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‘This path breaking contribution to international theory cuts through tired intellectual divides, offering a creative reconsideration of some familiar intellectual figures, as well as a fresh look at others unfairly neglected. By means of a brilliant exploration of what the authors dub “nuclear realism”, it forces us to rethink conventional scholarly views about postwar international relations theory and intellectual history. If you think you have already heard everything one could possibly hear about realism or nuclear politics, this well-written and carefully crafted volume will prove you wrong.’
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‘The history of thinking about nuclear issues has been badly neglected in recent decades. This innovative and illuminating study demonstrates the value and importance of reversing that neglect. Filled with historical insights and contemporary resonance, this is a significant contribution to the intellectual history of the twentieth century.’


Michael C. Williams, Graduate School of Public and International Affairs, University of Ottawa, Canada





‘Nuclear Realism is a timely, and even vital, intervention. Engaging mid-20th century thinkers who understood immediately that the atomic bomb was not just a new technology but a fundamental challenge to both humanity and governance, van Munster and Sylvest underscore the ongoing challenges and dangers of the nuclear revolution.’


Joseph Masco, Department of Anthropology, The University of Chicago, USA











Nuclear Realism


What is a realist response to nuclear weapons? This book is animated by the idea that contemporary attempts to confront the challenge of nuclear weapons and other global security problems would benefit from richer historical foundations.

Returning to the decade of deep, thermonuclear anxiety inaugurated in the early 1950s, the authors focus on four creative intellectuals – Günther Anders, John H. Herz, Lewis Mumford and Bertrand Russell – whose work they reclaim under the label of ‘nuclear realism’. This book brings out an important, oppositional and resolutely global strand of political thought that combines realist insights about nuclear weapons with radical proposals for social and political transformation as the only escape from a profoundly endangered planet.

Nuclear Realism is a highly original and provocative study that will be of great use to advanced undergraduates, graduates and scholars of political theory, International Relations and Cold War history.
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Series editor’s preface


A few years ago, an American provider of telephony launched an advertisement campaign that set out to hijack the word ‘Hello’ as a company trade mark. Since marking the inception of contact is a necessary part of human reality, it should come as no surprise that it failed. And yet, in international relations, the ‘real’ itself is claimed by a certain tradition that calls itself realism. Since reality is essentially contested, claiming it is a job that never ends. The main fault line in this war is arguably still the one that emerged in the 1840s between Right and Left Hegelians. Right Hegelians interpreted Hegel’s dictum that ‘what is real is rational’ to mean that the social world as we know it is rational. The challenge from Left Hegelians was a distinctly modern one, for it was geared towards a progressive temporality: if what is real is rational, then that must go for the future, as well, and so any realized social world must be rational.

This book looks at four thinkers who reacted to the invention of the atomic bomb in 1945, and, argue the authors, reacted even more intensely to the invention of the thermonuclear revolution in the 1950s and early 1960s, by arguing the need for a new political reality. The four thinkers in question are Günther Anders (1902–1992), a cousin of Walter Benjamin; the IR scholar John Herz (1908–2005), the man behind ‘the security dilemma’; the historian and sociologist Lewis Mumford (1895–1990), best known for his work on cities in world history; and philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872–1970), aristocrat and enfant terrible. Although there were certain personal connections between these thinkers, they did not make up a movement. They were by no means of one mind about specifics. Other prominent carriers of Western public debate shared some of their thought. In its broadest outline, their argument was that, given the recent advances in weapons technology, traditional ways of doing politics were no longer realistic. A new way was needed, one that would be more geared towards cooperation and supranationalism.

What the authors baptize ‘nuclear realist thinking’, then, was a reaction to technological developments, but it was also a reaction against two other ways of thinking about nuclear weapons and thermonuclear war. The first of these was technological determinism in the guise of sociological quantitative research. As they explain on page 26 of this volume, the statistician William Fielding Ogburn (1886–1959)



had been President of the American Sociological Society, a significant force in the quest to make American sociology more scientific (e.g. by relying more on statistical data) and an important figure in the development of the theory of social and cultural lags. This latter theory held that material and technological developments are the main drivers of history. Social organization and norms lag behind these developments and are forced to change as a result, albeit often after a period of discrepancy.




What we have here is a version of Right Hegelianism: The world is on track, reality takes care of itself, there is no need to worry about social alternatives. To nuclear realists, this was exactly the kind of automaton-like complacency that had to be countered, lest the human species meet its end.

The second way of thinking about a nuclear world against which nuclear realists reacted was the one exemplified by American strategist Herman Kahn. Kahn went about analysing the use of nuclear weapons and nuclear warfighting as if the question were still one of how to acquire and deploy in order to win. Since the object of study in this book is Western discourse, the authors do not mention Mao, whose thinking about nuclear weapons was also of this kind. Mao held that these weapons were simply paper tigers, that is, spectacular but ultimately hollow, for if the capitalists should wage a nuclear war, they would lose more people than would the Chinese, and they would have fewer to lose. Mao’s answer to the nuclear threat was, consequently, not only to develop a capability of his own but also to decide on a natalist policy that would quickly bring about the need for the one-child policy that is only now being phased out.

Here we have an example of how nuclear policy came to permeate post-Second World War social development across the world. Nuclear realists were particularly worried about the instrumentalization and militarization of science as well as the detrimental effects on the environment. As a consequence primarily of the atomic and thermonuclear shifts in preconditions for thinking, they argue that science went from being about reasoning to being about rationality. ‘Nuclear realists opposed a strategic consensus that they regarded as a flight from reality because it denied or failed to grasp the limits to war, the balance of power and deterrence in the thermo-nuclear age’ (this volume: 58). Technical calculations took the place of thought about social forms. Nuclear realists, the authors argue, were key among those who tried to nudge science back to the broader concerns of reason. Nuclear realists would ask wider and more interesting questions about the human condition after the invention of the bomb, about the co-constitutive relationship between technology and social development, about continuity versus change in the working of the states system. By the same token, nuclear realist thinking about the overall relationship between nature and culture after the thermonuclear revolution was overarching enough to become a distinct precondition for the eco-thinking that emerged in the 1960s. As van Munster and Sylvest sum it up in this volume, ‘a substantial number of the ideas behind the political and cultural convulsions of the 1960s were the offspring of countercultural, oppositional trends and activities related to nuclear weapons and the range and varieties of politics that followed in its wake’ (82).

When The New International Relations series was inaugurated, it was in order to capture emergent thinking after the end of the Cold War. Empirically, this book does a fine job of capturing an important wave of thinking that emerged at the beginning of that very same Cold War. Methodologically, the book demonstrates how nuclear realist thought was a reaction to a specific social constellation that went on to become a precondition for a new constellation. The authors pay tribute to the spirit of nuclear realism by capturing how revisioning the social can actually be an invariance-breaking, and so politically productive, practice.


Iver B. Neumann







Introduction



Do not treat the atomic bomb as weapon of offense: do not treat it as a weapon of retaliation: do not treat it as an instrument of the police. Treat the bomb for what it actually is: the visible insanity of a civilization that has ceased to worship life and obey the laws of life.

– Lewis Mumford1



The atomic bomb generated a kaleidoscopic variety of consequences for post-war politics, thought and culture. As an exogenous shock arriving in the summer of 1945, it produced a great sense of relief in the United States that World War II ended without an invasion of Japan and additional military casualties. At the same time, however, it also contributed to an existing sense of outrage produced by total warfare and the Holocaust – those unequivocal demonstrations of the darkest side of Western civilization. Such concerns deepened over the ensuing decades, when devices such as ‘Fat Boy’ and ‘Little Man’ – the euphemistically named A-bombs used against Japan – developed into unfathomably more destructive hydrogen bombs fitted on missiles with ever-increasing, globe-spanning geographical range. Faced with the spectre of global catastrophe, politicians, generals, intellectuals and the general public searched for ways to navigate this ‘absolute novum’ (Herz, 1989: 252). New courses were charted. Some of these are well known. In particular, the trajectory of strategic thought, integral to the developing ideological conflict of the superpowers in matters of security, strategy and civil defence, has been widely discussed for its momentous and wide-ranging influence on Cold War science, politics and society.2

Other approaches, however, made less of an immediate impact and have subsequently been almost entirely lost from view. This book seeks to recover part of that legacy. By revisiting, re-articulating and reclaiming a variety of innovative, yet conventionally overlooked, responses to the nuclear revolution, focusing particularly on the decade of deep, thermonuclear anxiety inaugurated in the early 1950s, Nuclear Realism reassesses and broadens our view of political thinking in the nuclear age. Our main focus lies with four creative intellectuals – Günther Anders (1902–1992), John H. Herz (1908–2005), Lewis Mumford (1895–1990) and Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) – who, thus far, have not been accorded the scholarly attention they deserve as significant political thinkers of the nuclear condition. We argue that their political writings can fruitfully be read together through a prism we term ‘nuclear realism’. This concept designates a way of digesting the nuclear revolution bound together by the central conviction that liberal modernity could survive collective suicide only by radically rethinking and transforming its foundations. Only on this basis could the long-held project of gradually ordering, reforming or transforming interstate anarchy through law and organization be realized. Spurred on by the development of the H-bomb, nuclear realism gradually developed into an important, oppositional and resolutely global strand of political thought that reached far beyond the traditional confines of national security policy. It included a critique of dominant approaches to war and military force in the face of global destruction, reflections on the meaning and implications of ‘national security’ and the far-reaching encroachments that nuclear state apparatuses and the increasing militarization of social life involved. It also dissected the role of technology in structuring and endangering human life, garnered an appreciation of environmental problems within a global survivalist or ecological outlook and demanded a reinvigoration of political imagination.

Now is a fitting moment to recover this perspective. Following the end of the Cold War, which had the effect of making the prospect of nuclear war seem more distant and unlikely, nuclear weapons again forced their way to (or near) the top of global and national security agendas. Survivalist and moral arguments concerning the necessity of nuclear disarmament, although subdued for a time – when the existence of a technological capacity for destruction on a planetary scope was largely ignored – have in recent years coalesced with worries pertaining to the proliferation of nuclear weapons to states like North Korea and Iran, as well as projections of renewed conflict between either the West and Russia or a declining United States and a rising China. Amidst the risks of such dangerous scenarios resides the intellectual danger of uncritically resuscitating old categories and patterns of thought. This concerns, in part, the time-honoured realist tradition that armed with cool-headed shrewdness – often, if vaguely, associated with Cold War nuclear strategy – provides supposedly superior policy recommendations. The legacy of the so-called golden age of strategic studies looms large, in part because the association between realism and strategic thought is longstanding.3 The intellectual foundations and practical implications of realism are in flux, however, and then as much as today, it is far from obvious what a realist(ic) position on nuclear weapons entails. In the current policy world, former realist statesmen are driving a call for universal nuclear disarmament, while others insist that the United States modernizes its stockpile, in order to maintain a credible deterrent.4 Meanwhile, in the world of theory, different versions of realism ascribe different value and levels of importance to nuclear weapons. Modern structural realism in particular appears increasingly stale in light of nuclear weapons.5

Revisiting the ideas of nuclear realism redirects our attention to a formative decade of the Cold War, provides a rich historical account of critical thinking on nuclear weapons and offers both inspiration and caution for ongoing scholarly and political conversations on contemporary realism and nuclear weapons.6 While nuclear realism had evident limitations – which is, indeed, something we make clear throughout this volume – its holistic analysis of the global destructiveness of nuclear weapons at the height of the Cold War can help to open up new realist vistas in grasping the ongoing transformation of the human condition in the twenty-first century.



Situating nuclear realism


Although most contemporary realists consider nuclear weapons in greater or lesser detail, we reserve the label ‘nuclear realism’ for a transnational, interdisciplinary and temporally bound intellectual phenomenon, which, in important respects, overlaps with, but does not exhaust, political realism as it is currently conceived in International Relations (IR) and political theory. For nuclear realists, the thermonuclear revolution was the central benchmark in developing a form of global political thought that sought to synthesize a realist worldview with a radical agenda for change.

The increasingly promiscuous use of the term ‘realism’ within the fields of IR and political theory is sometimes met with exasperation amongst realist and non-realist scholars alike. By introducing the category of ‘nuclear realism’ and covering several thinkers not conventionally associated with realism or a realist tradition, our argument adds further complexity or, as some would no doubt argue, confusion to the category of political realism. Indeed, when we have introduced the concept of ‘nuclear realism’ in speeches at conferences and seminars, this concern has almost invariably been raised. Whether it is based on an attempt to protect a brand or a conveniently (but deceptively) clear concept, the typical objection holds that realism is gradually emptied of meaning. Given realism’s historical and rhetorical standing in IR theory, as well as its current popularity in the field of political theory, debates focusing on the nature and diversity of realism are, however, highly instructive and should be welcomed.7 It is important to stress that the nature of realism as both policy and theory was the source of contestation and some confusion at the time of the thermonuclear revolution.8 The fact that realism is once again the subject of intense scholarly debate in IR and political theory presents a welcome opportunity to further explore its foundations and test its limits.

A solid starting point for thinking about nuclear realism is Berki’s (1981) contention that any type of realism must take into account reliable contextual knowledge about the world, accept political necessity in some measure and display a sense of practical possibility in discussing change. This ‘synthetic’ view allows for political realisms that balance these dimensions in a variety of ways in different contexts, while in the process risking a loss of balance and realist character. Although in the idiom of disciplinary history (Schmidt, 1998) nuclear realism is not a historical tradition in the sense that political realism and classical realism are often portrayed (e.g. Gilpin, 1984; Lebow, 2007),9 the insights of Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell were self-professedly realistic, and they often advanced particular arguments that have strong affinities with conventional understandings of political realism.

First, their profound appreciation of the crisis of modernity had a strong anti-idealist element (one time-honoured marker of realism), particularly in comparison, for example, with the curiously apolitical, abstract and unreal edifice of strategic thought during these years. Further, nuclear realists consistently sought to unmask the ‘apparent’ – another central aspect of realism, as Stefano Guzzini (2004: 553) has pointed out. In fact, their writings hover somewhere between the descriptive (that takes reality as its point of departure) and the normative – a distinction that from a realist point of view is almost by necessity artificial (Geuss, 2008: 17). In practice, realism is always contextual and includes an evaluation of reality and an interpretation of its significance for political action, as it strives for a ‘tighter imbrication of the empirical and the normative’ (Mantena, 2012: 468). In doing so, nuclear realists often began from the indubitably realist claim that political conflicts over power had been constitutive of the political lives of humans. In the nuclear age, however, a state-dominated configuration of international politics was likely to produce a politically suicidal and morally unacceptable great power nuclear war (or, put differently, a great power conventional war that risked escalating into nuclear war).10 Indeed, if nuclear realism had one common thread running through it, it was the empirical realization that an era had passed: European and international politics had been robbed of the balance of power that many realists had traditionally viewed as a socially regulated, but at the same time socially regulating, principle that, alongside a solid dose of pragmatism and wisdom, could be utilized to assuage recurring conflicts between great powers. This mechanism (a term that inadequately captures the deeply social character of the balance of power for most classical realists) was based on a basic presupposition concerning international politics: that the advent of war between great powers, in order to upset or restore the balance, constituted a politically and morally acceptable option. Following the experience of total war, this was increasingly challenged. According to nuclear realists it was decisively repudiated in the thermonuclear age.

Second, in their attempts to formulate a response to nuclear weapons that balanced between the Scylla of ruthless power politics and the Charybdis of abstract idealism, nuclear realists navigated a problematique that has haunted, perhaps even defined, political realism as a way of approaching politics and society during much of the twentieth century – namely, the extent to which reform, change, progress or other kinds of transformation are possible, and where the mainsprings of such processes (other than overwhelming power, the legitimacy of which is not always apparent) can be located. There is no doubt that political realism’s closeness to the practical world of politics – ripe as it is with social imperfections and murky dealings – has often (and rightly so) led to the charge that realism results in cynicism or conservatism. But while it evokes a sense of practicality and anti-idealism, realism cannot be reduced to the amoral pursuit of power. It must, at the same time, involve a genuine effort to prevent realism’s critique of the ideal and the abstract from relapsing into reactionary amoralism, while simultaneously preserving an identity distinct from its other – moralism (Horton, 2010; Geuss, 2015). Most forms of political realism that are, or have been, formulated and defended in practice have, for that very reason, been informed by visions, values and calls for some kind of moral or political reform, without which the productiveness and attraction of realism as a form of political theorizing would be quite limited.11 As E. H. Carr suggested in 1939, a pure realism would exclude ‘four things which appear to be essential ingredients of all effective political thinking: a finite goal, an emotional appeal, a right of moral judgment and a ground for action’ (1939: 113). True to their creed, most realists (including nuclear realists) have not considered it a purity worth striving for.

Nuclear realism does not merely display obvious links to the progressive dimensions of mid-twentieth century (classical) realism.12 To a considerable extent, they pioneered such efforts. Already during the mid-1950s, they came to an understanding that nuclear weapons invalidated well-established principles of international politics; something that classical realists familiar to IR scholars also gradually came to accept (Craig, 2003). Indeed, as we go on to argue, the countercultural dimension of nuclear realism played an important role in fostering and anticipating the spirit, forms and themes of the social and political protest that we have come to associate with the 1960s (see also Jamison and Eyerman, 1994). Clearly, then, nuclear realism should not be mistaken for a hard-nosed, nuclear war-fighting variant of the Realpolitik school. Nor were nuclear realists exclusively focused on policy issues; rather they were critical, oppositional thinkers with links to radical political thought who sought to examine foundational questions of social and political theory in light of contemporary developments. The fundamental insight that led nuclear realists to recast their analyses of politics, technology and human life centred on the transformation in the scale and availability of military force that atomic – and particularly thermonuclear – weapons brought about. Highly critical of deterrence and narrow, tactical approaches to the reconfiguration of military affairs – as well as of the new knowledge economy that undergirded such thinking – nuclear realists eventually engaged in a wholesale reconsideration of what (international) politics could and should mean in the thermonuclear age. Hiroshima came to symbolize a historical turning point, to which human society could never return:



[T]he age in which at any given moment we have the power to transform any given place on our planet, and even our planet itself, into a Hiroshima.… However long this age may last, even if it should last forever, it is ‘The Last Age’: for there is no possibility that its ‘differentia specifica,’ the possibility of our self-extinction, can ever end – but by the end itself.

(Anders, 1962a: 493)




Despite the presence of Hiroshima as an evocative reference point and metaphor for the crisis of modernity, the thermonuclear revolution of the 1950s and early 1960s constitutes the most fertile period of nuclear realist thinking. During these years, advances in weapons technology and a capacity for total destruction (which remains with us today), as well as a series of superpower crises over the Taiwan Strait islands, Berlin and Cuba raised the spectre of omnicidal war in the public mind (Holloway, 2010). Indeed, several historians have recently stressed the importance of this period – arguably the most intense of the Cold War or, indeed, ‘the Cold War proper’ (Stephanson, 2015: 137; see also Stephanson, 2012; Mastny, 2014). It is not without irony that nuclear realist concerns were addressed in the farewell addresses of two US Presidents leaving office during this crucial period. In 1953, Harry S. Truman bluntly, but without abiding confidence, stated that ‘[s]tarting an atomic war is totally unthinkable for rational men’ (Truman, 1953: no pagination). Eight years later, Dwight D. Eisenhower famously warned that ‘the potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist’ with the reality of the military-industrial complex (Eisenhower, 1961: 15; also Ledbetter, 2011). Although often estranged from, if not sometimes abhorred by, the actual policies of Truman and Eisenhower’s administrations, nuclear realists shared the sentiments expressed in these grave reflections spurred on by the abdication of executive power. Indeed, nuclear realists devoted their time and energy to substantiating such claims – making them intelligible by placing them within a broader social context and describing their consequences in detail. This was carried out with a view to demonstrating the necessity of political, social and moral reform.





Nuclear realist thinkers


Nuclear Realism synthesizes the work of Günther Anders, John H. Herz, Lewis Mumford and Bertrand Russell. Read together, their work has strong affinities with those forms of twentieth-century realism that seek to formulate ‘an ethico-political response to the visceral combination of industrial warfare, mass democracy, mechanized genocide, nationalism, global capitalism, and the development of unprecedented technologies of mass destruction’ (Bell, 2008: 5). Much like other well-known (classical) realists in IR, such as Reinhold Niebuhr and Hans J. Morgenthau, nuclear realists had a distinctively broad intellectual agenda that transgressed the, at the time fluid, boundaries of (and between) the fields of political studies, IR and social critique. Their overlapping concerns ranged from the cranky,13 to specific policy issues,14 to argumentative strategies and core themes that collectively made up the intellectual battleground of the thermonuclear revolution. On some issues, nuclear realists advanced arguments that were uncommon or original, whereas in other areas, their views were more widely shared. What is distinctive about nuclear realist thinking is not just their views on nuclear strategy, for example, but the foundational place of these views within a larger intellectual edifice. To group these thinkers together involves, above all, a claim about the ‘family resemblance’ of their ideas on the thermonuclear revolution and the human condition; while some traits are central, if not essential, to nuclear realist thinking, ‘a complicated network of similarities, overlapping and crisscrossing’ is equally important in defining this position (Wittgenstein, 1953: §66; see also M. C. Williams, 2005: 16). Although nuclear realists did not consider themselves part of a research program, school or paradigm, the term nuclear realism signifies an approach collectively advanced by Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell, even if was not fully articulated in the writings of either.15 It is important to note, however, that nuclear realists often viewed each other’s work as inspirational and commendable. For example, Herz acknowledged the work of both Anders and Mumford as important influences on his thinking (Herz, 1951: 135; Hacke and Puglierin, 2007: 374); Mumford reviewed Russell’s books in the 1930s and later praised him for his efforts to cease and redirect the downward spiral of 1950s nuclear politics (Mumford, 1931b; 1934b; 1962: 213–4); and Russell, in turn, penned a preface to one of Anders’ books (Russell, 1961c).

Moreover, it is clear that there were important commonalities among nuclear realists in terms of their intellectual lineages and the position from which they grappled with the reality of the thermonuclear revolution. Rather than beginning from a blank slate in reacting to, first, the atomic and, subsequently, the hydrogen bomb, all four thinkers possessed a longstanding interest in the nature and consequences of political modernity, industrialization and the intensification of violence. These commonalities and overlaps in the ideas and analyses of Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell are even more striking in light of their individual experiences, interests and characteristics: they came from diverse national backgrounds, worked within – or even outside of – various academic disciplines, and their ideas were shaped by several intellectual and political traditions. Yet they all arrived at the conclusion that the thermonuclear revolution symbolized the uncanny climax of a world gone awry. In light of the array of global problems and questions of our time, it is somewhat surprising that contemporary scholarship in IR and political theory, while occasionally recalling the writings and insights of individual figures, has not accorded more attention to the partially overlapping projects of radical political transformation that emerged during the thermonuclear revolution. By dispensing with disciplinary perspectives and widening our purview of political thought, thinkers and theory, we encounter the ‘nuclear enlightenment’ and its distinctive blend of intellectual creativity, human aspiration and deep anguish.16

Bertrand Russell (1892–1972), Nobel Prize in Literature (1950) winner and controversial social critic, was one of the most prominent philosophers of the twentieth century. As a child of Victorian liberalism, Russell grew to realize not only that the politically comfortable world of the century in which he was born had disappeared past recall, but also that his fundamentally liberal values – diversity, liberty, peace and progress – were under increasing strain as the twentieth century marched on through two catastrophic wars (Russell, 1956a). Already an established philosopher of logic and mathematics at Trinity College, Cambridge, before the outbreak of World War I, the great European conflict spurred on Russell’s lingering radicalism and near-pacifism (Russell, 1975; Monk, 1996). This trend deepened over the course of his life and led to his gradual estrangement from professional philosophy. Instead, he developed an unsteady but rising income from writing books for a wide range of audiences on a host of social, educational, political and philosophical themes. After World War II, Russell gradually became embroiled in a series of public campaigns – centred on the new menace of nuclear weapons technology – that came to define his legacy as a social critic and political thinker, including the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), the Committee of 100 and the Bertrand Russell Peace Foundation.

Russell, who possessed a thoroughly competent understanding of nuclear physics, was astute in grasping the revolutionary implications of nuclear weapons. His clearest statement on the subject, Common Sense and Nuclear Warfare (1959a), contained an analysis of the most pertinent strategic and political questions in an age of globe-engulfing technologies that built on his earlier ventures into politics, science and technology, including Icarus or the Future of Science (1925a), The Scientific Outlook (1931), Authority and the Individual (1949), The Impact of Science on Society (1952) and Human Society in Ethics and Politics (1954a). While Russell’s political theory was complex and insightful, his policy proposals were occasionally reckless (and never more so than his late-1940s proposal to use atomic bombs as instruments of political coercion), but often appealingly simple. For a number of the New Left, Russell gradually developed into an icon of discontent, but during the late 1950s and early 1960s, he was best known as an intellectual leader of the Anglo-American nuclear disarmament movement. This role was underpinned by the Russell–Einstein Manifesto – urging everyone to ‘[r]emember your humanity, and forget the rest’ – that breathed new life into scientist advocacy for nuclear disarmament through the establishment of the Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs (Russell and Einstein, 1955).

If Russell was the unacknowledged intellectual leader of the Anglo-American nuclear disarmament movement, Günther Anders (1902–1992; previously Stern) became one of his European counterparts. The quirkiness of Anders’ personality and thought is suggested by the origins of his surname. Following the rejection of his Habilitation at the hands of Theodor Adorno at the University of Frankfurt, the 1983 recipient of the Adorno Prize (!) subsequently decided to pursue a career as a writer and critic: ‘When a Berlin editor [in the 1920s] with too many writers named Stern on his staff suggested he name himself “something different”, he responded “then call me ‘different’” (“anders”)’ (Marcuse, 1997: no pagination). During the 1930s, Anders fled Germany via Paris, and by 1936, he was resident in the United States, where he briefly lived with the Marcuse family during the early 1940s. Like his first wife, Hannah Arendt (whom he was married to from 1929 to 1937), Anders had been a student of Martin Heidegger (and also of Edmund Husserl), but unlike Arendt, who became a celebrated American post-war intellectual, Anders returned to Europe in 1950, after fourteen years in the United States. During the war, he had worked briefly in the Office of War Information and at a Hollywood costume factory, experiences that did much to shape his view of the United States.

Anders, like Russell, had an ambivalent relationship with American society, politics and culture (Anders, 1984a; 2006). In part, it was his experiences in the United States that drove Anders towards the philosophy of technology. Until then, his intellectual life had been largely shaped by Marxism, the study of literature (Kafka in particular) and his preoccupation with the philosophy and politics of Heidegger. However, the successful testing of a hydrogen device in 1952 was apparently decisive in focusing his mind on the meaning and capacity of nuclear weapons technology (Dawsey, 2013: 205–6). Anders viewed the academic study of literature, poetry and philosophy as insufficiently attentive to the real danger of nuclear weapons and decided, instead, to confront the bomb as an independent, activist philosopher (Anders, 1956a: 237; 1984a: 328). Anders published the first volume of his magnum opus, Die Antiquiertheit des Menschen (The Obsolescence of Human Beings), in 1956.17 For the pessimistic Anders, the nuclear revolution laid bare a fundamental human inability to confront its own self-destructiveness, which had to be dissected in order to recover the (meagre) potential for solidarity, imagination and reform that humanity still possessed.

The third figure in our cast of central nuclear realist thinkers, John H. Herz (1908–2005), never sought – or, indeed, received – the public acclaim of Russell or Anders. Perhaps this was due to the fact that Herz was softly spoken and less intensively engaged in activism. On the other hand, as a self-proclaimed realist (or realist liberal), Herz is probably the better-known figure in the fields of political science, IR and strategic studies.18 Like other important post-war realist thinkers in the United States, Herz came from a German-Jewish background somewhat similar to that of Anders. Herz studied law but was also captivated by the fields of philosophy, sociology and political theory. After losing his job in the German court system in 1933, he moved to Geneva to study international law under the supervision of the legal positivist Hans Kelsen, with whom he had also worked at the University of Cologne, not far from Herz’s hometown of Düsseldorf. Herz’s time in Geneva was academically successful, with him completing a doctorate on National Socialist conceptions of international law, later published under a pseudonym (Bristler [Herz], 1938). Politically, however, it was a depressing period, as he – a left-leaning liberal – watched the disintegration of the League of Nations at close quarters (Herz, 1939). After emigrating to the United States in the late 1930s, Herz was briefly at the Institute of Advanced Study at Princeton, before joining the US Office of Strategic Services (OSS), where he worked in the Central European section, alongside central figures in the Frankfurt School (including Herbert Marcuse, Otto Kirchheimer and Franz Neumann), in an effort to destroy National Socialism (Schale, 2008; Laudani, 2013).

After World War II, Herz pursued an academic career in the United States as a realist scholar of IR, eventually securing a permanent position at Howard University, Washington, and later at the City College of New York. He continued to write sporadically on denazification, international law and German and comparative politics, but increasingly focused on the unrelenting and ingrained features of social life that produced political conflict among individuals and groups – a dynamic that was most evident in international politics and which he captured in the concept of the ‘security dilemma’. Herz consistently defended an approach that combined realist insight with liberal ideals (Herz, 1950a; 1951).19 His long standing interest in technology and its consequences for politics and human life under conditions of modernity was reignited by the advent of the thermonuclear revolution and propelled him to rethink and reformulate what a realist form of liberalism now required. Particularly in International Politics in the Atomic Age (1959), which remains his best-known book (Sylvest, 2013), and the unpublished sequel International Politics in the Technological Age,20 Herz combined his realist approach with a distinctively global outlook, in which threats to security and sustainability were seen as potential (though not necessarily probable) harbingers of necessary global reform. Deeply pessimistic yet a committed social thinker, Herz kept pushing this global vision, including a call for ‘survival research’, until his death in 2005 at the age of ninety-seven (Herz, 2003a; Seidel and Laszlo, 2006).

Herz shared this resolutely global vision and growing scepticism towards the social consequences of technology with Lewis Mumford (1895–1990) – one of the foremost and most authentic public intellectuals in the United States (Jacoby, 1987; Hughes and Hughes, 1990). A native New Yorker and a student of art, literature, urban life and technological development, Mumford had made a decision early on in his life to pursue a career as a writer. Despite undertaking studies at the City College of New York and Columbia University, his desire for independence meant that he never became permanently employed in the academic world (which for Mumford, as for Anders, may have exacerbated his critical view of university life). The breadth of Mumford’s intellectual interests was astounding; his intellectual inspiration derived from a diverse cast of thinkers, ranging from John Ruskin, H. G. Wells and Oswald Spengler to Americans like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Herman Melville, George Perkins Marsh and Thorstein Veblen. But his fascination with technology and its consequences for social and urban life was, above all, influenced by the evolutionary thinking of Patrick Geddes, the Scottish biologist and sociologist turned urban planner (Mumford, 1966). Mumford developed an idiosyncratic and imaginative style of historical writing that informed his social and political views – and he increasingly viewed the controversial issues of the day through a dark prism of civilizational decline. While he remained aloof from questions of international politics until well into the 1930s, Mumford atoned for his failure to grasp the dangers of totalitarianism by launching a realist attack on a particular form of pragmatic, sterile and depraved liberalism and thrusting himself into a campaign for American entry into World War II (Mumford, 1940a; 1940b; 1946b).21 This experience set him on a course of often virulent dissent that emerged in full view with the US development of the atomic bomb (see Mendelsohn, 1990).

The popularity of Mumford’s scholarship as a historian of technology and modern civilization did not suffer from his critical and often radical political views. He received the National Book Award for The City in History (in 1961) and the Presidential Medal of Freedom (in 1964) during the period when his anti-nuclear opposition was at its height. During the post-war decades, he also held visiting professorships at prestigious American universities, such as Dartmouth, Stanford, Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and Berkeley. When a student once enquired into the ambit of one of these professorships, Mumford replied that he was ‘Professor der Allerlei Wissenschaften, professor of things in general’ (Miller, 1989: 427). This vague, all-encompassing response signalled his opposition to the increased status of a rationalist scientific method, which despite its many achievements had turned into a juggernaut that ultimately impoverished, perverted and narrowed intellectual pursuits. Underlying such arguments was a narrative about the hold that ‘the machine’ had acquired over human lives and minds.22 A foremost symbol in this regard was nuclear weaponry, and Mumford set out to break this spell by developing a ‘programme for survival’ and nurturing the development of ‘whole men’. Already in his 1946 response to the atomic bomb, the radicalism and critique of the US national security establishment that came to mark Mumford’s post-war political writings were salient. Over the ensuing decades, he linked these critiques to his concerns about social engineering, the concentration of political power, cultures of consumption and conformism and environmental degradation.

The biographies of Russell, Anders, Herz and Mumford are each very rich, and these brief introductions mainly serve to illustrate that nuclear realists shared one ambition: to combine and reorient ideological beliefs and intellectual insights in light of the new, global challenge of nuclear weapons. As Bertrand Russell observed: ‘Either we shall all perish, or we shall have to acquire some slight degree of common sense. A great deal of new political thinking will be necessary if utter disaster is to be averted’ (1945: 339, emphasis added). This conviction, shared by all of them, suggests that their intellectual responses cannot be easily analysed through the compartmentalized, disciplinary lenses that define academia today. Infused by humanist concerns and less technical than the abstract theorizing emerging from institutional sites privileged in standard histories of intellectual reactions to nuclear weapons,23 nuclear realists offered not theory in the impoverished sense in which the term is often deployed today, but rather visions of politics that came to restructure the conventional dichotomy of utopian dreams and realist action: the bomb required that political engagement and activism became part and parcel of intellectual theorizing. The intellectual core of all four thinkers and the urgency that characterized a thorough examination of the thermonuclear revolution is aptly captured in the Marx-inspired epigraph that introduced Anders’ second volume on Die Antiquiertheit des Menschen (1980):



It is not enough to change the world. This is what we do anyhow. And it mostly happens without our intervention. We must interpret this change. And, indeed, in order to change it. In order for the world not to change further without us. And not finally become a world without us.

(Anders, 1980: i, author translation)









Themes and organization


The thermonuclear revolution takes centre stage in the chapters that follow, but we position this phenomenon within the wider context of a series of ongoing and accelerating changes in the socio-economic, cultural and political organization of post-war Western societies, most notably the United States. Industrialization, social acceleration, the concentration of political power, the reconfiguration of knowledge economies, the homogenization of human experience and emerging cultures of suspicion, rationalization and consumption were all central to how nuclear realists identified, and tried to comprehend, those dimensions of the nuclear age that had the most decisive impact on the human condition. The reconfiguration of time and space that nuclear weaponry came to symbolize was only one (albeit the most advanced and most immediately dangerous) element in a larger process of human estrangement and loss of authenticity deepened by technological expansion. For nuclear realists, such processes involved a range of experiences – for example, the reconfiguration of work as a human activity, estrangement from nature and the organic dimensions of human existence, as well as the quantification and acceleration of social life.

The organization of the book reflects our attempt to do justice to the many interlocking dimensions of nuclear realist thinking, while at the same time providing a structured narrative that balances historical interest and contemporary relevance. We begin with a context-setting chapter (Chapter 1) that elaborates on the distinction between the atomic and thermonuclear phases of the nuclear revolution and discusses a series of conventional social and political reactions to nuclear weapons technology during a period when the knowledge economy, particularly in the United States, underwent significant changes. These transformations provided the crucial background against which nuclear realist thinking developed over the course of the 1950s. We focus, first, on the atomic phase of the revolution and the character and dynamics of the ultimately unsuccessful scientist campaign for ‘One World or None’ during the mid- to late 1940s. We then move on to discuss early attempts in the social sciences to come to terms with the atomic bomb by honing in on the influential work of William F. Ogburn (1886–1959) and Bernard Brodie (1910–1978). It is central to our argument that the mutual imbrication of nuclear weapons technology and a narrow(ing) conception of the social (or human) sciences entailed a subdued ‘conventionalization’ of a supposedly revolutionary weapon; the bomb was, in effect, quietly absorbed into existing modes of thought. A central role in this process was performed by a vocabulary of human and social adaptation to technological trends and developments – a process typically understood as the overcoming or closing of a ‘cultural lag’ between ‘scientific man’ and ‘social man’. In the final section, we expand on this argument by suggesting that the cultural lag thesis performed a crucial role in the functioning of Cold War rationality more widely. Indeed, it served as a source of inspiration and aspiration for defence intellectuals and came to constitute an important reference point in nuclear realist critiques of the dominant approach to social and political affairs at the height of the Cold War.

Chapter 2 examines what is arguably the most fundamental overlapping feature common to nuclear realists: their analysis of the nature and availability of military force in the thermonuclear age and its implications for rationality, intellectual vocation and well-informed debates concerning modern politics. They shared this analysis with other observers, but they took its implications further than most. Their critique functioned as the catalyst for thinking through the human condition in a more thorough manner; a realization that deepened and acquired unquestioned actuality during the years when hydrogen bombs and intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) were developed and tested. To stress the centrality of military force for their thinking, we therefore begin by sketching the nuclear realist reaction to the thermonuclear revolution, a reaction which was both swift and profound. Moreover, it involved a constant struggle over what should count as political realities and a persistent effort to criticize, destabilize or shift the meaning of realism. We develop this point in more detail in our analysis of the nuclear realist dissection of the central strategic concept of nuclear deterrence, which, if paradoxically successful in the short run, was ultimately unreliable and placed human civilization at risk. It was these core insights that led nuclear realists to defend a crossbreed of realism and radicalism rooted in the view that a realist(ic) response to the thermonuclear age should embody a critique of rational-ist science and the apparently relentless expansion of technology. At a time when scientific knowledge and the conditions under which it was produced were being rapidly transformed, this inevitably placed nuclear realists at some distance from the expanding academic and policy establishments of Western nuclear weapons states. They refused to accept that one could only legitimately engage in debates about nuclear weapons as a scientific expert or ‘specific intellectual’,24 whose political interventions are justified by a claim to possess specific, technological knowledge. This gave their voices a critical bent and influenced their channels of communication, which often appealed to a wider public sphere. According to nuclear realists, the implications of the H-bomb were universal and, hence, a question too important to be left to politicians or generals, as well as to scientists or strategic thinkers. For them, human survival became the Olympian point from where to speak truth to power.

Chapter 3 examines nuclear realist reactions to the domestic political consequences of the national security state that developed in tandem with the expansion of the nuclear weapons complex in the United States. We begin by sketching two not always compatible liberal logics – the logic of security and the logic of liberty – that were central to the language of liberalism, in which such debates were routinely conducted. Whereas the first type of logic puts a premium on order as a precondition of freedom, the second type of logic emphasizes how individual liberty ought to be shielded from intrusion by political authorities. The balance between these two logics has been the subject of continuous renegotiation in modern politics, but according to nuclear realists, it was fundamentally upset with the constitutional, institutional and cultural shifts that accompanied the development of the national security state in the early years of the Cold War. In the following sections of Chapter 3, we examine the ways in which nuclear realists approached and reformulated answers to classic questions in political theory concerning the balance between security and liberty. We first detail the nuclear realist reaction to the militarization of US politics and its consequences for political culture and individual liberty – a reaction characterized by a radical critique of nuclear state-hood and its culture of secrecy and suspicion that was seen to undermine, and potentially corrupt, the democratic credentials of the United States and the free world. We then move on to discuss proposals of nuclear realists for a constructive reorganization of political authority in supranational directions. These ranged from ideas about international control of atomic energy to outright calls for world government. Although these proposals were ultimately somewhat disappointing, in our reading grappling with these issues had a double effect on nuclear realists: on the one hand, it returned them to the Gordian knot (or ever-present conflict) between security and liberty; on the other, it contributed to a shift of emphasis towards a third liberal logic – that of individuality. According to this third logic, individuals should be provided with the opportunity to develop their full potential, something that was made increasingly difficult in a nuclear-armed and thoroughly technological modern world.

The two following chapters revolve around the logic of individuality. Nuclear realists became preoccupied with demonstrating how social and political contestation of the accepted order in the nuclear age could be made to serve individual liberty in a broader, more positive sense. Chapter 4 contextualizes and examines nuclear realist approaches to technology and ecology. These two themes are deeply linked in Cold War history, since attention to ecology was, in part at least, a natural response to the alienating effects of technology – a return to nature, so to speak, that we have come to associate with the cultural shifts of the 1960s. Nuclear realists were among the pioneers in this respect. Presenting modern technology (or Technics) as a powerful, world-changing force that, if left unchecked and uncontrolled, would empty human life of higher purpose, the first part of this chapter describes how nuclear realists managed to connect the macroscopic condition of thermonuclear weapons and total destruction with the microscopic social and political consequences of technology at the level of everyday experience. The second part of the chapter moves on to discuss how the expansion of the mechanical and artificial produced a reaction: a new appreciation of nature, the limits of nature and the organic dimensions of human life. Not only were nuclear weapons – the quint-essential modern technology – themselves hazardous for the environment in terms of their production, maintenance and (particularly) employment; nuclear realists increasingly realized that the lifestyle ideals that flourished during the post-war decades, and the underlying value of unending material growth, had significant environmental consequences. On the one hand, this led to a survivalist, anthropocentric concern for preserving nature – for example, through notions of steward-ship. This global (proto-)environmentalist vision centred on planetary concerns related to global population pressure and resource depletion. On the other hand, Mumford, in particular, developed a deeper, ecocentric concept of global ecology that anticipated an understanding of the human being as a geological agent in (what we have since come to term, following Paul Crutzen) the Anthropocene. In short, we argue that the nuclear realist concerns with technology and, above all, nuclear weapons were central to their anticipation of, and contribution to, the awakening of global environmental concerns. In directing their attention to these global and increasingly pressing problems and by scrutinizing the obstacles to the mobilization of political power and interest in such matters, nuclear realists offer both a contribution to and a challenge to realist thought.

Their sombre reflections on human life in the shadow of the mushroom cloud pushed nuclear realists to stress the importance of imagination and the role of the future, which is the central theme of Chapter 5. Openly lamenting the qualities that furthered, and were furthered by, modern technological society, such as conformity and a mechanistic, often unreflexively sterile acceptance of political and moral values that demanded deeper scrutiny, nuclear realists were led to formulate proposals for the moral reform and (re-)education of human beings, variously described as ‘the whole man’, ‘universalism’, ‘the ethics of survival’ and ‘the courage to fear’. The critique of nuclear weapons technology and its manifold social and political implications as well as an explicit aspiration to explore a range of strategies for reform points to the centrality of a critical, utopian dimension in nuclear realism. In this chapter, we put such transformationalist aspirations in context and consider their merits. We begin with a brief discussion of the relationship between realism and utopia and focus on current attempts in both IR and political theory to develop a realist agenda that is more appreciative of certain versions of utopianism. The recent revival of political realism within political theory, in particular, has prompted a suggestion that imagination has a role to play in political realism if the latter is not to end in conservatism or the blind worshipping of power (Geuss, 2010). Against this background, we return to the 1950s and the writings of Lionel Trilling and C. Wright Mills concerning the place of the imagination in politics and social affairs. Finally, we detail how nuclear realists not only argued that the imagination had been debilitated during the nuclear age, but that a rekindling of this faculty was necessary for grasping and subsequently acting on the global problems highlighted by the thermonuclear revolution. Lack of imagination was, to nuclear realists, a form of enslavement that, apart from being undesirable in itself, was also politically and morally dangerous, because our inability or unwillingness to imagine pandemonium in a perilous nuclear age stemmed from an apathetic acceptance of the current state of affairs as destiny.25 This constituted in part a realist assessment of global politics, in part a romanticist attempt to cultivate the aesthetic, eccentric, emotional and imaginative faculties of humans. In short, it was the nuclear realist way of heeding the (supposedly Gramscian) dictum that ‘the challenge of modernity is to live without illusions and without becoming disillusioned’. We conclude Chapter 5 by discussing the considerable burden that nuclear realists came to place on restoring and nurturing the imagination and teasing out nuclear realism’s contribution to debates about global future(s) and the rise of future studies.

