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The easiest way in which one can put unintentional strains on the enemy is to 
have a force which looks “trigger-happy.”  The one circumstance under which 
almost-all Soviet experts agree the Russians might strike is the one in which they 
feel they are anticipating a strike by us. … This is an important reason for not 
relying solely on quick-reaction as a protection and for not having forces so 
vulnerable that we could lose most of them from a Russian first strike.  Under 
some circumstances our vulnerability to a Russian first strike would both tempt 
the Russians to initiate a war and at the same time compel them, because they 
might feel that we would be tempted to pre-empt for their own protection.10

He addressed the converse case to “trigger-happy”: 

If we feel confident that he will not be tempted by our vulnerability to solve his 
problems by quick action, we can afford to hold back.  The enemy will know this 
and be reassured that he has no need to be trigger-happy.”  If both sides are 
vulnerable to a first strike, then we have a very unstable situation in which even a 
minor crisis or accident may touch off the “reciprocal fear of surprise attack” 
which in turn may touch off a war.11

He assessed fear of accident as 
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In addition, a number of powers which, unlike the United States and the Soviet 
Union, may not be so cautious in outlook, will be getting both richer and 
technically more competent and yet retain their non-status quo outlook.  For 
example, a nation may be wealthy and technically competent enough to have an 
advanced military technology and yet desperate or ambitious enough to gamble 
all.   Or some of the underdeveloped nations may become rich in the sense of 
gross national product but have such a low per capita income or, other social 
anomaly that they retain attitudes more appropriate to a desperate claimant on the 
world’s resources than a responsible “bourgeois” member of international 
society.14

Kahn had China in mind, but China turned out better, albeit it may well be willing to run 
bigger risks in the coming decades.  However, Iran and Pakistan and North Korea fit the 
bill perfectly. 

As to accidents, Kahn noted that there would be a huge difference between atomic and 
thermonuclear bomb accidents, because an atomic weapon’s collateral damage would be 
minimal if it went off in a sparsely populated area, whereas even a remote area detonation 
of a thermonuclear weapon could have catastrophic consequences.
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We must not look too dangerous to neutrals.  While this is probably less important than 
not looking to dangerous to friends and allies, it is still too important to be ignored.  It 
may be alright to promise the Soviets that if they attack us we will destroy every Soviet 
citizen in retaliation *though personally I think this far too destructive a proposal), but we 
should not threaten nonbelligerents [sic] with near annihilation because of our quarrel 
with the Russians.  Many of the world’s inhabitants—perhaps two-thirds of them—do not 
feel it is their quarrel but feel it is their world.18

And of threats to enemies, Kahn wrote: 

We must not look too dangerous to our enemies.  This does not mean that we 
cannot do anything that threatens him.  After all, our mere possession of a Type I 
deterrence capability implies that we can harm him if we desire.  But it does 
mean, to the extent that it is consistent with our other objectives, we should not 
make him feel any more insecure than is necessary.  We do not want to make him 
so unhappy and distraught that he is tempted to end his anxieties by the use of 
drastic alternatives.  We do not wish him to conclude, “better a fearful end than an 
endless fear.”  We must not appear to be excessively aggressive, irresponsible, 
trigger-happy, or accident-prone, today or in the future.19
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Regarding ability to predict th

         

deaths due to a war, but that by the end of the decade the public could so do.23  He noted 
that the Soviets endured in World War II destruction by the Germans of most of their 
military, occupation of an area with 40 percent both of their population and of their 
industrial base, and a loss of one-third of their wealth; yet they rebuilt in six years, and 
(in some nuclear war scenarios) might lose “only a fraction” of the population than they 
lost in World War II.24

He correlated the mega-lethality of nuclear war with leadership decisions: 

It is the nation that is at risk, and the nation does not destroy itself in cold blood.  
Neither does it frivolously or uselessly generate problems for the entire world and 
for unborn generations.  It seems to be difficult for many Americans to understand 
the point that if the President’s anger abates long enough for him to consider the 
situation, he will realize that there is no way to undo the damage that is done and 
that revenge may appear to make less sense than trying to make the best of a bad 
situation.25

