
To meet our all-around deterrent requirements, writes the author, we 

need "strategic forces that do not have to go off like a match in a fire-

works factory when the lights start flashing." We need a broad range 

of deterrent capabilities. We must be able to respond with care, control, 

and sensitivity. Perhaps most important of all, we must have a force 

that can survive. With such a force, we can meet the demands of cold 

war and, if need be, all levels of hot war. Further, we are in a favorable 

position to combat the very real dangers of "accidental," "preemptive," 

"false alarm," or mischief-inspired aggressor attack. Such deterrent forces 

would provide optimum survival insurance in a world haunted by visions 

of  . . . 
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tal war should not be left to novelists. But 
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e given a full scenario of how war might 
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r meteors may look like aircraft or missiles 
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Flashback 
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Americans apparently never played a leading role, 
once hostilities got really started. ( The war occurred, 
incidentally, just about a year from now. ) By the 
time the war was badly out of hand, whoever was 
making decisions lacked the organization to stop it. 

This may be too easy: false alarms, misunder-
standings, nth-country problems, and two of the large 
countries premeditating war anyhow. With all these 
ingredients—and a little accelerated technology and 
dramatic license—the reader may assume a horrendous 
casserole no matter how they are mixed. But even if 
it is a caricature, the picture of human error and im-
potence probably epitomizes the popular notion of 
"accidental war" and the widespread sensation that 
the machines are taking over. 

Alas, Babylon, by Pat Frank, also gets its war 
started in the Middle East, but the mixture is a little 
different. In this one deterrence fails because, though 
we can lick the Russians and we know it, they don't. 
We also, in this one, have the advantage of "strategic 
warning"; we know that the Russians are willing to 
press the issue in the Middle East to the point of 
general war, but apparently cannot use our forewarn-
ing either to attack them first or to persuade them 
that, their secret having leaked, their chances of suc-
cess are small. Some interesting dynamics are included: 
Though the Russian decision is prompted by a Middle 
East crisis, it is affected by their belief that their 
forces, though superior, are only temporarily superior 
and that the opportunity will be gone if they wait 
until we catch up. Finally, there is at least one inflam-
matory "accident," an air-to-air rocket that misses its 
target and falls on Latakia with vivid results. This 
novel, too, is mainly about the aftermath of war; it 
is an imaginative study of civil defense and organiza-
tion, but getting the war started is incidental. The 
causation is impressionistic; and the role of "accidents" 
is only hinted at. 

The Brink of War 

For a detailed scenario of how war might start, or 
almost start, we have to turn to the paperbacks. One 

(Continued on following page) 

41 



METEORS, MISCHIEF, AND WAR 

of the niftiest little analyses to come along is Red 
Alert, by Peter Bryant, which explores the possibility 
that a really sophisticated SAC general, properly 
placed, with a few lucky breaks, might get the United 
States committed to an all-out war with Russia, a war 
that he believes inevitable but only on highly un-
favorable terms unless he can force his country to 
take the initiative. The sheer ingenuity of the scheme, 
beautifully analyzed in "realistic" detail, with emphasis 
on the system rather than on personalities, exceeds in 
thoughtfulness any nonfiction available on how war 
might start. The value of the narrative does not lie 
in the possibility that SAC is so organized that the 
story could be true; one can suppose that the crucial 
details have been invented for the sake of the story. 
What is impressive is how plausible a story can be 
invented. The author does not frighten us with how 
loosely SAC might be organized and how easily the 
system could be subverted; what makes this book 
good fiction is what makes a good mystery—the author 
has used his ingenuity to make the problem hard. 

The climax, though, is what deserves pondering. 
The last-minute bargaining by the Russian and Amer-
ican governments, though less plausible than the rest 
of the book in its details, is a unique examination of 
the brink of war. As a contribution to the literature 
on war and peace, Red Alert not only demonstrates 
the occasional superiority of dramatic over logical dis-
course, but by its example indicts a public discus-
sion that has not got beyond "Prewar Strategy" to 
Chapter 2, "The Brink of War." If an accident, or a 
bit of mischief, or a false alarm, or a misunderstand-
ing, can lead to war but not necessarily, what makes 
the difference, if anything, other than luck? 

Accidents or Decisions? 

The point is that accidents do not cause war. De-
cisions cause war. Accidents can trigger decisions; 
and this may be all that anybody meant. But the dis-
tinction needs to be made, because the remedy is not 
just preventing accidents but constraining decisions. 

If we think of the decisions as well as the accidents 
we can see that accidental war, like premeditated war, 
is subject to "deterrence." Deterrence, it is usually 
said, is aimed at the rational calculator in full control 
of his faculties and his forces; accidents may trigger 
war in spite of deterrence. But it is really better to 
consider accidental war as the deterrence problem, 
not a separate one. 

We want to deter an enemy decision to attack us—
not only a cool-headed, premeditated decision that 
might be taken in the normal course of the cold war, 
at a time when Russia does not consider an attack by 
us to be imminent, but also a nervous, hot-headed, 
frightened, desperate decision that might be precipi-
tated at the peak of a crisis, that might result from 
an accident or false alarm, that might be engineered 
by somebody's mischief—a decision taken at a mo-
ment when sudden attack by the United States is be-
lieved a live possibility. 

Either way it takes a decision to initiate war. The 

difference is in the speed of decision, the in 
and misinformation available, and the enemy's 
tations about what happens if he waits. He must 
some notion of how much he would suffer a 
in a war that he starts, and of how much 
would suffer and lose in a war that, by hesita 
fails to start in time. And he must have some 
of how probable it is that war will come soo 
later in spite of our best efforts, and his, to av 
In deciding whether to initiate war the enemy is 
not only of retaliation but of the likelihood and 
sequences of a war that he does not start. D 
premeditated war and deterring "accidental war 
fer in those expectations—in what the enemy t 
the moment he makes his decision, of the like 
that if he abstains we won't. 

Accidental war therefore puts an added bard 
deterrence. It is not enough to make a war 
starts look unattractive compared with no 
a war that he starts must look unattractiv 
insurance against the much worse war that—in a 
or after an accident, or due to some mise 
thinks may be started against him. We hay 
it never appear conservative to elect the les 
of "preemptive" war. 

The Urge to Preempt 

There is a dilemma, though. Much that we ii 

to enhance the danger an enemy perceives w 
thinks of attacking us also enhances the danger 
he perceives in abstaining and risking a war 
comes to him on unfavorable terms. In the 
and ambiguous climate in which a war by m 
standing might occur, the enemy is deterred 
thought of what may happen to him if he initiat e 

What can happen to him if we strike first does not 
him; this can lead him to choose the "conse 
course of striking quickly. Ordinarily our "first. ' 

capability may not do much to scare him into p 
tive war, since he may have little reason to 
surprise-attack intentions to us. But "accidental 
refers to a war that he may begin when he 
intentions to us that make him too afraid to wait, 
one that we begin when we think that he expects 
and will not wait to see. ) 

This whole idea of "accidental war" res 
crucial premise—that there is an enormous 
in the event that war occurs, in starting it, 
each side will be not only conscious of this 
scious of the other's preoccupation with it. 
emergency the urge to preempt—to preempt 
other's preemption, and so ad infinitum—can 
a dominant motive. ( The term, "false preemption, 
sometimes used; but if both sides "falsely preem 
it is not false for either of them.) It is hard to ima 
how anybody would be precipitated into full-s 
war by accident, false alarm, mischief, or moment 
panic, if it were not for the urgency of getting 
quick. If there is no advantage in striking an h 
sooner than the enemy, and no disadvantage in 
ing an hour later, one can wait for better evidence 
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