The book ends where our ambition began: to provide inspiration and caution to new, substantive thinking on nuclear weapons and other forms of global security politics. It speaks directly to debates concerning a nuclear weapons-free world, to the challenge of turning climate change into an actionable political problem and to questions about current and future global governance of planetary problems. But it also posits a challenge for the ‘new political thinking’ that is, once again, necessary – both to avoid some of the most evident pitfalls that ensnared nuclear realists and to squarely face the questions they raised while drawing on their insights. Animated by the conviction that contemporary attempts to address global security problems would benefit from a richer historical foundation, our purpose is to recover a way of thinking that can assist and enlighten those presenting ostensibly new avenues that have previously failed or those searching for radical transformation, unaware of the strengths and limitations characteristic of similar ambitions in the past.26

Nuclear realist discourse and its most potent thematic dimensions led to a holistic and profound, but far from flawless, analysis of global security problems. It constitutes a largely untapped resource of political thought at a time when we are in dire need of inspiration.



Notes

1 Mumford (1946a: 6). The link between nuclear weapons and insanity was a recurring theme in nuclear realist thinking. See also Chapter 2.
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1
The atomic age and the new knowledge economy


I tell you these are great times. Man has mounted science, and is now run away with it.… The engines he will have invented will be beyond his strength to control. Some day science may have the existence of mankind in its power, and the human race commit suicide, by blowing up the world.

– Henry Adams1




Introduction

Considering the importance that is often attached to ‘the nuclear revolution’ in discussions of post-war intellectual life, it remains a surprisingly expansive and curiously ill-defined concept. Often, it is used with minimal historical contextualization as a broad marker that captures the essentials – uncannily familiar to all of us – regarding nuclear weapons.2 Still, it is well worth clarifying and specifying the concept of the nuclear revolution in more detail, not least because scientific and intellectual reactions to the bomb varied considerably during the post-war decades. In our view, the nuclear revolution is best seen as a gradual revolution involving two stages. The idea of atomic bombs was of course anticipated long before World War II, for example, in Wells’ The World Set Free of 1914, but the Manhattan Project and the development of the atomic bomb was a remarkably well-kept secret among Western publics. Therefore, the way in which the ‘absolute weapon’ (Brodie, 1946a) emerged on the battlefield in Japan contributed to a sense of revolution that filled the airwaves and newspaper columns in late 1945. We suggest that a second thermonuclear stage of the revolution was foreshadowed by US President Harry Truman’s January 1950 decision to build the hydrogen bomb.

Though this temporal distinction is rarely made explicit, explications and analyses of reactions to the nuclear revolution often follow its contours. Generally, the narrative begins with the nuclear scientists involved in the Manhattan Project, who in the late 1940s took on a central role in the call for far-reaching political reform by promoting (and symbolizing) a sensibility of fear and change in the wake of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.3 By contrast, the 1950s are often identified with the mandarins of the military-industrial complex, who sought to domesticate the bomb for new strategic imperatives and doctrines of deterrence, intent on replacing the doctrine of massive retaliation with a myriad of more refined nuclear postures and war plans. Against this background, it seems that while the atomic age held the potential to dissect, question and transform the structure of politics, strategic thinking in the thermonuclear phase was dominated by attempts to bring expertise to politics.4

Unfortunately, this powerful narrative leaves out important developments during both phases. While critical and reflexive responses were perhaps not common during the early 1950s, our focus on nuclear realism emphasizes that the second phase of the revolution accelerated a wide-ranging, if sometimes marginalized, intellectual examination of the human condition in the nuclear age – a sentiment that was also reflected in anti-nuclear activism at the time.5 For nuclear realists, the thermonuclear revolution added to, and intensified, an existing sense of outrage and tragedy following the experience of total war and the Holocaust. They saw it as their main task to formulate responses that could recover human meaning and purpose, without falling prey to the forms of idealism and moralism that were prevalent during the atomic phase.

To understand, however, how nuclear realists came to reflect upon the nature of scientific and political knowledge, as well as their own roles as intellectuals, academics and social critics, this chapter first zooms in on the atomic phase of the revolution, which provided the background against which nuclear realist thinking developed over the course of the 1950s. During this first phase, the bomb was both seen as a symbol of utmost destruction and the pinnacle of scientific power. This was reflected in the writings of scientists and intellectuals, who genuinely struggled to make sense of the military and political meaning of the atomic bomb. Was the atomic bomb a game-changer that demanded far-reaching political reform and global control? Or was it a weapon that, in spite of its destructive qualities, could be domesticated and integrated in existing national political and strategic schemes? At the same time, the atomic bomb also left a huge imprint on science and radically reconfigured the science–state relationship, scientific practices, funding schemes and the role of the scientist as intellectual.

In order to contextualize these developments, we begin with a brief examination of the nature and character of the anti-nuclear weapons campaign organized by nuclear scientists in the wake of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Their claim that the destructive potential of science could only be balanced through radical and far-reaching political reform has been widely discussed in the literature. But their swift rise to prominence in public discourse and equally quick demise during the late 1940s is worth recalling here. It serves to highlight – as some nuclear realists would recognize a decade later – that proposals for political reform can only be successful when based on a realist(ic) assessment of the political context and possibilities. At the same time, it provides important insights into the emergence of a new knowledge economy, in which the dominant role of scientists was gradually transformed; from a public figure speaking her or his mind with considerable authority, legitimacy and political clout towards that of the supposedly apolitical but also more suspect technocrat providing expertise to politicians and policymakers. We then move on to discuss early attempts in the social sciences to come to terms with the atomic bomb by honing in on the work of William F. Ogburn (1886–1959) and Bernard Brodie (1910–1978). Their work provides two vignettes through which to explore the interconnections between the atomic bomb and the emergence of a narrow(ing) conception of social science as expertise deployed to adapt human and social life to technological trends and developments. In the final section, we expand on this argument by suggesting that the cultural lag thesis served a crucial function for defence intellectuals, who during the 1950s and 1960s would come to speak from positions of authority and constitute an important reference point in nuclear realist critiques of nuclear strategy. By then, however, searching attempts to make sense of the atomic bomb were increasingly transformed into the ‘ultimate machine dream’ (Guilhot, 2011b: 279) of a fully automated nuclear deterrence operating according to the principles of rationalist science.




Fear and atonement: The Manhattan Project and the new knowledge economy

‘I have become Death, the destroyer of Worlds’. With these words from the Bhagavad Gita, uttered after the Trinity Test of July 1945, the civilian leader of the Manhattan Project J. Robert Oppenheimer expressed not only his profound unease with the destructive power of the weapon he had helped to build. The words also reflected the insight, shared by many of the other scientists attached to the Manhattan Project, that the bomb had fundamentally reconfigured the role of the intellectual. Intellectuals could no longer claim to inhabit a value-free realm of knowledge beyond the domain of politics. The atomic bomb’s sudden arrival may have shocked globally, but it was not, in fact, an isolated event. The scientific breakthrough was firmly embedded within the development of a modern industrial and technological civilization, which, characterized by the alliance between science, technology and large-scale human organization, had not just improved individual well-being, but also made possible – and, to some extent, engineered – the horrendous acts and events that unfolded over the course of the twentieth century. The relationship between scientists and organized violence was particularly urgent in this respect, as World War I had already demonstrated that many scientists, not unlike the working class, had sacrificed their universal ideals on the altar of nationalism. Julien Benda (1928) saw this as a form of treason and advocated a return to the universal intellectual, who worked in the service of reason and humanity rather than irrational ideology. By the end of World War II, it was clear to many that Enlightenment’s hope that reason would eventually bring an end to war was forever shattered: science had become enlisted in the service of war and had now made killing on an industrial scale possible. If the Manhattan Project shattered any Weberian longing for value-free science, the political and cultural omnipresence of atomic weapons in the immediate post-war years made the kind of detachment called for by Benda increasingly difficult. As Charles Thorpe has argued:



Attempts at intellectual purity in the modern world have a tendency to collapse into their opposite. Weber’s defence of intellectual integrity as value-neutrality has the paradoxical effect of allowing the intellectual to become an instrument or resource for the state. And the price of ethical purity for Benda’s clerk is ceding the world to Caesar and to Machtpolitik. Efforts to hold the realm of knowledge apart from the realm of power appear doomed to failure.

(Thorpe, 2004: 65)




For this reason, Michel Foucault identified the mid-twentieth century and, in particular, the arrival of the atomic bomb as the decisive period during which the universal intellectual – who from a detached, Archimedean point of view acted ‘a little’ like ‘the consciousness/consciences of everyone’ – gave way to the specific intellectual occupying ‘a specific position… lined to the general functioning of an apparatus of truth’. For Foucault, it was, above all, the atomic scientist – in particular, J. Robert Oppenheimer – who symbolized this shift. The universal intellectual had become impossible in an age of ‘techno-scientific structures’, where truth was ‘centred on the form of scientific discourse and the institutions which produce it’ (Foucault, 1976: 67, 71, 73).

In the aftermath of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, many nuclear scientists responded with a sense of guilt, atonement and moral abhorrence towards the weapon they had helped create for the purpose of deterring Germany. Attentive audiences trying to comprehend the awesome destructiveness of the atomic bomb initially appeared willing to hear out the explanations of nuclear scientists who had specialized knowledge about – and bodily experience with – atomic weapons (Boyer, 1985b; Masco, 2004). For many scientists, the bomb marked the beginning of a morally animated peace activism. The underlying idea was simple: science had unleashed the destructive forces of nature, but political institutions were not adequately equipped to deal with this new reality. The beast – namely, atomic weapons – constructed by humans could, however, through increased knowledge and justified fear of its powers, be tamed. The idea of international control of atomic energy was the political expression of this compellence to peace. In the immediate post-war years, many Americans supported this cause not least because important, non-specialist opinion leaders rallied around the dystopian forecast of atomic scientists. As the journalist and peace advocate Norman Cousins (1945a) chillingly put it in the immediate aftermath of the bombing of Hiroshima: ‘Modern Man is Obsolete’.6 Only world government or some form of supranational governance, prominent scientists argued, could prevent humankind from future use of atomic weapons.7 Via a good dose of (more or less conscious) scaremongering, the movement and its offspring, such as the World Federalist Movement (WFM) (led by a young Cord Meyer, who was later to work for the Central Intelligence Agency – CIA), sought to transplant rational logic from nuclear physics to international politics. Originally the title of a popular paperback to which many prominent, concerned scientists contributed, ‘One World or None’ became the slogan that defined an entire movement.8

A decisive reason for the seeming success and broad appeal of the scientists’ movement during these early post-war years was that the United States was still the only nation in possession of nuclear weapons. While the stockpile and deployment capabilities of these weapons were modest, the monopoly contributed to keeping early Cold War relations with the Soviet Union above freezing point. International control was widely seen as a realistic opportunity; in the dystopian predictions of significant parts of the scientific establishment, the status of this proposal verged on necessity and truism (Boyer, 1985b).9 For a variety of reasons, however, the initial push for international control and one-worldism failed. The notion that politics could be put right was admirable as an ambition, but it turned out to be a self-defeating and hubristic approach to practical politics, particularly when much of the impetus behind the movement was based on fear of projected consequences. As one scientist (quoted in Boyer, 1998: 14) told The New Yorker in 1946: ‘Only one tactic is dependable – the preaching of doom’. Pronouncements like this, however, symbolized the short-sightedness and short-lived nature of the political campaign of the atomic scientists. As in other political contexts, fear turned out to be a dodgy ally in the long run. Indeed, policymakers (and intellectuals) were gradually coming to terms with the atomic bomb as a military weapon. Its revolutionary ‘newness’ was gradually accepted as a commonplace, while its incorporation into existing professional, political and cultural practices served both to dampen its revolutionary potential and, at times, to simply carry existing practices to the point of absurdity. For example, Freedman (2003) and others have pointed out that the conceptual schemes and military vocabulary that were used to fathom the destructive power of ‘Little Boy’ – a fission bomb roughly equalling 15,000 tons of TNT – were taken from the contemporary understanding of strategic bombing developed during World War II. Thus, while the bomb made a huge impression on many observers, it did not, at least from a strategic perspective, invalidate atomic warfare. More people were killed during the firebombing of Tokyo on 9–10 March 1945 than in the atomic explosion that targeted Hiroshima five months later. The novelty of the atomic bomb had to do with logistics, but not (initially) with the scale of killing that could be achieved. Indeed, the bomb had proven decisive in ending the war, and despite the scepticism of conservatives in the armed forces, after August 1945, the bomb quickly moved centre stage in American military strategy. In a rather casual manner, strategic planners in the late 1940s predicted and accepted the killing of millions of civilians as a central effect of this approach (Herken, 1980: Chs. 10–11; Holloway, 2010: 378).10

In addition, the inexorable political power logic of the emerging Cold War meant that the attempt to subject atomic energy to international control mechanisms as suggested in the 1946 Acheson–Lilienthal report never got off the ground. President Truman, who feared that the Russians were in the process of developing an atomic weapon on their own, was reluctant to commit to international control. Thus, when Bernard Baruch – a wealthy financier whom Truman had picked as the US representative to the UN Atomic Energy Commission – later that year outlined a modified version of the report, he made sure to add some conditions the US administration knew would be difficult for the Soviet Union to stomach (Wills, 2010: 32). In this revised version, the United States was willing to transfer its atomic bomb to the United Nations, but only after world-wide inspections had determined that no other state was building the bomb and the Security Council would impose hard sanctions on any defector. As a result, over the course of only a few months, the original objective of the Acheson–Lilienthal plan to prevent an atomic arms race had developed into ‘a strategy that forced Moscow to shoulder the blame for initiating a conflict to which the United States had already committed itself’ (Craig and Logevall, 2009: 76).

The intensification of the Cold War and the charged anti-Communist climate in the United States eventually led to the political activities and moral principles of scientists being viewed with suspicion, rather than admiration. Scientists even became the target of state-sponsored prosecution, as the notorious security hearing against J. Robert Oppenheimer in 1954 demonstrated (Bird and Sherwin, 2005). The outcome of this particular hearing clearly signalled that in the tense and suspicious political climate of the early 1950s, moral criticism was at the expense of political reputation and influence. This did not mean that scientists no longer played a role. Scientific expertise was still highly respected, but the roles and functions of nuclear scientists were being transformed. Indeed, the Oppenheimer case symbolized a larger transformation of science and the knowledge economy, which had been underway since at least World War II. In 1941, under the leadership of MIT electrical engineer Vannevar Bush, the Office for Scientific Research and Development (OSRD) was set up to strengthen organizational ties between research and military institutions in an effort to make scientific innovations readily available for the war effort.

The Manhattan Project was one such initiative. With a total bill reaching over US$20 billion in the 1940s, the Manhattan Project brought together within one single organizational framework the US military, many of the world’s brightest nuclear scientists, representatives of large industry and a total labour force of over 100,000 employees dispersed across the nation. In less than five years, it would develop what many held (and still hold) to be the decisive weapon in World War II (see also Rhodes, 1986). A prime example of Bush’s vision of large scale, interdisciplinary, team-based and government-backed science, the Manhattan Project was considered a huge scientific, organizational and military success. In the final stages of the war, in a letter dated 17 November 1944, President Franklin D. Roosevelt asked Bush how his experiences of the wartime organization of science could be exploited in a time of peace. The subsequent report, titled ‘Science: The Endless Frontier’ (Bush, 1945), stressed the continuing importance and centrality of ‘Big Science’ in the military as well as a range of other fields, but also envisaged an organizational model that would be less shrouded in secrecy than military-led projects operating during wartime.11 The latter would not, however, be realized, as the military – no doubt partly in response to the increasingly chilly climate of the Cold War – continued to fund basic and applied research after the end of the war. As a result, the militarization of science became a permanent feature of the post-war environment, where the ‘Cold War “military-industrial complex” became the new working world for much important post-war science’, with the US Department of Defense (DoD) providing ‘80 per cent of government funding on research and development, a third of all industrial research, and three quarters of research for fields such as electronic and aerospace’ (Agar, 2012: 306–7).12

Ironically, the increased funding of science in the 1950s also began to diminish the public standing of scientists. The military co-optation of scientists shifted a balance; whereas iconic scientists used to exude both scientific expertise and moral or political wisdom, their image became increasingly associated with the former as the latter was no longer demanded by political decision-makers. This new position of power was a far cry from the universal intellectual, who had also sought to speak moral truth from a detached, Olympian position. During the 1950s, the ideal of the scientist as a figure of truth, authority and progress was largely replaced by that of the expert, who could perform her or his duty by supplying specialized technical expert advice to the state on nuclear and related matters.13 Foucault’s specific intellectual became a reality, which in turn inaugurated a new kind of politics: opposing sides of a debate or controversy increasingly relied on individual experts to bolster their political claims. Consequently, those scientists who grew more explicitly critical of nuclear weapons – such as those engaged in the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE) – were often discredited and accused of nourishing communist sympathies, while those scientists working inside the political apparatus increasingly accepted the existing political and strategic realities of superpower conflict as the baseline for their activities (Rubinson, 2011). Although there clearly were exceptions to this trend – the activism of Linus Pauling is perhaps the best case – many scientists now found that they were most effective in shaping policy when they couched their (moral) arguments in the more acceptable technical language of science.




The cultural lag

The rise of the social sciences in the United States during the post-war decades, and the economic structures that aided it, is crucial for understanding how a particular, and often limited (say, a scientific or militarily strategic), view of nuclear weapons and their consequences emerged. An influential interpretation of American post-war social science is one in which the fields of economics, sociology, psychology and political science were used to augment the power of the Cold War American state and its extension in the corporate world during a period in which other ideals, like social criticism, invested in the social and human sciences were increasingly marginalized.14 No other figure captures this better than the civilian nuclear strategist, who supposedly enjoyed a golden period in the decade from 1955 (Baldwin, 1995). Since we are here interested in the impact of nuclear weapons on social and political theory – or, more precisely, the reverberations of the nuclear revolution on the human sciences and the standing of the kind of knowledge these sciences had traditionally brought forth – it is fitting to look briefly at how the bomb was received, before the heyday of defence intellectuals. Hence, we focus on two scholars that sought to influence policy, W. F. Ogburn and Bernard Brodie. Their work considered some of the central social and political dimensions of the revolution. Ogburn and Brodie reacted differently, yet arguably reflected a similar tendency to (eventually) accommodate the atomic bomb into existing cultural, social and political practices through a process of adjustment guided by an ideal of social scientific expertise. In their reactions to the bomb, these scholars oscillated between a deterministic approach, in which the existence of atomic bombs imposed certain strictures or transformations upon human social and political conduct, and an instrumental approach, in which the release of nuclear energy could be moulded for social, political or military purposes. In both Ogburn and Brodie, however, we find a promise that expertise derived from social science could close the lag or gap between science and the social. In short: ‘social man’ could catch up with ‘scientific man’.

William Fielding Ogburn was a sociologist from the University of Chicago, who was interested in the social effects of technology. Even before World War II, Ogburn had been President of the American Sociological Society, a significant force in the quest to make American sociology more scientific (e.g. by relying more on statistical data) and an important figure in the development of the theory of social and cultural lags. This latter theory held that material and technological developments are the main drivers of history. Social organization and norms lag behind these developments and are forced to change as a result, albeit often after a period of discrepancy (Ogburn, 1947; see also Zaidi, 2008: Ch. 2). Ogburn’s interest in technology was longstanding. Before the war, he had been a research director of presidential commissions on social and technological trends and national policy (Laslett, 1991: 514). The atomic bomb further popularized Ogburn’s theory of cultural lags. In the late 1940s, it became a common starting point for many examinations of the impact of the atomic bomb on a variety of social and political issues. This is illustrated in a 1947 special issue of The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. The editor, Harold M. Dorr, advanced the idea of social (or cultural) lag in the foreword, and the theory featured in several contributions, including that of Bernard Brodie, who argued that ‘the dilemma of ever widening disparity in terms of accomplishment and of magnitude of consequences between man’s physical inventions and his social adaptation to them’ (Brodie, 1947: 32; see also Ogburn, 1949).

For Ogburn, the most immediate, professional implication of the arrival of the atomic bomb was the need to allocate more resources to social science. This idea chimed perfectly with the theory of cultural lag. Indeed, ‘[i]t is the function of the natural scientist to make the atomic bomb, but of the social scientist to say what the social consequences are likely to be’ (Ogburn, 1946: 267–8). Not modest on behalf of his expanding profession, Ogburn went on to argue that



[f]or every subsidized piece of research in natural science there should be corresponding financial aids to research in social science. Since two billion dollars were spent on making the atomic bomb which will produce many social problems, an intelligent society would aid social research to solve the problems the bomb creates.

(Ogburn, 1946: 274)



On a more substantial level, the theme that received most sustained attention in Ogburn’s writings in the years after the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki was more tangible and straightforward: the dispersal of populations and industries in the atomic age (horizontally as well as vertically – i.e. underground) and other means of protecting American society and its civilian population. Ogburn predicted-cum-proposed that the 200 American cities with a population of 50,000 or more would (or should) be split into 1,000 cities with correspondingly smaller populations to guard against surprise atomic attacks on cities. He even estimated a price for this operation at a startling US$250 billion – an amount that could be spread out over five-year plans of US$10–15 billion (Ogburn, 1946: 270–1).

Although Ogburn considered the relationship and possible tensions between freedom and organization, he failed to discuss the political or social consequences of the atomic bomb in any depth. For a sociologist his views of this crucial conflict appeared naïve if not complacent (Ogburn, 1948). Indeed, he argued that



[t]he breaking-up of two hundred large cities into smaller ones will appear to many readers as an extreme and impossible suggestion, which, of course, it is – unless seen against the alternative of atomic warfare. To those who appreciate the significance of the atomic bomb the idea will at least not appear absurd.

(Ogburn, 1946: 271)




Lest one imagines that this was a fleeting interest of Ogburn’s, it is worth noting that it developed into a substantial research project titled ‘Spacing the Urban Population’, funded by a grant from the Carnegie Corporation. A sustained engagement with the topic did not, however, lead Ogburn to grapple with the deeper issues involved in his analysis-cum-prediction, as one of the last essays he ever wrote clearly demonstrates. He analysed contemporary urbanization trends (an important concept for Ogburn; see, for example, Godin, 2010 and the analysis in Chapter 5 below) and once again put forward the idea of the reorganization of the population into smaller cities and pointed to positive peacetime and wartime effects. In sum, the atomic bomb had a double effect on Ogburn’s thinking: he was overwhelmed by its destructiveness, which paradoxically stifled deeper reflections on its ethical or political consequences and drove him to call for better funding for the social sciences that apparently should guide adaptation, but which, in turn, revealed Ogburn’s own difficulties in determining a role for sociology in the atomic age.15 While Ogburn did manage to identify some of the areas in which atomic energy, including atomic bombs, influenced social life, he did little to grapple with the more fundamental questions their invention brought into focus.16 In comparison with Ogburn, Bernard Brodie appears a much more profound thinker in coming to terms with the importance of nuclear weapons. Indeed, in strategic studies he is often praised as the central figure in the development of the subject,17 not least because he formulated the kernel of deterrence theory by emphasizing retaliatory capacity as crucial for avoiding war. Whereas Ogburn had initially been ideologically inclined towards supporting international control, Brodie was not swept away by the one-worldist rhetoric prevalent in the immediate post-war period. And yet, Brodie’s writings are littered with phrases and arguments to the effect that the bomb was indeed a revolutionary invention. Already in The Absolute Weapon, a book edited by Brodie in 1946, he pointed out (in some of the most quoted sentences in the field of strategic studies) that ‘[t]hus far the chief purpose of our military establishment has been to win wars. From now its chief purpose must be to avert it. It can have almost no other useful purpose’ (Brodie, 1946c: 76). Similarly, he held that ‘the strategic issues posed by the atomic bomb transcend all tactical issues’ and that from a military perspective, the bomb ‘translated the United States into a European Power’ (Brodie, 1946a: 26; 1946b: 82). As a former naval officer and student of naval strategy, Brodie not only possessed a deep knowledge of military history and strategy, but also devoted much effort to analysing the imperfections of conventional strategic dogma; above all, the apparent lack of dynamism that a ‘Maginot Line’ mentality had come to symbolize. Thus, for Brodie, the atomic bomb was revolutionary: ‘To the remark of Lord Keynes that in the long term we are all dead, we may now add the observation that in the short term we may all be killed’ (Brodie, 1947: 36).

Three important features stand out in Brodie’s writings during the late 1940s. First, Brodie argued against prevailing opinion in criticizing the scientists’ movement for the creation of world government and the frenzy over international control of atomic energy. Influenced by the prevailing realist attitude among social scientists at the University of Chicago, Brodie found the scaremongering involved in much of the support for the Acheson-Lilienthal Report on International Control of Atomic Energy ‘meaningless and useless’. In his opinion, it would be better to realize that ‘[a]bsolute security against the atomic bomb lies irretrievably in the past, and neither panic nor incantations will help us to reinvoke it’ (1947: 41). Admittedly, the arrival of the atomic bomb brought a new world and accompanying host of contemporary dilemmas, but retreating ‘behind a barrage of high moral protestation, usually combined with glowing predictions of a better world to be’ was not the way forward (Brodie, 1948: 17; see also Viner, 1946). There was some truth in this criticism, and one should not underestimate the difficulties of swimming upstream at this particular point in time. As one of Brodie’s collaborators Columbia Professor William Fox argued in 1949, those who pointed out that the politically possible fell short of what the scientists considered ideologically desirable did so at their peril (Fox, 1949: 105; see also Hutchins, 1946). Clearly, however, Brodie’s pragmatism and his insistence that the politically possible made it necessary to formulate a military strategy that included atomic weapons sounded unacceptably complacent to many campaigners.

The second distinguishing feature of Brodie’s writing at this time was that he – as a product and prisoner of his time – significantly underestimated future developments in nuclear weapons technology. While he predicted that rockets could be fitted with atomic bombs sometime in the future, he held this prospect to be a long way off (Brodie, 1946b: 35–6; Brodie, 1946c: 79; 1949a: 162). Similarly, in 1949, Brodie was somewhat parochial in his estimation of American technological superiority vis-á-vis the Soviet Union: he estimated that the new rival of the United States would begin making atomic bombs within the next ten to twenty years. In reality, of course, the Soviet Union acquired the bomb within that calendar year (Brodie, 1949a: 163).18 As we shall see, this unwillingness to consider a rapid acceleration of nuclear weapons technology lessened Brodie’s otherwise astute grasp of the significance of the atomic bomb. Thus, while he argued that ‘the atomic bomb seems so far to overshadow any military invention of the past as to render comparisons ridiculous’ (Brodie, 1946b: 34), his somewhat static conception of the device itself imposed important limitations on his thinking.

Finally, Brodie consistently drove home the point that American strategic thought had to wake up to the realities of the atomic age. He sought, in essence, to provide a ‘conceptual basis’ for constructing military strategy as a science; a basis that might be reducible to ‘a few common-sense propositions’. These should preferably be aligned with a general trend in the social sciences, particularly in economics, which operated in the currency of utility and the economy of means. Thus, what ‘is needed in the approach to strategic problems is genuine analytical method’ (Brodie, 1949b: 484). The implication was clear: the expertise of social scientists could guide American strategy. This, of course, came to pass, as the so-called ‘Golden Age’ of strategic thinking (and much subsequent strategic theory) demonstrates. Brodie was a central figure in this movement, albeit not one who was oblivious to its limitations and defects (see e.g. Brodie, 1955).19

What is most interesting for our purposes is the distinct interplay of these three characteristics – gradualism, underestimation of future technological development and a self-proclaimed scientific expertise – and their consequences for the way in which Brodie reacted to the atomic bomb. Brodie began from the premise that pre-atomic military experience was to little avail during the atomic age and that strategy now transcended all tactics (e.g. Brodie, 1946a; 1949b); yet he often ended up in the exact same spot from which he had declared that it was necessary to move on. Brodie continued to ‘rely on standard tropes in thinking about war’, as Kuklick (2006: 58) has pointed out. To take just one example, in 1948, Brodie recanted his earlier belief that superiority in terms of number of atomic bombs made little sense. He now returned to a pre-atomic logic by arguing not only that numbers mattered, but also that US policy should be based on maintaining its technical superiority (which he significantly overestimated). Along the way he dismissed the idea – empirically, as well as theoretically – that attempting to acquire superiority as regards weapons would inevitably lead to an arms race. The spirit of this argument was based on a notion that insight belonged to the strategist. Thus, not only was the issue too important to be left to the generals, but it was also too important to be left to politicians (Brodie, 1948: 30).

The decisive strategic shift that Brodie embodied was, however, shrouded in ambiguities. For example, while professing the absolute newness of the atomic weapon in his contributions to The Absolute Weapon, Brodie appeared to suggest that Clausewitzian strategic logic – war as a continuation of policy by other means, which could be fought and won – still held. When he reverted to more traditional strategic reasoning – that is accommodating the atomic bomb within conventional strategic tropes and traditions – he suggested that the logic of Clausewitz was retrograde (Brodie, 1949c: 203–4).20 Such inconsistencies bring to light how Brodie reverted to pre-atomic logic in a double sense: he appeared to revise this logic and then applied it to the atomic age in a way that made it crucial for the United States to build up its atomic bomb capability far beyond the minimum deterrent that Brodie had previously recommended. In this process, he also appeared to accept, albeit with some winks of disapproval, the secrecy, centralization and economic costs that such a strategy involved (Brodie, 1949a: 171–3).21 Clearly, the bomb made war even more absurd than the recent experience of total war, but the atomic bomb was a decisive tool, both in preventing and waging war. Brodie now appeared to suggest that since it was the only tool, it could be used against Russian cities; indeed, the effectiveness of this strategy depended on the seriousness with which it was pursued (Steiner, 1984: 372).

There is a wider point to make here about civilian nuclear strategists. Despite their ambitions, they were uneasily suspended between ruthless logic and half-moral or pragmatic considerations. Prevarication and contradiction accordingly became the trademark of much nuclear strategy, and has led later students of the field to chastise it for ‘transform[ing] strategy into tactics writ large’ (Trachtenberg, 1989: 332), for its ‘peculiarly un-Clausewitzian’ quality (Baldwin, 1995: 130) and for being ‘[a]political in substance… because… ahistorical in method’ (Trachtenberg, 1989: 332; also Jervis, 1979: 322). When, intermittently, Brodie escaped these criticisms and conceded the essential unpredictability of a nuclear standoff, ‘the implication was that rational analysis could make no real difference’ (Trachtenberg, 1989: 324). Reading this prophet of the atomic revolution, therefore, one often wonders how much had really changed (see also Gavin, 2012). Perhaps because of what Steiner (1984: 378) has termed Brodie’s ‘unequivocal commitment to atomic bombing’, the bomb was apparently, and effortlessly so, accommodated in military strategy that, barring some rhetoric, was peculiarly conventional in its reliance on (the threat of) credible, overwhelming force.22 Thus, Brodie, in effect, turned the logic of one-worldist campaigners on its head by arguing that ‘[o]ur problem now is to develop the habit of living with the atomic bomb, and the very incomprehensibility of the potential catastrophe inherent in it may well make that task easier’ (Brodie, 1948: 33; 1949a: 173). He might have shifted his understanding of atomic bombs as means of destruction towards a means of intimidation during the 1940s, yet he kept arguing for the relevance of military force. In doing so, he evinced an instrumental and narrowly military understanding of new weapons technology, and continued to think within the confines of recurrent conflicts between sovereign states interacting under conditions of anarchy. It was almost as if the revolution he had pronounced in 1946 only hit Brodie with the arrival of thermonuclear weapons, the development of which brought out the ambivalence in his early thinking even more starkly (see Trachtenberg, 1989: 303–9). Yet, when this occurred, Brodie was arguably too confined within the narrow parameters of the science of strategy he had helped create.23

In sum, Ogburn and Brodie demonstrate some of the different courses – both professional and political – that could be charted by scholars in the social sciences during the late 1940s. They shared a mutual apprehension about the atomic bomb, but this concern took very different forms. While Ogburn sympathized with arguments for international control and world governance, Brodie expressed scorn for such ‘easy’ solutions. What they shared, however, was the notion that the expertise offered by social science could help the United States (and the West more widely) come to terms with the atomic bomb and the release of atomic energy. Arguably, however, this ambition stifled a more profound, reflexive attitude to the full implications of the nuclear revolution. Although both Ogburn and Brodie entertained the notion that the advent of atomic bombs and nuclear energy amounted to a revolution, they only sporadically and inconsistently delved into deeper questions concerning the availability of force, the nature of liberty and political authority and the relationship between technology and human life after the bomb. As William Fox argued in 1949: ‘In 1945 there was a tendency to assume that definitive solutions could be found within a relatively short time. Now there is a wider acceptance of prolonged impasse and continuing irritable Soviet-American relations’. As a prophecy on the developing Cold War, this was true, but it also implied that many policymakers and intellectuals learned to live with the bomb sometime during the late 1940s and early 1950s.24 It is worth stressing, however, that a major reason for the failure to provide a more thor-oughgoing examination of the nuclear revolution(s) concerns the period under examination. Most of the literature by Ogburn and Brodie that we have examined derive from the atomic, rather than the thermonuclear, phase of the nuclear revolution. Clearly, their work occasionally veered in other directions, and analyses by other contemporary scholars, often on well-defined themes like civil liberties or international control of atomic energy, were both profound and prescient (e.g. Cushman, 1947; Mumford, 1947; Fox, 1949). For some intellectuals, however, the thermonuclear revolution irrevocably demonstrated that these issues had to be unpacked and interrogated in more detail. But only for some. Brodie and Ogburn proceeded without delving deeply into these sorts of questions. So while their work is perhaps characteristic of late 1940s social science and a wider transformation of the underlying knowledge economy, their failure to engage the deeper political and moral themes that became salient during the thermonuclear revolution does convey something about the limited breadth and depth of an intellectual enterprise aimed at bringing scientific expertise to the field of politics.




Cold War rationality

To what extent were the traits displayed by Ogburn and Brodie characteristic of a wider trend in the Cold War knowledge economy? Our answer to this question is, briefly, that although it would be wrong to conclude that all government-funded intellectual work in the social (or human) sciences had a singular effect, Ogburn and Brodie’s reactions to the bomb do reveal some important ambitions, commonalities and convergences in a rapidly shifting knowledge economy. A newfound ambition – readily apparent in the work of both Ogburn and Brodie – coupled with ample opportunities for funding from federal or private sources meant that the social sciences reached, as Dorothy Ross (2003: 229) has put it, ‘their highest point of self-confidence and of intellectual and popular authority in the United States and around the world’ during the post-war years. Observers writing during the 1970s and 1980s – many of whom were inspired by the movements of the New Left – criticized Cold War scholarship across the board as a product of the military-industrial complex. Thus, although he did note some exceptions, Terence Ball, writing in 1989, maintained that ‘much of “mainstream” social science in the postwar period tended to be more celebratory than critical’ (Ball, 1989: 87).

In reaching such verdicts, it was often the most militarized subjects of intellectual enquiry that took centre stage. Clearly, nuclear strategy was an extreme example of how the Cold War militarized social science scholarship and in turn influenced the language (if not always actual policies) of policymakers. The evocative, yet often also bizarre nature of strategic thinking during the 1950s and 1960s has perhaps led scholarship to extend the characteristics of this field into the myriad of activities that arose in the human sciences during that period. By contrast, more recent historical scholarship on Cold War social science convincingly argues that the tools generated in the social sciences at this time could serve more than one purpose. What has been said of science – that ‘the Cold War shaped science in profound ways, but there was no single, monolithic Cold War Science’ (Heyck and Kaiser, 2010: 366) – also holds true for the social sciences. Just as science was not simply steamrolled by politics, social science was not simply another arm of government (Unger, 2006; Isaac, 2007; Engerman, 2010). Although increased funding opportunities made it possible for entrepreneurial researchers to promote their research (and themselves) to new, powerful audiences, military funding was never a one-way street. Even if ‘the Pentagon accounted for 62 percent of all research and development expenditures, including 60 percent of all federal grants to universities for non-agricultural research’ in 1948 (Hogan, 1998: 234; see also Agar, 2012) and federal funding for university research doubled from 1955–1959 (Brick, 1998: 8), the theories and approaches that emerged were later used for a range of purposes that were not closely related to – and sometimes even antithetical to – dominant political priorities.25 Similarly, while a crucial role was played by large private foundations that were responsive to national security concerns in promoting research that could help win the Cold War, recent studies have emphasized that, for example, the Rockefeller Foundation did make an effort to uphold values of pluralism and curiosity by extending their support ‘for unconventional scholars far beyond the needs of Cold War strategy’ (Mueller, 2013: 131). The ideological nature of the Cold War was important here, since in the intellectual realm the self-image of the free world emphasized pluralism and free enquiry. Indeed, during the 1950s and early 1960s ‘scientific progress and liberal modernity’ were joined at the hip (Mueller, 2013: 132).

As this new generation of historians point out, there is a need to go beyond the bias or intentions of funders and study the circulation and effects of scientific research. Yet even if effects of the military-industrial complex on the social sciences may have been distributed unevenly, a ‘distinctive universalism’ (Agar, 2012: 385) nonetheless characterized the social sciences; it reflected an inclination, which has been elegantly captured by a group of historians to move from reason to rationality (Erickson et al., 2013; see also Sibley, 1953). Whereas the concept of rationality can (ideal-typically) be seen to encompass ambitions of calculation, prediction and control through the employment of formalist and experimental methods, analogical reasoning and a detached, context-stripped mode of analysis, the concept of reason has a longer pedigree and has much broader connotations encompassing moral considerations, validity, justifiability, memory, judgment and imagination (Erickson et al., 2013: 7–8). Partly because of ‘the interpretive plasticity of the mathematics of choice and rationality’ (Erickson, 2010: 388) that travelled from strategic science to other disciplines in the social sciences during the immediate post-war decades, a particular concept of Cold War rationality – though variable depending on specific social science disciplines and subjects – marginalized this wider concept of reason:



In that implied gap between reason and rationality lay the novelty of Cold War rationality.… What was distinctive about Cold War rationality was the expansion of the domain of rationality at the expense of that of reason, asserting its claim in the loftiest realms of political decision making and scientific method – and sometimes not only in competition with but in down right opposition to reason, reasonableness and common sense.

(Erickson et al., 2013: 2)




The origins of Cold War rationality were already embryonic in Ogburn’s idea of a cultural lag – one of the earliest expressions of the fear that human capacities for reason and decision-making had been outpaced by technological inventions.

The focus on method over purpose often meant (at least initially) that much social science research did not challenge the mindset and aspirations of political authorities. They did not see their intellectual role as one of speaking moral truth to power, but rather envisaged for themselves the role of the expert whose computations should objectively guide American policymakers. Indeed, to one critic ‘under the influence of bad social science, and the mad moral philosophy that usually goes with it, they over-simplified the moral issues and provided an example of false rationality’ (Stuart Hampshire, quoted in Ball, 1989: 87–8). Many strategic thinkers did worry about the limitations of their approach or the theories it spawned. Brodie, who never completely lost sight of the complex political issues surrounding military strategy, lamented the lack of political sense and practical judgment amongst his younger colleagues at RAND, who – deploying quantifiable methods such as systems analysis, game theory and cybernetics – reduced the often messy context of politics and personalities to sequential steps in a means-ends analysis.26 Still, such signs of humility were often aired in closed discussions or in private and if strategic thinkers were indeed aware that the fundamental assumptions involved in their daily activities contradicted traditional moral reasoning (Trachtenberg, 1985: 728), such reflections did not lead them to abandon their intellectual activity or fundamentally question its rationalist foundations and purposes. To the contrary, many of these scholars identified a need for more cool-headed analysis and rational decision-making, which they saw as necessary preconditions for navigating in or saving the modern world. Hence, over the course of the 1950s various attempts to make nuclear weapons part of military strategizing by treating them as a means to an end, increasingly reached a cul-de-sac of Strangelovian absurdity – most notably in Herman Kahn’s treatise On Thermonuclear War (1960), which rationally contemplates the possibility of a thermonuclear exchange with tens of millions of casualties and a hostile, radioactive post-attack condition that would drive humans underground for generations to come.

For a nuclear realist like Lewis Mumford, the case was clear. In the post-war knowledge economy, a narrowly conceived notion of rationality involved a massive perversion of the scientific method – ‘careful of quantities, ignorant about qualities, knowing much about causes and probabilities but indifferent to purposes’ (Mumford, 1954a: 189) – that often amounted to a submission to the military-industrial complex. As we will see in the following chapters, nuclear realists sought to temper and transform this short-sighted and instrumental mindset by juxtaposing Cold War rationality with a more cautious reading of the Enlightenment and its achievements. If, according to Kant’s definition, ‘enlightenment’ refers to the emancipation of humans from their ‘self-incurred immaturity’ (Kant, 1784: 54), nuclear realists agreed that the attempt to manage the thermonuclear world of the 1950s through a narrow and essentially one-legged idea of rationality constituted the ultimate, ironic culmination of that immaturity. Scientific rationality alone could not lift humankind out of its predicament. To the contrary: to make sure that human beings could escape ‘the consequences of their own childish cleverness’ (Russell, 1954a: 211) was now the decisive challenge.

In short, nuclear realists did not accept that a means-ends rationality, when divorced from other human faculties such as imagination, reflexivity and sound judgment, could reliably guide nuclear policy. Indeed, they considered science and scientific rationality complicit in some of the greatest horrors of the twentieth century. Although Russell often stressed the potential of using science and technology for beneficial purposes while lamenting its exploitation for military purposes, Anders, Herz and Mumford became increasingly despondent. The dominant conception of science, with its ‘unlimited mass production of scientific truths, is utterly incapable of dealing with the most pressing problem of our age: namely that of coping with the larger system of automation of which it is part’, Mumford argued (1964b: 266; Mumford, 1951). For nuclear realists, streamlined killing and push-button warfare were highly significant markers of a scientific rationality that no longer treated humans as ends in themselves.




Conclusion

In this chapter, we have provided a historical review and analysis of the nuclear revolution, arguing that it is necessary to distinguish between the atomic and thermonuclear phases of this revolution. Moreover, we have argued that it is necessary to distinguish between reactions to nuclear weapons technology that sought to bring expertise to politics on the one hand and those that embodied deeper reflections on the terms of the political on the other. During the first, atomic phase of the nuclear revolution nuclear scientists united under the slogan ‘one world, or none’ in an effort to bring about far-reaching political reform. Their cultural and political status quickly faded, however. Their predictions or aspirations were not all wrong or misguided, but in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the resonance of their campaign for peace dwindled, as it was increasingly perceived as lacking soundness and practicality – those vital markers of effective political ideas – particularly after the Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb in 1949.

During the second, thermonuclear phase of the nuclear revolution, the number of scientists opposing nuclear weapons dwindled and the kind of opposition they offered changed. In some accounts, the end of consensus on science, technology and the state is described as a phenomenon tied to the rise of the New Left in the 1960s, before which there was no ‘significant or sustained criticism of the tight bond between defense agencies and civilian institutions’ (Wolfe, 2013: 111).27 As we shall see, however, for nuclear realists the thermonuclear revolution became a necessary starting point for any meaningful reflection on (global) politics and the human condition during the post-war period. As the following chapters outline, nuclear realists scrupulously examined the almost wholesale integration of science and violence so characteristic of post-war modernity. In their view, only a new kind of realism could provide the kind of knowledge that could prevent civilization from total self-destruction. In particular, they took issue with the forms of scientific rationality offered by the experts employed by the military-industrial complex. Although policy science and strategic theory was not without merits, their overly rationalist character blocked out all truly political and moral forms of reasoning. While Brodie, in particular, was aware of the limits of science, strategic thinkers after him strongly held on to the imperative that the main objective of social science was to help ‘social man’ adapt to new technological realities. Nuclear realists reacted strongly to this purpose, refusing to accept that human beings and institutions should be moulded to fit the ever-expanding technological infrastructures of violence.