He saw that many leaders might shrink even from nuclear victory: 

Even if military advantages were not to be had by deliberately limiting attack to 
counterforce targets, I suspect that most governments would still prefer to observe 
such limits.  Almost nobody wants to go down in history as the first man to kill 
100,000 people.26

He stressed the importance of nuclear powers safeguarding against accidental war: 

It is important that all possessors of nuclear capability be fearful of starting an 
accidental war, so fearful that they will be willing to accept large peacetime, 
operating costs and substantial degradations of capability in order to decrease 
the possibility of accidents and to increase the likelihood of error-free behavior.27

He emphasized that command and control problems must be the focus of major efforts to 
see that proper attention is paid to how these are applied to nuclear forces.28

e probable consequences of large-scale attacks: 

                                                

23  – 170.  OTW, pp. 169

24 OTW, p. 132. 

25 OTW, pp. 170 ‐ 171.  (Italics in original.) 

26 OTW, p. 171.  In strategic parlance, “counterforce” means striking military targets; 
 civilian population. “countervalue” means striking at the

27  (Italics in original.)  OTW, p. 183. 

28 OTW, p. 189. 
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Actually, even with tested missiles, results of attacks are not really 
mathematically predictable.  The probability of extreme variations in 
performance, the upper and lower limits, cannot be calculated accurately.  But 
laymen or narrow professionals persist in regarding the matter as a simple 
problem in engineering and physics.29

Kahn cited problems confronting a military planner in planning an attack: unreliable data, 
field degradation, intelligence leak, unreliable discipline.30  As to accidental war, Kahn 
discussed the “fail-safe” issue by noting an April 7, 1958 UPI report, in which it is 
explained that the Air Force believed that in event of war the first phase of nuclear 
bombing would be over in four hours; orders to proceed to target from the fail-safe 
holding point must, the government made clear, come in the form of “additional, 
unequivocal orders” which can come only from the President of the United States.31  In 
1958 the US tried to raise risk of misunderstandings with the Soviets at the Geneva 
Conference on Safeguards Against Surprise Attack, but was summarily rebuffed.32  
Asked which they prefer, an invulnerable system with a one percent risk of accidental 
war versus a system vulnerable to a clever attack but secure against accident, most people 
chose the latter.33

Kahn thought little of officials re their nuclear thinking.  Most officials do not know how 
to threaten credibly in a nuclear situation and are in pathological denial as to their lack of 
knowledge; rash threats can spur pre-emptive strikes by the other side, if believed.34  He 
added: 

The capacity of Western governments to indulge in wishful thinking in the 
military and foreign policy fields whenever it is possible to do so is almost 
without limit.35

Arms control can diminish risks associated with war in three ways: (1) reduce probability 
of war-causing events; (2) reduce the probability that a war-causing event would actually 
cause a war; (3) reduce the damage done if war occurs.  “The major objective of arms 

                                          

29 OTW, p. 195. 

30 OTW, p. 196. 

31  – 207.  (Italics added.)  OTW, pp. 205

32 OTW, p. 209. 

33 OTW, p. 209. 

34  fn. 8.  OTW, p. 211 &

35 OTW, p. 223. 
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control should be to reduce the risk of damage by war without jeopardizing unduly other 
aspects of national security.”36

Of Western values and nuclear war by aggressors: 

It is very difficult for us in the West, with our abhorrence of force and the widely 
prevalent view of automatic mutual homicide, to believe that a situation could 
occur in which a perfectly sane but calculating, decisive or ruthless decision 
maker could rationally decide that he is better off going to war than not going to 
war.  In particular, we do not believe that any such calculation could make full 
allowance for uncertainties and still be correct.  Yet sober studies indicate that this 
widely prevalent belief could be wrong.37

He returns to the problem of breakout: 

For nuclear weapons, the problem of the clandestine cache is overriding.  While 
nuclear weapons do have some maintenance problems, they are relatively 
storable and would be simple to hide in large numbers.  It is also relatively simple 
to get most designs back in working order.  We can therefore assume that a total 
ban on nuclear weapons would not be enforceable, since preparations to counter 
the effect of a violation imply the existence of counter nuclear weapons to use 
either as a deterrent or for waging war.38

