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HEN the United States found the way to make a thermonuclear 
weapon small enough to be carried in an aircraft and inexpensive 

enough to permit its being made in substantial numbers, a number of 
specific ideas were bound to occur to those who knew of the American 
achievement. First was the thought that what the United States could 
do, the Soviet Union could also do, and probably rather soon. A slightly 
more sophisticated but still irrepressible thought was that so vast an 
increase in the power of the weapon advanced decisively the already 
tremendous advantage which the first atomic bombs gave to the offense 
over the defense in strategic bombing. A third consideration which at 
this point entered the mind, if it was not shut out by bias, was that a 
large-scale mutual exchange of thermonuclear weapons on cities reduced 
war to a suicidal absurdity. It is almost impossibly difficult to imagine 
a set of positive national objectives that could be realized through such 
a war even by the side that was "victorious" (the quotation marks so fre- 
quently put round the word merely call attention to the need to re- 
examine its meaning). The threat to wage such a war would still have 
to be used as a "deterrent," but few things could be so protected if the 
threat was to be convincing. 

From this stage of thinking various further refinements (and thus 
divergences) of thought became possible, depending on one's imagina- 
tion, information, degree of involvement in strategic thinking or plan- 
ning, and extent of commitment to certain institutional preconceptions. 
Also certain ideas became possible during and following the Korean 
War which would have appeared as hopelessly aberrant without that 
experience. The Korean War demolished the basis for the glib axiom 
that all modern wars must be total, and demonstrated conspicuously 
some of the major constraints necessary to keeping a war limited- 
above all, willingness to settle for goals representing a considerable degree 
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of compromise with the enemy, and thus readiness to keep contact with 
him and to enter into and maintain negotiations with him. 

The fact that we were ideologically unprepared for such an experience 
is probably the chief reason we did not accomplish a great deal more 
with the strength we committed to it. Certainly it was a cardinal error- 
having almost nothing to do with whether or not we wanted to keep 
the war limited-to abandon offensive pressure at the very moment 
that a retreating enemy showed a willingness to enter into armistice 
negotiations. We paid bitterly for that error in the prolongation of 
negotiations, in the terms of settlement and, above all, in the disillusion- 
ment and distaste which the American people were permitted to develop 
as the main emotional residue of their experience with limited war. 
Nevertheless, thoughtful people were taught much about war from 
Korea, which enabled them also to view in a new light such earlier 
experiences as the Berlin airlift and our involvement in the Greek civil 
war. 

But one may ask why serious thinking about limited war had to 
await the coming of the thermonuclear bomb. Why was not the ordinary 
Hiroshima-type atomic bomb enough? One reason has already been 
hinted at above. Fission bombs were limited enough in power to make 
it appear necessary to use fairly large numbers of them in order to 
achieve decisive results, at least against a country as large as the United 
States or the Soviet Union. The requirement for delivery of large num- 
bers made it in turn possible to visualize a meaningful even if hardly 
satisfactory air defense, both active and passive. One could still think 
in terms of a struggle for command of the air in the old Douhet sense. 
Perhaps such ideas were illusory; possibly the feeling that the H-bomb 
was distinctively new and significantly different from the A-bomb 
argued merely an underestimation of the A-bomb. But when one has 
to confront a basic change in circumstances, it helps if it is unequivocal. 
It is, after all, enormously difficult even now to think through the various 
ramifications of the idea of limited war, and many if not most political 
and military leaders are still unconvinced that one ought to make the 
attempt. 

Anyway, this reviewer can think of no one who seriously advocated 
exploration of limited-war techniques prior to the coming of the H- 
bomb. A few military writers, like Major Hoffman Nickerson, Major 
General J. F. C. Fuller, and Captain B. H. Liddell Hart, exhibited well 
before World War II considerable distaste for the modern style of total 
and orgiastic wars. These writers expressed an abhorrence of mass 
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armies, which to their minds signified an abandonment of controls and 
of rational direction; but one got the feeling that what troubled them 
most was the attendant suppression of the element of art in war and 
in strategy. Liddell Hart, to be sure, in his Revolution in Warfare, pub- 
lished in i946, specifically tied his appeal for a return to limited war to 
the existence of atomic weapons. "Warfare as we have known it in the 
last thirty years is not compatible with the atomic age" (p. 98). And 
again: "The problem, like a coin, has two sides-'head' is the prevention 
of war, but the 'tail' is the limitation of war. If experience has taught 
us anything, we should now be capable of realizing the danger of con- 
centrating exclusively on the perfectionist policy of preventing war, 
while neglecting the practical necessity, if that policy fails, of limiting 
war-so that it does not destroy the prospects of subsequent peace" 
(p. 109). 
We must also remember the contributions of those historians and 