Moreover, as we argue in the next chapter, nuclear realists vehemently resisted the suggestion that this kind of thinking constituted ‘realism’. In the circulation of thinkers between universities and think tanks like the RAND Corporation, the abstract nature of nuclear strategy and the ‘non-empirical basis’ of some of its core ideas were disguised by a rhetoric of realism. In short, ‘[t]he universities gave RAND the lexicon of realism’. Some ‘lesser realists’ of the RAND sort came to support a limited view of international affairs, in which the United States (and, more widely, the West) apparently had no option but to shoulder global responsibility through whatever (nuclear) means available (Kuklick, 2006: 87, 89). In the chapters that follow, we examine in more detail how the nuclear realist interpretation of their intellectual vocation led them to re-appreciate the nature and availability of military force in the thermonuclear age; to examine global reform and individual liberty in an age of global security; to emphasize environmental problems and develop (proto-)ecological ideas; and, finally, to stress the importance of keeping our imagination alive and the future open. It was an attempt, in short, to reintroduce reason in an overly rationalized, narrow and highly unrealist(ic) approach to nuclear weapons and nuclear strategy.



Notes

1 Adams (1862, quoted in Herz, 1959: 3). Adams’ views on technology and destruction were an important source of inspiration to both Herz and Mumford. See also Chapter 4.

2 The lack of precision and contextualization holds for defenders and critics of the nuclear revolution thesis alike. Robert Jervis (1986: 690) associates the nuclear revolution with Thomas Schelling’s idea that what is significant about nuclear weapons is ‘not overkill, but mutual kill’ and connects the nuclear revolution to mutual vulnerability and a rupture that ‘turns established truth about force on their heads’ (Jervis, 1989: 15). Similarly, Michael Mandelbaum associates the term with change in ‘the magnitude and speed’ of humans’ destructive capacity and argues that modern weapons are ‘revolutionary because familiar moral categories, ideas of right and wrong in warfare, do not fit all out nuclear war’ (Mandelbaum, 1981: 4, 14). Bradley Klein (1994), by contrast, provides a critique of arguments based on the nuclear revolution for obscuring the deeper social and political dynamics, within which the invention of nuclear weapons is embedded. Yet, none of these thinkers provides much historical contextualization – a tendency that is also prominent among Cold War historians who use the term (Wenger and Suri, 2001; van Dijk, 2014). Clearly, some historians focusing on the impact of nuclear weapons on strategic policy and, to a lesser extent, political theory are more precise in specifying the various political and intellectual dynamics brought about by atomic weapons, the hydrogen bomb and the development of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) (see, particularly, Trachtenberg, 1989; Craig, 1998; 2003; Craig and Radchenko, 2008).

3 See, for example, Boyer (1985a) and Weart (2012). For a discussion of the broader anti-nuclear movement since 1945, see Wittner (2009).

4 For a discussion of defence intellectuals and strategic thinking, see Kaplan (1983), Trachtenberg (1989; 1991) and Kuklick (2006).

5 There is also an extensive literature on the practical philosophies underlying Cold War statesmanship in relation to nuclear weapons. For an excellent example, see Craig (1998).

6 Cousins’ Editorial under this title ran in The Saturday Review on 12 August 1945. He later expanded the argument into a book (Cousins, 1945b).

7 Of course, not all nuclear scientists shared the conviction that the only choice available was between catastrophe and surrendering sovereignty to a supranational authority. Edward Teller, a champion of the hydrogen bomb, was probably the most outspoken defender of nuclear weapons as both necessary and useable instruments in what he saw as an epic conflict between the free world and Communism. Whether pro or against, however, most scientists felt comfortable discussing the atom bomb in moral and political terms.

8 See Masters and Way (1946), Boyer (1985a: Ch. 3), Wooley (1988: Part I), Deudney (2007: Ch. 9) and Barnhart (2009).

9 In their review of the 1946 Acheson–Lilienthal Report on the International Control of Atomic Energy, Cousins and Finletter (1946: 13–4) observed that the report was ‘a refreshing display of sanity at a time when the products of cerebral activity in high station seem severely rationed’ and concluded ‘that atomic energy is too dangerous a force to be operated, owned, or developed by any sovereign nation, [which] leads automatically to the next conclusion: atomic energy must be internationalized’.

10 In the same vein, Morgan (2011: 145) has recently argued that, ‘[u]ntil the H-bomb, military planners and many officials assumed nuclear weapons could and would be used – they were not all that different from conventional weapons, just more efficient’. The drive to incorporate tactical nuclear weapons in ‘conventional’ military strategy even after the development of ‘the Super’ can be seen as a remnant of the traditional outlook. For a fascinating discussion of this dimension of military planning, see Walker (2009). The nuclear realist response to nuclear warfare and strategy is the topic of the following chapter.

11 The summary of the report concludes:

There must be more – and more adequate – military research in peacetime. It is essential that the civilian scientists continue in peacetime some portion of those contributions to national security which they have made so effectively during the war. This can best be done through a civilian-controlled organization with close liaison with the Army and Navy, but with funds direct from Congress, and the clear power to initiate military research which will supplement and strengthen that carried on directly under the control of the Army and Navy.
(Bush, 1945: 2)


12 The emergence of the ‘Cold War university’ is well described in the literature on transformations of science during the Cold War (for an overview, see Engerman, 2003). Despite the overall trend towards a militarization of science, important differences exist across institutional settings and disciplines (see, for example, Amadae, 2003; Wisnioski, 2003; Erickson, 2010; Mirowski, 2012).

13 For a discussion of dissenting scientists during the 1950s and 1960s, see, for example, Mendelsohn (1994), Moore (1996), Wisnioski (2003), Egan (2007) and Rubinson (2011). The turn towards more technical forms of critique was particularly prominent amongst scientists working in government, but also characterized transnational movments such as Pugwash, which developed out of the scientists’ movements in the 1940s. Claiming to operate independently, their role increasingly became one of facilitating diplomatic and political processes through the supply of expert technical knowledge.

14 Although it is true that the mid-1950s were characterized by a large degree of conformity, some intellectuals – including nuclear realists – tried to recharacterize science as a viable topic for public debate (see Jamison and Eyerman, 1994; Egan, 2007). Often, however, coordinated efforts to strengthen popular science did not serve the purpose of social criticism, but the narrower instrumental objective of raising public awareness about the positive role of science as a harbinger of peace and progress (Lewenstein, 1992).

15 One is left with the same feeling after reading Louis Wirth’s essay on social science: ‘The dilemma of good and evil which this new discovery [atomic energy] poses for mankind may even become the catalytic agent for the development of a more adequate and publicly supported social science’ (Wirth, 1947: 151). Wirth was a colleague of Ogburn’s at the University of Chicago.

16 In this light, the hagiographic tone of some reappraisals of Ogburn is somewhat surprising (see, for example, Del Sesto, 1983; Godin, 2010). But see also Laslett (1991) for a more rounded treatment.

17 For example, Kaplan (1983: 9–50), Steiner (1984) and Kuklick (2006: 55–60).

18 But cf. Brodie (1946c: 63–6). This illusion was not uncommon (Herken, 1980: 229–34), but the reason for Brodie’s caution is possibly related to his previous overestimation of American bomb production in the late 1940s (Steiner, 1984: 373–5). In late 1949, Brodie conceded that news of a Soviet bomb came ‘unexpectedly soon’ (Brodie, 1949c: 195).

19 Brodie became aware that thermonuclear weapons severely complicated the application of strategic principles. Yet, compared to Eisenhower’s doctrine of massive retaliation, which he feared was incredible and risked setting off unlimited war, he considered the strategic maxim of deterrence based on second-strike capability the best safeguard against the nonetheless always present risk of a large-scale nuclear exchange. Although he recognized the paradoxes of deterrence (Brodie, 1959), Brodie, like many others, associated the failure of the strategic, scientific method with the Vietnam War, rather than with its application to nuclear weapons (Brodie, 1971).

20 See also the discussion in Steiner (1984: 368–9, 387, n. 18) and Trachtenberg (1989: 304).

21 Although Brodie thought the ideas of Ogburn and others on forcible dispersal outlandish, he agreed that a retaliatory, war-fighting capacity, apart from being secret and entrusted to a special branch of the armed forces, should be located in ‘caves in the wilderness’, since at this stage of an atomic war the cities would be ‘vast catastrophe areas’ (Brodie, 1946c: 89). Later, he also reserved a central place for civil defence in upholding a second-strike capability against a nuclear attack (Brodie, 1959: 295–9).

22 Trachtenberg (1989: 323–4) also traces this fundamental ambivalence back to Brodie’s contributions to The Absolute Weapon. Patrick Morgan (2011: 146) has recently put this point in more general terms, by arguing that the development of Cold War deterrence, ‘[d]espite relying on new weapons… resembled the old adage about generals preparing to fight the last war’.

23 See, for example, the comments in the final chapters of Brodie (1959: 386–8). Here, he cautions against relying too heavily on the new technologies of war simulation and systems thinking in strategic analysis. His view that dispassionate analysis and scientific rigour may, in the reality of war, be overtaken by unpredictable events clearly serves as a warning to other strategists not to promote the use of nuclear weapons in limited war too lightly. At the same time, he was not prepared to give up on strategic science altogether. While the scientific method did not comprehensively answer all questions regarding nuclear weapons, he nonetheless considered it the best available tool in an imperfect world (Brodie, 1954; 1955; 1959).

24 A similar dynamic is found in the domain of practical politics: according to Rosenberg (1979: 75), by the spring of 1949, Truman was convinced of the centrality of atomic bombs for future American military strategy. As Paul Boyer (1998: 19) has argued: ‘Truman’s response to the bomb, in all its ambiguity, mirrors in an uncanny fashion the larger response of the American people’.

25 For example, Paul Erickson has pointed to the ‘exceptional diversity of activities and agendas that came to be subsumed under the umbrella of rational choice’ (Erickson, 2010: 392). These activities included that of important strategists like Thomas Schelling but also, subsequently, that of peace researchers such as Anatol Rapoport and Kenneth Boulding. Many other examples abound, but perhaps the most intriguing concerns the multiple linkages between Cold War science and our contemporary understanding of climate change (Masco, 2010; Edwards, 2012a; Edwards, 2012b).

26 Brodie was particularly disappointed with his former protégé Albert Wohlstetter and the quantifiable notion of strategic vulnerability. For a discussion, see Kuklick (2006: 60–2).

27 See also the literature on the Cold War university (Lowen, 1997; Chomsky et al., 1998; Levin, 2013).


2
Limits of war and rationality in the thermonuclear age


The invention of nuclear weapons, if it is not to lead to disaster, requires a revolution not only in military strategy but also in the whole conduct of international relations.

– Bertrand Russell1




Introduction

President Harry Truman’s January 1950 decision to build the hydrogen bomb – a decision irrevocably brought home to the world during the short decade following the disastrous Castle Bravo test in the spring of 1954 – heralded the second phase of the nuclear revolution. In effect, Truman’s decision committed the United States to an arms race with the Soviet Union. With the mindboggling increase in explosive force that hydrogen bombs represented and the eventual emergence of the intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) in 1957, the period amounted to a thermonuclear revolution on top of the atomic revolution of the mid to late 1940s. In terms of political intensity and public attention, this second phase began to ebb around 1963 in the wake of the Cuban Missile Crisis and the signing of the Limited Test Ban Treaty (LTBT), although the weapons technology and the anxiety with which it was associated has never disappeared. Clearly, it would be futile to identify absolute breaks between the two phases, but the politically tumultuous and angst-ridden period from 1954 to 1963 witnessed several cases of agonizing, high-pitched superpower confrontations over the Taiwan Strait, Suez, Berlin and, of course, Cuba. The risk of a global nuclear meltdown was recurrently on display in such conflicts. The nature of the H-bomb, the new delivery vehicles that made defence against nuclear attack virtually impossible and the societal transformations brought about by the arms race and nuclear statehood, such as the military-industrial complex that US President Dwight D. Eisenhower sketched in his farewell address of January 1961, quite simply seemed to inaugurate a new world. As the scientific discoveries of the Manhattan Project were put to use, refined and extended – not only in terms of weapons technology, but also in the context of space technology – this period appeared as the culmination of a chronic and all-embracing technological revolution characterized by what Thorpe (2004: 60) has described as ‘the pervasiveness of the modern integration between science and violence’.2

This chapter seeks to broaden and deepen our understanding of the nexus between thermonuclear weapons and realism by examining how, during the thermonuclear revolution, nuclear realists came to understand their intellectual vocation as an obligation to question and criticize a distinct Cold War marriage between science, military technology and rationality. Nicholas Guilhot has argued that during the 1950s the character of realism changed as a younger generation of theorists and strategists trained in cybernetics, game theory and systems theory ‘provided new theoretical languages adapting political realism to the Sputnik age’ (Guilhot, 2011b: 281). Whereas classical realists such as Niebuhr and Morgenthau gradually came to understand and accept the transformative nature of the atomic and thermonuclear age (Craig, 2003), Guilhot suggests that a younger generation of social scientists successfully couched well-known realist concepts such as the state, national interest and prudence in the formal language of rational choice, which in turn made it possible to view statecraft in terms of means-end behaviour that could be studied and perfected through war games and simulations. On this interpretation, the legacy of realism – defined above all by a notion of state-centred decisionism – found a new lease of life in strategic theory.

The study of nuclear realism, however, challenges and complicates this insightful and appealing narrative. First, although nuclear realists were of an older generation and less enamoured of the promise of scientific rationality than most of the figures that supposedly updated (or were seen to update) one variant of realism to a thermonuclear world, their grasp of the importance of the thermonuclear revolution was equally swift and arguably more profound. Thus, while they were not perhaps wholly original or wholly consistent in their critique – this was, after all, a period of puzzlement in grasping the significance of these weapons – it is striking that the existing literature has paid so scant attention to the arguments of nuclear realists, particularly when one considers the role they played in nurturing and developing quintessential themes of our global modernity. Second, the writings of nuclear realists show that a struggle over the meaning of realism took place in the thermonuclear age and that this struggle extended well beyond the disciplinary borders of International Relations (IR). By challenging and destabilizing ideas about what constituted the politically relevant reality, whether it was historically stable and how it could be accessed, nuclear realists explicitly protested the suggestion that realism could be reduced to the form of rationalist decision-making that infused prevailing approaches to nuclear weapons technology. Instead, they defended a crossbreed of realism and radicalism rooted in the view that a realistic response to these weapons had to include a realization that great power war had become politically and morally unacceptable just as it had to involve a critique of the apparently relentless expansion of technology and the machine in modern civilization – a wider trend in which nuclear weapons and strategic theory were instituted as both symbolic and climactic. Given the absolute materiality of nuclear weapons and the political context in which they existed at the height of the Cold War, nuclear realists considered the narrow instrumental form of rationality that underpinned nuclear deterrence curiously abstract, highly unreal and, certainly on its own, fabulously irresponsible.

In order to illuminate these aspects of nuclear realist thought, we begin with a brief examination of the ways in which the thermonuclear revolution led them to recalibrate or reformulate their earlier views on war and international politics. Increasingly convinced that thermonuclear weapons undermined traditional practices such as war, diplomacy and the balance of power as well as the analytical tools with which they were understood, the following section examines the growing nuclear realist opposition to the consensus that nuclear deterrence could prevent nuclear war. Dominant theories and practices of deterrence, they argued, displayed an overly rationalist and scientific approach to decision-making. Because nuclear deterrence was divorced from the reality of politics and because the stakes involved were now total and global, nuclear realists found this doctrine absurd, immoral and dangerous. Though some of them conceded that deterrence had been paradoxically successful in the short run, they argued that the naked form of (instrumental) rationality lodged in various versions of nuclear deterrence, was part and parcel of the violence experienced during the mid-twentieth century – total war, the Holocaust and the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki – and itself in dire need of transformation. Significantly, in their attempt to go beyond rationality and recover reason and sanity, nuclear realists deployed the language of realism or tried to subvert traditionalist claims to the label.




Coming to terms with the thermonuclear revolution

Nuclear realist thinking had deep roots in liberal and radical traditions of opposition to the dominant modes of conducting international politics. During the 1930s, figures like Herz, Russell and Mumford had come to appreciate the role of force and diplomacy in international politics which in turn involved an explicit rejection of pure moralism. Despite his criticism of militarism and the traditional organization of international politics that made war recurrent, Russell had never been an absolute pacifist. He maintained on consequentialist grounds that violence and war could be acceptable provided it – on balance – was for the benefit of human-kind. According to Russell, such situations were nonetheless rare and he continued to lament the mindless resort to war that seemed inevitable in the mid-1930s. He became despondent and defeatist but nevertheless continued to advocate peaceful means of resolving conflicts through a strengthening of international law and effective supranational government. When war eventually did break out, however, Russell had become convinced that Hitler had to be fought. To tame power, a core theme of Russell’s book on Power (1938), it could be necessary to confront it with force. This belief was rooted both in Russell’s liberal understanding of civilization and in his longstanding view of human nature as potentially aggressive, domineering and war-prone (Russell, 1916). Herz displayed a similar mix of liberal ideals and realist insight that was reflected in his shift from the study of law to the study of politics. In this process, Herz abandoned the pure theory of law advanced by Hans Kelsen because it idealized and overrated the strength of international law. As he argued during World War II, ‘power politics has asserted itself in the long run as predominant in the international realm’, a fact that new efforts towards peace had to take into account if they were to stand a chance of succeeding (Herz, 1942: 1040).

Mumford’s view of international politics underwent a similar development. Having visited Germany in the early 1930s during a time when the National Socialist movement was growing rapidly and making its political presence felt, he had failed to note both the movement’s presence and the intensity of its anti-liberal ideals. When Mumford belatedly realized what was at stake, he began a fight against what he termed ‘pragmatic liberalism’ in the United States and its isolationist implications for American foreign policy. During the time when Mumford conceived ‘The Corruption of Liberalism’ (1940b) – an article that led to the publication of Faith for Living (1940a) – he regularly discussed his views with Reinhold Niebuhr, the renowned theologian and public intellectual who formulated a highly influential realist approach to (international) politics. Moreover, the similarities between Mumford’s indictment of a decadent liberalism – ‘too noble to surrender, too sick to fight’, plagued by ‘a total incapacity to face the worst’ and thereby risking the ultimate perversion: being ‘too virtuous to live’ (Mumford, 1940a: 56–7, 107) – and the critique offered by classical realist Hans Morgenthau in Scientific Man versus Power Politics (1946) are striking.3 The critique of decadent liberalism was the impetus for Mumford’s vigorous campaign for American entry into World War II.

In sum, considering the views advanced by Russell, Herz and Mumford before and during the war, it is hard to argue that they were blind to the role of power in international politics. However, during the decade of the thermonuclear revolution (c. 1952–1962) nuclear realists came to fundamentally reconsider the nature and availability of military force. They often did so with reference to a wider crisis of modernity that they associated with total war and the Holocaust. Thus, Anders argued that nuclear weapons transformed the entire globe into a concentration camp (Anders, 1962a: 495). If total warfare and the Holocaust had transformed the old adage that ‘all men are mortal’ into ‘all men are exterminable’, the advent of nuclear weapons meant that not only could every person be killed without reason; today, humankind as a whole could be exterminated (Anders, 1956b: 148). Mumford and Herz also noticed the similarities between the nuclear stalemate and the concentration camp.4 Mumford in particular never grew tired of pointing out how total war and strategic bombing had turned war into genocide and every country or city into potential concentration camps. In 1949, he claimed that ‘genocide has become our accepted policy’ (Mumford, 1949: 5), and his rhetoric grew increasingly virulent over the ensuing decade (Mumford, 1958: 19; Mumford, 1961: 2). When re-appraising his early work on Technics and Civilization (1934a) twenty-five years on, he even suggested that a proper description of the topic would now demand an analysis of ‘The World as Extermination Camp’ (Mumford, 1959a: 533). Similarly, Herz held that ‘[t]he moral predicament of which the Nazi extermination camp was a symbol is now duplicated by the potentialities of thermonuclear warfare’ (Herz, 1962: 15).

Although nuclear realists would eventually reach broadly similar conclusions about the radical nature of fundamental changes that thermonuclear weapons produced and demanded, it is important to note that they came to this insight by travelling sometimes quite different routes. One of the first calls for a ban on testing following the Castle Bravo test and its repercussions came from Lewis Mumford, who in a letter to the New York Times on 28 March 1954 called for the cessation of ‘all further experiments with even more horrifying weapons of destruction’ (Mumford, 1954c). Mumford’s critique of atomic weapons in the 1940s as a scientific or technological means of genocide had taken on more urgency with the advent of the hydrogen bomb, which turned the practices of total warfare and strategic bombing into a truly planetary phenomenon (Mumford, 1954a). In 1950, Mumford, who was feisty in his opposition to Soviet Communism and argued for a US military strategy based on conventional forces, toyed with the idea of tactical nuclear weapons in a bid, one suspects, to retrieve political and military rationality and ‘reconventionalize’ warfare (Mumford, 1950). After the arrival of the thermonuclear bomb, however, combating ‘Kremlin’s false ideology’ required an altogether different strategy, built not on balancing power but on appealing to the people in the communist world. Emphasis should not be put on a fabricated, hollow fantasy of the American dream but on ‘the actual pluralistic system which allows the greatest variety and play to whatever economic forces and institutions, private or public, will efficiently further the common good’ (Mumford, 1954b: 8).

Anders, Herz and Russell were driven to a similar understanding of the impact of the thermonuclear revolution. Although they clearly worried about atomic bombs, it was above all the introduction of the hydrogen bomb and demonstrations of its overwhelming power that produced in them the strongest reaction. For all the symbolic value that Anders attached to Hiroshima as a historic turning point, it is worth noting that he only formulated his reaction to the atomic bomb after the development of the H-bomb and after he began to play an active role in the anti-nuclear movement. As Anders recalls in an interview from 1979, Hiroshima left him speechless even if he understood the novelty of the situation (Anders, 1984a: 314). So while most of the qualities that Anders extrapolated from the event of Hiroshima were embryonic in 1945–1946, they became steadily more manifest during the thermonuclear revolution of the 1950s. Although Anders himself never distinguished between the two phases – for him Hiroshima defined a new, apocalyptic world condition that represented the final stage of modernity – he was nonetheless acutely aware that the two represented completely different strategic situations. Thus, to him the argument that the A-bomb was needed to hold the totalitarian Soviet threat at bay may have had some force in the mid-1940s, but it amounted to little more than a ‘sham argument’ at a time where both the United States and the Soviet Union possessed a large arsenal of H-bombs: ‘This argument is a fossil from the “ancient” days of atomic monopoly and has become suicidal today’ (Anders, 1962a: 494).

When Anders did find a way of putting his thoughts into words, he made a series of insightful points about the nature and availability of military force that had much in common with those of other nuclear realists. Utilizing his philosophical skill for felicitously elegant formulations, he pointed out how the pursuit of security meant total insecurity, how omnipotent weapons led straight to impotence and how territorial size would become increasingly unimportant as smaller powers could (or would) acquire nuclear weapons. Exposing the collapse of supposed omnipotence into impotence or that of security into total insecurity was common for nuclear realists. Mumford argued, for example, that ‘[i]nstead of producing a situation of strength and security, our policy has produced a situation of impotence and total insecurity. The military measures we took have proved infinitely more dangerous than the dangers they sought to forfend’ (Mumford, 1958: 4). For Russell, it was ‘nonsense to pretend that national safety can be secured by nuclear weapons. The pursuit of safety through armaments is now, more than ever before, the pursuit of an illusion’ (Russell, 1957c: 339).

Herz had not provided a sustained analysis of the atomic bomb in the 1940s, and his first English book Political Realism and Political Idealism (1951) is famous for developing the concept of the security dilemma.5 Yet the book ended on a solemn note that foreshadowed his later interests in nuclear weapons: ‘Everything today is under the shadow of tremendous technological developments’ (Herz, 1951: 251). While nuclear technology could perhaps be put to peaceful use and help provide the material abundance that would ease the logic of fear and suspicion driving the security dilemma, Herz was highly alert to the fact that in a context of global ideological conflict nuclear technology could easily lead in the opposite direction ‘toward the self-destruction of mankind through its greatest rational achievement’ (Herz, 1951: 251). It was also this sentiment that informed Herz’s reaction to Truman’s decision to pursue ‘the Super’ in early 1950. In a letter written to the editor of the New York Times, he argued that the proposal of twelve eminent scientists that the United States declared a no-first use policy ought to be inscribed in a collective treaty, specifying no-first use and its conditions.6 There is a straight line between this proposal and Herz’s eventual conclusion that ‘we have reached the limit within which the effect of the means of destruction has become absolute’ (Herz, 1957: 489). A truly global condition had been inaugurated exactly when ‘the utmost power’ of thermonuclear weapons came to equal ‘utmost impotence’ (Herz, 1962: 21).

The only constant in Russell’s dramatic policy shifts and continual search for a consistent position in the post-war years was a sense that the world was increasingly at a crossroads that demanded a form of equity on the bases of which a rational analysis of the danger to civilization could be grasped and acted upon. In light of Russell’s subsequent campaigns, his relatively composed reaction to the bombing of Hiroshima is notable. Already on 18 August 1945 he published a brief essay titled ‘The Bomb and Civilization’, written in the days immediately after the bombing of Hiroshima (in fact Russell notes mid-way through the essay that he has just received news of the bombing of Nagasaki). Whereas Mumford in his first pronouncement on the bomb stressed the madness surrounding the whole enterprise (Mumford, 1946a), Russell’s more sanguine attitude towards science and scientific achievements shows up in is his opening sentence, which points to the ‘dramatic and horrifying combination of scientific triumph and moral and political failure’ embodied in the bombing of Hiroshima (Russell, 1945: 338).7 Nevertheless, Russell anticipated a protracted struggle between the world’s two superpowers and both in substance and rhetoric there is some continuity between his writings during the atomic and thermonuclear phases of the nuclear revolution. For Russell, however, the 1949 revelation that the Soviet Union had acquired an atomic bomb gave rise to much anxiety and a dramatic shift in policy. When the United States enjoyed a monopoly of atomic bombs, Russell had – in a reckless policy suggestion that was nonetheless consistent with his conviction that world government was most likely to come about through overwhelming force that would subsequently have to be tamed – advocated US blackmailing of the Soviet Union with atomic weapons (Russell, 1948). Hence, in Russell’s case the Soviet acquisition of the bomb seems to have been as important as the news of Hiroshima, since it changed the superpower conflict and foreshadowed an arms race which would make World War III even more destructive than its predecessors. Russell’s longstanding and violent loathing of Soviet Communism seems to have played a role in his original proposal just as it did in relation to his support for the US decision to develop a hydrogen bomb: it was based on the belief that the Soviet Union ‘would certainly try to develop it anyway, and a world in which the Soviet Union had the hydrogen bomb and America did not would be horribly unstable’ (Ryan, 1988: 184–5).

Still, threatening a preventive war, which by Russell’s ‘own estimate would involve the deaths of up to half a billion people’ (Ryan, 1988: 179), in order to achieve world government lent little, if any, credence to Russell’s consequential-ist humanism. In an interview in 1956, Russell publicly confessed his mistake and admitted that his idea of blackmailing the Soviet Union into accepting the Baruch plan for international control of atomic energy was ‘the worst thing I ever said’ (Russell, 1956c: 371). In Common Sense and Nuclear Warfare (1959a), Russell tackled the issue head-on. Reiterating his rejection of complete pacifism, his belief in the role of force in establishing government and his conviction that ‘some people are lunatics’, he nevertheless rejected the charge of inconsistency while admitting that ‘I should not be wholly sincere if I did not admit that my mood and feelings have undergone a change somewhat deeper than that resulting from strategic considerations alone’ – a transformation that was attributable to the ‘new situation’ that war ‘cannot… be used as an instrument of policy’ (Russell, 1959a: 90–1). In this light, there is some truth to Ryan’s (1988: 184–5) claim that Russell believed nuclear deterrence to be ‘a perfectly rational and morally acceptable way to conduct foreign relations’ before nuclear parity and saturation. During the second phase of the nuclear revolution, however, Russell would grow despairingly uncomfortable with the very nature of the H-bomb and prevailing ideas about nuclear strategy.

In their critique of the bomb and its self-defeating logic nuclear realists also came to reflect upon the nature of international politics: increasingly they argued that a range of existing, foundational theories and concepts of international relations were now outmoded. The traditional conduct of international politics, whatever its severe shortcomings may have been in the pre-nuclear era, reached an absolute limit in the mid-twentieth century. The horrifying nature of World War II – both its increasingly total, unstrained character, the German extermination policy towards the Jews and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki that were credited with bringing the war to an end – obviously contributed to this increasing realization, but it was the advent of thermonuclear weapons that finally undermined the practices of traditional international politics. Anders argued that



the political situation – the expression ‘atomic age’ is legitimate – defines itself through the fact of atomic weapons. It is not the atomic weapons which “also” occur within the political scene; but, on the contrary, it is the individual events which are taking place within the atomic situation: and most political actions are steps within that situation. The attempts to make use of the possible end of the world as a pawn amongst pawns in the political chess game are, whether artful or not, signs of blindness. The time for artfulness is past.

(Anders, 1961a: 16, emphasis in original)




As suggested by the title, Herz’s International Politics in the Atomic Age began from a similar starting point. The book questioned whether a balance of power (policy) could function in the thermonuclear age that had a more rigid configuration of power with only two major players and no holder of the balance.8 Nuclear realists agreed on this diagnosis, but in terms of political alternatives, they often differed. Thus, the desperation thrown up by this conclusion may explain their prevarication on the merits of a test ban, of various ways to control nuclear weapons or of proposals for unilateral or universal nuclear disarmament. The existing course, however, they found dangerous and futile in equal measure. Often, they came out in favour of détente; or what Herz referred to as ‘a holding operation’, demanded by ‘Realism’ and involving ‘a stabilization of the present balance of power, unsatisfactory though that is in many ways’ (Herz, 1959: Ch. 11; Herz, 1960: 43, 48). Only from such a starting point could further initiatives stand a chance.

Classical balance of power politics had, when it worked best, depended on the existence of a system of diplomacy that allowed for frank exchanges of view. Again, however, injecting thermonuclear weapons into this already fragile and dangerous organization of international politics exposed the limits of traditional political rationality and diplomacy. Like other nuclear realists Herz pointed out how ‘victory’, ‘superiority’ and ‘security’ were now mere words, and drawing on George F. Kennan, he stressed that the nature of the new weapon made it unsuitable for being used as a threat in diplomatic relations (Herz, 1959: 180; Herz, 1960). Russell repeatedly made the same point during the 1950s. Foreshadowing his critique of deterrence, he argued that with the existence of the thermonuclear bomb,



[d]iplomats… are deprived of their traditional weapon. They are in fact reduced to a game of bluff and blackmail. If it is thought that the other side would rather exterminate the human race than yield, it is rational to give way to the lunacy of opponents. There is thus a premium on madness, and one-sided rationality entails defeat for the less insane.

(Russell, 1957d: 347)9




In his own, more philosophical style, Anders also touched on this issue by criticizing the oft-touted saying that ‘the bomb cannot be used’. Yet the bomb was already used as deterrent and means of extortion [Druckmittel, Erpressung]. Its mere existence constituted a kind of ultimatum (Anders, 1956a: 256–7). An ultimatum, that is, that transgressed and rendered invalid conventional principles of international conduct.

Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell wrote in different styles and sometimes employed different vocabularies, but in confronting the nuclear revolution and particularly its thermonuclear phase, they all burrowed towards the point that the traditional conception of international politics as well as the practices and analytical tools associated with this domain of political activity were not only practically retrograde but also morally so. The seriousness with which they confronted the thermonuclear predicament and the consequences this had for other aspects of their social and political thought is a defining feature of nuclear realism. The contours of the intellectual journeys they travelled begin to emerge in their dissections of a developing consensus amongst defence intellectuals and leading politicians: that nuclear deterrence could provide a rational safeguard against nuclear war. The harder nuclear realists looked at the concept and practice of deterrence, the more their shaky and potentially fatal foundations were laid bare.




The false promise of deterrence

Nuclear realist critiques of deterrence involved two interrelated dimensions; one epistemological and one moral. The epistemological dimension concerned the (common) starting point that a third world war or a nuclear exchange between the United States and the Soviet Union (or a third party in the near-future of multiple nuclear states) was ‘impossible’ because it endangered both sides in a conflict: in superficially gesturing in this direction, the majority of politicians and strategists relied on an overtly thin or too rational concept of deterrence that from a realist conception of politics was untenable. Whether getting reality wrong in this way was rooted in a human inability to confront the potential catastrophe (what Anders termed Apokalypse-Blindheit), the immediate but paradoxical success of deterrence, the dominance of a scientific method divorced from human values or a game of government ostrich fuelled by self-righteousness, nuclear realists kept stressing the context of utmost danger during the late 1950s and early 1960s and the risks to civilization involved. Moreover, they argued that to prioritize short-term order and stability was indefensible, because it produced a false sense of security and a host of other negative side-effects that precluded a sustainable long-term solution.

Despite – or perhaps because of – their unease with the policy of deterrence, nuclear realists spent considerable energy on evaluating and assessing the principles underpinning it. This was particularly the case for Herz and Russell, both of whom conceded at various points that deterrence had been paradoxically successful; yet they also argued that it was based, as both concept and practice, on unjustifiably optimistic assumptions. This insight was shared by others at the time, but it is distinctive for nuclear realists that they used it to (re)formulate a much wider political theory for the nuclear age. When Herz dissected the concept of deterrence he also offered an insightful discussion of nuclear strategy.10 He began from the familiar starting point that the most potent weapon was shot through with paradoxes and ambivalences. Seductively comforting as deterrence appeared, it was nevertheless necessary to examine the twilight zone of late 1950s power politics, caught as it was between the old and the new. Against the background of the elevation of deterrence to ‘dogma’ (Herz, 1959: 184), Herz examined both ‘unilateral’ and ‘mutual’ deterrence. The former – mainly based on the concept of massive retaliation was found wanting: it was plagued by confusion and lack of precision (a common refrain among critics of Eisenhower administration’s policies in the 1950s; Craig, 1998). Moreover, Herz assumed that the most relevant concept of deterrence was that which began from assumptions of parity and saturation. This notion of mutual deterrence was not straightforward either.11 Drawing on the analysis of Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, a member of the German nuclear research unit led by Werner Heisenberg during World War II, Herz argued that only a strict concept of mutual deterrence, only threatening retaliation against nuclear attacks, could work.12 Everything else would be illogical, since it would presume an adversary (or deteree) to be deterred by something that would not deter the deterrer. Unfortunately, Western policy was founded on such shaky foundations. A policy of retaliation that was not precise and determinate, i.e. based on a proclamation of no-first use, might provoke rather than prevent war and especially coupled with a defence policy underemphasizing conventional military force, it could mean ‘an involuntary rush into the very conflict we want to avoid’ (Herz, 1959: 194–5).

Herz made it clear that mutual deterrence was a necessary policy given the current state of affairs, but just as in his initial reaction to the development of the H-bomb in 1950, this notion was specified in a way that effectively amounted to banning of the bomb: a no-first use declaration complete with promises of retaliation against any use of nuclear weapons anywhere (or anywhere stipulated).13 This system would come close to a form of self-policing. Yet for that to work mutual understanding of its applicability as well as a measure of extra-national concern or interest was necessary. In making these points, Herz clearly grasped that credibility was the crucial issue (Herz, 1959: 198, 202, 215). But even if the issue of credibility could be (provisionally) resolved a host of non-negligible problems remained: lunatics, application of rationality in a context of uncertainty, risks of misinterpretation, different kinds of ‘trigger-happiness’ in officials running so-called fool proof systems and, not least, the endless second-guessing of intentions (Herz, 1959: 183f.; Herz, 1960; Herz, 1962: 22–6). With respect to the latter Herz remarked, not without irony, that ‘[i]t may be doubted that even the theory of games as applied to international relations can cope with this one’ (Herz, 1959: 207n.).

Herz’s quest to examine the dogma of the day ended, therefore, with grave doubts. Anticipating his later work on technology, he warned against the risk of policy ‘becoming the mere servant of a weapon that more and more constitutes its own raison d’être’ (Herz, 1959: 219). Anders, always out to stress the dangers of the autonomization of technology, urged his readers not to ‘believe those more cunning seducers who try to persuade you that the thing serves exclusively as a deterrent: that means that it is manufactured solely in order not to be used’ (Anders, 1961a: 16). Like Herz, he accepted that deterrence could be successful as sometimes ‘the mere threat’ of using nuclear weapons could be ‘sufficient’, but he refused to see it as a viable long-term strategy: ‘Articles the usage of which exhaust [sic] themselves in their non-usage have never existed’ (Anders, 1961a: 16).

Russell’s (1959a: 30–1, 39, 70–1) dissection of nuclear strategy and simulation was equally motivated by the desire both to counter the widespread belief that the H-bomb constituted a winning weapon and to unmask the long-term instability of the concept of deterrence – or what US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles had described as the ‘necessary art’ of brinkmanship, ‘[t]he ability to get to the verge without getting into the war’ (Dulles in Shepley, 1956: 78). Russell did this by invoking an analogy to the ‘game’ of chicken made popular in a Hollywood movie starring James Dean a few years previously. For Russell, the game – played by running two cars against each other, testing the resolve of both drivers before being decided by a crash or the first turn away from it – symbolized the inherent instability of deterrence. Russell was at pains to refute the argument that there was no alternative to continue playing a suicidal game or surrendering to the Soviet adversary (Russell, 1959a: 30–1). The chicken analogy was Russell’s most insightful contribution to contemporary nuclear strategy and earned him a footnote in the development of strategic thought. Indeed, the following year Herman Kahn used Russell’s analogy in his notorious treatise On Thermonuclear War (1960). The virtue of Russell’s analogy was its perceptiveness in relation to the crucial issue of credibility.14 In Kahn’s hands, however, chicken became an argument for blind, automated resolve along the lines of the infamous doomsday machine that later made it into Cold War folklore through its appearance in Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (Kahn, 1960: 291–3). Although Russell engaged in the kind of simulation that characterized Kahn’s strategizing, he did so in order to expose the absurdity and futility of considering the use of military force after the thermonuclear revolution. His purpose was completely contrary to that of Kahn, who thought it important to ‘think the unthinkable’ and contemplate the possibility of nuclear war.

Against this background, Russell’s review of Kahn’s book in the pages of The New Republic is hardly surprising. While Russell was in some agreement with Kahn over the status and future role of Europe in superpower politics, when it came to American policy ‘I can find almost nothing that seems to me compatible with rationality’ (Russell, 1961b: 17). Indeed, a few years later – noting the militarization of ordinary language evinced by words like overkill, kill-ration and mega-corpse, terms discussed by or originating with Kahn – Russell asked the simple question: ‘How can normal men speak of mega-corpses?’ (Russell, 1963: 351). The fact that Kahn thought thermonuclear war in some instances rational and that he underestimated, according to Russell, the effects of this phenomenon in discussing ‘tragic but distinguishable’ death tolls (Kahn, 1960: 34) landed Kahn in a paradox not unlike that presented by the weapons he strategized about: the notion that thermonuclear war could be fought, recurrently, led to ‘a bleak and cheerless outlook, but it is the best that Mr. Kahn can offer us even by stretching optimism to the very limits of credibility’ (Russell, 1961c: 17). Seeking to refute Kahn’s morally appalling approach, Russell appealed to a wider concept of rationality; or rather a concept of reason based on moral learning in the face of grave threat. For the political campaigner that increasingly blamed the United States for the heightened tensions of the Cold War, the outcome was uncertain. The United States might learn, or ‘Mr. Kahn and his friends’ might ‘put an end to the human species’ (Russell, 1961b: 18).15

The passion informing this critique reflects but also belies the ‘progressive radicalization’ (Bone, 2003: xxxi) that Russell’s nuclear politics underwent during the mid to late 1950s, when he – now well past his 80th birthday – picked a new fight with the militarist mindset he had fought during World War I. Although it was the Castle Bravo test that animated Russell (Bone, 2005: xiv), initially he equivocated on proposals to ban further testing of H-bombs; only fairly late did he reach the conclusion that such a ban was necessary. Deeply pessimistic about idle proclamations or bans not supported by the adequate monopolistic force that characterized government, he also opposed an unrealistic ban of the bomb even though he ended up as a fervent advocate of unilateral nuclear disarmament.16

Some of Russell’s views can be seen to imply a tacit acceptance of the logic of deterrence, and Russell has indeed been charged with inconsistency on this crucial theme (Bone, 2003: xxiii–xxiv; Monk, 2000: 383). Russell became convinced that H-bombs would be used in a coming war (thereby failing as a deterrent), exactly because they were considered a winning weapon. He also expressed dissatisfaction with the ‘undue optimism’ underlying the concept of deterrence and argued that the value of hydrogen bombs as deterrents ‘seems to me to rest upon a confusion of thought’, since one could not credibly threaten to inflict more damage on the enemy than on yourself (Russell, 1955g: 262; also Russell, 1954h: 34; Russell, 1954i). Nonetheless, other factors lend support to a more sceptical reading, in particular an unpublished statement from late 1955 to the effect that deterrence had (so far) contributed to peace (Bone, 2003: xxiv).17 Russell might appear undeserving of a defence against this charge, but it is worth pointing out that what appears a discrepancy can be read as something far less dramatic. Thus, it is not altogether clear that there is a wide gulf between offering a critique of the concept of deterrence as ultimately unstable and untenable and a recognition of its short-term success in keeping the peace. As we saw in the case of Herz, it is both a logically coherent and a historically possible view to entertain. A deterrence argument seems to have informed part of Russell’s opposition to a ban on the H-bomb, but he still held that even if deterrence works in theory (and in the short run), it would not provide a guarantee against great power war (Russell, 1956f: 24).18 At any rate, during the late 1950s Russell certainly came to view deterrence as ‘intrinsically repulsive’ (Ryan, 1988: 185), which was a consequence of the social context in which this concept had to operate: an environment populated by fallible, pugnacious and occasionally mad human beings, whose capacities for delusion and cruelty made the existence and availability of thermonuclear weapons as perverse and dangerous in equal measure.19

Given the nuclear realist scepticism towards the logic and language of deterrence, it should come as little surprise that their position on another important question of conventional nuclear strategy during these years – limited nuclear war and tactical nuclear weapons – was overwhelmingly negative.20 Limited nuclear war came about partly as a consequence of the uncertainty (or misunderstanding) that surrounded the Eisenhower–Dulles doctrine of massive retaliation both within the administration and in the wider public. As Mumford put it in 1954, ‘a policy of unlimited retaliation… promises, if it is not just bluff, to turn any isolated and minor conflict into that final one which will wreck civilization’ (Mumford, 1954e: 160; also Herz, 1959: 188–93, 221). After it was clear that the Soviet Union had obtained a thermonuclear device, the combination of a nuclear standoff and a doctrine of massive retaliation that – despite several attempts at qualification (e.g. Dulles, 1954) – was still seen as risking a major nuclear exchange over any minor conflict led to an attempt to make war-fighting possible and plausible again. Lodged in such moves was a tacit recognition that the H-bomb (a strategic weapon) transgressed the category of a military weapon that could be used for political purposes and a conviction that a tactical nuclear weapon was merely another weapon. As Henry Kissinger phrased it in Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy (1957), ‘[t]he prerequisite for a policy of limited war is to reintroduce the political element into our concept of warfare and to discard the notion that policy ends where war begins or that war can have goals distinct from those of national policy’ (Kissinger, quoted in Freedman, 2003: 97).