As to use of nuclear weapons by major powers against small ones: 

There is one wartime control measure that already exists; a ban on the use of 
atomic weapons in minor conflicts.  Official statements to the contrary, it would 
be almost unthinkable for the United States or the Soviet Union to use atomic 
weapons against a small country that did not possess atomic weapons.  Of course, 
we might use atomic weapons in reprisal for a large attack by the Russians or 
Chinese, even if this attack were restricted to conventional weapons.  However, 
even in this case we are likely to be deterred from using atomic weapons.  Thus it 
is quite possible that there could be a large, mostly conventional war in which the 
use of nuclear weapons would be limited at most to air defense and naval 
actions.39

                                                        

36  (Italics in original.)  OTW, p. 226. 

37 OTW, p. 230. 

38 OTW, p. 236.  (Italics in original.) 

39 OTW, p. 241,  (Italics in original.) 
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On deterring nations versus deterring criminals: “Whereas a criminal might be better 
deterred by the certainty of a small punishment, nations may be better deterred by a small 
risk of utter destruction, in preference to certitude of lesser damage.”40
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On adequate US deterrent: 

At the minimum, an adequate deterrent for the United Sates must provide an 
objective basis for a Soviet calculation that would persuade them that, no matter 
how skillful or ingenious they were, an attack on the United States would lead to a 
very high risk if not certainty of large-scale destruction to Soviet civil society and 
military forces.51

On thermonuclear war and people’s imaginations as to the impact of nuclear weapons on 
the chances of war: 

People have a belief, conscious or unconscious, that an all-out war is 
impossible—inconceivable would be a more accurate word.  Peace-loving people 
believe, in effect, that the invention of fission and fusion bombs has abolished 
war.  (One only wishes he could agree.)  They believe this because they 
desperately want to believe it.52

On muddling through: “It is difficult to believe that muddling through will work 
indefinitely.”53

 

Thinking About the Unthinkable (1962) 
 
In 1962 Kahn published Thinking about the Unthinkable, a more compact effort to 
educate readers as to how to think about nuclear war in terms more readily accessible to 
the lay reader than his mammoth first volume. 

On why we must think about thermonuclear war: 

In our times, thermonuclear war may seem unthinkable, immoral, insane, hideous, 
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seem useless), and pressures toward either preventive war or undue 
accommodation.54

On the analyst’s emotions in assessing the unthinkable: 

It should be possible for the analyst to have a disciplined empathy.  In fact, the 
mind recoils from simultaneously probing deeply and creatively into these 
problems and being conscious at all times of the human tragedy involved.55

Of the widespread view that annihilation inevitably would result from nuclear war: 

Many people believe that the current system must inevitably end in total 
annihilation.  They reject, sometimes very emotionally, 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, between sanity and insanity, between good and evil; 
therefore, as moral and sane men they need no longer hesitate.  I hold that an 
intelligent and responsible person cannot pose the problem so simply.56

On the difference between how politicians and scientists approach problems: 

I am reminded of a remark by Leo Szilard on the differences between politicians 
and scientists.  He made the point that politicians always ask, “Why did he say 
it?” whereas scientists ask, “Is it true?”  Of course a man’s motives are important.  
But in a discussion of national security they are probably less important than, “Is 
he right?”57

On obstacles to public debate on national security issues: 

There are in any case at least two obstacles to full public debate of [sic] national 
security matters.  The first, of course, is the constantly increasing problem of 
communication between the technologist and the layman, because of the 
specialization (one might almost say fragmentation) of knowledge.  The other lies 
in the serious and paramount need to maintain security.58

On the tendency to underestimate the risks of an outbreak of war, HK noted that in 
December 1938 Lloyds of London offered 32:1 odds against war in 1939, and that 10 of 

       

54 ut the Unthinkable (1962), p. 21.  Thinking Abo

55 TATU, p. 26. 

56 TATU, p. 30. 

57 TATU, p. 37. 

58 TATU, p. 39. 
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This is, I am afraid, a somewhat naïve view.  Force has been around for many 
years.  It has been used by good, bad, and indifferent people.  It has been used 
rationally as well as irrationally.65