sociologists who explored and elucidated the conditions of limited war 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the development of the 
concept of total war in the twentieth. One thinks especially of those 
papers by Dr. Hans Speier which were gathered together in Part III 
of his Social Order and the Risks of War, published in I952. Most of 
these papers were originally published years earlier, well before the 
atomic era; they were contributions to historical and sociological schol- 
arship and not intended to be policy-oriented. Quite different, of course, 
was his paper, "War and Peace," presented in December I953 as part of 
the Columbia University Bicentennial Broadcast Lectures. Also, the 
distinguished book by Professor John U. Nef, War and Human Prog- 
ress: An Essay on the Rise of Industrial Civilization, published in I950, 
examined the cultural and moral as well as the material restraints upon 
war in the past; but concerning the present and future the author simply 
threw up his hands. 

In using the term "limited war" today, we are not talking about 
a return to something. We are talking about something quite new. 
If wars were limited in ages past, the reasons why they were so have 
on the whole little relevance for us today. Apart from the existence 
of moral and religious scruples, wars were kept limited by the small 
margin of the national economic resources available for mobilization, 
as well as by the relatively small capabilities for destruction that could 
be purchased with those narrow margins. Today, on the contrary, we 
speak of limited war in a sense that connotes a deliberate hobbling of 
a tremendous power that is already mobilized and that must in any 
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case be maintained at a very high pitch of efectiveness-for the sake 
only of inducing the enemy to hobble himself to like degree. No prob- 
lem like this one has ever presented itself before. The problem of modern 
limited war is the problem of sanctions for keeping out of action, even 
though in being, precisely those instruments which from a strictly 
military point of view are the most efficient. 

Thinking ahead is an unnatural phenomenon. The first real thermo- 
nuclear explosion occurred at Eniwetok on November 7, I952 (it was 
not actually described in an official release until more than a year later), 
but even scientifically trained people who presumably knew for months 
ahead what was likely to happen were stunned by what did happen. 
The same was true of the first Soviet thermonuclear explosion, which 
took place distressingly soon thereafter. Few persons seemed willing to 
think about the long-run implications of a Soviet capability until that 
capability was an existing reality. Until then, a plea for the study of 
limited war as something that might have relevance to future con- 
tingencies was likely to fall on uncomprehending ears, if not hostile 
ones. 

Concerning the opposition, let us acknowledge some facts that must 
remain of supreme importance to the future environment of thinking 
about limited war. General MacArthur's remark following his dis- 
missal that "There is no substitute for victory" reflects a bias endemic 
in all the armed services which works against any use of restraint upon 
one's strength during wartime. However, important elements within 
the Army especially are beginning to see that their own service might 
have no function at all to perform in a total war. In such a war the 
Navy would also be without its traditional function, which is the 
exercise of command of the sea, though it might participate in strategic 
bombing through its carrier-borne aircraft or submarine-launched mis- 
siles. Members of the Air Force, however, know that a total war would 
be primarily theirs to fight, and most airmen feel confident that it would 
be exclusively theirs. A limited war, on the contrary, seems to throw the 
Air Force back into the distasteful role of "support to the ground 
forces." 

Air Force officers have been reared on the philosophy of the predomi- 
nance of strategic bombing. Although that philosophy did not fare 
as well in World War II as followers of Douhet had hoped, it received 
at the end of that war a tremendous, though gratuitous, boost from the 
atomic bomb, which to almost any unbiased observer seemed to quell 
all the previous arguments about the ineffectiveness of strategic bomb- 
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ing. Strategic air doctrine was riding high, when suddenly it began 
to be bruited about that perhaps atomic and especially thermonuclear 
weapons made strategic bombing too effective, too tremendously de- 
structive to be released under any but the ultimate challenge. The idea 
could hardly be congenial to the service that had but lately won not 
only its right to an independent mission, but also the position of most- 
favored-service in the allocation of the defense budget. And let it be 
said, too, that in an era when peacetime defense budgets amount to 
around 35 or 40 billions of dollars, the argument that the thermonuclear 
bomb can do everything-and that nothing is likely to be done or 
should be done without it-carries a tremendous political appeal in the 
name of economy! 