Although nuclear realists had some sympathy with the argument that the super-power conflict needed a safety valve,21 ultimately they remained unconvinced by the argument for limited nuclear war. Anders, for example, always imagined the next war would be total (Dawsey, 2013: 408). The main problem nuclear realists foresaw here concerned escalation, a problem which advocates of limited nuclear war have never convincingly cracked (Freedman, 2003: xiv). As Herz put this point in 1959:



None of the various suggested distinctions as to ‘graduated deterrence’, targets, ‘tactical’ as opposed to ‘strategic’ atomic weapons, and so forth, seems to offer a sufficient guarantee against eventual (or even immediate) outbreak of all-out nuclear war; only avoidance of the first use of any and all ‘atomic’ and ‘nuclear’ weapons (in the sense of fission and fusion weapons) might guarantee this.

(Herz, 1959: 200)22




This was an argument that Herz shared with Russell (as well as with more conventional strategic thinkers opposed to limited nuclear war). Indeed, the discussion of limited nuclear war returns us to the overriding theme in the nuclear realist view of how military force was reconfigured in the wake of the thermonuclear revolution. Defence intellectuals overlooked the simple but decisive fact that the H-bomb flouted the conventional understanding of ‘a means’. According to Anders, with the H-bomb ‘the end discovered its own end in the effect of the means’, which signalled nothing less than the degeneration of the conceptual distinction between means and end. Nowhere was this more obvious than in the context of arms racing, where ‘[t]he production of means has become the end of our existence [Dasein]’ (Anders, 1956a: 251). This was the philosophical parallel of the strategic assertion advanced by other nuclear realists that the hydrogen bomb put an end to Clausewitzian strategy (Anders, 1956a: 249).23 Although the dictum that war is a continuation of policy ‘has been true hitherto, it is true no longer’ (Russell, 1954j: 251), since ‘[i]n a war using the H-bomb, there can be no victor’ (Russell, 1955e: 303). Or as he starkly put it, ‘[w]e can all live or all die, but it is no longer possible to think that only our enemies will die’(Russell, 1954k: 22).24 In re-publishing and developing ideas published as a reaction to the atomic bomb, Mumford demonstrated the extent of agreement among nuclear realists on this fundamental fact: ‘There will be no victor in World War III’, since ‘a genuine war of extermination would bring about our own downfall’ (Mumford, 1954a: 77, 88, emphasis in original).

By falsely considering the H-bomb a winning weapon, in effect by even entertaining the notion that they were usable, strategists and defenders of deterrence failed to appreciate how once stable truths and acceptable social practices had reached their limit under conditions of thermonuclear modernity.




In the name of realism

From a nuclear realist perspective, then, what was needed was a new analysis, a new language and a new understanding of politics in the face of dark realities that no rational theory could provide a bulwark against. Such a language had to steer a course between blind faith in science, rationality and progress on the one hand and a pessimistic retreat from reason, emancipation and liberty on the other. Mumford founded his search for alternative modes of reasoning on a strong critique of what we in Chapter 1 identified as the barely concealed backbone of strategic theory: Ogburn’s cultural lag thesis (see Chapter 1). Already in Technics and Civilization (1934a), he had criticized the theory of cultural lag and its underlying belief in scientific rationality as ‘an essentially superficial interpretation’ in the service of ‘a course that would, unless compensated, lead to human deterioration and collapse’:



This interpretation regards the machine as an independent structure, and it holds the direction and rate of change assumed by the machine as a norm, to which all other aspects of human life must conform. In truth, interactions between organisms and their environments take place in both directions, and it is just as correct to regard the machinery of warfare as retarded in relation to the morality of Confucius as to take the opposite opinion.

(Mumford, 1934a: 317)



Mumford did not see the purpose of intellectual activity to be that of adjusting or assimilating the human world to ‘a mode of life geared to the pace of high-speed technology, and committed to the technological ideals of specialization, automation, and rationality’ (Miller, 1989: 329).25 In fact, this adjustment of humans to machines (rather than the other way round) became a common complaint of nuclear realists.26 The scientific method that had spurred on (and been spurred on by) the military-industrial-academic complex may have been capable of providing some technical solutions to problems thrown up by new weapons technology, but it was utterly incapable of confronting the wider and far more important moral and existential dimensions of thermonuclear modernity.

For Anders, the ‘cultural lag’ constituted a gap that could not easily be closed; rather, it symbolized a discrepancy between what humans were able to produce on the one hand and what they were able to understand or imagine on the other (Anders, 1956a: 15–7). Humankind’s ability to create an object capable of producing its own extinction was out of sync with the limited ability of humans to imagine the end as a real possibility: ‘As a matter of fact, our imagination is unable to grasp the effect of that which we are producing. Not only our reason has its (Kantian) limits, not only it is finite, but also our imagination, and even more so our feeling’ (Anders, 1961a: 12, emphasis in original). The danger inherent in nuclear weapons lay, according to Anders, not just in their destructiveness but also in the apparent freeing of responsibility they involved: ‘Offenses that transcend our imagination by virtue of their monstrosity are committed more readily, for the inhibitions normally present when the consequences of a project action are more or less calculable are no longer operative’ (Anders, 1956b: 151; Anders, 1959b). The danger, as Anders saw it, was that human beings, children of Prometheus and blessed with the gift of science and technology, would also become Eichmann’s children27 – cogs in the wheel of a techno-scientifically driven complex, where scientists, workers and consumers were unable to perceive the greater consequences of their small, specialized everyday practices. In short, the stark realities of the nuclear condition made nuclear realists highly alert to the dynamics by which one form of rationality silently expanded and parasitically colonized areas of human life that had traditionally been governed by other standards of reason.28

Anders (1961a: 14), therefore, criticized the ‘competence craze’ that dominated the post-war knowledge economy, arguing that it would lead to moral absolution if not held in check by other principles: ‘[Y]ou should resolutely contradict those who believe that they can confine themselves to a “purely tactical” discussion.… In no case can “Clerics of the Apocalypse” be recognized; no group which arrogates to a monopoly of competency for actions that could become the end of the world [can be recognized]’ (Anders, 1961a: 15–6; Anders, 1959c). Mumford likewise held that the submission to ‘the machine’ that characterized modern society in the nuclear age involved not just a massive perversion of the scientific method but produced submissive minds, thereby turning society into ‘a mechanically engineered coma’ (Mumford, 1956a: 174). To the extent that scientists and intellectuals had contributed to – or failed to resist – the expansion of a one-eyed rationality that amounted to barbarism, they were guilty of Julien Benda’s charge: indeed, this constituted ‘the real trahison des clercs’ (Mumford, 1954a: 191).29 Herz came to share many of these views. In 1962, he argued that the paradoxes of the nuclear age were reflected in a new language indicating



that weapons (machines) take the place of humans; human relations are ‘reified’, machine relations ‘humanized’. We speak of ‘second generations’ of weapons, not people; of their ‘overkill capacity’, of the ‘survivability’ of weapons systems, of ‘invulnerability again of armaments, not of men.

(Herz, 1962: 33)




This nuclear realist critique arguably reached its pinnacle in the early 1960s:



As a nation we are now under the control of under-dimensioned minds with five-year perspectives, immune to humane concerns: indifferent alike to the rich historic past they would nullify or the endless potentialities of the future they would abort or sterilize. Such demoralized minds are capable in fantasy of wiping out sixty million of their fellow-country-men, and congratulating themselves on contriving shelters that might save, also largely in fantasy, the bodies of some fraction of those that would remain. These Genghis Khans of strategy have conditioned their countrymen to ignore the fact that this unseemly massacre may still be avoided by adroit changes in military and political policy which a more humane intelligence could bring about. But in a world like ours, empty of historic values or purposes, the crassly optimistic reassurances of scientific fortunetellers are treated as oracles, while the well-grounded warnings of its humane Einsteins and Schweitzers and Russells are disregarded.

(Mumford, 1962: 213–4)




Thus, the hold that nuclear weapons had taken on the modern world was if not a consequence of, then greatly facilitated by, ideas of mass extermination developed and impressed on Western societies during the war. It signalled a ‘gigantic moral collapse’ (Mumford, 1959e: 7). And exactly for this reason, ‘the unqualified commitment to nuclear technology’ of specialists advising the government was an acute danger that had to be countered by the double realization that any human life sacrificed in this futile cause would be morally unacceptable and ‘[t]he chief enemy we must come to grips with is ourselves’ (Mumford, 1959d).30

By warning against the techno-scientific paradigm and the direct infusion of science and expertise into military strategy, nuclear realists explicitly carved out a role that went well beyond that of the specialized expert. Rebelling against this latter notion, Anders (1956a: 237), for instance, remarked that since the bomb did not just threaten universities, intellectuals should not retreat into specialized scientific language, but rather strive for a tone that would strike a chord with the broader public. Nuclear realists also wrote for specialists, but they found (or sought) wider audiences. The universal intellectual should not (merely) gaze upon the world from the privileged heights of the ivory tower (Anders, 1962a: 497). She or he transgressed hardening academic boundaries and employed a politics that was both spatially and thematically wider and more profound than that of strategic thinkers, whom IR-scholars and historians have traditionally consulted in trying to grasp the meaning of the nuclear revolution. Intellectual activity, in other words, had to be harnessed, in order to find a human, rather than a technological, way out:



If I flinched from taking on this duty I should be unfaithful to my vocation as a teacher. There is no ‘disaster shelter’ for the mind, in which the American scholar can take refuge, to cower in darkness and shameful silence, protected from the poisonous fallout of public error. The worst dishonor possible would be to remove our minds from the full light of day, and to withhold from our countrymen our most valuable human resources: not merely our specialized critical intelligence, but our imaginative insights, our moral evaluations, our historic perspectives, our prognostic anxieties.

(Mumford, 1961: 1)




Consequently, the writings of nuclear realists acquired a popular (and occasionally populist) flavour as they sought to communicate their ideas to large (well-informed) audiences in order to effect social change. Although he sometimes spoke ‘dispassionately’ as a ‘scientific investigator’ (Russell, 1959e: 18), Russell clearly saw himself as a maverick in an age that he deemed in need of such figures. After all, ‘[n]o society can be progressive without a leaven of rebels, and modern technique makes it more and more difficult to be a rebel’ (Russell, 1952: 77). Anders summed up this sense of urgency when he opened his most influential book by arguing that a critique of technology had (now) become a matter of civil courage [Zivilcourage] (Anders, 1956a: 3). Even Herz, who would remain an academic his entire life, gradually came to perceive of his role as an ‘article writing prosecutor’ serving the political cause of human survival (Herz, 1971: 47).31

Crucially, nuclear realists came to view this type of intellectual activity as involving a strong realist element. For them, the thermonuclear age required an awakening to the real politics of science and technology. Thus, when Mumford in the late 1960s wrote an essay on the artist and self-styled socialist William Morris, he described him as ‘a resolute realist, who refused to take the sordid Victorian triumphs of mechanical progress as the ultimate achievements of the human spirit’ (Mumford, 1968: no pagination, emphasis added). In instances like this, Mumford revealed his own, unconventional realist outlook. For like Morris, Mumford believed that the destructive capacities embedded in modern technology made it necessary to look for alternatives. Indeed, Morris’ ability to see through the veneer of peace, progress and equipoise made him ‘more of a realist than Marx himself’, since he did not take his socialism to mean salvation; rather, it was a creed that would allow us to face the tragedy of human existence, in Morris’ words, ‘without fear and shame’ (Mumford, 1968: no pagination; see also Mumford, 1948: 8). Anticipating predictable misgivings about the turn of his realism, Herz displayed a similar defiance. As he explored the potential for a new kind of global politics, a politics that moved beyond a narrow conception of national interests, Herz stressed that such an approach could ‘hardly be called unrealistic’ given the nuclear peril as well as ‘manifold “one-world” trends in the present world’ (Herz, 1960: 47). This quest for a new and more realistic analysis of the nuclear age and its intrinsically total, global nature was fundamentally realist in the sense that it aimed for a closer connection between the empirical and the normative (Mantena, 2012: 468).

Anders’ philosophy of exaggeration [Übertreibung] arguably pushed this realist concern to its extreme, but given the amount of deception and blindness produced by the nuclear age it was, he insisted, merely logical. Only by exaggerating, he argued, could the actual nature of ‘falsified reality’ conjured up by strategic experts be grasped and revealed (Anders, 1962a: 503). The intellectual roots of Anders’ ‘Distortion for the Sake of Truth’ (Anders, 1951: 9) are to be found in his early study of Kafka, whom he regarded as a ‘realistic fable writer’ and whose distortions were effective in impressing upon his readers the power relations of the partly concealed reality in which they lived (see Dawsey, 2013: 104). Obviously, the method of exaggeration often exploited metaphors and models that suggested high-minded idealism or apocalyptic determinism. But such hyperbolic statements were often a consequence of the jeremiadic structure of nuclear realists arguments, in which impending disaster produced by a continued treatment of (weapons) technology as an end in and of itself could only be prevented through the support of a new attitude to human existence that reinstated authenticity, reflection and balance. After all, as Mumford (1954a: 195–6) argued, it was the dominant narrow form of rationality characteristic of science in the nuclear age – divested of social responsibility and priding itself on a false objectivity assisted by models, measurements and experiments – that had become estranged from ‘the real world’ and ‘incapable of dealing with reality’.

In their attempts to unmask the militarized knowledge economy as dangerous and encouraging irrational fantasies, Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell explicitly claimed to be more realistic and often also more profoundly realist than their political and intellectual opposition. Mumford, it is worth recalling, had been forthright in his appraisal of the nature of (international) politics in his polemic against ‘pragmatic liberalism’ in the early stages of World War II.



For who is so naïve to think that there will come a time in international affairs when the powerful will not seek to exert power and the violent will not seek by violence to impose their will upon the timid? Such a moment has never yet come in the affairs of individual citizens, over any great area of space and time. For power is a permanent fact in political life; and it is only in heaven that good intentions will prevail without the authoritative use of force.

(Mumford, 1940a: 324–5)




He reissued such warnings during the most intense period of global thermonu-clear saber-rattling: ‘To be human is to admit that we are limited and fallible, frail in all our powers, and prone to perpetual self-deception, fomented by pride’ (Mumford, 1958: 7). Given this predicament and the ‘limited intellectual capacities of humans’, always ‘open to erratic promptings’, the strategists – civilian or military – framing US policy were unable to deliver a sound response. Locked into their disastrous approach, the strategists fabricated a ‘deathtrap’ yet continued to look upon themselves as hard-headed realists: ‘How far can human self-deception go?’ (Mumford, 1958: 15). Anders put it in almost similar terms, when he noted: ‘It is in fact, the “nothing but tacticians” who should be called unrealistic – because they see atomic weapons only as a means; and because they fail to grasp that the ends which they allege to seek are being forfeited by the very use of their means’ (Anders, 1961a: 17). Herz offered a comparable description of the ‘escapism’ that undergirded US civil defense measures in the late 1950s. ‘“Fraud” is perhaps not too strong a word for signifying what, in this connection, has been and still is being perpetrated against an unwary public’ (Herz, 1959: 215).32 And Russell wryly castigated so-called practical men in both East and West for ignoring that ‘any great war will, in all likelihood, involve the extinction of the human race’ (Russell, 1958: 175).

To convey the idea that defence intellectuals and self-styled realists and practical men were out of touch with reality, nuclear realists often relied on the trope of insanity. Already in 1946, Mumford had put forward the claim that the United States was governed by madmen: ‘[T]hey have been carrying through a series of acts which will lead eventually to the destruction of mankind, under the solemn conviction that they are normal responsible people, living sane lives, and working for reasonable ends’ (Mumford, 1946a: 5). This charge was advanced with increasing intensity during the second, thermonuclear phase of the nuclear revolution. Disquieted by the prospect of ‘a war that would, at the very least, liquidate civilization’, Mumford thought it ‘plain that we are now facing something even worse than war: we are threatened with an outbreak of compulsive irrationality’ (Mumford, 1954a: 3). Hence, he issued an appeal ‘in the name of sanity’:



Our first obligation is the restoration of our own capacity to be human: to think and feel as whole men, not as specialists, not as ideologists, not as partisans and experts, not as political or religious sectarians, not as tribalists and nationalists, but as exponents of what is veritably human.

(Mumford, 1954a: 5)




Sanity was not only a theme for Mumford. In fact, the conceptual binary of sanity and insanity came to perform a crucial role in connecting the claim to realism with popular politics in the post-war decades (see also Smith, 2012). Russell deployed the concept in his stinging critique of the megalomania of so-called practical men already in the early 1950s (Russell, 1952: 81), and he also used it in his memorable 1957 letter to Khrushchev and Eisenhower (addressed to those ‘Most Potent Sirs’). Anders regularly spoke of the ‘raging schizophrenia of our days, that is: the fact that our diverse faculties work independently of each other, like isolated and uncoordinated beings, who have lost all contact with each other’(Anders, 1961a: 12; see also Anders, 1962a: 501).33 Eventually, sanity became a central rallying cry of popular anti-nuclear movements. The National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE) was launched in November 1957 with the publication of an advertisement in The New York Times. The text was written by Norman Cousins and signed by forty-eight public figures, including Mumford (Wittner, 1997: 52, 490n.).34 SANE presented an activist platform to combat the doctrine of deterrence as well as the official secrecy and complacency over the effects of nuclear weapons and their testing. Significantly, it did so at a time when scientists were increasingly depicted as madmen. Moreover, from 1961, the UK Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) that Russell had helped found began publishing Sanity, its monthly newspaper, that helped transform core nuclear realist ideas into a popular movement. Ten years later, Donald Brennan created the acronym that aptly summed up these concerns in what has since become the chief metaphor of nuclear deterrence: MAD.35




Conclusion

Given the absolute materiality of nuclear weapons and the existence of a bipolar international order, the revised radical and liberal views of Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell can be read as a quest for ‘realism without illusions’ (Philp, 2012). Their realism did not develop out of an idea of how people ought to act ideally or rationally, but from an appreciation of the central place of power in social life. Although they were often critical of the decisions of politicians and policy-makers, they were highly alert to the context within which difficult choices were made. Their frustration emanated from a common diagnosis: the consequences of the thermonuclear age were only superficially grasped. Hence, nuclear realists desperately tried to reclaim some place and space for non-instrumental intellectual activity and social criticism by going against the grain of the post-war knowledge economy. Framed as a realist awakening to the limits of deterrence under conditions of thermonuclear superpower confrontation, it inspired a continuous critique of Soviet and (particularly) US policies, their overreliance on nuclear weapons and the loud and continuous hypocrisy involved in threatening mega-murder to uphold ideals of freedom. Beginning from the premise that war in the second phase of the nuclear revolution was likely but unacceptable (rather than merely unthinkable, a view which could paradoxically increase the likelihood of its occurrence), nuclear realists opposed a strategic consensus that they regarded as a flight from reality because it denied or failed to grasp the limits to war, the balance of power and deterrence in the thermonuclear age.

The entire edifice of their political thought was, then, on several definitions realist. At the same time, nuclear realism also exposed the limits of strategic theory and objected to seeing such a rationalist decisionism as an incarnation of realism. Since friend and enemy in the thermonuclear age shared the same space and fate, nuclear realists found the rationalist and national underpinnings of strategic thinking dangerous and irresponsible.36 For nuclear realists, the thermonuclear revolution led straight to a state of social and political helplessness, either because government officials operated under the illusion that the H-bomb was a usable, if not a winning weapon (and not a method of extermination and suicide) or because the unfathomable nature and size of the bomb numbed those subject to its production, maintenance and deployment. Real politics had acquired an altogether different character, because its traditional limits had been irrevocably transgressed. New tools were therefore necessary. In offering this critique, the voices of nuclear realists reached a progressively higher pitch that combined effortlessly with the trace of self-righteousness that occasionally characterized their analyses at the height of the Cold War. They emerged as oppositional voices to the dominant trends of Cold War intellectual and political culture. To varying degrees their ideological commitments were countercultural and anti-establishment. Often this meant being dragged into fights about the virtues of being red rather than dead, but nuclear realists consistently tried to broaden such debates. Mumford did not hold back in encouraging his audiences to ‘speak truth to the power that can only will its own destruction’ and to recognize how the notion ‘that there is some neat technological way out of this impasse forms part of the strange pathology of our time’ (Mumford, 1961: 2–3). Notoriously and repeatedly, Russell continued to shock his audiences, particularly in the United States, and even the less public exposed and more academically oriented John Herz came, as a result of the journey he began in the late 1950s, to realize that ‘the ideal of the uncommitted, ivory-tower researcher’ had to be substituted by that of the ‘homme engagé, if not homme révolté’ (Herz, 1971: 30).

In this process, nuclear realists occasionally came to resemble frustrated prophets thankful for any kind of airtime, however fragile and fanatic their appearance. Yet the critique of nuclear militarism they developed during the 1950s and early 1960s, and in particular that aspect of their critique that related to the intertwining of epistemology and ethics that informed the invention, operation, maintenance and deployment of this hyper-modern technology, also broadened their purview and sharpened their grasp of a wide range of social and political issues. In addition to their increasingly global, planetary orientation, it became a main concern of nuclear realism to monitor and criticize how the narrow scientific rationality that underpropped the development and strategization of nuclear weaponry came to dominate other areas of human existence. As we shall see in the following chapters, the nuclear realist re-examination of military force developed in tandem with a wider social diagnosis and led them (re)formulate a political theory extending far beyond, but always related to, the analysis of military force. Their realism demanded nothing less.



Notes

1 Russell (1956f: 24). As discussed in this chapter, Russell was quick to grasp the implications of nuclear weapons for warfare, diplomacy and the balance of power.

2 On the politics and science behind the development of the hydrogen bomb, see Rhodes (1995).

3 For example, Mumford argued that ‘[t]hose who think that evil can be permanently abolished always feel grossly betrayed when they find it has come back again: they are like the heroine in the old-fashioned village melodrama whose innocence permits her to be seduced in every act’ (Mumford, 1940a: 221). See also Morgenthau (1946: Chs. 2–3). Having agitated intensely for American participation, the war turned out to be both a personal and political tragedy for Mumford. He lost his son Geddes (named after Patrick Geddes) and came to view harshly the surrender to barbarism that he thought was involved in the allied conduct of the war, particularly in the doctrine of strategic bombing after 1942, which he thought betrayed the very principles that required the war effort in the first place.

4 Russell did not make a direct analogy between nuclear threats and the concentration camp, but it is worth noting the parallels to his interwar analysis of future war. In his notorious tract Which Way to Peace, Russell argued the preponderance of airplanes would make civilians and population centres crucial targets in war. Against this background, defensive measures would require strong, militarized government: ‘A war in defence of democracy would necessarily begin with a military despotism, and there is no reason to doubt that it would end with one’ (Russell, 1936: 47).

5 For a discussion of this concept and its origins, see Booth and Wheeler (2008), Sylvest (2008) and Wheeler (2008).

6 This proposal amounted effectively to a ‘Collective Ban’ on the bomb, but Herz admitted that ‘it would fulfill its purpose only if it is considered as a stop-gap measure pending serious attempts to arrive an effective system of [international] control’ (Herz, 1950b: 134). For the original proposal of the twelve scientists – a proposal that in the absence of international control accepted the need for the development of the H-bomb, but described it as ‘no longer a weapon but a means of extermination of whole populations’ – see Laurence (1950: 1).

7 Russell’s view of the Hiroshima bombing was marked by his consistent utilitarian ethics. In the mid-1950s he remarked that if ‘American military authorities’ were right that the bomb ‘diminished the total number of death on our side but also on that of the Japanese’, the dropping of the bomb was ‘justified’. In contrast to Anders who dwelled on the existential dimension of the temporal and spatial dimensions of killing by atomic weapons, Russell maintained that ‘I cannot think that the fact that the destruction was new and quick and wholesale made it any worse than if it had been spread over a longer time’ (Russell, 1954g: 50).

8 This was also the factor that invalidated a collective security system. See the discussion of ‘The Impact of Bipolarity’ in Herz (1959: Ch. 7).

9 Elsewhere Russell (1956f: 24) also argued that ‘[d]iplomacy, ever since there was such an art, has depended upon war or the threat of war. If that is removed, diplomats are at a loss how to proceed’.

10 The idiom in which Herz’s discussion was conducted differed from that of most strategists, something that was picked up upon in reviews of the book. In making preparations for a second edition (which never materialized), Herz noted: ‘[r]eferences to nuclear strategy over-simplified.… Would have to distinguish clearly between first and second-strike capacities and counter-forces or counter-cities strategies’. Herz, ‘Further Thoughts on Int. Politics in the Atomic Age’, undated [date not known], John H. Herz Papers, John H. Herz Papers, German and Jewish Émigré Collection, M. E. Grenander Department of Special Collections and Archives, University Libraries, State University of New York, Box 17, Folder: Various unpublished papers (The papers are uncatalogued; all references are provisional).

11 Herz (1959: 188) criticized Reinhold Niebuhr for believing so (or having believed so) in 1956.

12 Weizsäcker had argued in 1958 that

[i]f we try to get at the ultimate logic of the idea of protection through weapons which must not be used in actual practice, we seem to arrive at a mere bluff. These bombs can protect peace and freedom only on condition that they never fall, for if they should ever fall there would remain nothing worth protecting. But, on the other hand, they cannot protect us either if everybody assumes that they will never be dropped, for then the opponent can act as if they did not exist. Ergo, we must be determined to drop them if necessary, and this means that they may very well have to be dropped one day (Weiszäcker (1958) ‘Etische und politische Probleme des Atomzeitalters’, Aussenpolitik, 9, p. 306, quoted in Herz, 1959: 189n.)


13 Herz even acknowledged that this suggestion was ‘patterned on the undertaking of the League of Nations members under Article 15, para. 6, of the Covenant’ (Herz, 1959: 204n.).

14 Russell was also alert to the importance of retaliatory capacity (Russell, 1959a: 22–3), another central issue in strategic debates at the time. The point had been discussed at RAND for some time, but was first introduced to a wider audience in Wohlstetter (1959). See also Freedman (2003: Ch. 9).

15 The exchange between Kahn and Russell was followed by a wider debate between those who thought deterrence unviable and irresponsible and those who agreed with Kahn that ‘thinking the unthinkable’ of nuclear war was necessary to prevent it. Commenting on Bertrand Russell, Albert Wohlstetter raged against men of peace casting everyone else as men of war (see Herzog, 1963: 66–7), while Raymond Aron, in his introduction to Kahn’s Thinking about the Unthinkable (1962), argued that ‘the acquired capacity to coldly examine possible horrors does not prove that the analyst has lost his humanity and has ceased to think and act like other men’ (Aron, 1962: 10). Herbert Marcuse sided with Russell by lamenting that ‘the insanity of the whole absolves the particular insanities’ so that ‘[e]ven the most insane calculations are rational’ (Marcuse, 1964: 55). For a brief exposition of current criticism of deterrence, see Krieger (2011).

16 Since H-bombs were so much more powerful than atomic bombs, numbers would cease to matter (Russell, 1955e). Russell (1955f: 278) also pointed out how from the perspective of the mid-1950s ‘the atom bomb has acquired the respectability of old age’.

17 Other views can be seen to imply a tacit acceptance of the logic of deterrence. In 1955, Russell argued that ‘it is to the existence of nuclear weapons on both sides that we owe the preservation of peace’ (Russell, 1955h: 5). In 1957, he characterized the international system as one of uneasy equilibrium (Russell, 1957d: 347).

18 One of the reasons why Russell was reluctant to support a ban on the bomb was that ‘in so far as any confidence was placed in an agreed prohibition of nuclear weapons, the fear of war would be lessened and therefore war would become more likely’ (Russell, 1956g: 40). This was a position that was criticized by communists and the Soviet Union.

19 Russell’s downbeat view of human nature was longstanding. See e.g. Russell (1916: 3–4); Russell (1917b: 35); Russell (1954a: 15).

20 While Herz conceded that for the moment coordinated planning of limited (conventional as well as nuclear) war was important (Herz, 1959: 26.n29), his discussion of limited nuclear war as a proper strategy – that we discuss below – was much more sceptical.

21 The need for safety valves (i.e. limited conventional wars) was discussed in Herz (1959: 279–80) as part of his proposed ‘holding operation’ that could ease tensions between the superpowers and facilitate longer-term solutions to the problem of nuclear weapons. See also Mumford (1950).

22 Herz did not, however, follow this argument to its logical conclusion. In his plan for a ‘holding operation’ that would ease tensions between the superpower and pave the way for more ambitious, universalist solutions, his political realism led him to argue that there had to be room for small, localized conventional wars (Herz, 1959: 272).

23 See also Mumford (1954a: 63):

The story of the atom bomb and other scientific forms of genocide has not yet been told. But already it is plain that there is a Sunday-school moral tagged at the end of it. This is the story of a pride that begot blindness and of infinite power that became impotence, for the kind of intelligence that has invented and exploited the bomb has so far shown no aptitude for controlling its undesirable social results.


24 These beliefs hardened during 1954 and formed the backbone of Russell’s most important statements at the time: his BBC talk on ‘Man’s Peril’ (broadcast on 23 December 1954 to an estimated audience of 6–7 million listeners and later widely reprinted) and the Russell–Einstein Manifesto that led to the first Pugwash conference (Russell, 1954l; Russell and Einstein, 1955).

25 Though this point of view was only held by a minority, nuclear realists shared this sentiment with several contemporary intellectuals (see e.g. Jamison and Eyerman, 1994).

26 See (Anders, 1956a: 39–40) and Herz (1976b: 200) – Herz’s essay was written in 1960 but remained unpublished until 1976.

27 See Anders’ open letter in 1964 to Klaus Eichmann (son of Adolf Eichmann) with the telling title: Wir Eichmannsöhne [We, Sons of Eichmann] (Anders, 1964).

28 See also the analysis in Chapter 4.

29 In 1954, Mumford (1954d) called upon natural scientists to set an example of social responsibility.

30 See also Mumford (1954b: 5) for a brief mention of the much-hyped cobalt bomb, a spectre that also haunted Russell (1961a: 75–6). For a discussion of the cobalt bomb, see Smith (2008: Ch. 18).

31 Arguably, Herz was somewhat slower to adopt this position than the other nuclear realists. Yet, his writings became increasingly activist in spirit and tone. See, for example, Herz (1989) and Herz (2003b).

32 He went on to suggest, however, that decentralization might offer some defence against nuclear attack.

33 Anders also linked this condition to the breakdown of conventional, meaning-making distinctions that the monstrosity of the bomb produced. Thus, Anders argued that the bomb transgressed barriers between the simulated and the real. Nuclear tests, for example, constituted a form of use over which humans had lost control. Nuclear experiments ceased to be experiments when ‘the lab equals the globe’ (Anders, 1956a: 260).

34 Following his early analysis of the atomic bomb, Norman Cousins continued to take a strong interest in the increasing precariousness of human existence: Who Speaks for Man?, he asked (Cousins, 1953). For an analysis of his thinking on nuclear weapons and its possible influence on President Eisenhower’s farewell address, see Ledbetter (2011: Chs. 3–4).

35 Brennan, a conservative analyst at the Hudson Institute, argued that

the concept of mutual assured destruction provides one of the few instances in which the obvious acronym for something yields at once the appropriate description for it; that is; a Mutual Assured Destruction posture as a goal is, almost literally, mad.
(Brennan, 1972: 689)


36 In 1992, John Herz wondered why Carl Schmitt never analysed ‘in any depth the new factors in politics, especially in world politics, like the nuclear weapon and the change from the traditional, multipartite nation-state system to the bipolar superpower system of “existential” enemies?’ To some extent, the question was rhetorical, since Schmitt’s realism had always been too extreme, and it was now invalidated by the extremes of reality (Herz, 1992).


3
Security and liberty


I submit that the first rational step toward mankind’s salvation is to break through the formidable wall of secrecy and suppression, of half-truths and outright prevarications, that our own government agencies have erected.

– Lewis Mumford1




Introduction

The deepening of the Cold War spawned both a national security state and a pervasive, if multifaceted, culture of fear in the United States and beyond. The operations of this culture were rarely transparent, but nevertheless insidious in its production of secrecy, consent and authority. American political culture is sometimes reduced to McCarthyism during the early Cold War, when the confrontation between the superpowers was accelerating at fast pace. But while any effort to obtain a full picture of the ‘phobic overreaction’ of the American political system and its creation of a ‘politicizing culture’ in which ‘neutrality was suspect’ (Whitfield, 1991: 3, 10; May, 1999: 206) would be incomplete without a discussion of McCarthyism, the ideological climate that allowed Senator Joseph McCarthy (R-Wisconsin) to flourish had roots in the 1940s and survived the senator’s rapid downfall in December 1954. Driven by fears of subversion and espionage in a period when the Soviet Union tested both an atomic bomb (Joe 1, 1949) and a thermonuclear device (Joe 4, 1953), Cold War culture went far beyond the dramatic hearings of The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). ‘At its height, from the late 1940s to around 1960’, argues Eric Foner (2000: 255), ‘the anti-Communist crusade powerfully structured American politics and culture’. Indeed, it was during this time that ‘American society suffered its worst case of political repression in the modern era’ (Craig and Logevall, 2009: 134).2 While President Truman and particularly President Eisenhower often appealed to public sentiments and spoke the language of anti-statism, they presided over an expansion of the national security state in what was nominally peacetime. Clearly, the two presidents (and their administrations) were aware of the dangers inherent in the attempt to secure the country and the free world in the face of a new threat, but the national security state produced several political and cultural ramifications that were both foreseeable and regrettable.

In this chapter we examine how nuclear realists, during the 1950s and early 1960s, came to conceive of political institutions and political culture – in short, of political life in the West – at the height of the Cold War. This involves explicating how they assessed the qualities of, and dangers facing, a fundamentally liberal and modern way of life. For nuclear realists, the domestic implications of anxieties about Communism, fifth column activities and the ever-present possibility of nuclear war were made explicit in the numerous public trials of this era, including the famous trial and conviction of the Rosenbergs, who on 19 June 1953 were executed for their involvement in passing information about the atomic bomb to the Soviet Union, and the dramatic hearing against the ‘father’ of the atomic bomb, J. Robert Oppenheimer, whose loyalty was questioned and security clearance revoked following his disapproval of the US decision to develop the H-bomb.3 Despite important differences, both of these proceedings testified to the reach and character of the growing national security state, demonstrating that the fate of liberal democracy was not only decided in the realm of international politics. At a time when ‘liberal’, ‘modern’, ‘democracy’ and ‘civilization’ were firmly installed as the underpinnings of the free world, nuclear realists were part of the minority opinion that anxiously observed the imbalance and illogic that accompanied the rise of the national security state in American society.

Nuclear realists often referred and deferred to two fundamental (and often conflicting) liberal logics in their reaction to the institutions and cultures of nuclear statehood. The first logic – which we term the logic of security – is often associated with the proto-liberal elements of Hobbes’ political thought and places emphasis on the necessity of power for the realization of an imperfect and partially (but perhaps increasingly) free existence. The centre that can hold is a precondition for life and liberty.4 The second – the logic of liberty – holds that individual liberty must be shielded from extensive intrusion by political authorities. This is often seen as the crown jewels of liberal thinking, and its core premise can be detected throughout almost the entire Pantheon of liberal thinkers (irrespective of discussions as to the merits of their inclusion).5 The equation between security and liberty was utterly transformed in the nuclear age, and it is hardly surprising that the Cold War gave rise to forms of liberalism fuelled by fear of violence, disorder and the centralization of political power (Shklar, 1989; Müller, 2008; see also Deudney, 2007: 28–31). Nuclear realists, observers of a transformed liberal modernity, could clearly see the merits of radical solutions to the problem of political order. Their vision was marked by the acceptance of a condition of globality in matters of military and (increasingly) non-military matters of security, yet it also involved a desperate attempt to revivify liberal ideals, including, but by no means limited to, checking state power and safeguarding individual rights. In fact, what distinguishes nuclear realists from many other early critics of nuclear statehood is their incorporation of this critique into a holistic and globally oriented form of political theory.

This chapter is structured as follows. In the following section, we provide a sketch of the development of the US national security state and the political debates that accompanied it. The third section details and contextualizes the political, theoretical and cultural dimensions of the often biting nuclear realist critique of nuclear statehood, with a particular focus on the United States. In their critique of nuclear statehood, nuclear realists sought to turn their preoccupation with modern, total war in the nuclear age into a broader, alternative vision of politics. Most notably, nuclear realist critiques of the rationale and consequences of the national security state led them to (re)introduce calls for supranational forms of governance in an attempt to rebalance liberty and security – an idea that since the late 1940s had attracted very limited support. The fourth section unpacks the alternatives presented by nuclear realists and analyses their underlying views of security and liberty. While bold and in some respects persuasive, we argue that their alternative global visions reached a stalemate in trying to formulate convincing alternatives to the existing order. They were either underspecified or paradoxically uneven in their attempt to balance the logics of security and liberty.

This impasse, however, helped strengthen their grasp of a wider set of issues that can be associated with a third, closely related liberal logic: the logic of individuality.6 According to this third logic, the protection of individual liberty constitutes an insufficient guarantee that individuals under specific, modern conditions (characterized by a combination of industrialization, capitalism and war) are provided the opportunity to develop to their full potential. We therefore conclude the chapter by suggesting that the searching, vague and occasionally confused character of nuclear realist thinking on security and liberty in the national security state fuelled a profound engagement with a broader concept of freedom, which we detail in the following chapters.7




The national security state and bomb politics

The development of the national security state during the late 1940s and 1950s involved a thorough transformation of US Government and political culture. The components of this shift were manifold and included new legislation, increased economic spending, a rethinking of foreign policy strategy, a ramping up of measures to detect subversive activity inside the United States, as well as a transfiguration of war from an overwhelmingly material practice to an increasingly cultural and ideological one. This shift was particularly evident in the United States – which served as the symbol of the West – but many states throughout the Western world were shaped by this transformation, either through political relations, military and intelligence cooperation or as a result of their own, similar efforts.8 As political historians have argued, the ideology of national security fostered a political climate in which



the nature of the Soviet regime put a premium on military preparedness, the immediacy of the Soviet threat made preparedness a matter of urgency, the long-term nature of that threat required a permanent program of preparedness, and the danger of total war dictated a comprehensive program that integrated civilian and military resources and obliterated the line between citizen and soldier, peace and war.

(Hogan, 1998: 14; also Schrecker, 1998: 190)



The specific ambitions vested in this urgent ideology of permanent preparedness shifted subtly over the years as the doctrine of containment was interpreted and reinterpreted in a rapidly shifting, bureaucratic environment (Stuart, 2008). Political debate during 1946 centred on American grand strategy and policy towards the Soviet Union (as evidenced by George Kennan’s lengthy telegram and the Clifford Memorandum). The proclamation of the Truman Doctrine and Executive Order 9835 – or the Loyalty Order – during March 1947 foreshadowed changes in the anatomy of the US state that the later adoption of the National Security Act of 16 July 1947 made abundantly clear.9 This bill effectively ‘established the modern mechanisms of the national security state’ (Hogan, 1998: 65) and ‘created all of the leading institutions of the US national security bureaucracy, except for the Department of State’ (Stuart, 2008: 1), including the Department of Defense (DoD), the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), the National Security Council (NSC) and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). In part it was a retraction and reorganization of wartime activities and organizations, but the scale, structure and face of the American government in peacetime changed as a result (May, 1992).

From this point onwards, the remaining pieces of the national security state were gradually put in place through a string of documents outlining, clarifying, refining or reshaping US foreign policy, as well as integrating it with domestic policy.10 Despite significant concerns particularly within government ranks about a garrison state that could undermine freedom, internal opposition became increasingly difficult, as Communism emerged as a central opponent in the struggle that US Secretary of the Navy, James Forrestal, termed ‘semiwar’ (Hogan, 1998: 74).11 National security concerns, in short, emerged triumphant. Arguably, no document epitomizes the worldview that informed this new ideology as clearly as the National Security Council Report 68 (NSC 68) – a report drafted by Paul Nitze in April 1950. Described as ‘nothing less than an attempt to set down in the unforgiving medium of cold type a comprehensive statement of what United States national security policy should be’ (Gaddis, 1980: 164), this rich document has also been read as a pivotal moment in the crafting of US national identity during the Cold War (Campbell, 1998: Ch. 1).

There is little doubt that the analysis of the security situation in NSC 68 contributed to ‘the conscious blurring of foreign and domestic anti-communism’ that intensified after 1950 (Craig and Logevall, 2009: 122).12 Inevitably, this also stifled broader oppositional thinking, as the non-Communist left was impeded by accusations of fellow-travelling. Indeed, ‘[a]nyone even vaguely associated with the left was fair game’ (Craig and Logevall, 2009: 125). As a result, the broadly liberal critique of the national security state took on a specific character, focusing primarily on the balance between liberty and security, rather than questioning the development of the national security state on grounds of principle. In the prevailing culture of the early 1950s, thorough opposition to the national security state came perilously close to being associated with support for Soviet Communism – a system of government impossible to defend for those insisting on civil rights. This dynamic played out in a variety of ways across different countries. In the United States, however, it led to a ‘shrunken distance’ between the two main political parties (Whitfield, 1991: 20; Schrecker, 1998: 369) and to the ‘collapse of left-wing liberalism under the weight of the Cold War’ (Hogan, 1998: 6, 422). Intellectual resistance to the national security state and its attendant ideology suffered from a lack of coherence. It was advanced by a disparate group of libertarians, fiscal conservatives, left-leaning liberals and radicals. While conservatives sometimes moderated their anti-statism in exchange for an intensification of the fight against Communism, some liberals (if at times grudgingly) accepted that an extension of New Deal policies that appeared expensive had to make way for the containment of Soviet expansionism (Hogan, 1998: Ch. 10).13

It is important to stress the extent to which the emerging national security state was animated by and responded to developments in nuclear weapons technology and its continuing development. As Garry Wills has forcefully argued, it was the bomb more than anything else that ‘redefined the government as a National Security State, with an apparatus of secrecy and executive control’ (Wills, 2010: 1) and which made possible ‘the new American approach to world affairs’ that Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. detailed, retrospectively, in The Imperial Presidency. In objective, capability and practice, it was novel. Of most significance, arguably, was that national security came to underwrite all other political and moral values: ‘[U]nder the stimulus of the Cold War, a mystique of national security, increasingly defined in short-run military terms, emerged as the decisive criterion of right and wrong’ (Schlesinger, 1973: 164, 168). Early policy papers, produced by the NSC in 1948, advanced these new priorities in the presentation of ideas such as ‘counter-offensive’ and ‘rollback’, which ‘signaled… the final integration of the atomic bomb into America’s political strategy for dealing with Russia’ (Herken, 1980: 257).14

Nuclear weapons also played a critical role in NSC 68. When Truman requested the report, he was in the final stages of an intense decision-making process commenced in October 1949, soon after the first successful Soviet testing of an atomic bomb – a process that issued in the US development of the hydrogen bomb.15 Truman’s decision was made public on 31 January 1950 – the same day that he issued the directive that led to NSC 68. Nuclear weapons development necessitated a ‘general reexamination of this country’s strategic plans and its objectives in peace and war’, and the possibility of a thermonuclear weapon raised a range of ‘moral, psychological, and political questions’, as the Presidential Directive that led to NSC 68 specified. The resulting report concluded:



[W]e must, by means of a rapid and sustained build-up of the political, economic, and military strength of the free world and by means of an affirmative program intended to wretch initiative from the Soviet Union, confront it with convincing evidence of the determination and ability of the free world to frustrate the Kremlin design of a world dominated by its will.16




A significant proportion of the massive military build-up recommended was channelled into the US nuclear weapons complex. In the 1950s, the Atomic Energy Commission’s (AEC) budgets and activities grew significantly, as Richard Rhodes has detailed: ‘The Atomic Energy Commission’s eight sites and 55,000 employees in 1950 expanded to twenty sites and 142,000 employees by 1953, and the expansion continued’ (2007: 79). The US stockpile of weapons grew from just under 300 weapons in 1950 to more than 25,000 weapons by 1962 (Norris and Kristensen, 2010), while the growth in total yield was off the charts.17

Furthermore, nuclear matters accelerated the culture of secrecy and suspicion surrounding the national security state. When the Personnel Security Board established by the AEC to investigate the matter of J. Robert Oppenheimer detailed its findings and recommendations in May 1954, the result was a remarkable document that testified to the complex intermingling of nuclear weapons, security and (un)freedom within the national security state and its attendant Cold War culture. As with many other documents that produced and sustained the national security state, the Security Board’s verdict is riddled with controversies and contestations. It contained a minority report compiled by one of the Board’s members (Dr. Ward V. Evans), which held that the failure to clear Dr. Oppenheimer would be ‘a black mark on the escutcheon of our country’.18 The Board also acknowledged that ‘if in our zeal to protect our institutions against our measures to secure them, we lay them open to destruction, we will have lost them all’, before going on to proclaim, boldly, that in stripping Oppenheimer of his security clearance it had allowed ‘sympathetic consideration for the individual to go hand in hand with an understanding of the necessities for a clear, realistic, and rugged attitude toward subversion, possible subversion, or indeed broader implications of security’. In the majority view, this balance required that ‘[e]motional involvement in the current crisis, like all other things, must yield to the security of the nation’.