Re facing a Hitler: 

Today, a Hitler of the type we picture now, one who is reckless, absolutely 
determined, and who is crazy or realistically simulates madness, would have an 
important negotiating edge.  If anybody says to you, “One of us has to be 
reasonable and it is not going to be me, so it has to be you,” he has a very 
effective bargaining advantage, particularly if he is armed with thermonuclear 
weapons.  If he can convince you he is stark, staring mad, and if he has enough 
destructive power, you will also be persuaded that deterrence alone will not work.  
You must then give in or accept the possibility of being annihilated.66

On thermonuclear threats: 

[O]ur use of thermonuclear threats, if it is to be consistent with our other policies, 
must look and be both prudent and rational.  We cannot go around threatening to 
blow up a major portion of the world, or attempt to get our way by looking insane 
and dauntless.  These strategies might be available to a totalitarian nation.  They 
are not available to us, a democratic nation in a democratic alliance.67

On growing potential for blackmail, revenge, accidental wars, Munichs & more dangers, 
extending to “irresponsible” private parties: 

A world armed with nuclear weapons would provide a fertile field for paranoiacs, 
megalomaniacs, and indeed all kinds of fanatics.68

More: 

[F]ew will feel comfortable in a world in which Malayan guerillas, Cuban rebels, 
Algerian terrorists, right-wing counter-terrorists, the Puerto Rican Independence 
Party, or even gangsters and atomic extortionists, might obtain access to nuclear 
weapons or other means of mass destruction.69

More: 

                                

65 TATU, p. 77. 

66 TATU, p. 83. 

67 TATU, p. 132. 

68 TATU, p. 223. 

69 TATU, p. 226. 
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a partial frustration of 
real or imagined past w

               

When the small nations have acquired nuclear weapons, however, not only does 
the danger of accidental incidents go up sharply but the dangers of “arranged 
accidents” also increase.70

On increasing proliferation risk posed by ultra-high-speed centrifuge making nuclear 
weapons more affordable for smaller powers.71  A cobalt bomb “might be vastly more 
deadly than an ordinary thermonuclear weapon at no greater cost.”72

On world stability unlikely to last more than a few decades: 

We may any day see a spectacular and revolutionary weapons development, 
which really makes all nations equal in potential for violence in much the same 
way that the six-gun became the great equalizer in the American West.  
Differences in skill, morality, nerve and recklessness might then be decisive, and 
physical size or wealth might then become either irrelevant or a handicap.73

More on proliferation dangers increasing over decades: 

My own undocumented estimate of world equilibrium is a small number of 
decades.  After all, it is most unlikely that all the participants in the international 
scene will be cautious, prosperous nations.  In fact it has been prophesied that 
many will be conscious antagonists of a system of domestic and international 
order they regard as bad or immoral.”  When they get weapons they will seek to 
change this “bad and immoral” international system into one more to their liking.  
We must be intellectually, physically and morally prepared for this.74

On leverage applicable by small nuclear powers: 

It is likely that other nations with a relatively small number of megatons in their 
hands will be able to exert a disproportionate leverage on the distribution of 
political power.75

On rising anger directed at the West: 

Rising nationalism, racism, envy, greed exacerbated by the population explosion, 
the revolution of rising expectations, and the memory of 
rongs—all of these may act as spurs to the wider 

                                          

70 TATU, p. 227. 

71 TATU, p. 230. 

72 TATU, p. 230. 

73 TATU, p. 233. 

74   (Quote included by HK is from Morton Kaplan.)  TATU, p. 234,.