These attitudes represent one important reason for the strong official 
resistance to the new thinking about limited war-thinking that began 
to pour out in the form of books and articles in this country and the 
United Kingdom beginning late in I954. Among the relevant authors 
whose articles appeared in this country about that time are Henry A. 
Kissinger, Richard S. Leghorn, and the present reviewer. A noteworthy 
contribution was the book, Military Policy and National Security 
(i956), edited by W. W. Kaufmann, which contained pertinent chap- 
ters by the editor especially and also by Roger Hilsman and Klaus 
Knorr. Various classified papers in the same field antedated any of the 
published articles referred to above-some, by the present reviewer, 
being circulated early in I942, when the thermonuclear weapon was 
known to be in the offing but had not yet been tested. In the United 
Kingdom, the name of Rear Admiral Sir Anthony Buzzard has 
achieved special prominence, partly because he made popular the phrase 
"graduated deterrence," and also because he has become the leading 
figure in a political and intellectual movement to win official attention 
for his views. 

Another important reason why official resistance to limited-war 
thinking is bound to continue high is that there remain some extremely 
knotty problems in existing concepts of limited war. Some of these prob- 
lems will be exposed in the discussion of the new items reviewed below. 

The first such item, published by the Royal Institute of International 
Affairs, is a pamphlet entitled On Limiting Atomic War. An intro- 
ductory note explains that the paper "springs from a number of discus- 
sions held during the summer of I956" by Rear Admiral Sir Anthony 
Buzzard, Professor P. M. S. Blackett, Mr. Denis Healey, M.P., and 
Mr. Richard Goold-Adams. 
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None of the basic arguments for the desirability and practicability 
of attempting to limit war that are presented here is distinctively new, 
but this reviewer knows no other place where they are more lucidly 
and concisely stated. However, one distinctive feature of the problem 
is indicated in the title, which emphasizes the limiting of atomic war. 
Although some writers have been content to leave it an open question 
whether or not limited war must in practice be synonymous with non- 
atomic war, the authors of the present pamphlet make a special point 
of insisting upon the use of nuclear weapons even in limited wars. They 
feel that limitations that kept out nuclear weapons would excessively 
advantage the Soviet bloc. In our own country, Dr. Kissinger is identi- 
fied with a similar view. 

However, the use of any kind of nuclear weapon greatly increases 
the difficulties in the way of maintaining limitations. For one thing, 
it is much easier for an observer to distinguish between use and non-use 
of nuclear weapons than between the use of, say, a io-kiloton atomic 
weapon and a weapon two or three times as large. If there are going 
to be sanctions against violations, the violations must be unequivocal. 
In trying to maintain limitations, as the authors agree, "the need for sim- 
plicity is paramount" (p. 28). They do not attempt to solve these diffi- 
culties except to say that "there is certainly no reason for supposing 
that distinctions between tactical and strategic weapons, and their use, 
cannot be worked out in theory, even though an arbitrary line might 
have to be taken between the several different factors involved" (p. 28). 
And, on the same page: "The broad object is certainly clear enough. 
This must be to spare from mass destruction as many civilians as pos- 
sible, without unduly upsetting the relative military situation either in 
favour of the Communist Powers, whose possible aggression must be 
effectively deterred, or in favour of the West." 

The authors stress the fact that such distinctions must be established 
well in advance of any crisis in which they are supposed to apply. And 
the nice balancing they are calling for would seem to necessitate explicit 
rather than implicit international understandings. We offer as the under- 
statement of the year the observation that such agreement is not going 
to be easy to get.' In this connection, it is well to clarify one fact that 

' My colleague, Dr. Oleg Hoeffding, has called my attention to, and translated for 
me, the opening paragraph of a review of the above-described RIIA pamphlet in the 
Soviet foreign affairs monthly, Mezhdunarodnaia Zhizn' [International Life], No. 3 
(1957): 

"Let us imagine that a murderer is addressing his victim as follows: 'Look, here I 
have an enormous, heavy Mauser, and here a pretty little Browning. Don't fret, I'm 
not going to shoot you with the clumsy Mauser, I prefer to use the elegant little 

This content downloaded from 86.177.8.225 on Thu, 18 Feb 2016 09:59:11 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



118 WORLD POLITICS 

seems to be considerably confused not only in the lay mind but also in 
the minds of scientists and professional military people. One frequently 
encounters references to "tactical" nuclear weapons as distinct from 
"strategic" ones, the implication being that the former are of small 
yield and the latter large. But there is no military reason why tactical 
weapons should be small. Usually, where a small weapon is good, a 
larger one is better; and the delivery of the latter is likely to be about 
as feasible and not much more expensive. There is little if any inherent 
reason why the larger one cannot be as accurately aimed, and a large 
bomb exploding at some distance from one's own troops (if there are 
any in the area) is not necessarily a greater hazard to them than a 
smaller bomb exploding close. At least, these remarks hold for a very 
wide range of yields, and since our authors emphasize that they want 
to use only the smallest atomic bombs (p. 27), they are talking about 
a restriction which will have to be arbitrarily imposed rather than one 
for which the users will have an automatic preference. 