It is also important to note that during these years Eisenhower’s 1953 Atoms for Peace program was being implemented. The program required the release of technical information that had previously been considered sensitive, contributed to a shift in attention from knowledge to personnel. As the dissemination of substantial nuclear knowledge abroad became part of an ideological battle for hearts and minds fuelled by prospects of growth and modernization, tightened scrutiny of scientist and employee loyalty followed in its wake (Wellerstein, 2010: 16, 321, 347–52). Eisenhower’s Executive Order 10450 (1953) targeted any suspicion of disloyalty. Like Truman before him, Eisenhower proved reluctant to directly and publicly confront McCarthyism, though he worked effectively against McCarthy behind the scenes. His loyalty program, however, ‘eliminated almost every shred of protection against the summary dismissal of accused employees, including the right of appeal and the Fifth Amendment protection against self-incrimination’ (Hogan, 1998: 380).

While the fall of China to Communism and the Korean War played important roles in the expansion of the national security state, nuclear weapons technology – in particular the prospect of the H-bomb – loomed large. With the arrival of the thermonuclear phase of the Cold War, the national security institutions expanded their powers and reach. In an attempt to simultaneously control and enlist US citizens in the ideological conflict, a pervasive Cold War culture developed. The doctrine of containment was more than foreign policy. It also governed domestic US political culture and private relations within the American nuclear family (May, 1999: 10–29, 79; Nadel, 1995). Indeed, this was a period that began with the Freedom Train travelling through a country whose school children were being taught that snooping on the suspicious activities of fellow citizens was in line with American political traditions.19 Anti-Communism also took root at the local level, in large part because of the attention that was accorded to accusations of espionage and fellow-travelling in the widely reported case of Alger Hiss.20 The uneasy extension of wartime measures into a period of nominal peace curtailed civil liberties and compromised the institutions of American democracy. A 1954 report on the covert activities of the CIA ordered by President Eisenhower captured this state of affairs. The so-called Doolittle Report introduced its findings with a brief description of the conflict in which the United States was involved. ‘It is now clear’, the study group behind the report argued, ‘that we are facing an implacable enemy whose avowed objective is world domination by whatever means and at whatever cost. There are no rules in such a game. Hitherto acceptable norms of human conduct do not apply’ (Doolittle et al., 1954: 2).21




Critiquing nuclear statehood

Despite the deteriorating conditions for individual freedom and intellectual critique, some intellectuals did analyse the consequences of the national security state during its construction. In the early years, scholars like Harold Lasswell (1950), Robert A. Dahl (1953) and Robert Cushman (1947; 1951), as well as the scientist Harold Urey (1946), all debated the effects of the pursuit and production of atomic weapons on democracy, social affairs and civil liberties as the United States became steadily more committed to playing a global role in the fight against Communism.22 Such discussions brought to the fore a plethora of themes that became ever more salient in the post-war decades, particularly for those worried about the reconfiguration of political authority that followed in the wake of national security ideology and the development of nuclear weapons technologies. For various reasons, however, many intellectual figures refrained from vigorous opposition to bomb politics, which, in the prevailing political culture of the early 1950s, would have come perilously close to being associated with support for Soviet Communism.

Critiques of US policies in the developing Cold War, particularly the US reliance on nuclear weapons and a state apparatus smothering free society by secrecy and suspicion, were still advanced, however. Indeed, Stephanson (2012: 29) goes too far when he argues that ‘[s]cattered leftists aside, the only vocal critics of coldwar [sic] thinking in the early 1950s are in fact some of the classical realists, outstandingly [George] Kennan himself’. In particular following the Oppenheimer verdict in 1954, liberals and radicals became convinced that the relentless search for absolute security would undermine the liberty so central to American society. Although such voices did not constitute a coherent opposition, they were present and nuclear realists were clearly among them. Few were more worried (and in some cases more vocal) about the resulting imbalances between security and liberty than nuclear realists; in fact, they developed distinctive positions on the deeply political questions that the national security state brought to the fore. Their critique of the political culture that sprung from a mindset responsible for the combination of nuclear weapons and national security centred on the dangers that militarization posed to democracy. From their perspective, the Cold War intensified and reshaped the dynamics and fears of state authority, not least because nuclear statehood turned out – not only (and obviously) in the Soviet Union, but also increasingly in the United States – to involve a centralized, militarized organization and an ominous political culture that infringed civil liberties and restricted the exercise of individual freedom.

One of the most important cultural landmarks of this kind of critique, George Orwell’s 1984, spoke directly to the concerns of nuclear realists.23 Orwell composed 1984 as the Cold War was gathering pace, and his sardonic dystopia exposed the nature of civic life in states characterized by virtually omnipotent military bureaucracies. The novel received a welcome reception by Russell. In 1956, he tried to recover (what he thought was) Orwell’s original intention with the book; a point that had been lost on many people in the West. It was simply too easy to argue that Orwell was merely caricaturing the Soviet Union. Rather, ‘the increased power of the authorities to enforce their prejudices’ and ‘the general deterioration as regards liberty’ was ‘not confined to this country or that, although the intensity of evil is not evenly distributed’ (Russell, 1956e: 161).24 In dissecting this trend, Russell was particularly disturbed by the universal increase in the presence and powers of the police and the propagandistic communication of political institutions. Where once freedom of speech had its rationale in a liberal (Millean) view that it would inspire free discussion and, in turn, superior beliefs, public debate was now dominated by fear and the existence of both truth and official truth. ‘This is the first step on the road to Orwell’s “double-talk” and “double-think”’, Russell (1956e: 164) argued. That Orwell should find favour among nuclear realists is unsurprising when one considers the speculation that 1984 was inspired by Lewis Mumford’s early outburst against atomic weapons and their social and political consequences (Friedberg, 2000: 57, n.73; also Mumford, 1947).25 Whether this is true or not, the similarities between Mumford’s and Orwell’s respective ways of digesting the prospect of a nuclear security state involved an ideological confrontation of superpowers are remarkable, even if one allows for significant differences of genre. As Mumford in 1947 discussed four scenarios of atomic warfare, a chief element in his gloomy forecasts was the dangers faced by the individual. ‘No evasion is possible’, Mumford argued, before pointing out that ‘[b]ecause of the all-enveloping quality of the dangers, every thought, every action, every plan becomes subservient to the requirements for atomic warfare’ (Mumford, 1954a: 29).

Underlying this critical attitude was a deep frustration over the complacency demonstrated by US citizens at a time when core elements of their democratic system were under threat. In 1950, Mumford composed an open letter to the American people, in which he pleaded with them ‘to cast off these panicky fears.… Nothing that the worst traitor in our midst has accomplished has been so damaging to America’s security and sound judgment as the current habit of suspecting those whose lives are above suspicion.’ (Mumford, quoted in Miller, 1989: 434). During the 1950s he continued to challenge that ‘whole apparatus of secrecy and irrational suppression’, which, in less than ten years, had become an integral part of the US nuclear project (Mumford, 1954e), coming to argue that US nuclear policy and its attempts to protect knowledge and expertise had created that ‘very need for secrecy’, which, in turn, produced ‘pathological symptoms of the whole body politic: fear, suspicion, non-cooperation, hostility to critical judgment, above all delusions of power based on fantasies of unlimited extermination’ (Mumford, 1954c: 10; see also Anders, 1962a: 496).26 Mumford, who was a friend of Oppenheimer (Miller, 1989: 434), was appalled by the orchestrated downfall of the man who rose to greatness and was pictured on the front page of TIME Magazine in 1948 – only to return to this pedestal shrouded in suspicion in 1954. In the meantime, Mumford himself had been suspected of Communist activities. It was clear that the United States had been led astray in its attempt to meet the Soviet challenge, and the politics produced by, if not precisely integral to, nuclear weapons lay at the root of this morass. In some respects, security policy exploited and managed fear in traditional ways, but the very character of nuclear weapons also led to aberrations. Means wholly foreign to the republic had led to a totalitarian form of ‘counter-fascism’ that had to be eliminated (Mumford pointed to a totalitarian political structure, an authoritarian ideological structure and a monolithic economic structure ‘organized primarily for the purpose of military ascendancy’ as the three defining traits of fascism). ‘Above all, we must rid ourselves of fascism’s secret weapon – the cult of official secrecy, with its menacing immunity to intelligent scrutiny and moral appraisal’. Indeed, for Mumford, secrecy would eventually spell death to ‘our democratic institutions’. In combating Soviet ideology, Mumford sought to replace the tendency to counter-fascism, as well as the dreams of ‘appeasers’ and ‘hopeful romanticists’. Rather, he looked to ‘able realists’ for a more balanced and tolerant policy (Mumford, 1954b: 8–9, emphasis added).27

As the 1950s wore on, however, Mumford found little ground for optimism. The situation in which secrecy destroyed democratic control was made worse by institutional growth at the apex of the US national security state:



Upon our venerable constitutional structure there now squats a hierarchy of new agencies: the National Security Council, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Atomic Energy Commission, the Pentagon, all run by officers who are immune to effective popular confrontation or control, operating under rules so all-embracing, with powers so formidable, under procedures so secret they defy democratic control.… [T]he real focus of power has shifted to these central agencies, whose frail and fallible agents, operating on power-principles alone, in a self-sealing intellectual and moral vacuum, now hold the power of life and death over mankind.

(Mumford, 1959c: 572–3)




In making this case, Mumford was also going against the majority of public opinion on nuclear weapons policy, which he often found uninformed and too susceptible to direction from above. But his ire was primarily directed at the abandonment of foundational democratic principles and the corruption of the American constitutional architecture – not least the mechanisms of check and balances – that took place while it was being extended and fortified at the top (e.g. Mumford, 1959e). While significantly more reserved in his approach, Herz concurred with much of this analysis. In 1959, he pointed out that secrecy leads to ‘oligarchism in decision making, and toward irrationality in public attitude’; authoritarian trends that could weaken ‘Western democracy’ (Herz, 1959: 217–8). Herz’s vigilance to such dangers was a defining trait of his ‘realist liberalism’, which was built on his critique of that particular kind of liberalism which held its own victory to be natural, pre-ordained or sanctioned by the march of history. As an antidote, Herz sought a position more attuned to using a utilitarian yardstick to perform balancing acts, according to the demands of the situation. But such feats of balance – avoiding power-worship and power-abjuration – meant that the realist liberal had to carve out space for freedom, while simultaneously maintaining political order. If faced with a ‘concentration of oppressive and discriminatory power’, a liberal true to her or his creed would organize power ‘by balancing it, checking it, setting it up as a limited system of government’ (Herz, 1951: 141).28

At the same time, Herz also showed himself adept at analysing the deeper issues in US Cold War politics. Just as Mumford argued that the US response to Communism amounted to a betrayal, Herz argued in an essay in The New Republic that ‘Communist doctrine now seems to guide the anti-Communist world more than it does Communism’. While Stalin’s brutality was soon to be irrevocably exposed – for those still in doubt – by the news of Khrushchev’s speech at the 20th Party Congress, nuclear realists never equated Soviet Communism and the American political system. Still, Herz and other nuclear realists put their finger on eerie parallels between Soviet and US societies and their cultures of precaution against traitors. ‘A society which is no longer able to distinguish civic duty to report a murder case to the police from going out on one’s own to snoop – that society is no longer of free men’. Evidently, for nuclear realists, a central question of the Cold War concerned not only what ‘the free’ or ‘the doctrinaire’ world stood for, but also (in Herz’s words) ‘how they stand for what they stand’ (Herz, 1954: 18, emphasis in original). And in this respect, there were signs that the free world could lose itself.

Bertrand Russell was similarly worried about the combination of growing state power and the silent intensification of an atmosphere of secrecy and suspicion. He entered this (mainly) American debate in the early 1950s, when he developed an interest in two highly publicized cases. First, Russell adamantly defended J. Robert Oppenheimer, whom he had met in 1950 (Russell, 1955b). Second, he helped campaign for the release and retrial of Morton Sobell, who had been convicted of espionage (although not atomic espionage). Sobell was charged and tried as part of the Rosenberg case and received a thirty-year sentence (see Russell, 1956b).29 Russell had already reacted to McCarthyism during his lecture tours to the United States in 1950 and 1951 (Monk, 2000: 334, 343), and in the ensuing years he agonized solemnly over the impact of the Cold War on Western freedom in general terms.30 Always strong on principle but equally rash in judgment, it was, however, his interventions in specific cases that prompted Russell’s most virulent outbursts directed at the US government. He lamented the drift of American politics in general and the methods of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) in particular (which he termed ‘atrocities’). This provoked the ire of American liberal anti-Communists, including Sidney Hook and other members of the (secretly CIA-funded) American Committee of the Congress for Cultural Freedom (CCF).31 Russell was an honorary patron of the Congress, but it was not a happy relationship; he resigned (or threatened to resign) five times, before eventually leaving in 1956 (Saunders, 1999: 91–2, 231). In his customary, challenging fashion, Russell railed that he was ‘astounded by the letters I have been getting from Americans’ that involved abuse and an unnecessary politicization of his views. Above all, Russell was surprised by the letter he received from the CCF. ‘Is it for cultural freedom or isn’t it? What has happened to my old friend Sidney Hook?’ (Russell, 1956c: 370).32

More damagingly perhaps, Russell was again bruised in the US public sphere – this time being accused of anti-Americanism.33 Though Russell denied the charge and persistently reserved the right to criticize the United States as well as the Soviet Union, he later argued – perhaps in an effort to soothe his critics – that ‘anti-Americanism is unwise, illiberal and unjust’ (Russell, 1957a: 193). But there is little reason to believe that his views on ‘the anti-Communist hysteria in America’ and the political practices associated with this trend changed; to Russell, it was ‘utterly amazing’ (Russell, 1956d: 168). Years later, in trying to determine how hate became ‘synonymous with patriotism’, Russell pointed to atomic espionage and its role in producing a ‘general atmosphere of suspicion’ (Russell, 1961a: 30).34 In the 1950s, Russell justified his criticism of the American judicial and law enforcement system by describing himself as ‘an old-fashioned liberal – you might say in the seventeenth century sense, in that I have always had a great fear of the police and feel that they are the same danger now that kings were then’ (Russell, 1956c: 369). To Russell, this kind of vigilance was always necessary. In his opinion, it would be complacent to imagine that barbarism had been defeated; ‘[a]fter all, even in the most civilized countries there are a great many barbarians, and very often they get hold of the government’ (Russell, 1951b: 489).

Russell continued to worry about the extension of state authority, to the extent that he wrote the foreword to Fred Cook’s The Warfare State (1962), a collection of articles that had originally appeared in The Nation and which lambasted US defence expenditures and associated policies. Endorsing Cook’s analysis of the growth of US militarism, Russell was particularly animated by the state’s role in producing a depraved political culture. ‘[M]ilitary-industrial fanatics’, Russell argued, had obtained ‘a large measure of control over the major means of publicity’ (Russell, 1962: viii).35 Such symbols of politicized culture and atmosphere of unfreedom had long been favourite prey of the radical Russell. In a short essay ‘Suspicion’ from 1954, he sought to sketch the political logic and unmask the appearances of McCarthyism, without mentioning the Republican senator: ‘[u]nscrupulous politicians’ took advantage of external dangers and smeared opponents, according to Russell, but in reality this method is ‘almost always used in fact to give ascendancy to some group in the politics of the country concerned’. These politicians professed to carry their fear on their sleeve, but ‘[i]f the fear is genuine, they are poltroons; and if it is insincerely professed, they are ruffians’. Russell’s response to the widespread fear of espionage and other kinds of Communist infiltration was informed by his utilitarian defence of liberty and appeared somewhat aloof. Indeed, the atmosphere of suspicion was so horrendous and unacceptable to Russell that it exceeded ‘the evil of an occasional unpunished traitor’ (Russell, 1954c: 152, 155).

Nuclear realists agreed that the politics of fear, suspicion and state growth, particularly in the areas of security and policing, produced a crisis of democracy. It was a development that both curbed civil liberties and deadened vital, democratic debates, while obscuring these effects through a process of normalization. Anders spoke in this context of ‘atomic totalitarianism’, by which he meant to express that a foreign policy based on nuclear weapons and an authoritarian, domestic order were but two sides of the same coin (Anders, 1958: 17–9). That nuclear realists sometimes failed to appreciate improvements in American democracy is partly a matter of the context in which they wrote (before advances in civil rights for African-Americans) and partly a matter of the virulence of their critique. Anders, who referred to ‘the political situation in the United States in the early Cold War years as a factor in his decision to emigrate again’ (Dawsey, 2013: 85), was nevertheless astute in his analysis of such problems. Like Russell, Anders’ rhetoric laid him open to charges of anti-Americanism and fellow-travelling. Although Anders spent the mid-1950s outside the United States, he thought McCarthyism had been in the making since 1942 (Anders, 1984a: 310). He tended to examine the philosophical, rather than the (national) democratic problems involved in modern techno-politics – a penchant that was partly based on his assessment that the danger of the situation forced a global, ‘epochal’ view. From this perspective, Anders pointed out how the freedom that was once thought of as belonging to the individual had now, almost without notice, been transferred to the machinery of the national security state. The H-bomb was engulfed in a particularly powerful kind of politics, in which contestation and opposition were only too successfully cast as the untimely meddling of retrograde Luddites.36 The Cold War world seemed to Anders ‘increasingly Kafkaesque’ (Dawsey, 2013: 102). In the process, democracy was betrayed:



If the word ‘Democracy’ has any sense at all, then it means that precisely the province beyond our professional competence should concern us, that we are not only entitled, but obliged – not as specialists but as citizens and human beings – to participate in deciding about the affairs of the ‘res publica’. Since, after all, we are the ‘res publica’, the reproach that we are ‘meddling’ amounts to the ridiculous accusation that we are interfering with our own business.

(Anders, 1962a: 500; emphasis in original)




It was the silent metamorphosis of a ‘specialization of labor’ into a ‘division of responsibility’ that Anders found antithetical to the very definition of democracy (Anders, 1961b: 139). It involved a subtle exercise of power, and the res publica could only be saved by a new mobilization: but what should drive people stymied by a widespread culture of suspicion, secrecy and complacency onto the streets? While anxiety was omnipresent, no one was afraid (Anders, 1956a: 264).37 Herz also questioned this logic and noted a ‘strange apathy’ towards danger; an approach that was symbolized by the way in which individuals were sacrificed on the altar of national security. This was particularly ‘unintelligible’ and paradoxical in the ‘nontotalitarian world, which calls itself the “free world” and claims to attach supreme value to each individual human being’ (Herz, 1959: 229–30).

It became increasingly clear to nuclear realists that citizenries were pacified by deeply political and ideological beliefs that demanded close examination. As we will discuss in more detail in the following chapters, nuclear realists agreed that only a profound analysis of the social and cultural dynamics that underpinned the political decision-making could surmount the paralyzed and paralyzing thinking of the superpowers and inspire political change. In their opinion, more alternatives should be brought into focus – a strategy that required ‘sufficient flexibility of mind’ and ‘sufficient imagination’ (Mumford, 1954b: 6–7). Yet, ‘[t]oday the fallacy of “either-or” dogs us everywhere’ (Mumford, 1956a: 317–8). Initially, nuclear realists turned – predictably, perhaps – to the importance of education for reinstalling common sense and revitalizing democratic debate. Education and tentativeness had to conquer indoctrination and hubristic confidence in one’s own beliefs. Education needed to be more than the endless gathering and storage of factual information, Herz (1976b: 201) argued,38 while Mumford often lamented that education systems had acquired qualities similar to that of the factory (e.g. Mumford, 1955: 166; 1964b). Such trends pointed in the wrong direction. As Russell argued: ‘There are certain things that the world quite obviously needs: tentativeness as opposed to dogmatism, in our beliefs; an expectation of co-operation, rather than competition, in social relations; a lessening of envy and collective hatred’. For Russell – who remained adamant regarding the possibility of recovering the true spirit of civilized, rational instruction – these were things ‘which education could produce without much difficulty’ (Russell, 1955a: 18).39

Yet it was evident that the difficulties were everywhere. The retrieval of security and a simple return to a decent, de-militarized form of politics marked by respect for civil liberties and a reinvigorated democratic debate had very poor prospects within the nation-state as it was then configured. Given the ideology of the national security state on the one hand and the destructive capacity of nuclear weapons on the other, in the long run, balancing the values of security and liberty required not just education, but also profound global political transformation.




World government and supranational governance

Nuclear realists agreed that in the nuclear age, some kind of world government or supranational governance had become a condition for survival. It was a signal that the main thrust of the campaign for world federalism or other forms of global governance that enjoyed much support in the late 1940s before it was thwarted by Cold War politics was basically sound and, given the advances in nuclear weapons technology, increasingly so. In some respects nuclear realists seemed to repeat the political mistakes of earlier nuclear one worldists, but in other respects, they displayed a greater sense of practical politics and its limitations. In part, the turn to the global was motivated by a growing concern that the adjective ‘national’ signified a fantasy that was detrimental to both individual liberty and democratic political culture. In part, it also expressed an uncompromising line of nuclear realist logic that had affinities with Hobbesian security thinking: in the nuclear age, a new political order was, ultimately, a precondition of survival.40 Somewhat ironically, perhaps, nuclear realist shared some of the assumptions lodged in national security ideology – most notably, that war had become total and colossal. Moreover, they accepted that it could arrive at any moment. As we saw in Chapter 2, however, they rejected the conceit that nation-states could still successfully wield military force in an effort to achieve national security or pursue national interests.

As a result, nuclear realists all partook in a globalist discourse. Günther Anders clearly stated that the question of major political ideologies – one unjustly claiming to be ‘free’; another rightly portrayed as ‘unfree’ – could not (or could no longer) take priority. Radioactivity knew no borders, and the ‘one-world’ thesis of the 1940s therefore held true (Anders, 1956a: 7). Although approaching the matter from a different perspective – one much more attuned to the political power struggles of rival and fervently ideological superpowers – Herz agreed that ‘the world today is “one” in that it can be grasped, comprehended, and surveyed as an entirety’ (Herz, 1959: 314). He even devoted a chapter in his most successful book (if not the rest of his scholarly career) to advancing the cause of universalism, which he defined as ‘that comprehension of mankind as a group, or entity, which imposes itself on those aware of the absolute peril in which the atomic weapon has placed mankind as such’ (Herz, 1959: 309). Mumford, with customary bluntness, argued in 1947 that ‘[u]nconditional co-operation on a world scale is… the only alternative to the certain disintegration of civilization and the probable extermination of the race’ (Mumford, 1954a: 33). For Russell, the case was similarly clear: ‘International government, whether pleasant or unpleasant, has become a condition of human survival. We must submit to it, or die. And I mean this in an exact, literal sense’ (Russell, 1954e: 61).

Such statements might at first sight appear wholly incompatible with political realism, but it is worth noting, as does Bill Scheuerman in his study of progressive realists, that the latter ‘not only participated in a surprisingly wide-ranging theoretical exchange about radical global reform, but ultimately endorsed the possibility of novel postnational political and social entities’ (Scheuerman, 2011: 97).41 The same can be said for nuclear realists, who were often animated by a distinct urgency, which was predominantly produced by their analysis of military force. This demand became pressing, as the drive to bring atomic energy under international control, particularly in the shape of the Acheson–Lilienthal Report and the less ambitious Baruch Plan, faltered in the mid- to late 1940s. Yet, the need for international control became even more acute as the thermonuclear revolution unfolded and the international situation deteriorated. At the same time, nuclear realists reasoned that global control would remove the conditions under which the trend towards a garrison state was intensifying. With nuclear weapons under international control, security could be channelled in a way that allowed for a reconfiguration of the public space, with more respect for democracy and individual liberty.

The fraught relationship between the two fundamentally liberal logics – the logic of security and the logic of liberty – did not, however, disappear by upscaling political thinking to a supranational level. The challenge nuclear realists faced in presenting their alternative visions of government in the nuclear age was in some respects novel, but in others the commitment to supranational government was born out of desperation (where else could one turn?) that squarely cast them back to time-honoured conundrums of political theory (Walker, 1993). In order to grasp the variety and significance of nuclear realists’ ideas of world government and governance, as well as the ambivalences and ambiguities surrounding their attempts to recalibrate the balance between security and liberty, it is worth distinguishing between two modes of thinking about the subject: one, mostly top-down in approach; the other, mainly bottom-up. The first is represented by Russell, the second by Herz. It has been argued that ‘Russell’s enduring commitment to world government is one of the strongest lines of continuity in his political thought’ (Bone, 2003: xxxv). But if his commitment was longstanding, it was never free from paradox. Russell’s starting point was that industrial civilization entailed a growth of organization, which threatened individual freedom. Ways had to be found in which this freedom could be safeguarded without destroying the increase in organization, which Russell regarded as a defining, if not inevitable, trait of industrial civilization. From this perspective, Russell’s call for world government appears rather curious, since such a structure has always, apart from charges of idealism, been met with the response that it offers the slimmest safeguard against tyranny and totalitarianism. After all, a monopoly of force (as Russell demanded) would entail an unwieldy potential for the curtailing of the very same civil liberties for which Russell had campaigned so relentlessly.42 In other words: how could Russell lament that ‘[t]he totalitarian State is the last term of organization, the goal towards which, if we are not careful, we shall find all developed countries tending’ (Russell, 1955c: 506; also Russell, 1934), while consistently arguing for world government? Could this circle be squared?

When it came to the constitution of political order, Russell’s view was strongly Hobbesian: authority is built on a monopoly of force. But in contrast to Hobbes, he employed an analogy between the ‘domestic’ and the ‘international’ to further the cause of world government. As he argued in 1954:



The very same reasons which existed for the creation of national governments, exist now for the creation of an international government; and all the arguments against international government are the very same that could have been urged by turbulent barons in the fifteenth century against the power of centralized national governments.

(Russell, 1954e: 61)



Indeed, Russell’s scepticism toward proposals for the pooling of sovereignty both during and after World War I was based on a cool assessment that the effectiveness of any such scheme would ultimately – and unreliably – depend on independent states (Russell, 1936).43 It was this same logic that informed Russell’s critique of the League of Nations as doomed to failure. Bracketing for a moment the moral dimension of Russell’s call for nuclear blackmailing of the Soviet Union when the United States enjoyed an atomic weapons monopoly (to the extent that this is even possible), one can begin to sense Russell’s reasoning (Ryan, 1988: 80; Lippincott, 1990). When it came to the creation of political order, half-measures would stand little chance. Without enforcement of – or the possibility to enforce – authority, anarchy would reign (Trainer, 2005/2006).

Russell’s belief in this strikingly simple, but thoroughly radical, formula also demonstrates how in his political thought realism, radicalism and rationalism were uneasily conjoined. Even if one grants that the means of violence are central to the constitution of authority and obedience, Russell’s expectations of the global political dynamics in such a world stand out as somewhat naïve and occasionally even complacent. First, he sometimes seems to have believed that acceptance of world government would gradually spread, once centralized power was achieved (Russell, 1956f).44 Second, he rarely discussed the potential for authority to trample liberty, should world government be achieved. In 1954, he even consoled himself by speaking of this problematique as if a historical pendulum dangled undisturbed above the heads of citizens (of the world). Society clearly needed both order and liberty, but while ‘there is at almost all times a tendency to undue emphasis upon either the one or the other’, after the thermonuclear revolution Russell came close to accepting a sacrifice of liberty for order (Russell, 1954f: 146).45 Read more charitably, however, it is possible to argue that Russell thought of world government as an insurance policy against organized violence, but that more mundane matters had to be regulated not by this supranational authority, but by a range of political organizations expressing various levels of human society and according to the subject matter at hand. In such a reading – compatible with Russell’s peculiar blend of individualist and guild socialist ideas – democracy, subsidiarity, and federalism would take centre stage. Indeed, in 1952, Russell argued that preserving individualism in an age of expanding organization required precisely such measures. Only through democratic organization and the workings of federalism can ‘every energetic person… hope to influence the government of some social group of which he is a member’ (Russell, 1952: 72, emphasis in original). Even if Russell’s world government was built from the top down, it was designed with the intention of securing survival and enabling the emancipation of individuals.

Although infused by similar values, Herz’s strategy was altogether different. As a card-carrying political realist and professional pessimist, Herz based his discussions of global governance on two important provisos. First, he maintained that a holding operation, which could bring the world back from the brink, was an absolute precondition for any attempt to discuss world order. This operation brought to the fore familiar items from the toolbox of classical realism in an attempt to install humility, limited objectives and peaceful coexistence in the superpower mindsets that, at the time, appeared unreceptive. Second, Herz stressed that the cart should not be put in front of the horse. If the world was conceivable as – and indeed was – ‘one’ in many respects, institutional mechanisms were not the immediate task at hand. Rather, for Herz, world governance was something to be built from below, through the development of what he called a ‘universal “comprehensive” view’. It was not that Herz wavered in his belief in the reality or necessity of this Gesamtschau or ‘planetary mind’; he argued that ‘[t]he underlying facts of “globality” must, and do, have their impact on minds and attitudes’ (Herz, 1959: 317, 319). Rather, his point was, common to much realist thinking at the time, that any solution to political problems had to take account of underlying sociological (including ideational) facts. Approvingly citing Hegel to the effect that ‘[t]hought achieves more in the world than practice, for once the realm of imagination has been revolutionized, reality cannot resist’ (Herz, 1957: 493), Herz held that a discussion of the details of ‘a more integrated world structure’ would be ‘theoretical and detached from present realities’ (Herz, 1959: 303).46 According to Herz, the main task was to examine how universalism could be brought about and to counter the trend of identifying it with ‘ineffective “globaloney”’ or world Communism (Herz, 1959: 355, Ch. 12).

Always out to unmask appearances, Herz also warned that universalism could be exploited for non-universalist purposes. Still, in his estimation, true universalism was likely to be brought about only through ‘a revolution in minds and attitudes rather than in a shape of a mass movement’ (Herz, 1959: 349). He critically assessed functionalist ideas and discussed ways in which international law could, in limited ways, express and help internalize a growing universalism (Sylvest, 2010). Eventually, Herz did lift the veil on some of his ideas. He spoke of the possibility of a ‘global organization and of planning for the implementation of global needs’ (Herz, 1959: 323) – a rather technocratic formulation – and later envisaged a sort of neomedievalism, in which new supranational agencies would constitute ‘a new kind of permeability from above’. Establishing a peaceful counterpart to the permeability of violence in the nuclear age could lead to ‘a situation in which, alongside continuing territorial jurisdiction a whole bundle of superterritorial or extraterritorial jurisdictions would take effect within national boundaries’ (Herz, 1959: 342). Herz keenly stressed that such a system, provided that the problem of nuclear weapons had been brought under international control, would amount to the restoration of the nation-state as a viable political community. The first task, however, was to make it possible to conceive of structures for political authorities that reflected the conditions of the modern world – global threats to survival foremost among them.47

The distinction between the two modes of nuclear realist thinking about world government and governance – the top-down strategy of power and the bottom-up strategy of ideas and allegiances, represented by Russell and Herz respectively – is neither rigid nor static.48 Russell supported many efforts in the direction of enlarging loyalties beyond the nation-state, and Herz was not categorically opposed to discussing technicalities and blueprints (already in 1960, for example, he involved himself in the Commission to Study the Organization of Peace49). In fact, nuclear realists were often highly attentive to the political remits and contexts within which these alternatives could work. Moreover, there was one point on which nuclear realists agreed: a more nuanced, perspectivist outlook was absolutely essential for the success of their vision. This is abundantly clear in Mumford’s writings. Obsessed with interpreting rapid change in the longue durée, Mumford situated world government – a term he was clearly comfortable with (e.g. Mumford, 1954a: 43, 71, 89, 98; 1954b) – in a civilizational perspective:



Civilization is the process whereby a part of mankind threw off the limitations of a rigid, static, tribal society, increased the range of human co-operation, communication, and communion, and created a common instrument for the continued development of personality and community.… Civilization is the never-ending process of creating one world and one humanity.

(Mumford, 1954a: 31–2)




Such globalist views – whether couched in the language of authority or allegiance – became commonplace in nuclear realist thinking; they also, however, appeared less dynamic and forceful as the Cold War deepened. Arguably, nuclear realists increasingly found themselves in a predicament not unlike that of Rousseau two centuries earlier. In writing a favourable introduction to the elaborate, rational and idealistic proposal authored by Abbé de Saint-Pierre, Rousseau remarked that it is ‘a sort of folly to remain wise in the midst of those who are mad’ (Rousseau, 1761: 220).50 Elaborate plans to balance the logic of security (and authority) and the logic of liberty were conceived of in vain if the social and cultural conditions of the nuclear age turned a necessary and realistic discussion of political alternatives into its opposite. Supranational government in one form or another raised familiar questions of liberty, but the contemporary social indifference to, or scorning of, supranational structures, thick or thin, also raised further, more complicated questions that had less to do with the formal, institutional aspects of modern politics than the meaning and value of human life under conditions of thermonuclear modernity. At the time, efforts to appreciate these aspects of politics were not entirely uncommon, although they originated in concerns that were different from that of nuclear realists. One of the better-known examples of such a reorientation is Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.’s (1956, 1959) attempt to reinvigorate US liberalism by making a distinction between its quantitative and qualitative strands – a distinction also held by Mumford (1954a: 189). According to Schlesinger, the focus on the economic (and quantitative) dimensions of life – in the shape of wages, employment and social security – had clearly been successful, but in a new age of abundance ‘a shift of emphasis’ was necessary. However, whereas Schlesinger’s qualitative liberalism remained virtually silent on foreign affairs, nuclear realists developed an analysis of the nuclear age that was properly holistic and connected international and security politics with domestic policy and everyday life.




Conclusion

The intensification of the Cold War, the development of the national security state and the ideological underpinnings of nuclear weapons technologies presented a strong challenge to nuclear realism. Their critique of the institutional and cultural dimensions of US (and Soviet) politics in the areas of security and civil rights during the 1950s can in part be explained by the formidable nature of this challenge. Although nuclear realists were not alone in dissecting the thermonuclear condition and its effects on society and politics, the overlaps and convergences in their critique as well as the function of this critique in the development of a distinctively global form of political thinking has largely gone unnoticed. The style and rhetoric that characterized this critique, demonstrating clear signs of exasperation and sometimes fury, point to an awareness of the enormity of the task ahead. And yet, a conundrum kept showing up: given the stakes involved, how could right-minded persons continue along a path to near-certain, universal destruction, while compromising some of the most celebrated aspects of Western civilization?

In an effort to answer this question, nuclear realists relied on debates that enjoyed significant public attention and had rich historical pedigrees. By framing nuclear statehood as a challenge to democracy and the precarious balance between the values of security and liberty, they latched on to a conversation prevalent among pamphleteers, revolutionaries and towering figures in the intellectual firmament of European and American history, who had opposed dogmas and unaccountable authority, as well as dissected rapidly changing political cultures in eras of mass politics, world wars, economic depression and heightened ideological conflict. To approach the national security state through a narrow liberal democratic idiom, however, ultimately proved insufficient in the nuclear age. Indeed, constructive suggestions on how to recalibrate the institutional balance between security and liberty often reproduced the same tensions they set out to repair. They either appeared too tentative on matters of institutional authority (as in the case of Herz) or unduly confident about the emancipatory character of world government (as in the case of Russell).

It would be too simple, however, to explain this stalemate exclusively with reference to the limitations of nuclear realists as political thinkers and activists. To a considerable extent, it was rooted in the ever starker conflict of liberal logics in the nuclear age: it became increasingly evident that nuclear realists had to contend with more than simply the conflicting logics of security and liberty. The unsuccessful attempt to recalibrate these logics seems to have strengthened their conviction that a complete analysis of the nuclear age and a serious attempt at transformation had to go beyond a discussion of political institutions and individual rights. Granted, the logics of security and liberty were not easily reconcilable, but before this balancing task could be meaningfully approached, nuclear realists grew increasingly convinced that a further set of uniquely modern challenges had to be confronted. In doing so, they directed their attention away from the formal, institutional aspects of modern politics and focused on a series of social-political questions concerning the meaning and value of human life – marking a shift towards a more positive or substantive understanding of liberty as individuality.

Already in 1951, Herz began his discussion of realist liberalism with a concept of freedom indicating not only the connection between his own views and those of Mumford’s, but, crucially, also the centrality of individuality in his political thought. Herz’s realist liberalism paid homage to realist wisdom and never lost sight of power dynamics; yet, its ideal of freedom stemmed from a broad conception of liberalism that included all non-totalitarian and non-authoritarian variants of socialism and conservatism. Indeed, when Herz defined freedom, he opted for its widest sense – namely,



the free and untrammeled life of the individual, in the sense in which Lewis Mumford once tried to define this ‘personality’ ideal: ‘Whatever nourishes the personality, humanizes it, refines it, deepens it, intensifies its aptitude and broadens its field of action, is good; whatever limits it or thwarts it, whatever sends it back to tribal patterns and limits its capacity for human co-operation and communion must be counted as bad.’

(Herz, 1951: 135)51




This definition was compatible with Russell’s political thought, which combined a strongly liberal argument on individual freedom with valuable elements in socialist and humanist thinking, in order to further self-development, creativity and vitality (Sylvest, 2013; 2014). As we shall examine later, Mumford’s and Anders’ beliefs demonstrated similar traits: their dissection of political docility in the national security state was only one dimension of a much wider analysis of technology and its place in the modern world – an analysis that ultimately revolved around questions of survival and freedom as individuality.

In short, while nuclear realists were concerned with striking a balance between security and liberty, the logic of individuality acquired a new urgency during the thermonuclear revolution. Many of the issues brought to the fore by this perspective entered Western popular politics on a grander scale during the 1960s through a series of political and cultural upheavals that offered release from some of the regimentation and conformity that now seemed to characterize the previous decade. In fact, a substantial number of the ideas behind the political and cultural convulsions of the 1960s were the offspring of countercultural, oppositional trends and activities related to nuclear weapons and the range and varieties of politics that followed in its wake (Smith, 2012). The following chapters demonstrate that nuclear realists were emblematic of this development.



Notes

1 Mumford (1958: 22). As we shall see, Mumford was a relentless critic of the national security state and its detrimental effects on democracy.

2 For discussion of the varieties of anti-Communism subsumed under the term ‘McCarthyism’, see Diggins (1989: 168–76) and Schrecker (1998).

3 The political attitudes and activities of Oppenheimer and his social circle before and during the war as well as Edward Teller’s professional rivalry with Oppenheimer proved particularly important for the verdict of the Atomic Energy Commission’s Personnel Security Board. See Bird and Sherwin (2005).

4 Hobbes developed an elaborate yet strikingly simple case for the transfer of authority to an absolute sovereign. Accordingly, obedience was the price individuals paid for the guarantee of security and peace. But it was a heavy price to pay. The powers of the Leviathan were virtually unlimited, and obedience to the powers that be, to the ‘Mortall God’, was of the essence (Hobbes, 1651: 148, Ch. 21). While Hobbes is often categorized as belonging to a hard-headed realist tradition in IR, his own views on the conduct of foreign policy were more complicated; see, in particular, Malcolm (2002).

5 It is a logic that we have come to associate with the notion of rights, but its underlying concept of liberty can also be defended on other – for example, utilitarian – grounds. While such liberal proclamations have often been heavily circumscribed, the sacred nature of individual liberty came to enjoy a prominent position in the political (self-) description of the West. Racial inequality in the United States, particularly with respect to civil rights – the most prominent contradiction in the self-presentation of the West – was decisively influenced by the early Cold War. See Dudziak (2000).

6 Although analytically distinguishable, the logics of liberty (or negative freedom) and individuality (positive freedom) are, of course, closely related (see also Geuss, 2001: 94–7).

7 The logics of security and liberty extend beyond liberal political thought, and this is even more evident in the case of the logic of individuality, which has strong roots in romanticist, humanist and socialist ideals; see Mill (1848: 756–7); see also Ryan (1987).

8 See for example Rhodes (1995). For an analysis of the British case, see Hennessy (2010).

9 The doctrine was proclaimed by Truman before a joint session of Congress on 12 March 1947. It set out the objective of supporting ‘free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures’ as a cornerstone of US policy (Truman, 1947). The Loyalty Order (Executive Order 9835; 21 March 1947) stated that the presence of ‘any disloyal or subversive person constitutes a threat to our democratic processes’. Apart from flagrant acts of disloyalty like sabotage and espionage, the Order also mentioned affiliation with persons or groups ‘designated by the Attorney General as totalitarian, fascist, communist, or subversive’. See also Hogan (1998: 255).

10 This involved, amongst others, the commencement of ‘psywar’ (NSC 4, 17 December 1947) and CIA-led covert operations abroad (NSC 10/2, 18 June 1948).

11 The concept of the garrison state – first developed by the political scientist Harold Lasswell (1941) during the late 1930s ‘as a developmental construct’ designed to instantiate reflection on the nature of modern politics – was a central point of reference within government circles during the creation of the national security state. The concept caught on and succeeded ‘in capturing and crystallizing the underlying anxiety’ of the period (Hogan, 1998; Friedberg, 2000: 58).

12 Further institutional developments occurred during the following months, including the establishment of the Psychological Strategy Board (PSB) through a Truman Directive on 4 April 1951 and the establishment of the National Security Agency (NSA) (National Security Council Intelligence Directive 9, 29 December 1952, under the authority of a presidential memorandum, 28 October 1952 [effective 4 November 1952]).

13 There emerged, then, a centre in US politics revolving around an acceptance of basic provisions of the New Deal state, a commitment to opposing Communism abroad, particularly through the Atlantic alliance, as well as an extension of the national security state. The complexity of Eisenhower’s presidency symbolized this through a pragmatic continuation of several New Deal policies and an outflanking of an isolationist strand of the Republican Party led by Senator Robert Taft of Ohio (see Radosh, 2001).

14 See NSC 7, 30 March 1948. The report dismissed a defensive policy as ineffective and proposed ‘the organization of a world-wide counter-offensive’ (FRUS, vol. 1: 547) as ‘the most effective way of deterring the USSR from further aggression’ (FRUS, vol 1: 548). Apart from a plea to maintain ‘overwhelming US superiority in atomic weapons’, it involved the suppression of ‘the communist menace in the United States’ (FRUS, vol. 1: 548). See also NSC 20/1, 18 August 1948 (FRUS, vol. 1: 609); NSC 20/4, 24 November 1948 (FRUS, vol. 1: 663–9).

15 For an analysis of this process, see Rosenberg (1979). It is worth mentioning that the scale of Klaus Fuchs’ espionage against the Manhattan Project was revealed during the period between the hydrogen bomb decision and the submission of NSC 68.