75 TATU, p. 238. 
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acquisition of nuclear and other military capabilities, and to an acceleration of 
technology while imposing new strains on whatever degree of international order 
may exist.  We must not fall into the error of imputing to others our own sense of 
legality and restraint.  A large number of the actors on the international stage are 
going to consider the old system as a corrupt, evil and inefficient ancient regime 
designed to protect ill-gotten gains and privileges.  As a result there may be bitter 
struggles between white and colored, rich and poor, developed and 
underdeveloped.  These struggles could reach levels of conflicts—waged with 
weapons of modern technology—that, even if relatively limited, might be more 
bitter and destructive than the religious and ideological wars of the past.76

On pressures in the West for disarmament: 

Moreover, unless arms control or new developments lead to ways of controlling 
the vast destructive potential of our technology, it would seem almost certain that 
fear of the arms race will grow.  As a result the ban-the-bomb and unilateral 
disarmament groups will gain in influence.  There may be, in effect, a rejection of 
the nation-state system, at least by the intellectuals, and a corresponding decline 
in the morale, confidence, and strength of the Western States before we have 
worked out any replacement.77

On gambles by leaders: 

We tend to forget that throughout history many decision-makers were delighted to 
accept “double or nothing” tactics if the odds looked sufficiently favorable. 78

On missile defense: 

[O]ne can emphasize that arms control can be made effective because each side 
has active and passive defenses of relatively high quality and therefore, is willing 
to trust control measures on strategic offense forces…. 

Assume, for example, that both the U.S. and S.U. had, by agreement, purely 
defensive forces…. 

….Under this situation the two countries would not worry much if one side or the 
other cheated….On paper the defense might be able to degrade…attacks so that 
they fall within some “tolerable” range.  However, neither side can be so certain 
of its defenses that it is likely to risk provoking the other.79

                                                        

76
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On humor & thermonuclear war: 

….Thermonuclear war is not a joke, but professional or serious discussions of 
thermonuclear war can include humor, at least in Europe and the United States. 

Often the sharpest and clearest way to illustrate a point is through a humorous 
example or anecdote.  The shock value of using humor may go far toward 
dispelling illusions and conventional assumptions.  There is also the classical use 
of humor for emphasis and to prevent a flagging of the interest of the audience (an 
important consideration in a “briefing” lasting for two hours to three days).  
Finally, one wishes to relieve the grimness of the subject matter.  People in a state 
of horror are not good analysts or detached and objective listeners.80
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not likely to remain so:

                            

they are not.  The restraints on the outbreak of large-scale violence in nuclear war 
are therefore chiefly intellectual, ethical, or doctrinal ones.91

On limited war’s artificiality as a constraint against its outbreak: 

Limited war must, almost by definition, be artificial, and the higher the degree of 
artificiality, the clearer—and perhaps the more reliable—the inhibitions on raw 
violence.92

Explaining “coldly considered” arguments for using nuclear weapons: 

One of them is that a world in which nuclear weapons have been used, and used 
purposefully and effectively to punish an aggressor, is a stable world.  The lesson 
that nuclear weapons exist to be used against an aggressor (say, China) would be 
a deterring one, and it would be a lesson that would gain force from repeated 
demonstration.  This is an argument that does not deny that such a use would 
accelerate the process of the diffusion of nuclear weapons.  It incorporates the 
objection.  But its conclusion is that such accelerated proliferation of nuclear 
weapons, far from provoking a catastrophe, is more likely to bring about a 
peaceful world, or at least one without major war.  In such a world, clashes of 
national interest, if allowed to lead to violence, would nevertheless be fought out 
at a low level of violence, under an umbrella of strategic parity or at least a 
balance of terror.93

On sudden widespread proliferation and the risk of nuclear war: 

But this would not prevent the technology from improving, and the theoretical 
availability from increasing.  As a result, sometime in the 1980’s or 1990’s, an 
incident might occur that would result in a number of nations suddenly procuring 
the then easily available weapons within a very short period of time, possibly only 
a year or two.  We might thus experience an explosive diffusion of nuclear 
weapons to fifty or sixty inexperienced and “uneducated” nations.  Such a 
diffusion could present a far greater danger, a far greater potential for disaster, 
than the gradual adaptation of international and national societies to these 
devices.94

On nuclear weapons status as equalizing influence of such nations: 

While present Nth country arsenals and delivery systems may be crude, they are 
 cheap, small fusion weapons—the “poor man’s bombs” of 

                             

91 OE, p. 120. 

92 OE, p. 121. 

93 OE, p. 121. (Italics in original.) 

94 OE, p. 131.  (Italics in original.) 
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strike obliterating New York C

pressure in dealings in an intense crisis or even further up the rungs of the 
ladder.99

On deterrence, second strike & damage limitation: 

While we can agree that deterrence of a major war is the highest priority task of 
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therefore they may be used.  In any case, their use will be threatened, and such 
threats are a kind of use.108

Code of behavior for nuclear age: 

As courageous behavior, whatever personal fears may be felt, is expected from an 
officer or soldier as part of his professional standard, so coolness and rationality 
already have been established as part of the expectations the public has of its 
crisis leaders in the nuclear age.  There is now a widespread hostility to defiant or 
rashly “brave” counsels of nuclear conflict or bargaining…. 