Finally, it must be asked why one is justified in ruling out non-use 
of such weapons if one is also insisting on using only the smallest nuclear 
weapons. Especially since our authors recognize that as a possible 
battleground Europe "presents a special case" (p. 29)-i.e., an area 
where any restrictions may be exceptionally difficult to apply-it is 
hard to see why the West, with its much greater economic resources 
than the Soviet bloc, is inherently at a disadvantage in other areas of 
the world in any kind of combat, atomic or non-atomic. The authors 
talk about the presumed greater deterrent effect of readiness to use 
atomic weapons; but since we are not considering a unilateral use (or, 
if we are, we should make clear the circumstances under which we 
would expect to get away with it), it would seem that readiness to inter- 
vene is of more importance as a deterrent than the choice of weapons. 
And it is by no means obvious that our readiness to intervene will in 
most cases be greater if we are expecting two-way nuclear hostilities 
rather than the non-nuclear variety. One must also take into account 
the preferences of the people whom we will presumably be defending 
against aggression, for however "peripheral" a war may be to the areas 
we regard as of central importance, the places we find ourselves fighting 
over are not going to be uninhabited. It would be, to say the least, diplo- 
matically embarrassing to have to intervene without the express invita- 

Browning....' This kind of speech has lately been addressed to the public by the 
propagandists of atomic war. ..." 

The review is entitled "The big lie about 'little' atomic wars." 
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tion and perhaps against the wishes of the people whom we would 
claim to be supporting. But they are not likely to want nuclear weapons 
falling about their homes. 

The book by Professor Osgood, entitled Limited War: The Challenge 
to American Strategy, is a different sort of effort. Although the pamphlet 
just described is avowedly a political tract, the Osgood book identifies 
itself as a scholarly work bringing "theoretical and historical insights 
to bear" on the current problem, on which the author, however, does not 
refrain from taking a position. The project of writing the first compre- 
hensive book in the field provided a splendid opportunity, and the 
author must be congratulated on having seized it. And let us say at 
once that the effort is impressive. The subject matter covered is ap- 
propriate to the objective, and it is well handled. Professor Osgood 
consistently produces observations and conclusions that strike this re- 
viewer as sound, and often incisive. And yet, perhaps because the op- 
portunity was so great, the realization of it leaves one dissatisfied that it 
was not handled even better. 

To mention less important things first, the author's style suffers from 
a certain prolixity-or possibly it is only discursiveness. But this point 
would not even be worth mentioning if Professor Osgood's book really 
made its mark in terms of scholarship. The author surveys the material 
of each chapter as though he were almost the first arrival on the 
terrain. A conspicuous though not unique illustration is provided in 
the chapter called "The Communist Approach to War," where the 
author, who makes no claim to being a specialist on Russia, mentions 
in the thirteen footnotes for the chapter only two monographs dealing 
directly with the Soviet Union, plus two or three articles; yet he man- 
ages to cite also Volumes VIII and XX of Lenin's Selected Works as 
well as the Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung! 
Among the several thoughts provoked in this reviewer by such 

handling of the literature, one is that the author shows excessive dis- 
dain for the better specimens among what scholarly usage unfortunately 
terms "secondary works." Also, it happens that Lenin's Selected Works, 
published in New York in I943 and I945 (not in i936-38, as the author 
indicates), run to twelve volumes, so that the use of a Vol. XX suggests 
that the author is really referring to Lenin's Collected Works. On the 
other hand, the latter, which began to be published in New York in 
I929, does not yet contain a Vol. VIII. 
The third item before us is by P. M. S. Blackett, the distinguished 

scientist who wrote the book published in the United Kingdom as 
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Military and Political Consequences of Atomic Energy (1948) and in 
this country as Fear, War, and the Bomb. This earlier work attempted 
to prove that the atomic bomb was much overrated as a strategic weapon, 
and, considering that the Soviet Union had no atomic capability at that 
time, it was difficult to escape the feeling that the author's conclusions 
were much affected by his obvious pro-Soviet bias. 

