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Defense Policy and the Possibility of Total War 

T UNITED STATES, the original home of the doctrine of "massive 
retaliation," is also the country with a national compulsion to deny 
the possibility of total war.* One needs no more vivid proof than 
the surge of shocked rejection provoked in the latter part of 1961 
and the beginning of 1962 by some serious talk and a slight amount 
of activity concerning fallout shelters.' One recalls in the same 
connection the bitter denunciation by some reviewers, and by 

many others who may or may not have seen the book of Herman 
Kahn's On Thermonuclear War. 

So far as concems shelters, the significant factors from our 
point of view are the passionate and also the discriminate nature 
of the outcry against them, which stands out against a remark 
ably passive public acceptance of a national-security budget re 
cently raised to fifty billion dollars and covering an array of 
conspicuously offensive and therefore presumably more "provoca 
tive" weapons. The initial outlay for a public fallout shelter pro 
gram was projected at something over one percent of that figure 
for the first year. Why then has this program-especially the pri 
vate efforts which were quite independent of the government al 
locations-been singled out for such special reprobation? 

Clearly, fallout shelters, like the Kahn book, are objectionable 
because, unlike ballistic missiles, they cannot be written off to 
"deterrence"-a useful and important word that has by now ac 
quired some of the qualities of magic. The fallout shelter may 
help somewhat in deterrence, but its curse is that its most ob 

* This paper was in the main prepared while the author was on leave of ab 
scence from The RAND Corporation on a Reflective Year Fellowship awarded 
by the Carnegie Corporation. Thus The RAND Corporation and its sponsors are 
more than usually dissociated from the views expressed by the author. 
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vious utility is for saving life in the event of total war. Thus to ac 
cept shelters is to accept the possibility of the unthinkable. The 
thought frightens, and fright hides behind moralistic indignation. 

For the purposes of this article, the most interesting argument 
urged against shelters is that they would make war more likely. They 
will do so, according to various views, by making the citizenry 
and the politicians more complacent or more bellicose and by de 
tracting from the more "positive" kind of efforts for peace-that is, 
proposals for disarmament and the like, where the appeal to the 
opponent gains its force only indirectly or in veiled fashion from 

military power. 
Yet even if it were true that fallout shelters would make war 

more likely, it would still be important to know: By how much? 
And against what useful result? We should also want to know how 
much probability of war already existed before this alleged incite 
ment or provocation was added. Even if the probability of war 
were originally either very low or very high, we might still want 
to go ahead with our shelter program so long as shelters (a) added 
only marginally to the risk, and (b) had a good chance of being 
considerably useful in war; for a low probability is not the same 
as a zero probability where so much is at stake, and a high prob 
ability puts a certain urgency on getting ahead with anything that 
promises to reduce substantially the loss in lives. However, I must 
stress that our example is purely hypothetical. In any kind of sober 
analysis of all the relevant factors (which has not yet been done), 
a noncrash program for the provision of shelters will probably ap 
pear to be, especially in relation to the mass of other preparedness 
measures, of slight effect on the probability of war; and that slight 
effect is as likely to turn out negative as positive.2 

Our example demonstrates that it is often useful or necessary 
to think quantitatively, at least in terms of "more" or "less," of 
"much" or 'little," even where we cannot discover the true values 
for the relevant quantities or probabilities. The knowledge or strong 
suspicion that a is greater than b may be important to our policy 
even when we do not know the true value of a or b. Similarly, to 
know that something is "conceivable" is to know only that it has 
a finite probability, which may, however, be also an extremely low 
probability (as for example the so-called "catalytic" war about 
which so much has been written and said, that is, the war started 
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or provoked by the clandestine action of a third party; who desires 
to see the protagonists at each other's throats). Policy makers may 
and should respond in their planning to an array of possible con 
tingencies, and not merely to the single most expected event; but 
it might take a prodigal expenditure of resources to attempt to 
prepare for every event that is merely conceivable. 

