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Though this is the “in” book on the 
current problems of our national se- 
curity establishment, it is much -!. 

morc than a conversational cocktail 
canape. James Fallows, formerly a 
speech writer for President Carter, 
has made a substantial contribution 
to the growing public debhe about 
the utility of present defense pro- 
grams and their appropriateness to 
our real security needs. In the face of 
the massive Soviet military buildup 
therc is increasing national realiza- 
tion of the need to improve our mili- 
tary capabilities; in response, the 
present administration is expanding 
defense programs that lack intcmal 
logic and suffer from questionable 
rationale while the nation suffers an 
cconomic crisis. Though the defense 
debate has sputtered along for years, 
the coincidence of t hey  factors has 
served to refuel it. It Gill sputter 
morc angrily in months to come. 

“This book is dcsigncd to give the 
general reader better ways of think- 
ing about defense,” says the author 
in the first sentence of his introduc- 
tion. Many in the dcfensc establish- 
ment will argue that Fallows does 
not offer better ways of thinking 
about defense and that, in fact, he has 
been seduced by thc siren songs of 
the misguided, the disgruntled, and 
the amateurs who have been nipping 
at the heels of the defense establish- 
ment for years. They are wrong. Fal- 
lows has identified and arti’culatcd 
better than any contemporary writer 
1 know the fundamental philosophi- 
cal and political themes that shape 
our present national security poli- 
cies. As a friend of mine remarked, 
“His synthesis of theory and reality 
isoutstanding.” Fallows not only has 
a way with words, he is marvelous 
with ideas. 

To return to his introduction: 
“Three themes run through this 
book. The first and most important 
is that our national defense is in con- 
stant danger of being so borne away 
22 

by theory that it loses touch with 
facts, historical experience, and sim- 
ple common sense. A second theme 
is that the conduct of war, and the 
preparations to avoid it, are basically 
different from other things that hu: 
man beings do and that the only way 
to think about them seriously is to 
understand them on their own 
tetms. The third theme is that the 
truly urgent military questions have 
little to do with how much money 
we spend. Indeed, more money for 
defense, without a change in the un- 
derlying pattcms of spending, will 
not make us more secure, and may 
leave the United States in a more 
vulnerable position than before.” . 

Fire off rockets! Ring bells! De- 
clare a holiday! Finally, someone has 
been able to distinguish cause from 
effect. Fallows acknowledges that 
war has its own peculiar logic and 
that those who create weapons, 
forces, and systems in ignorance of 
this logic will surely build a defense 
establishment that is not congruent 
with the realities that war will im- 
pose upon it. It is often easier, of 
course, to state premises than to sup- 
port them. Fallows, starting by his 
own admission with little knowl- 
edge of national security issues, has 
done a remarkable job of breaking 
into the murk that surrounds our na- 
tional security policies and of com- 
ing out with coherent, manageable, 
and understandable analyses. 

Three chapters merit particular 
mention. “Employces” wnsitivcly 
describes the unique nature’of mili- 
tary life. The inherent loyalties, af- 
fections, sacrifices, frustrations, and 
deep satisfactions that distinguish a 
military career from any civilian oc- 
cupation are described with rare un- 
derstanding. Beyond providing an 
interesting description of the cul- 
tural mores of the military tribes, 
this chapter provides a thoughtful 
analysis of how the All Volunteer 
Force has .confused the military 
value system and, perhaps more 
important, degraded our military ca- 
pabilities. Then there is “Theolo- 
gians,” with the best and most un- 
derstandable explanation of nuclear 
strategic doctrine 1 have ever read. If 

the concept of the “window of vul- 
nerability” has puzzled you, this 

.chapter will clarify all; a truly superb 
piece of analysis. 

Finally, in a chapter called ”Weap- 
ons,” Fallows discusses the M-16 ri- 
fle and the F-16 fighter plane. This is 
the section that has elicited the 
greatest controversy in the defense 
establishment. The story of the de- 
velopment of the M-16 illustrates 
how the military bureaucracy can 
take a fine weapon, the civilian-de- 
veloped AR- 15, and tum it into a less 
effective, more expensive, and, for a 
time, dangerously unreliable weap 
on. The documentation is taken 
largely from congressional hearings. 
It is a horror story, but it is true. 

In his analysis of the F-16 fighter 
plane, howevcr, Fallows stubs his 
toe. He attempts to show how the 
Air Force gold plates its weapons sys- 
tems by pushing toward the techno- 
logical state of the art. The results 
are oversophisticated weapons, in- 
creased costs, fewer weapons, and 
decreased performance and reliabil- 
ity. The F-16 started out as a rela- 
tively unsophisticated and highly 
maneuverable clear-air (rather than 
all-weather) fighter costing less than 
$20 million. When the Air Force had 
finished, thc fighter was more so- 
phisticated, more expensive by $5 
million, and, according to Fallow% 
less capable. The difficulty with this 
argument is that the ”simple 
fighter“ does not exist and no com- 
parisons of flying performance can be 
made. The present, sophisticated F- 
16 is the finest fightcr of its type in 
the world. It outperforms compara- 
ble aircraft dramatically. Though I 
am not alone in agreeing with Fal- 
lows‘s premise, the F-16 is a poor 
case to use in evidence. It is unfor- 
tunate that controversy over this is- 
sue has clouded the book’s value. 

Those who argue that Fallows is a 
novice in defense matters and that 
the defense debate is better left in the 
hands of those who “understand” 
the speciaI nature of our national se- 
curity systems are wrong. Fallows 
thinks clearly and well. He writcs 
superbly. He has made a most impor- 
tant contribution to what one can 
only hope will be a continujng and 
intelligent public discussion of the 
nation’s defense policies for the 
1980s. To understand this debate 
you must read National Defense. 