16 NSC 68, 14 April 1950, pp. 3, 64–5. Subsequent reports intended to take stock of and further the program laid out in NSC 68 were marked by the same alarmist tone. For example, NSC 114/1, completed in August 1951, concluded that the danger posed by the Soviet Union was greater than anticipated in NSC 68 (8 August 1951, FRUS 1951: 1, 130–51; NSC 114/2, 12 October 1951, FRUS 1951: 1, 182–92). For examples of later descriptions of the challenge, see NSC-162/2 (20 October 1953) and NSC 5707/8 (3 June 1957, FRUS 1955–1957: 19, 508–24).

17 From 1953 to 1955 alone, it increased ‘almost forty times’ (Rhodes, 2007: 79). However, Friedberg (2000) and Deudney (2010) draw attention to the fact that the reliance on nuclear weapons also enabled the United States to significantly reduce the size and costs of its conventional forces. According to Deudney, a more comprehensive mobilization of conventional forces would have increased the spectre of a garrison state in the United States (Deudney, 2010). At the same time, obtaining a complete picture of the costs of nuclear weapons is well-nigh impossible, but a group of scholars, under the direction of Stephen Schwartz, have estimated that the total incurred costs of US nuclear weapons projects during the period 1940–1996 (primarily including the costs of building, deploying, controlling and defending against the bomb) totalled more than US$5.5 trillion (1996 dollars) (Schwartz, 1998).

18 This and the following quotation is from United States Atomic Energy Commission, ‘Findings and Recommendations of the Personnel Security Board in the Matter of Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer’, Washington, D.C., 27 May 1954.

19 For an analysis of the practice of informing, see Whitfield (1991: Ch. 5). For analyses of the Freedom Train that attracted more than 3.5 million visitors during its stops touring more than 300 American towns and cities between 1947 and 1949, see Hogan (1998: 426–35) and Foner (2000: 249–52).

20 Alger Hiss, an Ivy League educated government official, was accused of espionage in 1948 by the writer and former Communist Whittaker Chambers. Hiss was convicted of perjury (though not espionage) in 1950. The case was significant in assisting the rise of populist politicians like Richard Nixon and Joe McCarthy.

21 The Doolittle Report was ordered by President Eisenhower on 26 July 1954. The Special Study Group tasked with making a comprehensive study of the covert activities of the CIA was chaired by General J. H. Doolittle. For an analysis of the (far from evident) political purposes behind the initiative, see Greenberg (2005).

22 Dahl, a prominent political scientist in the United States, continued to take an interest in these questions (see Dahl, 1985).

23 They were not alone in this, of course. Lasswell, for one, touched on many similar themes and already in 1950 referred to 1984 ‘as a remarkable work of imagination’ (Lasswell, 1950: 205n.).

24 In his late work, Günther Anders also made reference to Orwell and Huxley (Anders, 1980: 425). Orwell’s own Cold War politics and his now (in)famous blacklist is a matter of intense dispute. For opposing views, see Hitchens (1998) and Saunders (1999: 295–301).

25 Friedberg speculates that both Mumford and Orwell may have been inspired by Lass-well. See also Alker (1989) and Deudney (2007: Ch. 8).

26 It is striking just how many similarities one finds between nuclear realists and contemporary critics of the politics of fear. See, for example, Danner (2012), who argues that ‘[t]he politics of fear have been embodied in the country’s permanent policies, without comment or objection by its citizenry. The politics of fear have won’. See also Dudziak (2012).

27 Mumford continued:

What we can offer these people, through world government and peace is not capitalism but freedom – freedom of association, freedom of speech and intercourse, freedom of travel, freedom of movement, freedom of choice. That freedom of choice involves the ability to accept or reject capitalism, socialism, cooperation or free enterprise or to determine their combination; the only freedom not open to any people is that of choosing fascism, for the sole reason that by its very nature it undermines and corrupts the possibility of human cooperation.


28 Herz (1951: 143) acknowledged the ethical demands that this placed on realist liberalism:

Practically, Realist Liberalism has to have the courage to utilize power for its own ends, to distinguish between greater and lesser evils, and to take the responsibility for a course of action though the consequences are not one hundred percent predictable.


29 Russell was confident that Sobell did not receive a fair trial and that he was wrongly convicted. In 2008, Sobell admitted his guilt. See Sam Roberts, ‘Figure in Rosenberg Case Admits to Soviet Spying’, New York Times, 12 September 2008, available at http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/12/nyregion/12spy.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 (accessed 14 August 2015).

30 In 1953 – in the context of a favourable review of Leonard Woolf’s Principia Politica (1953a) – Russell gloomily reflected on how the Cold War could end. If it ended in actual war, it ‘might lead to a victory of what is humorously called a “free” world with a complete loss, during the war, of whatever vestiges of former freedom had survived’. Still, Russell doubted whether it would end in victory for any of those involved. The only hope for ‘liberal values’ lay, according to Russell, in the avoidance of great war and a gradual petering out of Communist virulence (Russell, 1953a: 76–7).

31 During the late 1940s and early 1950s, the philosopher Sidney Hook was actively involved in the foundation of the CCF. Like several former Communists, he came during the post-war years to occupy a hardline anti-Communist position (see also Dig-gins, 1975). Hook defended a deceptively straightforward distinction between heresy (which liberals always welcomed) and conspiracy (secret movements ‘playing outside the rules of the game’), in order to bolster a liberalism committed to the defence of a free society (Hook, 1950: 138). Hook had little time for the scaremongering of ‘frightened reactionaries’ or the empty rhetoric of ‘ritualistic liberals’ and the inflated, in his opinion, claims of anti-Communist hysteria (Hook, 1950: 141).

32 Saunders’ (1999) analysis of the CCF can usefully be contrasted with Isaac’s (2002). Despite his resignation from the CCF, Russell continued to publish in The Encounter – the main English-speaking outlet of the organization. His publications after 1956 included two philosophical papers (Russell, 1959c; 1959d).

33 While Russell had been an early enthusiast with respect to the Russian Revolution (particularly during 1917–1918), he had implacable anti-Communist credentials since visiting Soviet Russia as part of a British Labour delegation in 1920 (a journey that led him to write The Practice and Theory of Bolshevism – a wholesale critique of the Communist dictatorship). However, Russell had long been a controversial figure in the United States. Notoriously, following a legal process in 1940, he had been denied a post at the City College of New York (where John Herz was now employed) on the ground of questionable moral standards expressed in his popular philosophical writings.

34 Russell described HUAC hearings and their manner of questioning as procedures ‘supposed to be justified in the sacred name of liberty’ and wryly commented that ‘self-righteousness is prevalent on both sides [US and USSR], and on both sides is equally odious’ (Russell, 1961a: 46–7).

35 According to Cook, ‘[i]f [the Warfare State] does not as yet completely dominate, if it does not dictate every decision, it profoundly influences and sways’ (Cook, 1964: 109); see also Cook (1962).

36 In a similar vein, Mumford argued that conformity and secrecy paradoxically produced suspicion of those qualities that he termed ‘human’ (Mumford, 1954a: 158–9).

37 Anders’ felicitious formulation in German reads: ‘[Ü]ber Angst spricht heute jeder-mann. Aber aus Angst sprechen nur sehr wenige’ (emphasis in original).

38 This essay was written in 1960, but remained unpublished until 1976. See also Herz (1959: Ch. 12).

39 This was a longstanding theme of Russell’s. Already in 1940, he had argued that: ‘The thing, above all, that a teacher should endeavor to produce in his pupils, if democracy is to survive, is the kind of tolerance that springs from an endeavor to understand those who are different from ourselves’ (Russell, 1940: 419).

40 Perhaps the best and worst example of this logic is Russell’s proposal for nuclear blackmailing of the Soviet Union in the late 1940s, before a situation of nuclear parity arrived.

41 The notion that access to raw materials demanded international cooperation and planning was, for example, widespread during World War II. Just as E. H. Carr (1942: 253f.) called for the creation of a European Planning Authority, Mumford argued already in 1940 that ‘international justice demands the creation of a world-wide authority for the allocation and distribution of power and raw materials’ (Mumford, 1940a: 327).

42 Particularly during World War I, the (British) state had demonstrated, according to Russell, a proclivity to oppression born out of a grim combination of militarism and patriotism. But if Russell was worried about the ‘State God’, there would be equally good reasons to fear a ‘World State God’.

43 See also the analysis in Sylvest (2014). The same reasoning explains why Russell was initially unenthusiastic about the movement for international control of atomic energy in the shape of a ‘ban’. But international control was also complicated by the fact that ‘[a]t the time of the Baruch proposal, it was still possible for an inspectorate to gain control of the raw materials; but this is so no longer’ (Russell, 1955d: 293).

44 See also Russell (1917a: 270):

I think it is reasonable to hope that if ever an international government, possessed of the only army and navy in the world, came into existence, the need of force to exact obedience to its decisions would be very temporary. In a short time the benefits resulting from the substitution of law for anarchy would become so obvious that the international government would acquire unquestioned authority, and no State would dream of rebelling against its decisions.


45 Russell did acknowledge, however, that the ‘increase of inter-dependence makes it necessary to limit freedom in various ways which liberals in the past considered undesirable’ (Russell, 1955a: 12–13).

46 In the same context, Herz remarked that existing plans for supranational government – for example, those described in Frederick L. Schuman’s Commonwealth of Man (1952) – did not sufficiently take the new, revolutionary conditions of the nuclear age into account.

47 In 1968, Herz retracted somewhat from his earlier claim that territory had become obsolete, a claim he now considered a bit too rash. He now argued that nuclear proliferation and national self-determination in the global South appeared to confirm that territoriality continued to play a role in international affairs, but to this observation he added the crucial qualification that territory and statehood, while important, ‘will exist in an environment of nuclear penetrability, and they will have to assert themselves in an environment of vastly and rapidly increasing technological, economic, and general interrelationships of a shrinking world’ (Herz, 1968: 23). See also the analysis of Hans Morgenthau’s reaction to the nuclear revolution in Craig (2016).

48 The spectrum is also present in a great deal of world federalist thinking at the time. See Deudney (2007).

49 By the mid-1970s, Herz even complained that the Commission was not bold enough in its approach. See Sylvest (2010: 435n.).

50 See also Rousseau (1782) and the discussion in Tuck (1999: 205–6).

51 Herz was here quoting from Mumford (1944: 415). The rapport was also apparent in his critique of the pace of modern life, the obsession with documenting everything, the lack of privacy (Herz exclaims a hearty ‘Bravo!’ to Mumford’s architectural views) and a loss of historical sense (Herz, 1954: 20). He also emphasized individuality in International Politics in the Atomic Age (Herz, 1959: 228).


4
Technology and ecology


Technology is now our fate.

– Günther Anders1




Introduction

At the turn of the millennium, the Nobel Prize–winning Dutch scientist Paul Crutzen introduced the term ‘Anthropocene’ as a description of the geological epoch in which we are now living. In contrast to the Holocene epoch, which is conventionally taken to cover the last c. 10,000–12,000 years since the Paleolithic Ice Age, the Anthropocene is an epoch that specifically emphasizes the central role of humankind in shaping Earth’s geological and ecological processes. Examining the history of the Anthropocene has partly been a matter of determining its onset, and partly one of charting the ‘modern planetary ecological conscience’ accompanying it (Steffen et al., 2011: 845). Among Crutzen and his colleagues, the beginning of the Anthropocene is typically seen to coincide with the onset of the industrial revolution around the turn of the eighteenth century. At the same time, however, some scientists argue that a decisive intensification of the Anthropocene took place with ‘The Great Acceleration’ following the end of World War II (Steffen et al., 2007: 617–18). In retrospect, at least, it appears that the post-war decades – characterized by the massive spread and growth in industrial output, the economy, urbanization and the world’s population – were crucial for the ways in which humans transformed both their habitat and their perspective on human–Earth relations.

The nuclear age played a crucial role in bringing about this new awareness.2 Indeed, for some observers of the thermonuclear revolution, technology critique and proto-environmentalism found a common starting point with the introduction of nuclear weapons. To nuclear realists, this was almost second nature. After all, their realism always harboured a tendency to branch out from these weapons to the narrowness of vision that fostered and continued to surround them. Nuclear realists presented an analysis of modern technology as a powerful, world-changing force, which, if left unchecked and uncontrolled, would empty human life of higher purpose and, ultimately, destroy human civilization, either literally – something that was not unlikely – or spiritually. A common thread in their analyses of the estrangement produced by modern society was a persistent interrogation of the increasing imbalance between the scientific, mechanical and invented on the one hand and the natural, organic and primordial on the other. Thus, whereas the previous chapter was mainly concerned with the logic of security and the logic of liberty, this one concentrates more directly on the logic of individuality. Nuclear realists were instrumental in furthering a proto-environmentalist vision, which was partly survivalist and anthropocentric – concerned with resource depletion, population growth and food provision – and partly eco-centric, pointing to pollution, degradation and disrespect for the balance and gifts of nature, even extending to a foreshadowing of the Anthropocene as a condition of modern life.

In examining how the nexus between globality, technology and protoenvironmentalism emerged as a distinctive feature in nuclear realist thinking, this chapter draws on, and contributes to, recent research into the rise of the global,3 the current interest in post-war technology critique,4 as well as studies on the sources of modern environmentalism.5 We first outline how, faced with the thermonuclear stage of the nuclear revolution, Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell insightfully linked the macroscopic condition of thermonuclear weapons and total destruction to the microscopic social and political consequences of technology at the mundane level of everyday practices: estrangement and a loss of individuality. By exploring the connection between the minute and apparently trivial – from the role of sliced bread and the daily deceptions of mass media – to the global condition created by the thermonuclear revolution, this chapter offers a deeper understanding of the kind of holistic thinking propagated by nuclear realists. We then move on to discuss how the expansion of the mechanical, artificial and invented in modernity led them to a new appreciation of Earth, nature and the organic dimensions of human life. Based on their understanding of technological modernity as an alienation from, and devaluation of, nature, nuclear realists formulated proto-environmental visions that anticipated – and, to some extent, shaped – the environmental movements and burgeoning forms of social criticism that would make an impact during the 1960s and 1970s.




Technology, acceleration and estrangement

The 1950s was a decade of tremendous economic recovery in the Western world, and nowhere was this more visible than in the United States. The average family income in the United States rose by more than 50 per cent, while expenditure increased by more than 40 per cent (US Department of Labor, 2006: 28). Although Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class was written in 1899, the central concept of the book – conspicuous consumption – became a reality for many Americans only during the post-war years. Driven by domestic American economic growth and political initiatives like the Marshall Plan, the symbols of consumption, high-tech, efficacy, leisure and an implied happiness throughout the Western world were soon tied to the trademark of the free world in its Cold War struggle with Soviet Communism: a heavily loaded concept of liberty signalling freedom of thought, expression and religion, as well as free enterprise and equality of opportunity. In the United States, the establishment of this ‘Consumer’s Republic’ has thus rightly been seen as a deliberate strategy for ‘reconstructing the nation’s economy and reaffirming its democratic values’ (Cohen, 2003: 11). At the same time, the 1950s signalled the apparent acceleration and climax of further trends associated with industrial capitalism: suburbanization, infrastructure development, increased mechanization of the workplace and a sprawling expansion of technology that affected the condition of the body politic, as well as the lives of individual citizens.6 In sum, post-war acceleration across a variety of areas made an impact on ‘how Americans made a living, where they dwelled, how they interacted with others, what and how they consumed, what they expected of government, and much else’ (Cohen, 2003: 8).

Although these societal transformations did, of course, have diverse effects on different groups in Western societies, social scientists and cultural critics of the 1950s and early 1960s debated these trends, often under the lofty heading of the ‘human condition’. For those associated with, or fascinated by, the study of psychology and the social sciences – fields enjoying an improved standing in the United States – industrial capitalism provided challenges, as well as benefits. Books like David Riesman’s bestselling The Lonely Crowd (1950) and David Potter’s The People of Plenty (1954) centred on the concept of (individual or national) character and provided a balanced valuation of societal changes towards a more individualist culture.7 Many refrained from challenging capitalism outright, but related concerns were expressed by scholars in other academic disciplines. In The Affluent Society (1958), for example, economist John Kenneth Galbraith lamented the poor use to which US private wealth was put, while the sociologist C. Wright Mills (1956), himself increasingly estranged from his academic discipline, honed in on the concentration of power in American society that also implied a rift between a unified, governing elite and an individualized but politically fragmented mass. Still others discussed the problems of the age more directly through the language of alienation. For Erich Fromm, a Freudian Marxist with ties to the Frankfurt School, the discrepancies of modern existence under capitalism gave rise to the question regarding whether an entire society could be ill. While the spirit infusing the combination of rationality, technical improvements and capitalism had been intended to build a sane society, Fromm flatly concluded that ‘[s]o far we have failed’ (Fromm, 1956: 357).8

The relentless expansion of technology and the manifold ways in which it estranged human beings in a mechanized and affluent society also constituted a central axis in the nuclear realist diagnosis of post-war modernity. In 1940, Mumford had already condemned the consequences of this contemporary lifestyle by stating that ‘people eat, drink, marry, bear children and go to their grave in a state that is at best hilarious anaesthesia, and at its worst anxiety, fear, and envy’ (Mumford, 1940a: 39). To be sure, nuclear realists had been uniformly attentive to modern forms of disenchantment, conformism, alienation and estrangement before World War II. In the 1920s, Russell had already intimated that technology did not ‘make men sensible in their aims’, pointing to the failure to adapt ‘our mentality to our technique’ as the real reason behind society not squarely facing the prospect of disaster (Russell, 1925a: 55; 1951a: 165). However, the nuclear revolution led nuclear realists to update, extend or radicalize their analyses of the dangerous and deadening effects of technology in industrial civilization.9 The symbolic significance of nuclear weapons, they argued, could not be confined to national politics and institutions; decisively, its dynamics expanded both upwards and downwards, impacting upon the individual and humanity, the local and the global, as well as the everyday and the extraordinary. A drift towards authoritarianism and domination (Anders, 1960: 197; Mumford, 1959c; 1964a) may have been most evident in relation to the invention and management of nuclear weapons and the development of a national security state (see Chapter 3), but it had a wider foundation in the everyday practices of the modern world.10 Thus, for Herz, the existence of nuclear weapons and push-button warfare was ‘merely’ the epitome of a more general social acceleration that he deemed central to modern life and integral to ‘the scientific-technological (or civilizational) process’ (Herz, IPTA; Herz, 1968). Mumford, too, linked nuclear politics to social acceleration and conformism by describing how modern American life had turned into ‘an endless holiday’ filled with excitement. In 1934, for example, he had already alluded to how engaging in sports worked as a sort of opium of the people by diverting competitive energy away from the social sphere.11 Revisiting this argument a quarter of a century later, he argued that it seems to ‘have lost nothing through the passage of time’ (Mumford, 1959a: 533). Anders toyed with almost the exact same idea – a view that eventually hardened into a near-absurd dislike of any sporting activity (Anders, 1956a: 200–1). These effects were, as we have seen, deadening in themselves. Yet, according to Mumford, it was only in this context that nuclear politics could (continue to) evolve as it did. The mundane mattered. For Mumford, the slicing of bread by machines involved a loss of control and freedom, and by losing control over the minor and the trivial, the strength needed to confront big and important issues was lost (Mumford, 1959c: 570). Hence, nuclear realists were highly attentive to the microscopic practices, which created a condition of dependence and involved a shift of power from ‘self-governing men to large, seemingly more efficient, impersonal mass organizations’ that made nuclear statehood possible (Mumford, 1959c: 569–71).

The machine – this monumental collusion of ideas, artefacts and governance – simply took over: ‘the kingdom and the power of glory now belong to the machine’ (Mumford, 1956a: 173). Mass media – not least television – represented one important element through which uniformity was cultivated, and people were thwarted in their understanding of the true effects of technology and particularly nuclear weapons technology. Television symbolized certain central traits of technological modernity. It underlined a trend towards the ocular in modern culture and represented a technological overcoming of time and space; yet the new arte-fact failed to provide access to reality, instead alienating viewers from the reality around them. Social interaction changed as the modern family became an audience facing the technological apparatus, rather than each other. What they saw was not ‘reality’, but only an image, ‘half-present and half-absent; in other words phantom-like’. This changed both the world and its inhabitants. The world was no longer ‘that in which we live’ and, consequently, ‘we too are like phantoms’. The idea that critique and conflict were healthy and essential ingredients in intellectual and social life was central to nuclear realism; but mass media confined such conflict within parameters that were too narrow for the fruits of dissent and pluralism to be reaped. Deprived of the real world and with no sense of being able to act, human beings truly became part of ‘the mass’ (Anders, 1956c: 20).12 Herz was occupied with something similar when he argued in 1954 that real events were shaped and transformed in the hands of mass media into ‘repeatable and presentable’ formats. This ‘prefabricated and press-released world’ created new standards of what counted as experience and reality. This was a trick, and a seductive one at that. In short, modern humans risked being enamoured by ‘a spurious realism’ (Herz, 1954: 18).13 This spurious realism extended to the fantastic but false representations surrounding nuclear weapons. Nuclear realists dissected how nuclear weapons were domesticated, concealed, hidden and transformed in both official discourse and social interaction. Anders, for example, urged his readers not to tolerate the application of ‘honest sounding, “keep smiling” labels’ to the atomic bomb or the H-bomb (Anders, 1961a: 16). Mumford (1964a: 5–6) went even further and characterized the authoritarian, nuclear-armed ‘Machine’ as self-concealing, controlling and manipulative.

According to nuclear realists, the marketplace produced similar effects of conformity and political alienation. While serial production, planned obsolescence and standardized consumption appeared to involve choice and diversity, more often than not they produced their very opposites. Social acceleration and economic growth were joined by a paradoxical companion: rigidity. In contrast to stability (clearly of value to realists), rigidity had negative connotations and was associated with qualities like weakness and transience (Herz, IPTA: 118–19). Drawing on William Cobbett, Mumford described this pathology in the 1940s as ‘starvation in the midst of plenty’ or ‘the poverty of overproductivity’ (Mumford, 1948: 9); in the early 1950s, Russell recognized the real risk that technology helped create ‘a new prison, just, perhaps, since no one will be outside it, but dreary and joyless and spiritually dead’ (Russell, 1949: 84, emphasis added). Herz originally found such a dynamic at work in international affairs (where nuclear weapons produced a stalemate), but later came to see this dynamic as a central tension in all social life, as he became increasingly concerned with the coexistence of ‘utmost dynamics and change’ on the one hand and ‘trends towards rigidity and petrification in the modern world’ on the other (IPTA: 133). For him, social acceleration also involved ‘the super-imposition of conformity, uniformity, or even rigidity’, claiming that, ironically, ‘we rush into uniformity’ (IPTA: 11). Technologically induced abundance and acceleration changed social practices in ways that had clear alienating effects, and Herz asked if, indeed, anything was left of freedom apart from arriving at ‘uniformity through individual choice’ (Herz, 1954: 20; Herz, 1973).14

Anders detected a similar loss of individuality and freedom in what he called the religion of progress [Fortschrittsreligion] (Anders, 1956a: 277; 1962b: 124). Obsessed by the role of marketing in (artificially) creating and sustaining a lust for acquisition, Anders claimed it left little room for real diversity and freedom. Instead, mass consumption promised a hastening of the pace involved in ways and quantities of production, which, in turn, came to set the standard for the tempo or rhythm of human life. In Anders’ diagnosis, this caused an impulse on the part of human beings to catch up with their own technological products, as well as a tendency to take on the characteristics of their products: they became uniform, frail and disposable. Again, the existence of nuclear weapons encapsulated this tendency in its most extreme form. As a means without end, the serial production of nuclear weapons only served to produce an ominous threat that exposed humanity as both vulnerable and expendable. It was this state of affairs Anders referred to when he argued that the means had become the end (Anders, 1956a: 251).

These concerns regarding the discrepancy between the human world and the world of products also led nuclear realists to consider the role of the workplace in the production of estrangement. From a Marxist perspective, the alienation of the working class was a general trait of industrial capitalism and its obsession with production. But according to Anders, Marxist theorizing of unfreedom and alienation had for too long been excessively focused on questions of ownership and production. In essence, his philosophy of technology was built around the (contentious) assertion that Marxism’s focus on ownership of the means of production had outlived itself. The real basis for understanding the modern world and the profound alienation it produced was instead to be found in technology and the means of de struction (rather than pro duction). Putting technology first did not mean ignoring industrial capitalism. It did, however, involve a shift of focus away from the circumstances of production (ownership, ways of production, etc.) towards its outcome. The first volume of Die Antiquiertheit des Menschen was an attempt to concretely connect these two central aspects of the modern world by placing nuclear weapons centre stage. The effect was incontrovertible, according to Anders: technology was increasingly autonomous and removed from human control.15 Core traits of modern mass production, such as automatization, the assembly line and increasing division of labour, was the main focus here. In short, modern technologies of production made man conform.

The loss of understanding entailed in modern labour practices – where the end product is literally out of sight – was doubly alienating. First, it alienated the worker from his or her work as meaningful activity – a longstanding argument that was increasingly detached from its Marxist connotations (e.g. Russell, 1949: Ch. 4). Second, what emerged from the assembly line – the very product itself – also attracted the attention of nuclear realists, as the modern production process increasingly alienated the worker from the purposes and qualities of the product they helped to make. Anders spoke of these working conditions in terms of a ‘moral blindness’ undergirding the continued existence of thermonuclear weapons. Indeed, for Mumford, this predicament could only be explained ‘on the assumption that a whole side of our consciousness has been cut off from contact with reality, by a sort of moral nerve-block’ (Mumford, 1958: 20). Clearly, this case could most easily be made with reference to ‘hand or brain workers’ involved in the actual production, deployment or maintenance of nuclear weapons, but the reach of the argument was intended to be much broader: it spoke to the populations of the Western world, who while living in affluence, were being distanced from the potential consequences of their (manner of) existence. For Anders, a central focus in making this link between technology, conformism and estrangement was the assembly line itself.16 Large-scale modern organizations, including but not limited to the modern factory, were pivotal sites in the production of estrangement. As Mumford argued: ‘[M]an becomes a machine, reduced as far as possible to a bundle of reflexes: rebuilt at the educational factory to conform to the needs of other machines’ (Mumford, 1956a: 166).

In this virulent critique of automatization, initiative and significance was sapped from the worker and transferred to the ‘Machine’. The deadening effects of technology were intimately connected to the manner of production, as well as to the consumption of its output. Rather than producing and enjoying the fruits of one’s own labour, the modern worker was ‘merely’ doing his or her part. The outcome of labour was, therefore, ‘beyond good and evil’ (Anders, 1956a: 289), which, in turn, had grave ethico-political implications. There were strong similarities in the images and references nuclear realists used to characterize this predicament. Anders and Mumford often pointed to Kafka and Eichmann as supplying vivid descriptions of the logic of systems (Anders, 1964; Mumford, 1964b: 269). Although Anders’ controversial book We Sons of Eichmann [Wir Eichmannsöhne] earned him a rebuke from Herbert Marcuse, part of its point was to stress the ubiquity of ‘Eichmanns’ in the modern world – most notably he pointed to Claude Eatherly, a reconnaissance pilot in the Hiroshima bombing (Anders, 1964: 19–20).17 Anders even went so far as to argue that if placed against the background of the ‘world of products’ made by human beings, the image of this very being would immediately change. To Anders, the production process created a new, post-human world inhabited by ‘the most inhuman creatures there have ever been’ (Anders, 1956a: 271–2, 290; also Dawsey, 2013: 373). In 1960, he argued that history was cyclical, not progressive, since we returned to an existence shorn of the humane. But instead of reaching the pre-human stage of total beastliness [Animalität], we now entered the post-human stage of total instrumentality. From this perspective, a period of ‘humanity’ (or the humane) appeared as nothing more than a brief interlude between ‘phases of inhumanity’ (Anders, 1960: 201).

In sum, if one took the perspective of the machine – a provocative thought by any standard – human beings appeared conservative, retrogressive and rigid. Technological expansion turned individuals into cogs in the complex clockwork of society – or worse. According to Anders, the machine had bypassed human beings, which had now become ‘deadweight in the rise of the machine’ (Anders, 1956a: 33, author translation).18 ‘If this is not to be an evil’, argued Russell (1952: 72, 77), ‘ways must be found of preventing [the human being] from being a mere cog. This means that initiative must be preserved in spite of organization’. But precisely because of the way in which technology was used, this was increasingly unlikely (see also Greenspan, 1978). Paradoxically, technological progress prevented human beings from comprehending their own helplessness (Anders, 1962b: 111–2). The freedom that was lost in this process was not (only) a negative freedom of rights. Rather, in the idiom of John Stuart Mill’s analysis of industrial civilization, it concerned ‘the art of living’, and the very nature of human beings. For Mill, the true tragedy of social conformity was the ‘collective mediocrity’ on display when we make decisions, or rather fail to do so, because it does not occur to us ‘to have any inclination except for what is customary’ (Mill, 1859: 61). Herz struck a similar note when he quoted extensively from Mill’s analysis of ‘The Stationary State’ – a questioning of the wider aims that should be served by the growth of civilization (Herz, IPTA: 250–2; Mill, 1848: II, Bk. IV, Ch. 6).19 Part of the problem here was the mantra of progress that resulted from the combination of industrial capitalism and technological progress. ‘In general, the advance of the machine has been accompanied by a general quantification of life’, Mumford argued (1948: 8). As a consequence, ‘the new machine was man – but only a fractional man – writ large. The new man was the machine – or what was left over from the machine – writ small’ (Mumford, 1964b: 265; also Anders, 1956a: 327, n. 33). The very character that technology had taken on in the modern world prevented the cultivation of the art of living and even obscured its very purpose. In the nuclear age, the alienation of human beings from their life worlds [Menschen ohne Welt] could ultimately produce a world without human beings [Welt ohne Menschen] (Anders, 1984b). According to nuclear realists, an impending disaster could therefore only be prevented if technology was no longer treated as an end in itself. Despite the occasionally fatalist tone of their technology critique, nuclear realists consistently traced the origins and workings of the immense power of modern technology – to its zenith in the nuclear age – with a view to laying bare its contingency.20




Technology, humankind and Earth

Concerns with individuality and authenticity were central to the nuclear realist response to technological acceleration. They drew attention to the central role of nature and the organic in supporting a new attitude to technology and life that reinstated a sense of reflection and balance. It was a response that both connected the local and the global and countered the unlimited expansion of the invented with a stress on the limits or character of nature. The dexterity and breadth of the nuclear realist vision – straddling many aspects of nuclear weapons, from microscopic practices to the planetary problems – meant that they were particularly well-placed to formulate a global vision that also incorporated environmental and ecological concerns. In the early nuclear age, and particularly during the years of the thermonuclear revolution, they posed new questions about human–Earth relations within a distinctively global vision, identified a deep interlacing of military and ecological questions and even foreshadowed the arrival of the Anthropocene.21 As their sense of crisis extended to the condition of nature and Earth, their ideas regarding nuclear weapons and the social effects of technology drew on and, directly or indirectly, contributed to an emerging global, environmental consciousness. Their work during the 1950s – an era defined by the eerie combination of the technology-induced prospects of indefinite growth and imminent destruction – formulated crucial ideas about survival, stewardship and wholeness that fed into the popularization of environmentalism and ecology over the ensuing decades. Some aspects of their thinking represented an anthropocentric view of nature that had links to a survivalist tradition of environmental concern, whereas others were more modern in their eco-centric stress on the interrelations of humankind and nature (see also Burkett, 2012). Common to both, however, was the central role of atomic and particularly thermonuclear weapons in giving birth to these (proto-)environmentalist ideas.




The birth of a global ecological vision



The ways in which human beings in the post-war years became estranged from, and changed, the natural world resulted from a form of overextension fed by insufficient respect for the natural and the organic. No nuclear realist accentuated this point more than Lewis Mumford, whose ecological outlook had developed over several decades. It emerged not from a particular method or approach,22 but from a propensity to ask broad and fundamental questions about the place of humans in their local environment and, following a growing discontent with US nuclear weapons and space policy,23 the world more broadly. Thus, while Mumford’s pre-war studies of urban living and regional planning and his interest in global ecology in the nuclear age might at first glance seem far removed, they were, in fact, intimately related: how and where people lived and dwelled, as well as how they worked and what they produced in these settings, was intimately connected to their ‘nature’ and characteristics. Through his writings in the interwar years, Mumford already had a strong connection to the conservationist movement and in promoting the cause of regionalism – including regional planning and garden cities – he often made reference to scientific ecology, the balance of nature and what he called ‘human ecology’ (Mumford, 1927: 284; 1928a; 1928b).24 At the most basic level, Mumford worried that the development of Technics (‘machine technology and scientific technology’) had bestowed on human beings a power that risked spiralling out of control. When the late 1940s produced a split among American conservationists between those seeking to develop and exploit resources instrumentally in the interests of US Cold War strategy and those, more romantically inclined, who were critical and aloof from such politics, Mumford unsurprisingly sided with the latter.

More technology and increased levels of control did not offer a way out. The nurturing of well-rounded, loving human beings was, rather, the only place to start. This meant, above all, preserving nature in its variety and grasping it in its totality. In making this case, Mumford took his cue from George Perkins Marsh – a nineteenth-century conservationist and author of the acclaimed Man and Nature (1864).25 Mumford believed Marsh to be an ecologist before ecology, a giant of the nineteenth century who brought forth a new understanding of human-Earth relations and made clear ‘the need for regenerating and replenishing the earth’ (Mumford, 1956a: 206). Marsh’s presence was sorely missed, but Mumford did not hesitate to enlist his predecessor in his own battles against the blatant deferral of responsibility that accompanied ‘man’ as ‘an active geological agent’ during the nuclear age. Indeed, Mumford felt sure that Marsh – given his moral fervour and non-conformist sensibility that Mumford characterized as astutely realist in nature – would have been ‘affronted to the core’ by the risk of pollution and extermination that nuclear weapons and nuclear energy involved (Mumford, 1959–1960: 12–3).26 As Mumford had argued in The Brown Decades nearly thirty years earlier:



[Marsh] treated man as an active geological agent. Like other agents, he could upbuild or degrade. One way or another, however, he was a disturbing agent, who upset the harmonies of nature and overthrew the stability of existing arrangements and accommodations.… Geography, for Marsh, embraced organic life.

(Mumford, 1931a: 34–5)




Mumford, in short, drew on one of his nineteenth-century lodestars, in order to make a specific point about his own age: in understanding technology and nature we cannot lose sight of the interconnectedness of man and nature in the global whole. This kind of reasoning earned Mumford a respected place in academic circles that were both instrumental and influential in producing ‘global-scale integrative thinking about the environment’ (Williams, 1987: 218). While Rudolf Bahro surely overstated the case when he argued that Mumford’s work ‘has the same significance for the ecological movement as the achievement of Marx once had for the labor movement’, there are good reasons to see Mumford as a forefather of ecological thinking and modern environmentalism (Bahro, quoted in Sale, 1990: 225; see also Guha, 1996). When Carl O. Sauer and William L. Thomas organized the conference that led to the publication of the substantial, omnidisciplinary volume Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth (1956), it was in many ways logical that they asked Mumford to conclude the volume with a short essay discussing the future of human–Earth relations.27 He used this opportunity to reiterate well-known themes on the relationship between human beings, technology and the Earth, claiming that ‘[i]f we are to achieve some degree of ecological balance, we must aim at human balance too’ (Mumford, 1956b: 1146).

This meant, above all, preserving nature in its infinite variety and grasping it in its totality. Only in this way could human diversity be secured. Thus, for Mumford, ecology was not only about respecting the physical environment; it was also, and at a deeper level, about human beings. Taking this into account one can understand the slim hope Mumford offered his listeners and readers: ‘When we begin the cultivation of the earth as a whole for more deeply human purposes, we may look forward… to a flowering of individuality’ (Mumford, 1956b: 1151). In closing another conference – this time on ‘Future Environments of North America’ in 1965 – Mumford returned to the same theme. He stressed that the real purpose of confronting the conference theme was ‘to insure the existence or the replenishment of a sufficiently varied environment to sustain all life, including human life and thus to widen the ground for man’s further conscious development’ (Mumford, 1965: 722).28

Comprehending and conserving nature meant protecting the greater purposes of individual human beings. Before nuclear testing and thermonuclear weapons came to occupy a central place, nuclear realists employed a language that involved both a postulate about the integrated, interconnected nature of the modern world, as well as an evaluative, prescriptive dimension. In terms of the latter, it was common for nuclear realists to point to ‘our politically divided but technically unified planet’, as Russell (1947: 444–5) phrased it. Around the same time, Mumford argued that two of the most symbolic achievements of modern technology – radio and supersonic planes – would not make much sense, ‘until we realize that all men are brothers, and that every nation and group, however isolated in appearance, is part of an infinitely complicated and involved ecological partnership of planetary dimensions’ (Mumford, 1948: 8). As the nuclear age advanced and the thermo-nuclear revolution increased the dangers nuclear realists had already identified with earlier technological inventions, the insistence on globality and its darker prospects grew stronger: ‘For the first time man may, as a conscious, interrelated, comprehensive group, take possession of the whole planet.’ This was largely due to inventions in the realm of Technics, but for man to be able to act sensibly within this ‘global theater’ required a new ‘“one world” self’ – a huge task by any means (Mumford, 1956b: 1151).

In contrast to Mumford (and other nuclear realists, as discussed later), Günther Anders was less explicitly concerned with the environment and ecology – indeed, he was not ‘a pathbreaker’ in explicitly putting these concerns on the agenda (Dawsey, 2013: 426). Nonetheless, his arguments foreshadowed modern environ-mentalist beliefs in several ways. If Anders did not realize this potential himself before the late 1970s, there is little doubt that his thinking had strong resonance in the growing environmentalist movement.29 Particularly, his idea that the horizon of technology (and technological destruction) had to be matched by ‘our horizon of ethical solidarity’ (Anders, 1959a: 52) clearly appealed to a certain style of environmentalism. For Anders, ‘our’ was a global ‘our’, as he attempted to think ethics along the lines of an oath, swearing allegiance to humanity (Anders, 1956a: 308; 1963). Thus, even though it is probably true, as Dawsey (2013: 429) has argued, that ‘Anders, when he took up the concerns of ecology, rarely strayed too far from his chief concern: the spectre of cataclysmic destruction, whether in the form of the Bomb or the reactor’, his argument that the Earth required a form of responsible stewardship for prolonging the final age [Endzeit] brought about by nuclear weapons clearly resonated with tropes and a certain style of emergent ecological thinking. First, the ethics Anders formulated implied a moral expansion across borders into the global domain. The world was, for all intents and purposes, now one space. ‘Any distinction between near and far, neighbors and foreigners, has become invalid; today we are all “proximi”’, he declared. But blindness was still rampant, and part of the cure was to envision the non-existence of the globe, the whole world (Anders, 1962a: 495–6).

Second, Anders’ call for prolonging the ‘final epoch’ dovetailed with environ-mentalist arguments regarding extending solidarity across time and into the future that would be occupied by coming generations – or what Anders (1962a: 495, emphasis in original) referred to as ‘our “neighbours in time”’. Although formulated in a different, more hopeful idiom, Herz’s idea of a ‘universalism’ founded on the threat of human destruction and drawing (or at least potentially drawing) strength from a tendency to inquire into global consequences displayed similar traits. Indeed, Herz argued that concern ‘with the lives of our children and of their’s far into the dim ranges of the future’ was integral to universalism (Herz, 1959: 314–5, 348).30

Thus, the postulate of the technically unified, interdependent globe was always accompanied by arguments about the necessity of expanding the horizon of human beings, and nurturing a new ethics of responsibility. Herz’s line of argument in International Politics in the Atomic Age is telling: the postulate of the globe was soon followed by the question regarding how a ‘world’s-eye view’ – a Gesamtschau – could be obtained, which, in turn, would foster a ‘planetary mind’. Russell, meanwhile, opened Has Man a Future (1961a) by asking his readers to contemplate the proverbial Martian (in this case, a biologist) reporting on the current state and possible future of the Earth. This outside perspective contained a moral not unlike that attributed to space photography: as Norman Cousins observed in 1975, the most dramatic consequence of the Apollo missions was ‘not that men set foot on the Moon, but that they set eye on the Earth’ (Cousins, quoted in Poole, 2008: 3). Without such imaginaries, it was difficult ‘to achieve the impartiality and breadth of outlook which would be natural to a visitor from another world’ (Russell, 1961a: 9).






Survivalism, scarcity and fallout



It has recently been argued that ‘much of what is today considered pro-environment literature, in the 1960s and 1970s, was in fact human survival literature’ (Hamblin, 2013: 165; see also Dryzek, 2005: Ch. 2). This statement is equally true for much of the proto-environmentalist literature of the late 1940s and 1950s, within which the experience of total war led to new, ‘total’ understandings of the environment (Robertson, 2012). Issues of war were innovatively linked to questions of resource depletion, population growth and other issues that concerned the Earth’s capacity to support and sustain human civilization, a line of thinking with roots in a distinctively anthropocentric view of nature. The survivalist worldview often began from neo-Malthusian concerns about global population growth, soil erosion and the carrying capacity of Earth, arguably culminating in Paul Ehrlich’s bestselling The Population Bomb (1968), which played a role – if a controversial one – during the heyday of environmentalism.

Survivalist environmentalism was deeply entwined with the experience and prospect of war, as Ehrlich’s title alludes to. Metaphors of wars and weapons provided the overarching frame within which population growth and resource usage were debated.31 When publishing Our Plundered Planet in 1948, Fairfield Osborn, the President of the New York Zoological Society, acknowledged that his book grew out of World War II. But, he argued, there was now another, ‘silent war, eventually the most deadly war’ – namely, the conflict between nature and humans (Osborn, 1948: vii). Among the signs of this war, Osborn pointed to population growth and the defiant (and self-defeating) attitude of humans in seeking to ‘conquer’, rather than cooperate, with nature. There was a strong ecological tone running through Osborn’s writings, as he consistently stressed the interdependency of natural systems and the importance of injecting some humility in the human mind. A similar argument was advanced by William Vogt in Road to Survival, who, in taking his cue from the bombing of Hiroshima, went on to argue that a disregard for the intricate relations between humans and their environment would ‘almost certainly smash our civilisation’ (Vogt, 1948: xiii). Again, concerns about population growth played a prominent part. In comparison to Osborn, however, Vogt struck a more alarmist tone by arguing that ‘[d]rastic measures are inescapable’, unless human beings realize that they form ‘an earth-company’ (Vogt, 1948: 285). In such arguments of the late 1940s, concerns about population size/growth and the carrying capacity of the Earth coalesced with ‘an anti-modern distrust of technological progress’, particularly viewed in light of total war (Robertson, 2012: 349).