This current emphasis on coolness and calculation sharply contrasts with much in 
the Western tradition, which has inclined to a romantic or quixotic attitude toward 
war.  The Soviets, unlike Westerners, have almost no tradition of chivalry or of 
war as a romantic occupation.  They are more influenced by the Byzantine 
tradition of a cynical and instrumental use of force, waging war so as to maximize 
the gains.109

On de-escalation as being different from escalation: 

De-escalation also differs from escalation in that it is harder to force a suitable 
response.  It is not really true that it takes two to make a quarrel; only one side 
need be aggressive in order to generate some certainty of a quarrel.  But it usually 
does take two to make an agreement (barring total surrender by one side).110

Nor is de-escalation always benign: 

De-escalation is usually thought of as a “friendly” act, but it need not be so.  
Thus, after the Battle of France, Hitler deliberately avoided provoking the British 
in an attempt to decrease their willingness to continue the war.111

HK presents a taxonomy of his nuclear strategy terms in Appendix A (pp. 275-300). 

 

 

 

                               

108 OE, p. 199. 

109 OE, p. 221. 

110 OE, p. 231. 

111 OE, p. 237. 
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On deterrence dependent upon
                                                

Thinking About the Unthinkable in the 1980s (1984, posth.) 
 
Thinking About the Unthinkable updated Kahn’s thinking after 15 years. 

On nuclear war victory: 

It is incorrect to say that victory in nuclear war is impossible.  It is especially 
possible if either side, or both, have low levels of nuclear forces that are 
vulnerable to destruction through creative or clever enemy tactics….The Soviets, 
for example, won the war started by Nazi Germany despite suffering 20 million 
deaths and losing a quarter of their capital stock.112

Moral obligations of our nuclear strategy: 

Our common moral obligations are: (1) preserve nuclear deterrence on terms 
consistent with our security interests; (2) improve the safety of the world in the 
face of dangers posed by nuclear weapons; and (3) alleviate the consequences of a 
nuclear war if our best efforts to prevent such a conflict fail.113

On US “escalation dominance” versus Soviet Union: 

Escalation dominance requires that Soviet leaders always consider conciliation to 
be preferable to continued conflict and escalation.  Such a criterion for measuring 
the adequacy of U.S. strategic forces calls for a much greater military capability 
than that associated with “assured destruction” (and flexible targeting options.  
However … our extended deterrence responsibilities with regard to the defense of 
Western Europe render escalation dominance a necessary standard for measuring 
“how much is enough” when it comes to the strategic forces that country procures 
and maintains.114

Revolutions in warfare: 

The most fundamental of these “revolutions” clearly involves nuclear warheads 
and the increased efficiency in terms of kilotons deliverable per pound of payload, 
going from .002 kt./lb. for the Hiroshima bomb to a reported 2 kt./lb. in the mid-
1970—a factor of 1,000 in thirty years, or ten in every decade, or more than three 
in every five years.115

 who holds the nuclear weapons: 
         

112 Unthinkable in the 1980s, p. 29 (hereinafter TATU 1980s)  Thinking About the 

113 TATU 1980s, p. 53. 

114 TATU 1980s, p. 79. 

115 TATU 1980s, p. 83.  KT = kiloton = 1,000 tons TNT equivalent explosive power. 
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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 estimates of one’s 
determination, courage, and national objectives.  For example, in the early days of 
the nuclear era, the British nuclear forces 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 that the Soviets were not too concerned about 
the British, whereas we were very concerned about the Soviets.116

Assumptions about enemy attacks: 
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