The present work is of a quite different character. It contains only 
three chapters, which follow closely the three Lees Knowles lectures 
on military science given by the author at Cambridge University in 
the spring of i956. Of these, the most notable and useful is the first, 
in which Professor Blackett surveys the opinions of others who have 
recently written on the subject of limited war. He is also interested in 
the merits, if any, of British and American official pronouncements on 
military doctrine. The pages in which he reviews official policy, explicit 
and implied, are probably the most valuable in the book. 

Professor Blackett's arguments in this first chapter are tightly rea- 
soned, devastatingly logical, and simply and lucidly put. And his criti- 
cism of other writers in the field is incisive and wholly just, even if 
sometimes merciless. The other two chapters, in which he reviews the 
atomic arms race during the first decade of the atomic era, and also the 
prospects of reaching an accord with the Soviet Union, are of another 
quality. Although his pro-Soviet bias seems to have been very much 
attenuated since his earlier book, he still sounds least impressive when 
he is discussing the Soviet Union and its alleged motivations. 

One idea on which the entire book is based, and which tends to be 
implied in a good deal of the literature in the field, needs, however, to be 
examined. It is the now-familiar one that, to use Blackett's words, "all- 
out total war between East and West is highly unlikely" (p. 5). In the 
very next paragraph, Blackett permits himself to use the word "abol- 
ished." This has come about, he says, because of the "strategic atomic 
stalemate" which he considers to be "already in existence" (ibid.). 

Now total war with thermonuclear weapons may well be "highly 
unlikely" over some definite period of time, for reasons which are by 
now generally recognized. On the other hand, it is wrong and dangerous 
to assume that we already enjoy now and will enjoy in perpetuity a 
guarantee against such a war. On the contrary, as the authors of the 
Royal Institute pamphlet indirectly point out, one of the reasons why 
it is necessary to push for greater official interest in limited war tech- 
niques is that it would help to unwind the complex of existing attitudes 
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and preparations that constitute a trigger-action waiting to propel us 
into total war on suitable provocation. 

Although "suitable provocation" may mean different things to differ- 
ent people, its minimum meaning for many intelligent as well as 
politically important people is for some time going to include more 
than simply direct attack upon ourselves. The special character of 
Europe has already been noted. It is possible to conceive of alternatives 
to "massive retaliation" as the primary means for defending Europe, 
but no alternative has yet been suggested which appeals to the civilian 
and military leaders of the several nations involved. 

Finally, certain precautions still have to be taken concerning total 
war in order to reduce critically the chances that it will occur. Some of 
these precautions may be quite costly. For example, if the Soviet leaders 
should ever decide that by a surprise attack they could confidently count 
on destroying our strategic air force, whose very purpose it is constantly 
to threaten their existence, it would be their duty as good Bolsheviks 
to launch that attack. And far from preventing them from forming such 
an opinion, the existence of thermonuclear weapons is the chief stim- 
ulus to their entertaining the idea! Professor Blackett considers, and 
of course dismisses, preventive war initiated by us; but we must see to 
it also that the prospects for a preventive war never look good to the 
other side either. Professor Blackett's assumption-which seems to be 
also that of the other authors we have considered-that that essential 
objective is achieved automatically is almost certainly wrong. It may 
in-fact require a good deal more money to guarantee the security-on-the- 
ground of our Strategic Air Command, as opposed to its strictly of- 
fensive power, than we have thus far seen fit to spend for that purpose. 

It remains, in other words, an unfortunate fact that while total war 
is the one kind of war we cannot afford to have, it nevertheless must 
continue to claim, indefinitely, a first-priority call upon our resources. 
It is not clear that we are already in the position where we can afford to 
cut back on the scale of resources we have so far been allocating to it. 
On the other hand, that is no reason for refraining from intellectual 
preparation-and preferably planning as well-for other kinds of 
military containment of aggression, such as we are much more likely to 
have to use. New ways of thinking always have at least the merit of 
being cheap, though one would not think so from the general reluctance 
to engage in them. 

How much extra it will cost us to prepare a limited-war capability 
in addition to the minimal one we must have for total war is something 
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we cannot really know until there is a good deal more study of the 
relevant problems. No doubt economies are possible in areas of defense 
expenditure which would seem to have little pertinence either to a 
limited war or to a modern total war. A really objective tri-service 
examination of our defense needs, if we could ever have one, would cer- 
tainly expose such areas. Meanwhile it is useful, though sobering, to 
have Professor Osgood remind us that we have not yet begun to push 
the limits of what we can afford for our security. 
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