Given the nuclear realists’ analysis of technology, war and nuclear weapons, it should come as no surprise that they displayed similar concerns in their writings on the environment. In his New Hopes for A Changing World, Bertrand Russell (1949: 93; 1951a: 38), who had long been preoccupied with the exploitative tendencies of modern capitalism, referred directly to Osborn and Vogt when discussing problems of soil erosion, agriculture, food provision and population growth. Russell’s book was originally developed from a set of lectures entitled ‘Living in the Atomic Age’ and evinced a tone similar to that of Osborn and Vogt. He bluntly stated that ‘modern industry, in fact, is a kind of rape’, and pondered over what would happen when the resources, produced and stored by the Earth for ages, were squandered in what amounted to the blink of an eye: ‘[W]hen his fireworks are finished, what will become of industrial man?’ (Russell, 1951a: 35). While Russell had long believed – and, indeed, continued to believe – in the possibility of managing the relations between humans and the environment, his analysis became gloomier during the 1950s. His love of nature (that partly served as a refuge from his own turbulent, personal life; see Monk, 2000) had previously led him to describe humans as ‘tiny parasites on this insignificant planet’ (Russell, 1925b: 348). But in the 1950s, the need for humans to understand the changes they had made to their environment became more important, and he continued – before the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring and the popularization of environmental concern – to point to problems like ‘the exhaustion of raw materials’ and the ‘spendthrift use of fertilizers’ (Russell, 1955a: 10–1).32

Similarly, in the context of his discussion of the nuclear threat, Herz wrote about the ‘combined population-resources problem’ as the other, significant threat facing the Earth (Herz, 1957; 1959: 227–8, 316, 357; 1981). Moreover, he warned that politics in the developed modern world risked ‘degenerating into a purely utilitarian struggle for power, wealth and jobs’ which could not give adequate time and attention to the problems of an ‘emerging technological world’ – from nuclear weapons, to pollution, resource scarcity and overpopulation (Herz, IPTA: 11). In drawing attention to this issue, he relied primarily on United Nations (UN) documents, including the 1958 report ‘The Future Growth of World Population’, which produced new, ‘significantly higher’ estimates of the world’s population and raised questions about the ‘maximum carrying capacity’ of Earth (United Nations, 1958: vii, 21). During the following decades, Herz became increasingly concerned, and he eventually came to connect the combination of global problems with the need for a supranational authority and global planning. Years before environmentalism erupted as a social movement in the United States in the late 1960s and early 1970s, he argued that



[t]he threats to all inherent in such phenomena as exhaustion of vital resources, or pollution of air, atmosphere of water are now second in importance only to the threat of survival itself, and to the population explosion. There is here the rational basis of demands for, and trends toward, global authority to set enforceable rules, or, at least, global planning.

(Herz, 1962: 34–5; 1968: 181)




This line of thinking culminated in Herz’s proposal – first advanced during the mid- to late 1980s – of interdisciplinary survival research. This research project was eventually developed by a group of scholars with similar concerns, including, notably, the inventor of the Gaia hypothesis, James Lovelock. Inspired by the ideas of Herz (2003a) and Peter Seidel, they produced a discussion of survival research, its dimensions and challenges in 2003, subsequently published as Global Survival: The Challenge and Its Implications for Thinking and Acting (Seidel and Laszlo, 2006).33

In advancing these survivalist ideas, nuclear realists navigated hazardous waters, as the debate on population growth and control during the twentieth century was ripe with paternalism and statements that now appear shockingly insensitive. William Vogt wrote, for example, that ‘[o]ne of the greatest national assets of Chile, perhaps the greatest asset, is its high death rate’ (Vogt, 1948: 186), and the 1955 report ‘World Population and Resources’ that Russell both read and utilized in his own writings and activism (Russell, 1957b) introduced ‘death-control’ as a measure alongside ‘birth-control’ (PEP, 1955: xxxvi). Russell, who had previously supported the concept of eugenics, was not entirely free of such tendencies (e.g. Russell, 1954b). Even Mumford, while not placing resources and population problems centre stage, did acknowledge that ‘[a]ll the resources of the planet are finite and limited. At some point, as yet indeterminate, world population must be stabilized; possibly if the higher development of man is fully considered, at a lower number than the present one’ (Mumford, 1956a: 209). But although, in particular, Russell’s meliorism and managerial tendencies sometimes cropped up in relation to the control of population growth during the 1950s, nuclear realists generally considered the problem within a larger, global context, avoiding at least some of the worst pitfalls of contemporary debates. In contrast to earlier survival-ists like Vogt or later ones like Ehrlich, their holistic outlook prevented them from reducing environmental problems to one single factor, such as population growth. Alert to the wider political and cultural dimensions of the ecological problem at an early stage, they generally eschewed managerial solutions and instead pointed out that the only way forward was through fostering a greater ecological awareness in opposition to the reigning consensus that both humans and nature could be used as raw material.

To a significant degree, this holistic vision was underpinned by concerns about the environmental effects of nuclear fallout. The period of ‘fallout worry and test ban activism’ (Divine, 1978; Boyer, 1998: 86) has often been identified with the rise of the environmentalist movement. Reflecting popular and scientific concerns during the 1950s, nuclear realists, too, were preoccupied with the extent and risks of nuclear radiation and fallout. Though they did not produce independent contributions to scientific and policy debates concerning environmental risk, their writings reflect a concern with the potentially irreversible effects of fallout and an attempt to identify and make public ‘uncontaminated’ facts about fallout. Anders illustrates the first aspect in his apt rumination over nuclear testing during the mid-1950s. Due to the size and nature of atomic and hydrogen bombs – a recurring line of attack in his writings – the distinction between testing and actual bombing [Ernstfall] was dissolved when it came to thermonuclear weapons. Referring to the Castle Bravo test at Bikini Atoll in March 1954, Anders pointed out how testing turned the entire world into a laboratory. Why? Because with the testing, ‘[a]ir, ocean, rain water, Earth, plant kingdom, animal kingdom and foodstuffs [are] affected and infected’ (Anders, 1956a: 260, author translation, emphasis added). Anders conceded that the extent of this contamination was impossible to determine, but for future generations, it could well prove a genetically [erbbiologisch] serious way of experimenting. He later concluded that the production of new chemical elements such as plutonium had elevated the status of humans from homo faber to homo creator, by which he referred to the godlike capacity of human beings to create nature anew (Anders, 1982: 22). In the late 1940s, Mumford similarly spoke of the contamination of water and air produced by atomic bombs (Mumford, 1949), but in the mid-1950s, with the development of the H-bomb and a steady increase in nuclear testing, Mumford displayed more urgency, arguing that ‘[e]ach radioactive element is, as it were, a time-bomb, whose operation cannot be turned off once the clock itself is wound up’. Nuclear weapons might upset the delicate ‘balance of life on this planet’ (Mumford, 1954b: 5–6).

Russell displayed a similar sense of natural interconnectedness in his discussions of fallout after the Bikini tests of 1954, but he was primarily concerned with unearthing scientific facts and making them available to public deliberation. In fact, this was a prime motivation prompting Russell’s writings and activities, which led to the first of the Pugwash Conferences in 1957. Moreover, the human and environmental risks of fallout played a prominent role in the Russell–Einstein Manifesto:



It is stated on very good authority that a bomb can now be manufactured which will be 2,500 times as powerful as that which destroyed Hiroshima. Such a bomb, if exploded near the ground or under water, sends radio-active particles into the upper air. They sink gradually and reach the surface of the earth in the form of a deadly dust or rain. It was this dust which infected the Japanese fishermen and their catch of fish. No one knows how widely such lethal radio-active particles might be diffused, but the best authorities are unanimous in saying that a war with H-bombs might possibly put an end to the human race. It is feared that if many H-bombs are used there will be universal death, sudden only for a minority, but for the majority a slow torture of disease and disintegration.

(Russell and Einstein, 1955)34




The focus of Russell’s subsequent concern was on the effects of fallout on humans and only secondarily on the longer-lasting effects of fallout on the natural environment (e.g. Russell, 1961a: 37–8). This gradation of concern was also reflected in the way that the Pugwash Conferences were organized: three working groups were formed, the first of which was concerned with the biological effects of radiation and fallout (the two other groups focused on the control – or, rather, the lack of it – of nuclear weapons and the social responsibilities of scientists). Russell continued to follow the various studies conducted by UN organizations, national governments and scientists over the following years. He remained concerned, and in the late 1950s and early 1960s he turned to the arguments of scientist Linus Pauling to stress the risks of fallout. Pauling was, alongside Barry Commoner and Norman Cousins, one of the central (and controversial) figures involved in a mounting debate on biological and environmental risk (Russell, 1959d: 26–7; 1961a: 54–5; see also Egan, 2007; Higuchi, 2010; Rubinson, 2011). These arguments regarding fallout were instrumental in integrating concerns about global security thinking and technology with a vision of humans as geological agents. For nuclear realists, coming to see the world as one – as a comprehensive whole brought about, and into view, by technology – placed a moral demand on human beings to respect this whole.






Conclusion

Nuclear realists had a longstanding interest in the social effects of technology, which they extended and updated during the post-war decades. Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell each brought their own experiences and interests to this task. Hence, they sometimes differed about the extent of changes required in the fundamental structure of society and the post-war human condition. Yet, despite the individual paths they followed, nuclear realists staked out a common intellectual territory. Their analyses of technology were highly compatible and overlapped significantly with respect to their focus, implications, timing and radicalism. For nuclear realists, as well as many of their contemporaries, technology in post-war modernity was expansionist, produced estrangement, contributed to political apathy, inaction or defeatism and blinded workers, citizens and decision-makers from the very values and objectives that made human life worth preserving. Mumford beautifully summed up this analysis when he pointed out that ‘man’s highest work of art is neither a poem nor a symphony, neither a mathematical equation nor a city; his highest work of art is himself’ (Mumford, 1954a: 218). Individuality moved centre stage.

We have argued, however, that nuclear realists stood out from many other critical voices, as their concerns slowly developed into a relatively coherent form of social criticism that positioned nuclear weapons as a central anchor in their intellectual preoccupation with technology. For nuclear realists, the H-bomb became the symbol, yardstick, telos and nadir of everything technological – from the annihilation of time and space, to expansion, estrangement and moral blindness – and sharpened their appreciation of the social ramifications of technology in more mundane, but still vitally interconnected, matters. It led them to appreciate that the nuclear age was not just a military race between great powers, but a socially produced condition entangled in a wider web of intellectual, economic, political and social practices. In pursuing this theme, they formulated a highly original and innovative critique of technology, backed up by their analysis of military force. This critique can be seen as an attempt to develop a form of realism; a realism that made it possible to see how technological expansion was accompanied by a specific mindset that – given the prevailing economic, social and political conditions – produced a twin evil: a single-minded narrowness of vision and a fatal sense of hubristic omnipotence.

Nuclear realists contributed – sometimes indirectly, but often also directly – to the environmentalist ‘awakening’ and prefigured arguments that became central during its heyday. Despite many profound insights, their thinking about technology and ecology was not without flaws. In some cases, nuclear realist ideas were embryonic and truly original; in other cases, they merely signalled an effort to incorporate existing (and sometimes contradictory) knowledge into political debate. At times, they evinced a radical proto-environmentalist perspective; at times, they were limited to more anthropocentric concerns regarding the efficient use of resources or the perils of population growth. Russell and Herz in particular struck a predominantly survivalist tone in their attention to environmental problems. Resource depletion, population growth and food provision were particularly salient themes, but Russell was also preoccupied with the dangers of fallout, and Herz eventually proposed the development of a specific field of survival research in which ‘deep ecology’ was prominent. Anders, meanwhile, may not have placed environmental risk centre stage, but he still pointed to the environmental effects of nuclear testing and foreshadowed environmentalist arguments about stewardship and responsibility to future generations. Mumford was arguably the most explicit proponent of such views, as he advocated a notion of total, global ecology and even anticipated the role of man as a geological agent in the Anthropocene.

Yet, in all these respects, nuclear realists were proto-environmentalist thinkers. Their writings and ideas deserve a place in our historical understanding of the rise of this movement and the popularization of ecology that accompanied it. In recent years, it has become increasingly clear that the nuclear age was central in the development of modern environmentalism. The study of nuclear realism strengthens this case: an incipient understanding of the role of human beings in reshaping a planet that was already threatened with destruction became increasingly central to any examination of the thermonuclear condition. The answer to this predicament was a series of partially overlapping proposals for moral reform that sought to safeguard and restore the place of human beings as agents in control of their own fate and as responsible stewards of a common planetary future. At the heart of these proposals lay attempts to develop the human imagination and re-install human responsibility for global futures.



Notes

1 Anders (1956a: 7, author translation). This epigraph astutely captures Anders’ philosophy of technology detailed below.

2 According to environmental historian Donald Worster: ‘The Age of Ecology began on the desert outside Alamogordo, New Mexico on July 16, 1945, with a dazzling fireball of light and a swelling mushroom cloud of radioactive gases’ (Worster, 1985: 339).

3 Studies from a variety of academic fields have begun to analyse different aspects of the emergence of notions of globality in the second half of the twentieth century. Globality in this context can be broadly conceived of as a condition characterized by the presence of a single physical and sociopolitical space on a planetary scale. This literature includes, for example, studies of the interlacing of institutions, ideologies and knowledge structures related to nuclear weapons and climate change (Masco, 2010; Edwards, 2012a; 2012b; Hamblin, 2013), studies in cultural and intellectual history charting the implications of space photographs like ‘Earthrise’ (1968) and the rise of ‘holism’, either as a cultural mood or as a view of the world as one indivisible whole (Jasanoff, 2001; Poole, 2008; Wood, 2010; Lazier, 2011; van Munster and Sylvest, 2016b). Nuclear realist thought constitutes a vital, if oftentimes overlooked, moment in this genealogy of globality.

4 Over the last few decades, the study of politics and technology has again been mushrooming – a development that appears to be partly driven by a renewed interest in the critique of technology developed in the early post-war decades, when a range of thinkers in the Western world assessed the place and consequences of technology for the human condition (e.g. Feenberg, 1991; 1995; Achterhuis, 1992; Rosa and Scheuerman, 2009; Scheuerman, 2009; Sylvest, 2013; see also Winner, 1977). Although Mumford’s legacy is often acknowledged, an engagement with other nuclear realists could further enrich these debates and serve as an inspiration to those in search for a perspective that avoids either instrumentalism or determinism. Nuclear realists steered clear of both and instead developed a view, within which the political and social powers of technology are in focus and its logics and dynamics laid bare.

5 The scientific study of ecology, concerned with how organisms interact with each other and their environment, has a long and complex history (Worster, 1985), but during the 1960s, ecology came to refer as much, if not more, to a mindset as to a scientific discipline (Chisholm, 1972; Odum, 1977; see also the excellent study by Bocking, 1997). This broad ecological awareness is said to have emerged with Rachel Carson’s bestselling Silent Spring (1962) and culminated with the inaugural Earth Day of 1970 (e.g. Hays, 1987; McCormick, 1995; Rome, 2003). By focusing on nuclear realist thought since the mid-1950s, we hope to contribute to a more complete and complex picture of post-war environmental thinking. While a steady increase in economic output gave rise to concerns about the conservation of nature in the Western world, in the 1950s, such concerns were transformed from their local and often romantic focus on unspoiled nature into concerns about environmental degradation beyond the local. This development arguably culminated in the post-war, global perspective dealing with ‘limits to growth’ and planetary ecosystems. Nuclear realists were among the first to stress the mutual imbrication of global security thinking, technology and ecological effects – a theme that is increasingly central in the literature dealing with environmentalism (e.g. Doel, 2003; Weart, 2008; McNeill and Unger, 2010; Edwards, 2012b; Robertson, 2012; Hamblin, 2013).

6 For a characterization of these ‘Golden Years’, see Hobsbawn (1995: Ch. 9).

7 In both of these books, there was a clear concern regarding the consequences of materialism and mass culture, but these studies also found opportunities in relation to national character or the growth of standards of living that allowed for an expansion of leisure time. Others were more pessimistic. For example, the radical Dwight MacDonald lamented the inexorable rise of mass culture in 1953 and argued that this phenomenon was ‘not and can never be any good’, for ‘the masses are in historical time what a crowd is in space: a large quantity of people unable to express themselves as human beings’ (MacDonald, 1953: 12–3).

8 Despite Fromm charting roads to sanity, his depiction of the challenges of war and a form of estrangement where humans had become part of the industrial machine they ought to master left little ground for optimism. Thus, when David Riesman revisited his arguments in The Lonely Crowd ten years later, much of the hopeful tone was gone (Riesman, 1960: Preface). Riesman, incidentally, was a patient in Fromm’s psychoanalytic practice (Jamison and Eyerman, 1994: Ch. 2). The loudest voices in this growing cacophony of social criticism found a radical but popular expression and reached new audiences in the mid-1960s – for example, in the Bible of the New Left and student protests, One-Dimensional Man (Marcuse, 1964). See also the analysis in Brick (1998: 12–3), who charts the shift of attention away from the theme of conformism during the 1950s to that of alienation in the 1960s. Social criticism that detected a loss of meaning in modern life was not, however, a prerogative of the left. See for example Diggins (1975).

9 Crucially, nuclear realists did not fail to mention how conformism was unmistakeably rampant in the system of Soviet Communism, but they stressed how the system of industrial capitalism of the West – epitomized in US ideology and culture – also produced forms of conformism and/or alienation in need of exposure.

10 Peoples’ (2010a) recent analysis of the ballistic missile defence has a similar ambition and examines justifications for missile defence at the intersection of technology, culture and human agency.

11 Mumford even argued that

sport, which began originally, perhaps, as a spontaneous reaction against the machine, has become one of the mass-duties of the machine age. It is part of that universal regimentation of life… from which its excitement provides a temporary and only a superficial release.
(Mumford, 1934a: 307)


12 In the 1979 foreword to the fifth edition of Die Antiquiertheit des Menschen, Anders (1956a: viii) conceded that during the Vietnam War television served as an instrument of political mobilization, rather than pacification and collective apathy (see also van Dijk, 2000: 51).

13 Nuclear realists took an interest in, and also had personal experiences with, mass media. Anders unsuccessfully tried his luck as a film manuscript author upon arriving in the United States (Anders, 1984a: 309) and worked in the Hollywood film industry (in a costume factory) in the early 1940s (Anders, 2006), at a time when Herz was at Princeton studying the effects of propaganda and radio (Whitton and Herz, 1942). Russell became a member of the British National Television Council – an institution set up in 1953 partly to counter the cultural influence of the United States (Elwood, 2012: 422) – and also grew sceptical of modern mass media. In discussing the decline of reading in 1956, he argued:

People go to the movies, or listen to the radio, or watch television. They indulge a curious passion for changing their position on the earth’s surface as quickly as possible, which they combine with an attempt to make all parts of the earth surface look alike.
(Russell, 1956h: 520)


 Russell, however, also exploited mass media to publicize his cause, most famously in his BBC radio broadcasts on nuclear weapons, which reached millions in Britain and elsewhere.

14 The essay that Herz penned for New Republic in 1954 demonstrates that this was a salient and persistent theme throughout his thinking. Herz’s unpublished manuscript, International Politics in the Technological Age, is analysed in Sylvest (2013). See also Scheuerman (2009). Some material from the manuscript was eventually published in shorter essays and chapters collected by Herz (1976a). In general, Herz’s thinking on these issues seems much inspired by the ideas of Anders and Mumford as well as Adams’ discussions of history, technology and social acceleration during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century (see Adams, 1894; 1907; 1909). Mumford, too, was heavily inspired by Henry Adams (Mumford, 1962; 1970: 230–6).

15 Anders’ technology critique has been aptly described as a ‘philosophical anthropology of unfreedom in a technological age’ (Dawsey, 2013: 216). It was the central theme running through his philosophy during the second half of the twentieth century.

16 Opposition to automatization accelerated during these years. It was prominent in the 1950s Beat generation, before making its way into 1960s counterculture. For an excellent analysis of the criticism of the assembly line that draws on this wider context, see Nye (2013: Ch. 7).

17 See also Anders (1961b). On Marcuse’s criticism, see Marcuse to Anders, 12 October 1965; the correspondence is made available by Harold Marcuse (2013: 13).

18 This argument was intimately related to Anders’ theory of three revolutions, which was developed in the second volume of Die Antiquiertheit des Menschen. The first industrial revolution is characterized by the replacement of homo faber by machines. The second phase of the industrial revolution is characterized by mass consumption and the artificial production of needs. Finally, the third stage is defined by the imperative that what can be technologically produced therefore also must be made, even if it serves no basic human function or purpose. For Anders, the H-bomb is the archetypical example of such a product that serves no other need than extinction, yet is made in large quantities.

19 Mumford (1948: 8) also referred to Mill in advocating these ideas: Mill had been right in observing at the height of Victorian optimism that ‘our lack of concern for the social destination of the machine has curbed its real promises’. For recent readings of Mill along these lines, see Baum (2007) and Urbinati (2010).

20 Although nuclear realists repeatedly lauded their radical ancestors, they refused to be cast as ridiculous Luddites [lächerliche Maschinenstürmer], as Anders (1956a: 3) phrased it. Indeed, for nuclear realists, the context was radically different. Their world was technological, and the clock could not simply be turned back, partly (as Anders explained) because the mass production of products as well as machines made any effort at destruction futile. Although their writings during the 1950s were marked by an ingrained, almost professional pessimism, nuclear realists held out a slim hope of escape and transformation. In this posture, they resembled not Maschinenstürmer but Maschinenbändigern (Herz, 1976c: 300–1; IPTA: 219). It almost goes without saying that nuclear realists had no time for pure technological instrumentalism. Anders perhaps summed up their critique most elegantly by arguing that ‘no means is just a means’ (Anders, 1956a: 99, author translation).

21 In its ambition, our analysis has some similarity with Tim Luke’s (1997: Ch. 7) attempt to recover the environmental and ecological dimensions of Herbert Marcuse’s work.

22 Mumford recognized that his method – ‘the inter weaving of factual presentations and human evaluations, of causal and purposeful interpretation, the continuous penetration of the subject at many levels’ (Mumford, 1959a: 535) – played a role in his lack of appeal in the academic world.

23 Mumford never lost sight of the military origins and motivations behind US space policy. He often castigated the very idea of reaching the moon as a post-historic fantasy (e.g. Mumford, 1956a: 158–9). Mumford borrowed (and expanded) the concept of ‘post-historic’ from his friend Roderick Seidenberg, who formulated a deeply pessimistic theory of technology in Posthistoric Man (Seidenberg, 1950; see also Stivers, 2004). Mumford insisted that ‘[i]nstead of planting our flag on the moon, we must quickly move to reclaim this planet for humanity’ and argued that ‘[i]t is not our concern for reaching the moon that produced the planetary rocket, but the invention of the rocket that has produced a factitious interest in the moon as a military base for more extensive violence’ (Mumford, 1958: 3; 1962: 208).

24 Mumford pushed this agenda of ecologically sensitive regionalism and urban planning, and although the movement built around the Regional Planning Association of America (RPAA) enjoyed some success during the 1930s, many of its ideals faltered with the New Deal, which brought a degree of state intervention, but left too much regional ‘planning’ to market forces. The conservation movement survived and slowly changed, while the regional movement dispersed.

25 Mumford first encountered Marsh through Patrick Geddes, who had mentioned Marsh and Alexander von Humboldt together. Humboldt, of course, was the great defender of individuality and diversity whom John Stuart Mill quoted at the beginning of On Liberty: ‘The grand, leading principle, towards which every argument unfolded in these pages directly converges, is the absolute and essential importance of human development in its richest diversity’ (Humboldt’s Spheres and Duties of Government, quoted in Mill, 1859: 3). Mumford strongly believed Marsh to be of the same stature.

26 The same qualities Mumford was to praise in William Morris – those he associated with realism – were also evident in George Perkins Marsh’s unique combination of naturalism, humanism and moralism. As he argued: ‘The only serious lack in Marsh’s book [Man and Nature, 1864] was his failure to consider the exhaustion of natural resources’ (Mumford, 1931a: 35).

27 The editors agreed that Mumford was an ‘anchor man’, not least because the book sought to revive the perspective of Marsh’s Man and Nature (1864), which was later revised and reprinted as The Earth As Modified By Human Action (1874). The latter title bears close resemblance to the title of the 1956 volume. When Mumford was later confronted with a testimony from a fellow participant at the conference that it had been one of the most intensive intellectual experiences he had ever had, Mumford enthusiastically agreed (Chisholm, 1972: 11).

28 The notion of setting human beings free through a varied preservation of and respect for nature was, at the same time, a reminder about the limits of human rationality: ‘[W]hat cannot be settled by conscious intelligence must be settled by developing a collective conscience about the environment, as a work of art whose own formal outlines must be respected’ (Mumford, 1956a: 207).

29 For an example of such influence, see Altvater (1993: 50–1). In the Foreword to the fifth edition of the first volume of Antiqiuertheit des Menschen, written in June 1979, Anders argued that his analysis was still timely, given the environmental problems that had emerged over the last quarter of a century (Anders, 1956a: vii; 1984a: 324). In the second volume, he included environmental concerns more explicitly – for example, in his description of the entire world as a mine for exploitation [‘Die Welt gilt als eine auszubeutende Mine’] (Anders, 1980: 32). Today, Anders’ philosophy continues to inspire and attract the attention of social theorists concerned with global modernity, its risks and possible futures – debates that are intimately related to environmental challenges. See, for example, the writings of Ulrich Beck on ecology and the dialectics of modernity (Beck, 1996; 2007: 224–5) and the work of Jean-Pierry Dupuy on the role of apocalypse and catastrophe in our political imagination (Dupuy, 2008).

30 See also Anders (1960: 209). A mutual friend of Anders and Herz – the philosopher Hans Jonas – later developed the concept of Verantwortung [responsibility] in the realm of ecology and environmental degradation; see Jonas (1976; 1979). For discussions of the (in)compatibility of the thinking of Anders and Jonas in relation to responsibility and global, environmental problems, see David and Röpcke (2003) and Pulcini (2010).

31 Thomas Robertson (2012: 357) argues that Ehrlich was particularly adept in bringing together survivalist themes. While this is true, his approach suffered from a tendency to oversimplify the roots of the ecological problem, which was at the heart of a well-known debate between Ehrlich and Barry Commoner in the late 1960s (see Egan, 2007: 119–38).

32 Although Russell’s one-time collaborator A. N. Whitehead came to play a role in influencing the development of scientific ecology – by stressing the interdependence of humans and nature and the need to reintegrate concerns of value, ethics and beauty (Worster, 1985: 318) – there is scant evidence of any link between the two in this area. They shared a love of nature, but Russell had little time for the mystical element in Whitehead’s new philosophy, which he perceived as an attempt to bring religion into science (Monk, 2000: 74).

33 This research was initially published as a special issue of World Futures in 2003. See also Herz Papers, Box No. 15, Folder: Survival Research.

34 For the origins of this manifesto and Russell’s interaction with Joseph Rotblat at this time, see Butcher (2005).


5
Reimagining the future


The atom had us bewitched. It was so gigantic, so terrible, so beyond the power of imagination to embrace that it seemed to be the ultimate fact.

– David E. Lilienthal1




Although insufficient by its very nature, there is nothing other than imagination which could be considered as an organon of truth. Certainly not perception.

– Günther Anders2




Introduction

As political slogans go, ‘Be Realistic… Demand the Impossible’ – a refrain that has been attributed to Situationists in the 1968 student movement, as well as to Che Guevara – is notable for conveying grudging criticism in addition to audacity and activism. At the same time, it is a slogan that points to questions of central importance to the nuclear realist analysis of the thermonuclear condition, including the relationship between reality and ideational sources of social change as well as the potentially positive roles that utopianism, imagination and the future can play in effective political thinking. Nuclear realists provided a whole range of proposals for effecting the moral transformation necessary to bring modern human beings out of their paralysis and away from the dual danger of spiritual implosion and global destruction. In doing so, they consciously tried to cultivate a utopian dimension of their realism. The human faculty of the imagination performed a crucial role in such proposals as a vehicle of both social criticism and realist awakening. Sharing Lilienthal’s sentiment expressed in the epigraph, their turn to the imagination formed the nucleus of a strategy devised to bring human beings to an understanding of the political and technological reality they inhabited. As we discussed earlier, nuclear realists suggested that the highly perilous present was partly a product of fantasies dressed up as realism, faithful only to a necessary but on its own insufficient form of rationalist knowledge. Consequently, enriching and developing the imagination, as well as a related concern with cultivating the artistic and aesthetic dimensions of human personality, became central to nuclear realism. Their diagnosis was, essentially, that human beings inhabited a world in which their inability to imagine was debilitating and potentially catastrophic. In this diagnosis resided a sort of lag thesis that was, however, very different – in spirit, diagnosis and implication – from the argument advanced by Ogburn (see Chapter 1). It was not a lag thesis that aimed at humans catching up to science and technology; rather, it was a thesis that implied the need for recovering traits that were valuable, if not essential, to human life and survival. Whether described as ‘the whole man’, ‘universalism’, ‘the ethics of survival’, ‘the courage to fear’ or ‘the one world self’, nuclear realist proposals for reform had a common logic: the path to alternative futures lay in rekindling the faculty of imagination.

We begin this chapter with a critical dissection of the relationship between realism and utopianism. At first sight, utopianism appears to fit uncomfortably with most forms of political realism, which historically – and rightfully, given their fundamental commitments – have been ill-disposed towards fantastic blueprints of future societies. In fact, realism is often defined in stark opposition to utopianism. We argue, however, that political realism cannot reject utopianism tout court without landing in a defence of the status quo that well-nigh ceases to be a form of political theorizing. If anti-utopianism is indeed all there is to (some forms of) political realism, the latter degenerates into a spineless defence of existing power structures, whatever they be. In the following section we argue that the decades of the thermonuclear revolution constitute a particularly interesting context in which to explore the relationship between realism and utopianism. On the one hand, during this period various intellectuals on the Left and Right explicitly turned to the concept of the imagination to further the utopian aspirations of their social criticism and political thought. On the other, the thermonuclear revolution challenged (conventional) conceptions of and claims to realism and kicked off a struggle over (the right to define) politically and morally relevant realities. For some, cultivating the imagination served the purpose of revitalizing liberal commitments in a more realist manner. In the final section, we argue that a constructive plea for nurturing the human imagination also came to carry a heavy burden in nuclear realist proposals for reform. In constructing the future as the province of the imagination nuclear realists sought at once to distance themselves from the kind of rationalist scholarship (in particular nuclear strategy and its futurologist offspring) that had its genesis in the military-industrial complex and to provide an indispensable site for reflection and moral reorientation in a modern world dominated by social acceleration, a shrinking and polluted habitat and the persistent threat of nuclear omnicide.




Realism, utopia and imagination

In some varieties of realism, anti-utopianism has become a central, if not a defining, characteristic. There are worthwhile reasons for this, as utopianism has become associated with the fantastic and imbued with millenarian or finalist political logics over the course of the last century. Self-professed political realists have always confronted such impulses. A forceful exponent of modern-day realism, John Mearsheimer, has pointed out that whereas previously realists like E. H. Carr lambasted the overly rationalist inclination of utopians, today it is the idealism of utopians – summed up, supposedly, in the statement that ‘[b]ehavior follows from beliefs’ (Mearsheimer, 2005: 145) – that realists fault.3 At any rate, realism seems antithetical to any kind of utopianism, since this dangerous form of political thinking is relentlessly pulled towards the opposite poles of detached dreaming and oppressive, rationalist fervour. Yet as the historiography of IR and recent theorizing within both the discipline of IR and political theory suggest, such a conclusion is premature and based on an overly schematic understanding of both history and theory. Indeed, in light of the understanding of realism deployed in this book, there are good reasons to revisit the relationship between realism and utopianism.

In IR theory, the standard reference to the juxtaposition of realism with utopianism is of course E.H. Carr’s Twenty Years’ Crisis (1939). The textbook reading of this work emphasizes Carr’s realist attack on the utopian schemes that he found partly responsible for the breakdown of international order during the inter-war years. Over the years, however, IR scholarship has become more attentive to the utopian dimensions of Carr’s version of realism.4 Most recently, in an article titled ‘Realism and the Relativity of Judgement’ (2015) – a published version of the 2014 E. H. Carr Memorial Lecture delivered at the University of Wales, Aberystwyth – the political philosopher Raymond Geuss outlines an expansive conception of political realism. Indeed, he is uncomfortable with Carr’s classic juxtaposition of realism and utopianism, since there are forms of utopianism that are not incompatible with realism. Indeed, there is a strand of utopianism concerned with ‘the social construction of “impossibility” in politics, and our ability to undo that construction. Such utopianism is compatible with realism’ (Geuss, 2015: 1; see also Booth, 1991: 534).5

In pursuing a brand of realism compatible with this form of utopianism, Geuss has turned to the concept of the imagination. This, too, is not an uncontroversial move for a self-proclaimed political realist, since the concept – despite its incredibly rich and complex history in political philosophy6 – is generally defined in opposition to reality, sensorial perception and the faculty of reason. It is no coincidence, for example, that Hannah Arendt associated the ability to lie with the imagination (Arendt, 1971). Nevertheless, there is an abiding interest in the more positive connotations of imagination in the study of politics and political theory. In such scholarship, the political imagination refers to ‘the ways that various agents envision and give sense to their political existence’, which includes ‘the means and ends of the political communities they inhabit, the relations they have to each other and to power, and the expectations they have of one another and for what they can accomplish in the world’ (Hayden, 2014: 426).7 For Geuss, the turn to the imagination can be seen to involve a productive reframing of the core challenge for a progressive political realism:



First, I wish to argue for the importance of the imagination in all forms of politics… Conservative Realpolitik is then contrasted with utopian speculation, the pursuit of fantasies… in these the imagination is thought to run wild. Contrary to this, I want to argue that even the deepest kind of political conformism and any defence of the status quo require acts of imagining of some kind, albeit a particular kind of productive imagination. At the same time, and this is my second point, I want to argue that the distance I am able to put between myself and my social world with its associated beliefs, intellectual habits, and attitudes is a crucial variable in determining how much I can see, how much I can understand, and whether I can occupy a position from which radical social criticism is possible.

(Geuss, 2010: x–xi, emphasis added)




This sort of inquiry is animated by questions regarding ‘how and to what extent it is possible to free oneself or take one’s distance imaginatively from the beliefs, values, and attitudes of one’s surroundings? To what extent is such distancing necessary for radical social criticism?’ (Geuss, 2010: x, emphasis added). We see here the contours of an argument in which a form of utopianism can stand in a productive relationship with, perhaps even form part of, political realism. If one accepts, then, that realism is deeply contextual from a purely theoretical and logical point of view this means that different kinds of realism can be confronted with situations in which the most urgent task is not (or not merely) to warn against illusory or hopeless attempts to rationally fix, repair or manage reality, but rather to overcome, transform or reimagine moral, social and political dimensions of this reality. Some forms of utopianism may be helpful here, since utopias explore precisely ‘the space between the possible and the impossible’ (Clayes, 2011: 15).

Geuss’ suggestion that the imagination can function as a medium or mediator between realism and utopia is tentative and fairly abstract. Moreover, its connection to practical politics is sparsely illustrated. We contend, however, that the thermonuclear revolution constitutes a vital but overlooked moment in the struggle to establish and redraw the lines between realism and utopianism through a cultivation of the imagination.8 During the years of the thermonuclear revolution, any quest to appreciate the positive dimension of utopianism faced a steep challenge. At this time, the underlying knowledge economy brought about in large part by funding from the national security state shifted the self-image of many social science disciplines into more ‘scientific’ directions while utopian rumination fell out of favour. The utopian was increasingly an object of critical analysis or a target of ridicule, rather than an integral part of scholarship. This perspective was strengthened by the increasingly firm association between utopianism and totalitarianism forged during the post-war decades (Jacoby, 2005: 50ff.). Utopianism came close to becoming the umbrella concept of anti-Western thinking: in literature, it arguably came to equal Stalinism (Jameson, 2005: xi), while in the wider public sphere respected intellectuals like Isaiah Berlin, Karl Popper and Hannah Arendt all dissected utopianism in an effort to reinforce the moral posture of the free world.

The concept of the imagination, by contrast, was not tainted or stigmatized in the same fashion and could be advanced as a vehicle for reawakening realism – hence, as we will see below, several attempts to nurture a form of imagination were inherently also meditations on the meaning and implications of realism. In such lines of argument, the imagination was seen as indispensable either for understanding (and transforming) reality or in order not to lose sight of fundamental liberal values of diversity and individual expression. The turn to the imagination, then, shared many of the traditional realist reservations against a ‘finalist’ attitude in politics with its straight lines and conformist bent. Those thinkers who advanced such arguments had little patience with hyperrationalism and detailed blueprints of a reformed future and were more likely inclined to sympathize with Isaiah Berlin’s anti-utopian point that what was needed was ‘less Messianic ardour, more enlightened scepticism, more toleration of idiosyncrasies, more frequent ad hoc, and ephemeral arrangements’ (Berlin, quoted in Jacoby, 2005: 64).

Still, the imagination was not radically different from or opposed to all forms of utopianism. Although the turn to the imagination was conscious of utopianism’s naïve propensity to mobilize and move too quickly from ideas to detailed blueprints of a reformed future, it arguably had less reservations about more iconoclastic strands of utopian thinking, where ends are not ‘ends in themselves but means of improving existing society’ (Segal, 1990: 102).9 Indeed, as a form of social critique utopian thinking can be seen as a necessary tool for exposing the cultural and ideological closures of the present, while keeping open the possibility of alternative futures – which, according to the post-Marxist theorist Frederic Jameson, means that ‘the best Utopias are those that fail most comprehensively’ (Jameson, 2005: 289, xiii). Several post-war attempts to cultivate the imagination clearly sought to retain this element of utopianism, which involved more than ‘daydreams and doodles’, but ‘emerge[d] out of and return[ed] to contemporary political realities’. The imagination ignited a form of utopianism that, rather than falling prey to rationalist blueprints, ‘partakes at once of the limited choices of the day and the unlimited possibilities of the morrow’ (Jacoby, 2005: 145–6; also Hayden and El-Ojeili, 2009).

However, nuclear realists and others writing during this period found such critical inclinations in short supply within political establishments on both sides of the political spectrum. In the United States, civilian strategists had come to dominate debates about deterrence and the military role of nuclear weapons. They spoke with authority to important audiences, and some of their ideas were adopted by politicians that styled themselves as practical and exuded a sort of realism. The cultivation of the imagination could serve an important purpose in this context by exposing this kind of thinking as overtly rationalist (and, paradoxically, downright irrational) as well as fantastical and utopian in its own right. As the thermo-nuclear revolution unfolded, therefore, some form of utopianism became the sine qua non of political realism.




Imagination and Cold War reality

To get a sense of how and why nuclear realists could plausibly turn to the imagination as a tool for overcoming the perceived dead ends of liberal modernity during the thermonuclear revolution, it is useful to briefly revisit two of their contemporaries: Lionel Trilling (1905–1975) and C. Wright Mills (1916–1962).10 Despite their considerable differences – in vocabularies, scholarly interests and politics – both shared concerns (if not the same concerns) with nuclear realists and employed the imagination as an explicitly realist tool. In 1950, the literary critic and public intellectual Lionel Trilling published a series of essays under the title The Liberal Imagination. The book was intended, according to its Preface, as a reminder to liberals about the self-effacing, contradictory even, nature of liberalism – a term that in Trilling’s writings signified a broad mindset spanning culture and politics, if not a parable for an entire civilization. While Trilling had much sympathy for liberalism, he was worried about its standing in the United States, where it had become ‘the sole intellectual tradition’ (Trilling, 1950: viii). Conservatism was ubiquitous in manners and practices, but as an intellectual opposition, it failed miserably.11 A restoring counterweight was called for and hence Trilling turned to the concept of the imagination in order to recapture liberalism’s original vitality:



[I]n the very interests of [liberalism’s] great primal act of imagination by which it establishes its essence and existence in the interests, that is, of its vision of a general enlargement and freedom and rational direction of human life, it drifts toward a denial of the emotions and the imagination. And in the very interest of affirming its confidence in the power of the mind, it inclines to constrict and make mechanical its conception of the nature of mind.

(Trilling, 1950: xiii)




The imagination was a prominent casualty when the liberal paradox unfolded, which meant that in practice liberalism soon looked different from the hopes and visions with which it had originally been imbued. Trilling offered several kinds of evidence for the paradoxical tendency of liberalism to betray its own core and purpose: the liberal belief in rationality, its penchant for simplicity and its gradual warming to bureaucracies and systems. In reminding liberals of their ‘primal imagination’ and attempting to recruit this for battles that lay ahead, Trilling often referred to J. S. Mill, who had seriously studied and occasionally incorporated romantic, conservative or (proto-)socialist insights into his works in an effort to enlarge or reinvigorate his liberal imagination (see also Himmelfarb, 2007; Urbinati, 2010). On this reading, Mill’s intention was not to veer away from a liberal worldview; rather, it was to deepen or even rescue the true spirit of the creed.

To recover and develop the original liberal imagination – and simultaneously expose the weaknesses of liberalism’s present, pallid form – Trilling called for a ‘moral realism’. Just like Mumford (1939; 1940a) had been influenced by Reinhold Niebuhr when he launched his attack on pragmatic liberalism, Trilling also acquired a mistrust of the mechanical and the prosaic from the theologian.12 For Trilling, moral realism was ‘the perception of the dangers of moral life itself’ (Trilling, 1950: 220), and its signal strength was an ability to identify both when and how avowedly other-regarding and well-intentioned moral passions became coercive, deadening and self-serving. Moral realists were to employ the imagination to counter what Geuss would refer to as the moralist tendency of liberalism to provide rational and timeless recipes for action. The argument almost bordered on the tautological when Trilling (1950: 221) argued that ‘[i]t is to prevent this corruption, the most ironic and tragic that man knows, that we stand in need of the moral realism which is the product of the free play of the imagination’. The most relevant instrument for cultivating this faculty was, for Trilling, the arts and literature – specifically, the novel that invited self-examination.

There are several dimensions of Trilling’s argument that fit with nuclear realist aspirations, but it is worth stressing that Trilling’s point was not exclusively directed at silent, middle-class liberals in the United States. Clearly, this was the audience he catered to and wanted to mobilize, but Trilling’s ire was primarily reserved for Communists and fellow travellers. Indeed, Trilling became a cold warrior less inclined to search for a third way in the superpower conflict than to staunchly back the free world. Despite some overlaps, therefore, there is a sense in which Trilling’s attempt to nurture the imagination was aimed less at achieving reflexivity and a sense of possibility, but more at bolstering liberal values and improving their chances in an overriding ideological conflict between super-powers. Clearly, both objectives played a role, but the latter increasingly came to dominate the former in Trilling’s thinking. Consequently, Trilling’s imagination ironically became less radical and more conservative than one would have expected from his initial examination of liberalism (Frank, 1978; Bender, 1990). It succumbed, arguably, to the very same liberal paradox that Trilling had identified and sought to overcome.

Towards the end of the decade, another prominent scholar and public intellectual – C. Wright Mills – turned to the imagination, albeit in a different register. Now a classic of modern academic sociology, The Sociological Imagination (1959) was originally written as a way of protesting against (and settling scores with) the stale ‘methodologism’ and ‘conceptualism’ of post-war American sociology.13 The result was (as we saw in Chapter 1) the creation of a new knowledge economy, for which Mills had little but scorn. To escape its confines, it was necessary, Mills argued, to cultivate the sociological imagination. This involved examining links between biography and history, between the ‘milieus’ of (troubled) individuals and the wider social structure in which they existed – or as we phrased it in Chapter 4, between the microscopic and the macroscopic. In its most condensed and abstract form, Mills argued, to possess this kind of imagination meant tracing, grasping and analysing such links between individual experiences and social structures. The wider politics of the book should not, however, be ignored. Naturally, Mills defended his own approach to sociology as it had been deployed, for example, in The Power Elite, where he identified ‘a conjunction of institutional and psychological forces’ behind the unity of the economic, political and military dimensions of the US elite. That book also lamented the rise and consequences of mass culture characteristic of (particularly American) modernity (Mills, 1956; 1958). Hence, the seemingly methodological precepts of the book – vague as they were – clearly involved a political project, in which enlightenment, critique and democratic participation took centre stage (Gane and Back, 2012). It is also in this light that Mills’ persistent efforts to reach a wider audience should be seen. For him, it was a cardinal virtue to respect different viewpoints and to debate and choose between alternatives, since ‘freedom cannot exist without an enlarged role of reason in human affairs’ (Mills, 1959: 174). This political message was part and parcel of ‘the sociological imagination’.