How, then, shall we appraise, if not measure, the probability of 
total war, or "general" war, as the military prefer to call it? It is 
certainly more than merely conceivable, for it is frequently being 
explicitly or implicitly threatened by one side or the other in the 
cold war. The probability of such war is also clearly affected by 
our policies, so that by acts of omission or commission we can make 
it much more or much less probable. On the other hand, it is not 
always easy to know what actions, or omissions, have what effect 
on the degree of probability. Also, we suspect that the best be 
havior on our part would still leave a residual possibility of we 
know not what dimensions. Uncertainty concerning the degree of 
probability of general war is the problem most basic to our na 
tional defense policies, and it has equally great consequences for 
our military commitments with our allies in NATO and elsewhere. 

If Americans are reluctant to accept seriously the threat of gen 
eral war, the British and other Europeans have been even more so. 
This applies even to people who are deeply interested and well in 
formed, and whose views are often reflected in governmental policy. 
In the United Kingdom, for example, a retired head of the Royal 

Air Force can write of total war having been "abolished" by nu 
clear weapons3-a view that in America is least likely to be ad 
vanced by a senior air force officer, whether active or retired. In 
France the well-known book by General Pierre Gallois, formerly 
of the French Air Force, Strategie de l'age nucle'aire, advances the 
view that not only total war but all war will be abolished by nu 
clear weapons when enough countries have such weapons.4 He 
avoids too heavy a commitment to the status quo by allowing for 
faits accomplis, but insists that they will go unchallenged. 

There has been a great deal of direct or implied criticism of 
American "overspending" on total war capabilities, especially in 
the United Kingdom. Total war and limited war capabilities do in 
deed compete for funds, but President Kennedy's administration is 
apparently determined to build up both, thereby accepting the 
necessity of a larger over-all defense budget. The President seems to 
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be, among other things, of a different mind from his predecessor 
about what "the country can afford." 

However, easing somewhat the restrictions on the over-all budget 
can only alleviate marginally the conflict of views within the United 
States about what defense funds ought to go where. Everyone con 
cerned will admit that, since the ability to retaliate to a strategic 
nuclear strike is basic to our security-and to that of the whole 

Western alfiance-its requirements must have first priority. Un 
fortunately, that admission does not answer the question: How 

much is enough for the retaliatory force? For several years there 
has been a heated controversy within the American military serv 
ices, much of it inevitably in public, concerning the minimum and 

maximum needs for the retaliatory forces. Interservice controver 
sies about budgets are bound to be with us always, but this one 
involves a question of basic principle. 

One side has held that what it calls "finite retaliation" (an ad 
justment from what it formerly labeled "minimum retaliation") is 
enough. The saved resources, it feels, should go into limited-war 
capabilities. The other side is in favor of a general-war fighting 
capability which, although certainly not infinite, is nevertheless 

much larger; and they are willing to cut back on limited war, and 
certainly on conventional war capabilities. The military, it should 
be noticed, are generally much more concerned than most econ 
omists with the danger of "bankrupting the country" by military 
expenditures; to them it is not simply a matter of what Congress 
and the Administration will allow. 

The interesting thing about this argument is not the precise 
levels sought by each side but the fact that the "finite retaliation" 
advocates put the chances of total war at an extremely low level 
-though they concede that it is the existence of the retaliatory 
force that makes the risk so small. They believe not only that the 
deterrence of total war should be our first and major strategic goal, 
but also that it is a sufficient goal so far as concerns total war. They 
hold, therefore, that a relatively modest retaliatory force, especially 
if it is secure (like a few squadrons of submarines of a Polaris type) 
is enough to deter. The other side argues first that it is very diffi 
cult to know how much is enough to deter, given different kinds 
of crisis and given especially the fact that techniques are constantly 
changing (there may well be an "answer" to Polaris submarines); 
and they point out second, by a logical extension of the first argu 
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ment, that a total war may break out despite deterrence, in which 
case it will then have to be fought to a favorable conclusion, or 
anyway to the least disastrous one possible. There is an important 
difference, they insist, between winning and losing even a nuclear 
war, and there are vastly different degrees of damage to be suf 
fered in either winning or losing. 

