 
fluential book On Tlicrniotiticlcar 
\\’m is the insistence thnt Lve must 
tliirik about that subject. Certain- 
ly we sliould, but how? Not only 
as strategists, but as men. 

hlr .  Kahn makes many critical 
rcmarks about die naiiyete and 
irresponsibibty with \vliich his 
subject has hitherto been treated. 
”\l’hv don’t \ve care?” he asks, 
and, typically, ans\vers tvith a 
list or rather, Ivith several lists. 

It is true that many of us have 
di8iculty confronting the possibi- 
litics of a \vorld in which 5 mil- 
lion or 20 million or SO million 
or 160 million persoiis have been 
killed. I t  is true that many of us 
have not precisely analyzed the 
cliffercnces among tliese worlds: 
tlieir diffcrent “acceptability,” the 
different lengtlis of time it 
\vould take to recover, and so on 
(one of hlr. Knhii’s main points 
is that our preparation could make 
large changes in these matters). 
I t  is truc tlilit niost of us have not 
gone into detail about life (or 
\vliatevcr it nvould be )  under such 
conditions. 

It may be true tlint many of us 
h ive  clcments of what he very 
often nnd contemptuously refers 
to as “\visIifuI tIiinCing.” NO doubt 
i t  is h u e  that niorc tliought 
sliould be given to the problems 
of force and politics in the tlier- 
monuc1c:u age than has so far 
been given. Air. Kahn is quite 
riglit tlint there are many non- 
militar). folk-“utopians,” he calls 
them-\vho do not like, and do not 
examine, mi1it:iT problems. Per- 
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haps hlr. Kahn -is to be com- 
mended, as the statements on the 
jacket and in some reviews have 
commended him, for resolutely 
and even jauntily advancing over 
into the tenitor). of thermonuclear 
devastation, to analyze its parts 
and possibilities in discriminate 
detail. But there is another side 
to the mattcr. Thermonuclear war 
is too important a subject to be 
left to the game-theorists. 

These remarks are not intended 
to be a “re\ie\v” of this book, 
which I would not be technically 
competent to review. (Part  of the 
problem about the whole field 
rests there, by  the way). What  I 
want to do, rather, is to comment 
on the nvorld of thought, or “ana- 
lysis,” out of which the book 
comes, and nvhich i t  intends to 
promote in the leadership and 
populace, and also to sugsest that 
such R study of thermonuclear 
war should be  combined with 
equally bold and thorough studies 
of other aspects of our unpre- 
cedented situation. 

hir. Kahn, \\.lie has n curiously 
ch;itw and digressins and jazzy 
styleleven in lectures, as these 
originally nTere--nTites many pa- 
ragraphs about the ivay conimit- 
tees think, and the \yay particular 
groups of people think (“intel- 
lectuals;” bureaucrats;” “idenl- 
ists”), and many spot analyses of 
the reasons \vhy n.e and they 
think so. Perhaps wc can be  for- 
given, therefore, if we comment 
not on tlie substance but on the 
method and manner of his book 
-on tlie \vny his kind of people 
think. The substance, anyway, is 
impossibly complicated (in one 
of his chatty asides he  esplnins 
that we  have to be “at least” this 
complicated, and that w e  should 
be savagely critical of those who 
are less so). And the foreword 
states that the book is M remark- 
able for its method as for its con- 
clusions. 

That method seems to me to 

have grave deficiencies as well as 
a certain necessary utility. My be- 
lief is that it should be more self- 
critical than it is, and more sub- 
ordinate than it is. The thought- 
world from which the book 
comes is that of the technical- 
mathematical treabient of social 
problems -. the approach that 
treats human society as though it 
were a machine, and makes qunn- 
titative calculations about the way 
i t  works. 

This approach caii Iield import- 
ant ’knowledge, but  a t  the highest 
moral and philosophical level, of 
course, it is fatally defeckive. Its 
practitioners often do  not know 
when they have moved to that 
level; instead, the language and 
method and assumptions needed 
for “analytical” ancl mathematicd 
work often bootleg in an  ethic 
and a metaphysic of a dubious 
sort. Also, style ancl taste are im- 
portant when we are dealing with 
the estremes of human life and 
death; behavioristic analyses cliar- 
acteristically are not strong in 
these regards. ’ 

These considerations about 
what is implied in a method and 
a style, reach thcir highest in- 
tensit)‘ when w e  deal with the 
humanly-initiated destruction of 
millions, of civilization, even of 
human life, that may be involved 
in a modem war. A certain awe 
-to put  it mildly-should sur- 
round our contemplation of such 
matters. A certain sensitivih 
should attend our discussion of 
them. It  is true h a t  even on such 
problems careful, precise, imper- 
sonal, technical analysis has to be 
done somewhere-but it should 
not dominate, it should not set the 
tone for, the entire consideration. 
And it should not then be set 
forth in jazz-talk. 

I t  is illuminating to note the 
newous sentence in the foreword 
by Klaus Knorr: “. . . though the 
subject matter raises profound 
moral problems, this is not a 
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book about the moral aspects of 
military problems.” 

Bemard Shaw points out in the 
preface to Saint / o m  that eccle- 
siastics, by constantly handling 
holy things, become insensitive 
to holiness. The analogy is not 
right, but it makes my point to 
say that military planners, by con- 
stantly dealing with destruction, 
may become insentitive to its 
larger human meaning. 