Why should we have a total war? Mr. Khrushchev seems clearly 
not to want one, and certainly we do not. The Communist Chinese, 
to be sure, differ from their Russian colleagues most crucially on 
the question of the "inevitability" of cataclysmic war between the 

Communist and the "capitalist" worlds-a quarrel, or at least a di 
vergence, in which the Chinese hold rigidly to the unreconstructed 
Leninist view. Nevertheless, for a long time to come Communist 
China will not want to provoke a general war with the United 
States. Her present lack of the means to fight such a war is suffi 
cient guarantee to that. So long as China lacks a large nuclear and 

missile capability, the belief of her leaders in the inevitability of 
all-out war may even work to our advantage rather than the re 
verse. A government that thinks general war possible or probable 
-let alone "inevitable"-may for that reason be more cautious about 
moves that might provoke it prematurely. If their behavior has been 
outrageous, we may reflect that it might have been a good deal 

more outrageous. 
We should now clarify what we mean by a significant prob 

ability of total or general war. Obviously, a degree of probability 
low enough to have warranted a quite relaxed attitude before the 
advent of nuclear weapons may well be alarming under nuclear 
conditions. This change is due not only to the enormously greater 
destructiveness of war under nuclear conditions, especially to the 
home territories of t-he major contenders, but also to the fact that 
in nuclear general war virtually all significant preparations must 
be completely ready in advance. The latter consideration is in some 
respects more overwhelming than the former, certainly in its re 
quirements on the peacetime thinking of the citizenry concerning 
war. 

Thus, even if we estimate the probability of a general war within 
any given time span as very low, say one percent, the implications 
for policy of our taking seriously that degree of probability might 
be very great. One is reminded of the famous formula E=mc2 that 
Einstein gave the world in 1905 and that accounts for the tremen 
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dous energy released by nuclear reactions, whether fission or fusion. 
In the fission bomb only a relatively small proportion of the atoms 
available for fission actually undergo it, and of those atoms that 
do only about one-thousandth of the mass is translated into energy. 
Yet the bomb yields enormous power. The reason is that the con 
stant which is squared in the formula represents the speed of lightl 

With a multiplier so huge, "M" can be quite small and still yield a 
very large E. In the same way, so far as contingency planning is 
concerned, a low probability is subject, should the event occur, to 
the multiplier of untold costs, even with a moderately favorable 
outcome, and to much more heinous penalties if preparations have 
been critically lacking. 

These considerations suggest, incidentally, that even a fairly 
sharp improvement in political relations between the opposing 
blocs would, if these matters were decided according to cold rea 
son, have a relatively small effect, at least on certain kinds of de 
fense preparations. If a program for fallout shelters is indicated 
during the hotter phases of the Berlin crisis, its continuation is in 
dicated even if that issue cools off or is resolved, for such a pro 
gram takes a long time to carry out, and the political climate may 
deteriorate again. 

Much the same is true of armaments like antimissile missiles, in 
which the measure of adequacy in numbers is a matter not so 
much of superiority over an enemy but of proportionality to peo 
ples, areas, or installations to be defended. In a matter like anti 
missile missiles, however, obsolescence is a critical factor; and 
therefore an alleviation of political tensions might mean more em 
phasis on furthering research and development, rather than on 
procurement, while an intensification of political heat might have 
the opposite result. Nevertheless, in rational planning, we should 
expect a good deal less than proportionality between shifts in the 
political climate and shifts in the pace and direction of a weapon 
program. The two relevant questions to be asked of any improve 
ment in political affairs are first, how enduring is it likely to be, 
and second, is the probability of general war, though diminished, 
still sufficient to be material in our calculations? In other words, in 
this changed, relatively benign atmosphere, can a dangerous storm 
still arise? 

Any specific estimate of the probability of an event must also 
be fitted into a time dimension if it is to have meaning. Over a 
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long enough run, almost anything can happen. But our decisions, 
especially in the fields of military and political policy, are not con 
cerned with the state of the world over the next two hundred 
years, nor even the next fifty. Our military policy decisions do have 
to be concemed with lead time in the development and production 
of new weapon systems, and such lead times are generally longer 
than the layman expects them to be. Even so, ten to fifteen years 
is about as long a time as we can meaningfully plan ahead with re 
spect to specific hardware systems. The last ten years, incidentally, 
have been long enough to see two distinct and basic revolutions 
in weaponry: the advent and quick development of both the 
thermonuclear bomb and the long-range missile, each developing 
the potency of the other. 

Weapon systems are not all that matter; there is a political 
structure of the world to be considered too, and that happens also 
to be subject to swift and often unpredictable shifts. Anyway, for 
the purpose of making estimates of the probability of war, some 
thing between a decade and a score of years is as long a span as 
one should reasonably attempt to handle. 

Even if it were possible to arrive at some kind of estimate of the 
probability of war for the next ten or fifteen years, we should have 
a figure which has meaning only as a statistical norm. Probability 
figures are derived from or pertain to a multiple array of similar 
events, and, when we say that something has an 0.1 probability of 
happening, we mean that out of ten recurrences of essentially like 
circumstances the event in question will tend to occur once 
though it would be more reliable to express the proportionality in 
terms of larger figures, like ten out of a hundred. When we discuss 
the probability of general war, however, we are talldng about a 
unique event-at least, most of us are interested only in the one 
that happens next-and a unique event is almost by definition an 
aberration from any statistical estimate of probability. To the per 
son who gets killed on his first plane ride, it does not matter that 
tens of thousands of others have flown repeatedly without accident. 

The odds for him have been tremendously in his favor, yet he has 
lost. Similarly, even if we could be assured that the probability of 
general war is low, we should nevertheless have to be guided in 

many of our policies by the realization that it could happen-as 
long as we lack real guarantees against its happening. On the other 
hand, it is also true historically that the world has often seen wars 
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between two states averted, sometimes permanently, even though 
there were periods in which such a war looked highly probable. 

Above all, the probability of total war is affected by what we 
do about it. It is possible to imagine a world in which general 
war could be produced only by madmen. That would not relieve 
us of all our worries, but at least it would be a different and safer 
world from the one we live in now. Much remains to be done in 
the military field, and no doubt in other fields as well, to reduce 
the chances that sane men could resort to total war. Among the 
various military actions likely to have that effect, the most important 
by far are those which reduce the vulnerability of the retaliatory 
forces-thereby reducing or even nullifying the advantage of strik 
ing first, or the necessity of quick reaction or of anticipating enemy 
action. 

Naturally we are most interested, by a very wide margin, in 
reducing the vulnerability of our own retaliatory forces-which is 
to say, in assuring ourselves of the ability to retaliate if hit-but 

we are not comparably desirous of denying the enemy a similar 
posture. If the overriding object is to reduce the probability of 
general war, it is not necessarily true that whatever is his gain is 
our loss, or vice versa. It is a very good thing to be able to hit the 
enemy hard if we go first, and certainly it may be useful to be able 
to make that threat; but against that consideration we have to weigh 
first the fact that we are not likely to go first, and second, the com 
pensating advantages to us of his feeling secure in his retaliatory 
force, which should make him less trigger-happy in a crisis. To be 
sure, our being secure in itself greatly reduces any tendency on his 
part to be trigger-happys-though such a term does not in any case 
describe what Russian-American relations have thus far been like. 

The Russians will not ask us to decide for them how they should 
handle their vulnerability problem, but by our example we will 
certainly influence their relevant decisions. If making our retalia 
tory forces more secure causes them to make theirs more secure, 
the net result appears clearly more advantageous to both sides (in 
terms of reducing the probability of general war) than a condition 
of mutual vulnerability. One must be clear, however, that a con 
dition of mutually decreased vulnerability tends to shift the bur 
den for supporting policy to limited-war forces. 

We shall have more to say on this subject presently, but let us 
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consider now the view which, as we have already seen, is held by 
many people of public importance: that the probability of total war 
is extremely slight or nonexistent. This view is generally based on 
three assumptions: (1) it would be irrational for the Soviet leaders 
to start a total war; (2) they are not irrational; and (3) we in the 

West would have the same inhibitions, plus moral ones. 
Each of these assumptions, if not demonstrably wrong, is at 

least demonstrably unfounded. One might reply to each in turn 
as follows: (1) it may indeed be rational for the Soviet leaders 
to start a total war, which is to say that they might think it ra 
tional and have fairly good reasons for thinking so; (2) to argue 
that the Soviet leaders would never act irrationally or on the basis 
of emotion on so grave an issue is in effect to argue, against vo 
luminous evidence, that they are superhuman; and (3) we are our 
selves not much less capable than the Soviet leaders of starting a 

war for what might pass as rational reasons, and at least as capable 
of doing so irrationally-our moral inhibitions probably being in 
both instances subject to quick erosion under pressure. To be sure, 
one must explain and justify each of these replies. 