There are hvo sides to this, of 
course. La)iiien who overhear 
doctors jocularly talking about 
their mistakes, or who overhear 
politicians making cynically “pol- 
itical” remarks. nisy bc unduly 
shocked, failing to recognize that 
there are moral discriminations 
built into the profession, taken 
for granted bv practitioners de- 
spite their u n h t o n e d ,  shorthand 
conversation. Similarly, there is 
often an unjustified la?man’s re- 
action agninst the language of 
militnr). strategy. especially i n  
the nuclear age, that quite un- 
fairly attributes callousness to the 
participants. There sometimes is, 
in  fact, a kind of bearer-of-bad- 
tidings effect in a naive reaction 
against writers like Henry Gs- 
singer and Herman K d i n ;  i t  
blames them somehow for the 
world they discuss, as though hir. 
&singer were positively in fiivor 
of having a limited war, and hlr. 
Kahn responsible for a thermo- 
nuclear war. 

Such a reaction is, of course, 
absurd. Against i t  one must mnin- 
tain that in this field as in others 
the professional, because of liis 
superior knowledge of detail, may 
make important moral discrimina- 
tions (even thougli not in “moral” 
language) that the la>mnn misses. 
One might argue that hlr. Kahn’s 
effort to persuade us to build 
shelters, and othentke increase 
preparations both for avoiding 
and for suniving thenonuclciir 
war, falls in that category. Vie 
professional’s superior knoivledge 
of the hard facts may make hini 
face up to real moral require- 
ments the 1a)man tries to dodge. 

But all this applies only with-  

in a discipline, and not with re- 
spect to the unesamined assump- 
tions upon which it proceeds. 
Il’here the subject has problems 
and dubious aspects in its very 
nature the technician in the field 
characteristically is blind. There 
the lajman, or outsider, or gener- 
alist, may have something to say. 
The less professional, the more 
“technical” ( impersonal, “objec- 
tive,” quantitative) the field of 
thought, and the broader its so- 
cial consequences the more it re- 
quires ethical criticism from be- 
vond its own frame. hiifitax-\. 
strategy, with these weapons, both . 
has immense social consequences 
and-in the hands of Herman 
Kahn-is a very “tectinicnl” ,&air. 
Therefore, treatments like his 
baclly need the corrective and 
criticism of a larger frame, in 
which military stratem is subor- 
dinate to politics and politics con- 
nected to ethics, in a liuman and 
humane rather than a matheniati- 
cal language. 

For hlr. Kahn, paradosically, it 
is necessary to con\ince us that 
thermonuclear war is quite pos- 
sible in order to make us take 
the steps that are most likely to 
prevent it. He does not enough 
admit the simpler possibility, that 
by making thermonuclear war 
seem du’nkable and survival 
possible one may niake thermo- 
nuclear \var more likely. The 
tender-mindcdness lie nishes to 
overcome may be a basic moral 
revulFion that should not be over- 
come. 

Let 11s @\.e an ewmple of tlie 
desirable style and approach to 
the largest contcniporar). interna- 
tional problems: the style and ap- 
proach of George Kennan. On 
specific points nnd positions, one 
may of course disagree with him, 
but on the matters I am discus- 
sing-style and method-hlr. Ken- 
nan, \vho is a kind of moralist, 
represents what \ye need in think- 
ers about thermonuclear war. He 
writes sentences carefully. He is 
aware of his limitations ;is a man, 
and continually indicates that 
anweness in a tentative and per- 

s o d  element in his style. He 
combines ethical. sensitiLit). Lvith 
political and technical knowledge, 
and makes the latter subordinate 
to thc former. His historical \vis- 
doni is primnry, his technical cal- 
culations secondary. He thinks 
\vhat the words he is writing 
mean i n  real and Iiunian terms. 
One never fears that he \vi11 turn 
Iuniself into a computer. 

Now, the other point I \\fillit to 
make is dint Air. Kahn’s bold ap- 
proach to thermonuolear war- 
that it is sunGvable, “thinkable,” 
plan-for-able, maybe even do-able 
- requires equal boldness in 
other directions. A themionucleiir 
war, even with hlr. Kahn’s sheb 
ters, \vould be R m a j or catus- 
trophe ( I  trust hir. Kidin would 
allow that phrase, even thougli i t  
is inesact). If we are to plan for 
it, and tlu’nk about it (as v‘c 
should), we should equally bold- 
ly think about and plan for othrr 
radical developments and courses 
of action, for example in disnrm- 
ament, in tacit agreements to co- 
exist, in losing the struggle, in 
making international economic 
ventures. Destruction on the 
scale hlr. Kahn is talking about 
is a deep historical event that 
changes all the possibilities, in 
unforeseeable ways; yet hlr. Kahn 
treats ever).thing except that nfnr 
in quite conventional terms. Na- 
tion-states are still fightin,q for 
their interests, the Iarser “GNP” 
and the ranch house econoini- is 
still much desired, the interna- 
tional ideological opposition is 
undiminished, and so on. 

To treat a possible event of the 
depth and magnitude of thermo- 
nuclear war therefore requires a 
profound historical iniagin:ltion, 
a playing on the possibilities i n  
e iwv direction, and an acute 
mord sense. hlr. Kahn, consc- 
quentl\f, is surely right when he 
says that we need the thought of 
persons outside military strategy 
and mathematical calculation to 
deal \vi& world politics in our 
strange era. And this, preciscly, is 
what is lackins in On Thcrtrionu- 
clear W a r .  
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