First, as for the question of the rationality of attack by the So 
viets on us, or for that matter the other way round, one naturally 
has to deal with a fairly confined appreciation of the term "ra 
tional." Thus, when we say that an attack can be rational, we mean 
simply that it can accomplish an immediate advantage over a dan 
gerous opponent, the advantage being of sufficient dimensions to 
quell or control the danger. The argument that in the long run 
such a tactic cannot pay has the impossible task of proving that 
long-run considerations should prevail over short-run ones, even 
in a duel. 

In his article, "The Delicate Balance of Terror," published in 
Foreign Affairs in January 1959, Albert Wohlstetter called atten 
tion to the likelihood that if the enemy struck first in an all-out 

war, most of our retaliatory forces might never get into the air 
against him, and those that did might never arrive over their tar 
gets (at that time the retaliatory forces were comprised exclusively 
of aircraft). Thus, in a showdown the enemy might see a chance 
to eliminate our power with something like impunity. Presumably, 

with some modifications for differences in target intelligence and 
other factors, including a marked strategic bombing superiority 
on our side, the reverse was also true, but Wohlstetter was address 
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ing himself primarily to our own dangers and to what we had to 
do to remedy them. 

That article attracted much attention, as well it should have, 
since the arguments were largely novel and shocking and were im 
plemented with great skill. Possibly Wohlstetter was overlooking 
some important intangibles (the balance has in the intervening 
time proved something other than "delicate") but his factual data 

were impressive, and he was drawing attention to a situation which 
was either actually or potentially dangerous and which was until 
that moment almost completely overlooked by interested laymen, 
as well as by many who were not laymen. 

The question now is whether adequate measures are being taken 
to reduce progressively and rapidly any continuing danger. We 
have Polaris submarines, and programs are under way to "harden" 
or shelter the launching sites of long-range land-based missiles. 
Other things have been done or are planned to make an enemy 
surprise attack less likely to succeed in destroying our retaliatory 
forces. Whether these steps are sufficient in view of the changing 
nature of the danger (including for example, a phenomenal ac 
curacy in long-range missiles which was undreamed of four or 
five years ago and which, along with more powerful warheads, 

makes the problem of defending one's own retaliatory missiles 
much more difficult) cannot be answered here. However, a few 
generalizations which are both pertinent and important can be 

made. 
First, it takes a lot of money to make a retaliatory force secure; 

and because the character of the danger changes, the investment 
must be a continuing one, requiring imaginative anticipation as well 
as a liberal dedication of resources. Second, this kind of imagina 
tion and liberal spending has always in the past been much more 
easily evoked for offensive than for defensive requirements, even 

where the defensive measures affect the security of a basically of 
fensive force. There are strong military traditions, especially in the 

United States, which account for this leaning or bias, and they 
are not necessarily stupid or pointless traditions. We may now ex 
pect the United States Navy to stress the value of protection, since 
for the Polaris-submarine system its whole reason for being lies in 
its inherent protection of its retaliatory power, but the development 
of that attitude happens in historical fact to be more the result of 
the system's existence than the cause of it. 
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Before leaving the matter of rational or semirational attack and 
the problem of deterring it, we have to mention also that our con 
ceptions of what comprise "unacceptable losses" to the enemy may 
easily be overcomplacent. Obviously, we ought to think in terms 
of moods during a sharp and bitter crisis, in which mutual intran 
sigence is compounded with fear of each other's next move. In de 
signing an edifice, the architect does not consider merely the wind 
load of a summer's breeze; he takes into account the worst gales 
the region has known, and adds some safety factor for that still 

worse gale yet to come. The same must be true of a retaliatory 
force, which has to deter not merely those attacks which might be 
based on quiet calculations of advantage but also those which 
spring from the sharp conviction that untold danger lies in wait 
ing. In this connection we have to think as well of gambles pro 
voked by frenzied anger or despair of altematives, but that takes 
us outside the realm of the rational. 

Yet outside the realm of the rational is where we find a great 
part if not the greater part of political as well as personal behavior. 
It is a common and persistent vice of historians that they over 
rationalize the motives and behavior of the persons they describe, 
including such behavior as decisions for war. Among historians of 
the American Civil War the so-called "revisionist school" has taken 
as its trade-mark the position that that conflict was the "unneces 
sary war" because it was apparently precipitated by the emotional 
behavior of "hotheads." No doubt in the genesis of that war strong 
emotions played an especially important part, but one wonders if 
the revisionists would consider the emotional causes of the Civil 

War so exceptional if they had studied other wars with comparable 
intensity. 

In any case, emotion is not a dispensable or easily controllable 
factor in the decisions of human beings, especially in the kinds of 
decisions which lead to war. For that matter, why should it be con 
sidered unreasonable of people to have been emotional about slav 
ery? Surely an antipathy to slavery within one's own country should 
be no more difficult to explain or justify than an antipathy to dis 
union or even to war. Do we really want people to be insensitive to 
the most vile kind of injustice? The revisionists, blaming with lofty 
impartiality the "hotheads" on both sides, have managed to achieve 
such insensitivity, largely by ignoring or denying a mass of solid 
historical data pertaining to slavery, but surely this is not scientifi 
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cally commendable, let alone morally so. Anyway, when it comes 
to explaining the causes of a war, this condemnation of emotion is 
really throwing out the baby with the bathwater. 

Today there is a current doctrine that the Soviet leaders are 
especially cold and calculating in their political behavior, and that 
however emotionally others might act, they at least are not going 
to be swept along on the winds of passion. It is true, as Nathan 

Leites pointed out some years ago in his Operational Code of the 
Politburo and his Study of Bolshevism, that the Russian Commu 
nist leaders have taken special pains to admonish themselves against 
yielding to emotion in their political behavior, and it is likely that 
this admonition has had some tangible, important effects. Similarly, 
the United States Supreme Court recurrently admonishes itself that 
its function is to find the law, not to make it-and this self-admoni 
tion too has real and important results on its decisions. But it is also 
true that when the Supreme Court splits on a decision, as it so often 
does, one usually sees the personalities lined up in a somewhat ac 
customed and predictable pattern-which only proves again that 

we are dealing with men and not machines. 
One could go on with endless examples to demonstrate what 

should hardly need demonstration, that bias is not easily curbed, 
partly because its possessor usually does not recognize it as such; 
that bias affects and conditions perception as well as action, and 
the effects of bias on perception are not desultory or spasmodic 
but constant. Above all, bias almost always has an emotional un 
derpinning. This is not the place to go into an extended discussion 
of the effects of unconscious as well as conscious emotion on be 
havior, but it is pertinent to point out that there is by now a large 
literature on the subject, all the essentials of which are absolutely 
ignored by those who insist that the Soviet leaders, or any other 
leaders for that matter, are not going to act irrationally, which is to 
say emotionally, especially on issues involving violence or the threat 
of it. It is in fact reasonable to assert the exact contrary: that they 
are bound to act at times irrationally, even in important matters, 
simply because all men do so. Neurotics tend to do so more than 
others, but there is not the slightest evidence that the Soviet Union 
has a lower incidence of neurosis than other countries or that neu 
rotics are less likely there to climb into high political positions. 

Incidentally, what we are saying here is certainly not new. Plato 
lamented the fact that kings were not philosophers, and that they 
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acted out of passion rather than reason. So have many other writers 
since his time, but always there has been the opposite tendency to 
assume the rationality of great decisions. La Rochefoucauld put his 
finger on it when he said: "Men would make us believe that the 
great and dazzling acts of history are the results of carefully thought 
out plans; actually they are more often the results of men's moods 
and passions." 

We come now to the final point outlined earlier, which indi 
cated that we in the West, especially the United States, are not 
going to leave entirely to the other side all possible initiative for 
a general war. What we can almost certainly rule out is a coldly 
calculated preventive war by us, designed to take advantage of a 
temporary military imbalance in our favor. Since it would be im 
prudent to assume that the reverse situation must also hold equally 
true-that is, that the Soviets would surely refrain from exploiting 
a temporary but decisive military advantage-we are making an 
assumption that gives ourselves higher marks for morality. But that 
is as far as we ought to go in letting our beliefs about asymmetry 
of morals affect our judgments on who is capable of launching total 
war. In periods of intense crisis, we are probably as capable as the 
Russians of acting out what may seem to be the imperatives of the 
moment. Our conceptions of what we are compelled to do will be 
molded, like theirs, by a range of rational, semirational, and non 
rational judgments or impressions, all coming out of human beings 
charged with emotion, including emotions of which the possessors 
are not even conscious. 

In addition, we have commitments which may force us to take 
intransigent and even menacing positions. We live in a world in 

which many things have changed and are continuing to change 
drastically-above all, methods of waging war-but in which the 
basic patterns of diplomacy have changed relatively little. These 
patterns continue to place heavy reliance on threats of force, im 
plicit or explicit, to maintain existing positions, or to change them 
in one's favor. Granted that the world's statesmen feel far greater 
fear and horror of what wars bring than they did before the nu 
clear revolution, or for that matter before 1914, that fact has not 
yet been enough to bring into being adequate substitutes for the 
age-old reliance upon force. 

The "massive retaliation" doctrine laid down in 1954 by the late 
John Foster Dulles was perhaps stillborn, but at any rate it is dead 
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now, if we mean by the term a strong disposition to reply to limited 
or local kinds of aggression with total war. The recognition of this 
fact is causing the present administration to take vigorous steps to 
revive forces equipped to fight with nonnuclear weapons. We are 
attempting also to impress our new ideas as to the value of con 
ventional forces on our allies in NATO and elsewhere. But who can 
ever know what will come of a limited response to a limited ag 
gression? If we were to guarantee in advance that our response 
would remain in each case within nonnuclear bounds, we would 
only stimulate the enemy to try to outmatch us in the localized ap 
plication of force-which in many areas he will be able to do, secure 
in the knowledge that he runs no exceptional risks in doing so. Tat 
Idnd of guarantee we should not give him, even if we could. But 

we cannot do it because, among other reasons, we cannot fully pre 
dict our own acts. 

Under diplomatic pressure backed by threats, such as we have 
continued to experience concerning Berlin, it is usually neither 
feasible nor shrewd to yield. Conscious of our great over-all strength, 

we have to act in the expectation that our determination will induce 
the other side to refrain from carrying out his threats. But there can 
be no guarantee that determination, even if judged by the other 
side to be genuine, will have so benign an effect. Determination may 
be indispensable, but it may also not be enough in itself. It is 
largely this kind of ambiguity concerning what needs to be done 
that makes international politics so serious and so full of risk. 

If the other side decides to push us out of Berlin, they can hope 
and even legitimately expect to maneuver in a way that will induce 
us to keep our counteraction limited. We are of course describing 
what will be for both sides a risky business; but which would be 
the first to back away from the risk? It is not at all certain that either 
side would do so in time, that is, in time to avoid resort by one side 
or the other to a total rather than to a limited use of force. And 
when I say "one side or the other," I mean indeed that it would be 
rash to predict in advance which side would be the more likely to 

make the final fateful decision. Each side would have great incen 
tives not to do so, but with each side these incentives might sud 
denly give way to equally great incentives to move first. 

I have not attempted to argue here that total war is likely 
within the next decade. If we thought that to be so, then our every 
other thought or program would have to yield place to frantic efforts 
in the time remaining to us to cope with the impending horror. In 
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stead, I am simply saying that there is no real basis for the relaxed 
assumption that total war has now been abolished by nuclear weap 
ons. The implications of that simple statement, however, are that 
we must take seriously the fact that total war can happen, and to 
take that fact seriously is to do certain things which we have thus 
far almost entirely omitted to do (such as building fallout shelters) 
or to do adequately (such as increasing the protection of our re 
taliatory force). 

They are things which must certainly add to the net burden of 
our defense costs, because there is no other area of our defense 
expenditures which can be appropriately shrunk enough to offset 
the difference. Certainly, I would not argue that expenditures for 
"conventional" or limited-war capabilities should be reduced. On 
the contrary, these have been too long neglected; the more effec 
tively we do our job in the area of total war capabilities, the greater 
the range of possible cases for the application of limited force. In 
other words, we probably have to spend more on total war in order 
to have sound reasons for spending more on limited war. 
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