Naturally, given the Cold War context, the hope that Mills invested in the sociological imagination also extended to issues of war and peace. Before the publication of The Sociological Imagination, Mills had published a short tract titled The Causes of World War Three (1958). Like some of Mills’ other shorter publications published at this time (for example, Listen, Yankee [1960a] on the Cuban Revolution or ‘Letter to the New Left’ [1960b]), it was well-received among radicals and activists, particularly in movements for a nuclear test ban and nuclear disarmament (Geary, 2009: Ch. 6; Brewer, 2013). Not written for a scholarly audience, The Causes of World War Three dealt with themes familiar to readers of The Power Elite (1956) and The Sociological Imagination (1959) – only here the focus was specifically on the absurdity of the accelerating superpower arms race and the ‘moral insensibility’ that prevented modern publics from realizing it. Indeed, Mills tied the ‘incapacity for moral reaction’ to a modern world, where the individual was ‘the spectator of everything but the human witness of nothing’ (Mills, 1958: 77–8, emphasis in original). Mills was critical of Soviet leadership, but he particularly singled out the US foreign policy establishment and advanced arguments similar to those of nuclear realists. The power elite shared a ‘military metaphysic’ that continued to believe in the possibility of using military means to (re)solve conflicts of power. This sparked a dynamic that – like Herz’s security dilemma – risked spiralling out of control. In upholding the illusion that the deadly arms race could be rationally controlled, the power elite effectively, if unintentionally, invited the fate of war. However, this was nothing but ‘crackpot realism’. In the abstract, each action in this silent waft towards the abyss could be rationally justified. But in context and in toto, this spurious edifice of ideas demonstrated the bankruptcy of undiluted rationalism:



In crackpot realism, a high-flying moral rhetoric is joined with an opportunist crawling among a great scatter of unfocused fears and demands. In fact, the main content of ‘politics’ is now a struggle among men equally expert in practical next steps – which, in summary, make up the thrust toward war – and in great, round, hortatory principles. But without any program.

(Mills, 1958: 86)




Mills had already coined the term crackpot realism in The Power Elite, where the foreign policy elite (including secretaries of state, presidents and ‘young American politicians from sunny California’) were described as crackpot realists:



[I]n the name of realism they have constructed a paranoid reality all their own; in the name of practicality they have projected a Utopian image of capitalism. They have replaced the responsible interpretation of events with the disguise of events by a maze of public relations; respect for public debate with unshrewd notions of psychological warfare; intellectual ability with agility of the sound, mediocre judgment; the capacity to elaborate alternatives and gauge their consequences with the executive stance.

(Mills, 1956: 356)




Given the circumstances, Mills lambasted the supposedly realist mantra that politicians and decision-makers were in the grips of tragedy and fate. It was irresponsible and paved the way for Mills’ demand for democracy and accountability.

Again, epistemology, methodology and politics were interwoven. Mills dismissed the logic of deterrence and argued that ‘[t]he immediate cause of World War III is the preparation for it’ (Mills, 1958: 47).14 To avert the coming war, war-making had to be fought head-on, which, in turn, meant attacking power elites and their vision of the world (Mills, 1958: 121). In formulations remarkably similar to that of nuclear realists, Mills asked how this could be carried out at a time when ‘in the name of realism, men are quite mad, and precisely what they call utopian is now the condition of human survival’ (Mills, 1958: 113). Although there was no silver bullet, Mills again turned to the imagination and demanded new, convincing visions of the future. Such ‘utopian’ visions were to be offered to the New Left by a new generation of public intellectuals (emerging from what Mills termed ‘The Cultural Apparatus’ – the title for an unfinished project) (see Mills, 1958: Part III; Geary, 2009: 189–97). New acts of imagination could not be expected from below,15 and in contrast to Trilling, he also put minimal trust in both middle-class liberalism and the old stock of intellectuals. In what can be read as an indirect criticism of figures like Trilling, such intellectuals accepted ‘without scrutiny official definitions of world reality’, became ensnared by sweeping anti-Stalinism and failed to live and work ‘in protest and in tension’ with society’s moral and cultural sensibilities or lack thereof (Mills, 1958: 126). They risked, in short, becoming conservatives in liberal clothing.16 In light of the thermonuclear revolution and the brutal character of a modern world dominated by ‘underdeveloped men in overdeveloped societies, of men with rationality without reason’ (Mills, 1958: 72), for Mills realism and imagination were inseparable:



There is less ‘necessity’ for more military emphasis on missiles than for moral and political imagination.… It is less ‘realistic’ to spend more money on arms than to stop at once – and, if it must be, unilaterally – all preparation of World War III. There is no other realism, no other necessity, no other need. If they do not mean these things, necessity and need and realism are merely the desperate slogans of the morally crippled.

(Mills, 1958: 129)




Given Mills’ analysis, a heavy burden was placed on the imagination. In his call for moral reform, two overlapping concerns were prominent: the exposure of conventionally accepted realities as myths and dangerous fantasies and the reinvigo-ration of the human ability to consider (the future of) human society and politics differently. The imagination played a central role in both ventures, since it was invested with powers of both resistance and creativity.






Nuclear realism and moral reform


In their attempt to recapture the imagination for a dreary and skewed liberal Weltanschauung, the writings of Trilling and Mills can be seen to occupy two ends on a spectrum in-between which nuclear realists developed their own project for reform while seeking to cultivate new modes of imagining the world and its possible futures. Nuclear realists agreed with core elements in the diagnoses of Trilling and Mills, including the necessity of balancing a liberal worldview with those faculties and registers of knowledge and feeling that it tended to exclude, as well as the tendency of supposed or self-proclaimed realists in the thermonuclear age to produce hyperrational fantasies.

Given the barrage of criticisms that nuclear realists levelled at their contemporary society and its supporting pillars in the realms of ethics, politics and culture, their proposals for reform had a distinct Janus-like quality, appearing at once star-tlingly simple and exhaustingly comprehensive. They were reforms that centred on the human ability to throw off the shackles of perception and escape those narrowing limits of the politically possible induced by myths and misplaced fears. They sought, essentially, to kindle new moral visions, in which diversity, productive social conflict and individual self-development could coexist and move the world beyond the ever-present, real threat of civilizational suicide and planetary destruction. In nuclear realist calls for moral reform, holism was a crucial element. This involved a wider horizon in approaching space, time and human ability. In short, holism promoted a view of the whole, interconnected world, a concern for future generations and a valuation of the artistic, aesthetic and otherwise non-quantifiable dimensions of human life.

These commitments were at the core of nuclear realism and included an inclination towards the future. For nuclear realists, utopian ideas were not only ‘the foolish refuge of those who would not face the real world’ (Russell, 1952: 79). Such ideas also inspired social change – for better or worse – and required full examination. Mumford had discussed this quality at length in his first book, The Story of Utopias (1922) – a book that, incidentally, helped instigate the critique of blueprint utopianism. Most utopias in Western literature had, according to Mumford, a perfectionist tilt, which left little room for diversity, individual development and organic existence. Whereas the term ‘utopia’ referred, literally, to the non-existing place, ‘eutopia’ pointed to the good, if un(der)specified, place. Paradoxically perhaps, a concern with the former had led utopians to provide detailed, boring and suspect blueprints, whereas the latter instead elicited rich invocations of feeling, atmosphere, aspiration and ideals. At a time when Mumford’s faith in science as a reformer was still intact, he argued that



our plans for a new social order have been as dull as mud because, in the first place, they have been abstract and cockney, and have not taken into account the immense diversity and complexity of man’s environment; and in the second place, they have not created any vivid patterns that would move men to great things. They have not been ‘informed by science and ennobled by the arts’.

(Mumford, 1922: 297)



For nuclear realists the imagination was also an attempt to reinvigorate democracy. Neither machines nor machine minds could be entrusted to run democratic societies. Rather, ‘the basic foundations of democracy are men, whole men, men capable of registering the full gamut of human response with all the feeling and sensitivity and imagination that are denied to machines’ (Mumford, 1959c: 574). For similar reasons, Anders remarked that ‘we are inverted Utopians’ (Anders, 1962a: 496), unable to imagine the consequences of our technology. Thus, when Anders called for the development of a ‘harmonious personality’ (Anders, 1956a: 17), it served the iconoclastic objective of questioning the status quo, widening the horizon, deepening the consciousness and enlarging the moral sense of human beings living during the nuclear age. It was an attempt that, instead of colonizing and mastering the future, asked them to imagine it, in order for it to become part of public debate and democratic decision-making (see also Anders, 1962b: 123).

Unfortunately, according to nuclear realists, the dominant agents of the national security state were in the thrall of an altogether different kind of societal model and vision of the future. Although few thought it possible to precisely predict the future, the attempt to make the future actionable through anticipation – in effect, a narrowing of possibilities – was a common ambition, especially in the policy-oriented science of strategic studies. The beginnings of the anticipatory kind of future orientation stretched back to at least the interwar years, when William Ogburn chaired President Hoover’s Research Committee on Social Trends (Bell, 2003: 7). As we saw in Chapter 1, Ogburn’s ideas about trends and cultural lags acquired a flavour of social engineering towards the end of his career. In one brazenly instrumentalist remark, Ogburn argued that ‘trends are the material with which social engineers must work, just as metals are the materials with which mechanical engineers deal’ (Ogburn, 1960: 150).17 Ogburn, however, was far from alone: driven by methodological optimism and government demand for new and increased systematic knowledge that was reflected in new funding patterns, it became one of the hallmarks of Cold War social science to improve policy through simulation and the construction of possible scenarios.18 Indeed, ‘the idea of Atomic-Age-as-fact-of-life served as backdrop for much planning for the future in the 1950s, something that would be approached as both a challenge and an opportunity’ (Samuel, 2009: 98).

No scholar perhaps sums up this trajectory more concisely than Herman Kahn. With a background at the RAND Corporation, Kahn went on to found the Hudson Institute in 1961 – one of several institutions that devoted itself to the study of the future. The opening sentences of The Year 2000 – a book Kahn co-authored with Anthony J. Wiener – capture succinctly his scientific ambitions on behalf of the future:



There are many good reasons for trying to imagine what the world may be like over the next thirty-three years. The most important, of course, is to predict conditions in reasonable detail and to evaluate how outcomes depend on current policy choices.

(Kahn and Wiener, 1967: 1, emphasis added)



Kahn and Wiener’s definition of a scenario – a set of ‘hypothetical events set in the future constructed to clarify a possible chain of causal events as well as their decision points’ (Kahn and Wiener, 1967: 6) – was tailored to this purpose and points to the myriad of links between operational research, systems analysis and a drive for planning, which, to a large extent, fuelled interest in the future.19 Scenario-building and elaborate models and procedures based on anticipation were applied vigorously in the realms of strategy and defence, where they, arguably, found their most notorious expression in Kahn’s ruminations on a post-nuclear attack world in On Thermonuclear War (1960) and Thinking about the Unthinkable (1962). Yet the spillover to other areas of social life – most notably, from warfare to welfare – was significant. In 1969, Robert Jungk pointed out that future research had become a ‘large “think industry” with its own “factories” or “tanks” staffed in some cases with well over a thousand “brains”’ (Jungk, 1969: 9–10), while in 1974 another observer noted how ‘the formal study of the future has, in fact, become an industry’ (Starling, 1974: 528).

Unsurprisingly, for nuclear realists well versed in identifying and dissecting dominant and seemingly commonsensical ideas, this concept of the future may have had a role to play, but it could hardly stand alone. The fact that it often appeared to stand alone was, indeed, further proof of the crisis of modernity. At an early stage, Anders forcefully argued against the tendency to conquer and ‘defuturize’ the future [defuturisieren, Zukunftsbewältigung], which followed on from the contemporary belief in progress and mastery (Anders, 1956a: 282–3; 1962b: 124; Dawsey, 2013: 422). ‘[S]ince today’s actions are performed for the realization of the future’, he argued, ‘the future is already throwing a shadow on the present; it already belongs, pragmatically speaking, to the present’ (Anders, 1961a: 13). Anders later suggested a kind of morally informed ‘prognostic hermeneutics’. This kind of ‘futurology’, written by historians ‘turned forwards’, ‘would strive to interpret what “products will make of us” in a time yet to come’ (Anders, 1980: 424–6, 429; Dawsey, 2013: 223). This demanded an effort to write about, shape and (re)open the future.

Provocative as ever, Russell posed the question Has Man a Future? (1961a), and alluded to the role of the imagination in securing it (Russell, 1961a: 128). In his unpublished work on technology, Herz argued that ‘as long as we consider “trends,” “developments,” “processes” as super-human forces or powers we shall be their slaves’ (Herz, IPTA: 220). Earlier Herz had been critical of the ‘poverty of imagination (or the will to imagine)’ displayed by the present authorities, not least the Strategic Air Command (SAC) (Herz, 1959: 301), and he would grow increasingly sceptical of attempts to preempt the future, since those studying the future could determine ‘which future will be planned and, therewith, the outcome or, at least, the direction’ (Herz, 1971: 47). Already in an essay written in 1960 but not published until 1976, Herz lamented that special kind of futuristic mentality interested only in ‘the technological, utilitarian future, in how mankind can advance farther and farther along the upward path of an unending technical scientific progress’ (Herz, 1976b: 200). His special interest in this subject had intellectual as well as personal roots. Herz’s lifelong friend Ossip Flechtheim had coined the term ‘futurology’ in the 1940s and continued to press the case for a broader understanding of the future (Flechtheim, 1945; Kessler, 2012). When Herz reviewed and promoted Flechtheim’s History and Futurology (1966) in the pages of the American Political Science Review, he once again connected faith in technology to a ‘closed’ conception of the future:



Throughout previous history the future used to be ‘open’. Now, as one has put it, ‘even the future is no longer what it used to be’. Is it, then, ‘closed’ in the sense of being predetermined by the now one-directional technological process? To assert this would be overstating the case. Only a quasi-metaphysical ‘technological conformism’ (which is nevertheless widespread) overlooks that the technological process now sweeping the world is man-made, indeed, that it confers on man unparalleled power to plan and direct. But to make use of this power in order to prevent the undesirable effects of the process he needs a new attitude of ‘technological disobedience’ based on a code of humanistic standards for global planning. As Flechtheim emphasizes, utopia still has a place in our approach to the future, provided it is a disenchanted, sober, unmetaphysical one. As he shows, plain deideologization, recently propagated, hides a conservative, even reactionary, ideology of its own. Choice is still possible. If only we admit the possibility of the ‘Great Reversal’ of what seems to overwhelm us now, futurology might turn out to be the science of what man may become, and of planning for it.

(Herz, 1966: 1020)20




A similar sentiment pervaded Mumford’s attempt to chart the prospects of Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth (Mumford, 1956b). Indeed, Mumford grew increasingly wary of mainstream future studies as it developed over the coming decades. His later refusal to be listed in a directory of the World Future Society (WFS) should be seen in this light. At a time when no prospective PhD student would allow her or himself to ruminate on the ‘Future of Man’ (Mumford, 1964b: 264), futurists ‘conceive[d] of the future as a separate realm from the past and the present’. For Mumford, however, ‘past, present, and future form a continuum that is constantly in a process of change’. Consequently, rather than a technocratic ambition of ‘predicting the future’, Mumford saw himself as trying to ‘act on or react to it’ (Mumford, quoted in Segal, 1990: 104, emphasis added). Hence, when he later proclaimed that ‘the future is my province’, this was part of a quest to search for alternatives and save the future from the narrow strictures of predictive scenario-building (Mumford, quoted in Chisholm, 1972: 11).

The future (or rather futures) had become a central political battlefield. It was clear to nuclear realists that enlarging the mind and freeing the imagination should serve the purposes of peace and holism, rather than those that a lopsided imagination had come to serve for strategic thinkers in the nuclear age and which, according to Mumford (1959b: 77), were but the living expressions of the ‘sacrificial fantasies’ and ‘morbid dreams’ about war that had to be exposed and confronted to ensure human survival, let alone human development. The imagination of alternative futures was necessary, because the nexus of technology, politics and social acceleration had robbed human beings of both the time and the inspiration to reflect. This came through in nuclear realist critiques of prevailing yet ultimately contingent power relations characteristic of modern societies, as well as in their proposals for reform that were intended to curb the destructive and seemingly autonomous powers of modern technology, ensure physical and spiritual survival and return a sense of intimacy with, and respect for, life and nature to modern humans.

Particularly in the writings of Mumford, these themes became absolutely central. In a short essay written in 1954, he pointed out that alternatives to the destructive course of superpower politics could only be brought into view by nurturing ‘the imagination’ and a ‘flexibility of mind’. This was the first and necessary step. Instead of retreating into the false illusion that reality left only two courses of action open (‘suicide by appeasement’ or ‘suicide by war’ – in effect: red or dead), new options had to be envisaged and debated (Mumford, 1954b). Calling for ‘the increase of self-understanding, self-control, self-direction and self-transcendence’, Mumford begged his readers to instead redirect their energies towards life: ‘[T]he godlike powers that the human race now commands only add to its responsibilities for self-discipline and make more imperative a post-magical, post-mechanical, post-nuclear ideology’ (Mumford, 1959b: 77). As with other nuclear realists, he was despondent but defiant. The chances of this project succeeding were slim, and the miracle of life itself – ‘that past master of the unexpected, the unpredictable, the all-but impossible’ (Mumford, 1959b: 77) – increasingly appeared as the only hope.

In this respect, the titles that nuclear realists gave to their projects of moral reform are telling. Russell spoke of ‘the expanding mental universe’, which was based on a dread of the world developing ‘cleverness without wisdom’. Since it is ‘feeling that determines the ends we shall pursue’, the task, according to Russell, was to enlarge humans’ minds, which, in turn, would enable them to acquire a kind of wisdom in which feelings are ‘directed toward the welfare of the whole in the same sort of way in which our feelings of individual welfare concern the whole body’ (Russell, 1959b: 371, 372, 374). In effect, Russell often tried to reserve a space for moral values, while continuing to insist on the progressive potential of science. In this process, he also often wrote of the imagination in quite negative terms, occasionally even equating it with ‘unfounded beliefs’, ‘myth’ or ‘credulity’. This was done to defend the achievements (or potential) of science and scientific rationality and with a view to combatting ‘the present-day myths that are leading mankind toward destruction’, as well as the feebleness that it gave rise to among citizens (Russell, 1954a: 183).21 But at the same time, another more positive notion of the imagination was a longstanding (if somewhat submerged) component in Russell’s thought. As early as in 1926, in one of his many forays into questions of education, Russell argued that ‘[i]t is only through imagination that men become aware of what the world might be; without it, “progress” would become mechanical and trivial’ (Russell, 1926: 21).22 Such promises regarding the imagination’s positive potential were reiterated in the quest for moral reform during the 1950s and early 1960s. In Has Man a Future? (1961a), for example, Russell argued against pessimism by championing the potential of science and scientific rationality to cure the world of many ills, but he acknowledged that what could be achieved was ‘beyond our present capacity to imagine’. There was, however, no reason why ‘imagination should have to take refuge in myth. In such a world as men could now make, if they chose, it could be freely creative within the framework of our terrestrial existence’. And yet, the shadow of history weighed heavily on the human condition. According to Russell, ‘our feelings and imaginations’ were so accustomed to war and conflict that it was difficult to grasp how mantras of national freedom were ‘likely to result in freedom only for corpses’ (Russell, 1961a: 84–5). The requirement was a dispersing of knowledge (hitherto ‘confined to a tiny minority of experts, few of whom have had the energy or capacity to impregnate it with poetic feeling and cosmic insight’) and the growth of humans to their ‘full stature’ (Russell, 1950; 1961a: 128, 133–4).

The kind of moral reform advanced by John Herz under the name of ‘universalism’ pointed in the same direction. Herz defined his universalism as ‘that comprehension of mankind as a group, or entity, which imposes itself on those aware of the absolute peril in which the atomic weapon has placed mankind as such’ (Herz, 1959: 309). He insisted that this view need not be ‘idealistic “sentimentalism”’, but that such a view could be based on ‘solid, cool-headed realism’ (Herz, 1959: 310). In defining universalism he even approvingly cited ‘a “hard-boiled” student of military strategy’, B. H. Liddell Hart: ‘A realism that fails to see the need of world order is more unrealistic than any idealism’ (Herz, 1959: 313; Herz, 1981). Any universalist who examined global problems would not primarily be interested in the implications for this or that country, but in their ‘likely effects on mankind as a whole, present and future’ (Herz, 1959: 315). This way of thinking eventually developed into an ‘ethics of survival’, which apart from a call to extend our moral vision, both spatially and temporally, sought to prioritize substantial values over instrumental ones (Herz, IPTA: Part III; Herz, 1976b: 209–10; 1976c: 298). The latter referred to those values that ensured quality of life in a material and institutional sense, whereas the former referred to the ‘spiritual, cultural and aesthetic’ needs of human survival. To preserve such values was not easy, given the inroads of the civilizational process, but saving the very ‘quality of feeling and emotion, of capacity to sense joy and sorrow, yes even conflict and tragedy or ability to be proud, jubilant or desperate’ was required, according to Herz, in order to ‘decide the fate of man as man’ (Herz, IPTA: 250; Herz, 1976b: 223).

Such change was unlikely, however, if politics continued to be understood as the art of the possible. In a striking turn of phrase, Mumford argued that politics now had to become ‘the art of the impossible’ (Mumford, 1954b: 7).23 Accordingly, the projects for moral reform that Mumford formulated during the 1950s and 1960s were directed towards making such ‘impossible thinking’ possible. He spoke of ‘the One World man’ (Mumford, 1956a: 244), ‘whole men’ (1959c) and of ‘fully dimensioned human beings’ (1964b: 267). Like Russell and Herz, Mumford often harked back to nineteenth-century ideals of character, just as he called for more of the ‘post-automatic thinking’ which he by 1964 had come to associate with Carl Sauer, Leo Szilard, Michael Polanyi and Rachel Carson (Mumford, 1964b: 275). Imaginative thinking had to move beyond reactionary romanticism (which was impossible and ignored the achievements of technology and science) and a pallid, politically naïve techno-optimism.24 It involved ‘a radical transvaluation of values’, an appreciation of ‘organic wholeness’ and a focus on the full development of human personalities (Mumford, 1956a: 239, 244). The preconditions for such a transformation taking place were an awareness of the world as one and a willingness ‘to face existence in all its dimensions, cosmic and human’ (Mumford, 1956a: 222).

For nuclear realists, this was, in effect, a two-stage process, in which recognizing the whole world (physically, as well as an object of individual existence) was a precondition for changing it (see also Anders, 1956a: 272; 1984a: 319). In Anders’ writings, this project of moral reform was summed up in the dictum ‘courage to fear’, which sprung from his analysis of the nuclear age: our common blindness to apocalypse was the result of a double gap between making and imagining and knowing and understanding.25 The inability to imagine disaster was partly the result of a ubiquitous faith in never-ending progress; a belief that forestalled any conception of endings. We go on, Anders argued, under an illusion of eternity (Anders, 1956a: 268–72; 1959c; 1962c). As an antidote to this state of affairs, Anders sought to attune human beings to the very real possibility of disasters. This meant developing our moral fantasy, its capacity and elasticity: ‘[Y]our task is: to widen your moral fantasy…. Your next task runs: widen your sense of time’ (Anders, 1961a: 13; 1956a: 273, emphasis in original). Moral reform thus first involved a negative, ground-clearing task based on the conviction that perception and sense were currently unreliable guides to political action, since ‘senses distort sense’. Hence, ‘fantasy is realistic’. According to Anders, ‘the senses are myopic, their horizon is “senselessly” narrow. It is not in the wide land of imagination that escapists of today like to hide, but in the ivory tower of perception’ (Anders, 1962a: 497).

This distinction between real, realistic fear and the kind of anxiety conjured up by explicit defenders, desk generals and voiceless perpetuators of nuclear weapon complexes was a constant presence in Anders’ writings. In contrast to other nuclear realists, however, Anders thought the explicit use of fear and terror helpful in recovering the ability of humans to imagine and feel (Anders, 1956a: 271–5).26 Arguably, these were the only resources he was left with, given his view that modern technology was not about to be halted in its tracks. It is doubtful, however, whether this presented a feasible and adequate strategy to generate reflection, critique and, ultimately, social change.27 Nonetheless, for Anders the courage to fear – an increase in the very capacity to really fear – involved an expansion of the imagination. Fear was not meant in an abstract, psychological sense, but in a concrete form ‘commensurate to the magnitude of the real danger’ of the thermo-nuclear revolution. It was a special kind of fear involving the same kind of ‘broadness of vision’ called for by Herz (1959: 327), Mumford and Russell. It had to be ‘fearless’ of those defending lesser, self-serving anxieties; it was activist, rather than pacifying in spirit; and it was a loving fear for, rather than an antagonistic fear of (Anders, 1962a: 498). Hence, for Anders, to recover imagination and feeling [Vorstellen and Fühlen] was part of a project of moral reform aimed at ‘saturat[ing] the soul of mankind’ with nuclear realist insights (Anders, 1961a: 20).






Conclusion


If it is true, as Roberto Unger has claimed, that ‘we must be visionaries to become realists’ (quoted in Levitas, 2013: 140), then we should devote more attention to how in certain historical circumstances the nexus between realism and imagination has been understood, harnessed and criticized. In this chapter, we have analysed nuclear realist ideas on imagination and the future. We began by arguing that the opposition between utopianism and realism (in some forms) is not insurmountable. We then turned to a historical examination of how a particular set of utopian aspirations – those aimed at social criticism and moral reform – was developed in and through the concept of the imagination during the time of the thermonuclear revolution. A rumination on the nature, purpose and limits of realism was a central element in this turn to the imagination by Trilling, Mills and nuclear realists. For nuclear realists in particular, a rekindled imagination was intended to play a double role: on the one hand, it should fuel the criticism and exposure of dangerous fantasies and myths that paraded as reality and near-certain knowledge; on the other hand, it should rekindle the ability of human beings to sense and inhabit the futures of human society and politics in new (global, universal) ways.

Seen in this light, it is true, as Levitas (2013: 128) has argued, that ‘[t]he relation between realism and utopia may be considered a tension or a contradiction: the idea of realistic utopia troubles both concepts, surfaces the politics of perceived possibility, and interrogates the relationship between present and future’. The holistic analyses of the thermonuclear revolution, the limits and crisis of modernity, led nuclear realists to question the politically possible and call for new kinds of utopian thinking. The increasingly radical political thought developed by nuclear realists can further inspire contemporary efforts in IR theory and political theory to develop a form of political realism without landing in reactionary amoralism. Indeed, in relation to contemporary political theory, it provides historical context and inspiration to Raymond Geuss’ attempt to (re)introduce the concept to the imagination in realist political theory. At the same time, nuclear realism speaks to current attempts in IR to nuance and develop the relationship between realism and utopianism. Although such attempts are ongoing, nuclear realism squarely places such debates in the context of substantive proposals for moral reform and the imagination of global futures. Indeed, despite intuitions to the contrary, the future is always there in political realism (as Geuss also intimates), and by turning to nuclear realism, we find a new register in which to articulate some of the demands we can legitimately place on political realism.

Moreover, at a time when the disciplinary history of future(s) studies (if, indeed, it is a discipline) and the broader history of the future attract strong scholarly interest,28 a study of nuclear realist ideas can improve our understanding of the intellectual background to these developments. We now know a great deal about those alternative visions of future studies that developed during the late 1960s, when a diverse group of intellectuals – mainly of European origin – pleaded for an understanding of this activity through different registers, such as art, imagination, intuition and reflexivity. This oppositional approach was not coherent, but its centre of gravity was a discomfort with the association between future studies and the agendas of governments, militaries and industry. The paradigmatic example here is the volume Mankind 2000 – a collection of papers delivered at the First International Future Research Conference held in Oslo in 1967 under the direction of Robert Jungk and Johan Galtung. This was the first conference under the auspices of what became the World Futures Studies Federation (WFSF) (Dator, 2005; van Steenbergen, 2005). The tone was set by Robert Jungk, who began by pointing out how the growth of future studies had overwhelmingly been driven and ‘financed mainly directly or indirectly by the armament effort. Therefore it had essentially served military and related industrial goals’ (Jungk, 1969: 9–10). As a response to this development, Mankind 2000 worried about new forms of totalitarianism that would emerge unless the monopoly of future knowledge was wrested from the powerful:



If we tamper with the time ahead of us, as we have already done with the space around us, in an egocentric, power-directed, narrow-minded spirit, if we spoil the future as we have spoiled our environment, then we are in for an epoch of despotism and desperation – a tyranny of a new modernistic type… This must not happen. The future belongs to all of us.

(Jungk and Galtung, 1969: 368)




Although we do have some understanding of the longer lineage of such ideas,29 nuclear realists deserve a more prominent place in this story. Indeed, nuclear realists prefigured, contributed to and intervened in debates about (global) futures – discussions that grew steadily more important during the 1960s and 1970s as the world gradually receded from the brink of nuclear disaster, but found itself engulfed by new, global crises.

Nuclear realist proposals for moral reform entailed a quest to reopen the future – a quest that was critical of a technocratic, anticipatory approach within future studies. If the dominant mode of seeing the future, both during and after the thermonuclear revolution, was based on statistical probability, associated with a focus on quantification, foresight and diagnosis, the nuclear realist approach to the future evinced what Arjun Appadurai calls an ‘ethics of possibility’. Appadurai associates this ethics with efforts to increase the horizon of hope, expand the imagination, produce greater equity, and links it to transnational civil society movements and models of critical citizenship. From this perspective, ‘hope is the political counterpart to the work of the imagination’ (Appadurai, 2013: 293, 295). Although the writings of nuclear realists in this area were not systematic, they are pervaded by a sense that the crisis of modernity epitomized in the thermonuclear revolution required a new orientation towards the future. Such visions often involved calls for un(der)-specified types of world government or world governance, while appealing, more constructively, to those aspects of human existence that were ignored or displaced at the time. Realism, activism and the future were intimately connected in nuclear realism: only by reforming ideas and reawakening the moral sense of human beings could the dangers of nuclear war be averted in the long run.





Notes


1 Lilienthal (1963: 18).

2 Anders (1962a: 497). Anders’ view of perception and imagination was closely linked to his ‘philosophy of exaggeration’. See also Chapter 2.

3 Part of the reason for this shift is, ironically, to be found in the circumstance that modern-day IR realism has bought heavily into a rationalist agenda.

4 In his inaugural lecture, Ken Booth, the first professor to occupy the E. H. Carr Chair at the Department of International Politics, University of Wales, Aberystwyth, carefully worked through Carr’s views on realism and utopianism to develop his own brand of ‘utopian realism’ (Booth, 1991; see also Fox, 1985; Elshtain, 2008; Geuss, 2015).

5 For Geuss, it is decisive, therefore, to install moralism rather than utopianism as realism’s other. He understands moralism as an ‘absolutist framework’ of ‘contextless principles’ that ‘is easy to discern for all men of good will’ and which provides legitimacy for specific political actions (Geuss, 2010: 32; Geuss, 2015: 12). As a political philosopher Geuss is keen to stress that the compatibility of realism and utopianism does not issue in (a made-up) relativism – a stigma that continues to be attached to normative positions based on concrete empirical assessments. In IR, moralism, however, is often associated with the stereotypical category of idealism, a category which according to revisionist disciplinary history is a problematic one (see Wilson, 2014, for an overview).

6 The history of ‘the imagination’ reaches back into ancient philosophy (and the concept of Phantasia). The concept was significantly reformulated by modern philosophers like Bacon, Pascal and Kant. Although the imagination can refer to a faculty that involves both the creative invention of images and self-deceptive inventions of the mind, in philosophy the concept arguably contains a vague core meaning referring to ‘the human ability to form – more or less intentionally – images of phenomena, be these absent or present’ (Friese, 2001: 7197). While a positive view of the imagination is arguably more prominent in ancient philosophy – related to a notion of shedding light and an ability to establish meaning through seeing and thus forging new connections – and a negative view is correspondingly more characteristic of the modern period, no neat chronology can be established. While the imagination is something of which we remain wary, traces of its positive meaning remain in the appreciation of art or scholarship as ‘imaginative’.

7 For other recent examples, see Bottici (2011), Mulgan (2011, 2013) and Yusoff and Gabrys (2011).

8 On the mediation between realism and utopia in the nuclear age, see also Bess’ (1993) study of four activist intellectuals and their strategies for peace.

9 Russell Jacoby (2005: 85) has distinguished blueprint utopianism from iconoclastic kinds, which he associates with a distrust of the eye and a faith in the ear. He also traces its legacy in Jewish thought (Jacoby 2005: 134).

10 See also Keniston (1960) and Marcuse (1964: Conclusion). Marcuse was later to argue that the imagination was abused and deployed as an instrument of progress, ‘turning sense into nonsense and nonsense into sense’, thereby ‘cancelling the romantic space of imagination’. To ‘liberate the imagination’ was, accordingly, an extraordinarily important task (Marcuse, 1964: 253–5).

11 But see Diggins (1975) and Nash (1996) for a discussion of Cold War conservativism in the context of its main intellectual outlet, the National Review, founded by William Buckley in 1955.

12 For a discussion of some of the overlapping circles in which both Mumford and Trilling moved, see Bender (1990).

13 That The Sociological Imagination (1959) was primarily directed against contemporary sociology and the dominance of scholars like Talcott Parsons was reflected by its hostile reception among Mills’ academic peers. Appropriately, the book was written not in the United States, but in Europe. Mills was on sabbatical from Columbia University during the 1956–1957 academic year. He spent most of his time in Copenhagen, but he also travelled to Britain and became acquainted with many individuals centrally involved in the rise of the New Left (see Geary, 2009: Ch. 6). The image of Mills that subsequently emerged – that of the radical, maverick sociologist who wrote hard and died young – has since rescued his work from oblivion (Brewer, 2004). For IR perspectives on the utility of Mills’ imagination and the quality of his analysis of international politics, see Halliday (1994), Rosenberg (1994) and van Munster and Sylvest (2016a).

14 See also Geary (2009) and Brewer (2013). Mills (1958: 57–8) also approvingly cited E. H. Carr’s quip that ‘the principal cause of war is war itself’. Already in 1954, he wrote that E. H. Carr’s The Twenty Years’ Crisis’ was ‘[t]he best sociological statement of international relations’ (Mills, 1954: 574).

15 Given the rise of ‘mass man’, Mills entertained little hope of change emanating from the working and newly emerging middle classes. Like the numbness that nuclear realists detected as part of the estrangement characteristic of Western modernity, Mills often characterized the American public as overloaded with the wrong kind of information and incapable of political action. See also Brewer (2013: 187).

16 In addressing the criticism of Irving Howe, a former friend, that Mills was an apologist for the Soviet Union, Mills denied that he put the United States and the USSR into one category. However, ‘[o]ne writes in a context in which the two are regularly presented as polar opposites, one good, the other evil. Therefore, I state differences, but I stress parallels’ (Mills, quoted in Geary, 2009: 205).

17 During World War II, other social scientists also acquired an interest in projecting the future. Among the most notable was Harold Lasswell’s attempt to combine the extrapolation of ‘past trends into the future’ with a more ‘frankly imaginative’ approach (Lass-well, 1941; Bell, 2003: 47–56). Lasswell’s ideas did not, however, attract much interest from fellow political scientists, which, in turn, led him to ‘merge his work on futures thinking with his efforts to invent the policy sciences’ (Bell, 2003: 47).

18 It is obviously true, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, that not all government-funded social science had singular effects (see also Isaac, 2007; Engerman, 2010; Erickson, 2010). Indeed, inspiration for studying the future came from many sources (Bell, 2003: Ch. 1; Tolon, 2011). Nonetheless, within the United States, the impetus for the development of future studies as a discipline derived in large part from ideas originating from within, or in close proximity to, the US Government. Despite the various roots of the discipline, a strong early force within future studies concerned the emulation of natural science methods and concerned itself with trends and anticipation (e.g. Moll, 1996).

19 As Schmidt-Gernig (2002: 236) has pointed out:

[A]fter 1945 cybernetics became a new central model of natural-scientific thought and therefore also strongly influenced the application of natural-scientific explanatory models to the social science – an application that found significant expression particularly in the form of the newly emerging future studies.


See also Tolon (2011: Ch. 2). On the rise of systems thinking, see Hughes (1998) and Hughes and Hughes (2000). There are also interesting reflections on some of the methods developed by future studies (including the Delphi method) in both Bell (2003) and Tolon (2011).

20 Flechtheim sought to distinguish futurology from both past utopian thinking and scientific fortune-telling: ‘[F]uturology emphasizes the constructive function of a radical criticism of the status quo.… Its vision of the world of tomorrow is that of an forever open, manifold and contradictory universe, full of potentialities and purposes’ (Flechtheim, 1969: 268). During the discussion session of the First International Future Research Conference held in Oslo in 1967, Flechtheim noted that his original proposal for the study of futurology had met with only limited approval. Among the exceptions, Flechtheim counted Aldous Huxley, Thomas Mann and Lewis Mumford (Jungk and Galtung, 1969: 336).

21 The feebleness of humans was also a central theme in Russell’s moralist fiction during this period (Russell, 1953b; 1954d). See also Russell (1954a: 219):

There is something feeble, and a little contemptible, about a man who cannot face the perils of life without the help of comfortable myths. Almost inevitably some part of him is aware that they are myths and that he believes them only because they are comforting. But he dare not face this thought, and he therefore cannot carry his own reflections to any logical conclusion. Moreover, since he is aware, however dimly, that his opinions are not rational, he becomes furious when they are disputed. He therefore adopts persecution, censorship, and a narrowly cramping education as essentials of statecraft.


22 Russell’s suspicion towards democracy in education lay in its susceptibility to uniformity and herd culture. Hence, he repeatedly stressed that imagination was an integral part of human existence that should be preserved with the expansion of scientific knowledge (Russell, 1946: 16; 1954a; 189). For an early argument on the value of history in enlarging the imagination, see Russell (1904: 504–5).

23 In 1958, Mills made the same point in a strikingly similar manner: ‘[T]he first job of intellectuals today is to be consistently and altogether unconstructive. For to be constructive within the going scheme of affairs is to consent to the continuation of precisely what we ought to be against’ (Mills, 1958: 137).

24 This explains why Mumford had little time for a thinker like Buckminster Fuller, ‘that interminable tape recorder of “salvation by technology”’ (Mumford, quoted in Segal, 1990: 103).

25 See the discussion of ‘the Promethean gap’ in Anders (1956a). In order to assist this project of enlarging the capacity to know and understand, Anders called for a ‘history of emotions’ – a dynamic field in the current study of history (see e.g. Plamper, 2012).

26 At first glance, Anders’ view appears to have much in common with that of Karl Jaspers (1958), who also sought to mould nuclear fear into a moral force. Anders, however, fervently criticized Jaspers for his unwillingness to recognize political and moral transformation as the only way out of the nuclear condition. By rejecting this as a ‘fantasy’ (Jaspers, 1958: vii), Anders argued that Jaspers was left with only two alternatives, either to live with and adapt to the ‘atomic totalitarianism’ of nuclear deterrence or to succumb to Soviet totalitarianism (see also Dawsey, 2013: 411f.).

27 Arguably, his related and (unpublished) suggestion that the future itself should be at the centre of our moral decision-making was more promising. This possibility is discussed in Dawsey (2013: 456–7) in the context of a letter that Anders wrote to Gabriel Marcel in 1957. Anders’ thinking on these matters was searching and not always consistent. Indeed, it is ‘stunning’, as Dawsey (2013: 436) has argued, ‘that a theory that prized the imagination so much exhibited so little regard for the potential of art to make a difference’. One possible reason for this neglect is that Anders – not unlike Adorno, who remarked that there could be no poetry after Auschwitz – considered the study of art and literature secondary to the moral vocation to speak out against the threat of nuclear weapons (Anders, 1984a: 327–8).

28 For a history of future studies, see, for example, Bell (2003). For more recent interest in the history of the (global) future more broadly, see, for example, Andersson (2012), Connelly et al. (2012), Guldi and Armitage (2014) and Andersson and Duhautois (2016).

29 See also Andersson (2015). For existing histories of future(s) studies and the genealogy of this field, see Moll (1996), Bell (2003), Futures (2005), Kuosa (2011) and Tolon (2011).




Conclusion



The problem with luck is that it eventually runs out.

– Eric Schlosser1




Introduction

When we began thinking about this book in 2011, debates about nuclear disarmament seemed destined to enter a new and hopeful future. Nuclear weapons silently experienced a drop in political attention during the 1990s – perhaps expressing the naïve hope that they had somehow magically disappeared as the Cold War came to an end – but towards the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, coinciding with the well-intentioned cries for change surrounding the election of Barack Obama as President of the United States, nuclear disarmament once again became an important, if not decidedly fashionable, topic of conversation. As one observer argued in 2007, ‘[g]iven the many dangers of nuclear catastrophe arising from the behavior of states and non-state actors in a globalizing environment, the pursuit of nuclear disarmament has a security logic that is stronger than ever’ (Walker, 2007: 451). Following calls for nuclear zero by four former senior US officials that lived and fought the Cold War – George Shultz, Henry Kissinger, William J. Perry and Sam Nunn – and assisted by well-orchestrated advocacy campaigns complete with celebrity backing and modern communication techniques, universal nuclear disarmament could once again start conversations rather than end them in awkward silence. In 2009, President Obama travelled to Prague and duly responded to the new enthusiasm by declaring (like almost every American president in the nuclear age) that universal nuclear disarmament was a goal worth striving for.

In 2015, the world looks mightily different. Military conflict and political instability in the Ukraine have triggered a deterioration of US–Russian relations to the extent that the idea of a Cold War redux is repeatedly touted (Tisdall, 2014; Trening, 2014; Der Spiegel, 2015). As a result of these tensions, US–Russian talks on further nuclear disarmament have run into difficulties, and Russia has suspended cooperation with the United States aimed at monitoring and safeguarding nuclear materials in the country (Bender, 2015). ‘What is depressing about the current state of affairs’, according to Jeffrey Lewis, ‘is that policymakers seem to be losing the post-Cold War conviction that our shared interest in preventing nuclear accidents, miscalculation, and terrorism matters more than geopolitical differences’ (Lewis, 2015: 4). While there are some positive signs, including the Humanitarian Initiative under the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) regime and the associated push for a treaty banning nuclear weapons, meaningful change in the direction of disarmament is not on the horizon, a state of affairs that was most recently confirmed at the deadlocked NPT review conference of April–May 2015. In short, the current global stockpile of more than 15,000 nuclear weapons (Ploughshares Fund, 2015) is unlikely to shrink significantly over the coming years.

Given the persistence of nuclear weapons and the risks and dangers that come with these weapons, open and non-specialized democratic debate is called for. Since some of the most important and enduring foundations of the social practices and political culture surrounding nuclear weapons were laid during the thermonu-clear revolution, our recovery of nuclear realism can provide intellectual strength and robustness to current attempts – practical as well as theoretical – to reclaim nuclear politics for a wider, global public. Indeed, we hope that those students and activists interested in reinvigorating debates about nuclear weapons and global problems will appreciate the depth of nuclear realist thinking and will reflect on the merits and limitations of the ideas of Anders, Herz, Mumford and Russell. Thorny questions line up: How and why did the first truly popular movements about nuclear weapons flourish and why did they subside? What role did fear (and other emotions) and critiques of the sort offered by nuclear realists play in this process? How were central themes in world politics framed in order to create public pressure, facilitate political decisions and construct (imperfect) political institutions? How have particular technologies and their associated dreamscapes assisted or thwarted a progressive, global politics? How do modern (Western) societies become capable of learning to live with the bomb or the blatantly unsustainable? How is the production of apathy and estrangement so characteristic of (late) modernity linked to global politics? How to secure democratic debate in a field that often requires highly specialized technological expertise – yet literally concerns us all? To what extent and why have the holistic concerns of nuclear realists dropped off the agenda?

These are just some of the questions that nuclear realism will help us rediscover or confront in new ways. On that ground alone their ideas deserve more attention. On a more theoretical level, moreover, the study of nuclear realism throws up opportunities as well as challenges by inquiring into the values and limits of political realism in our inescapably global world, including the central issue of whether (and to what extent) twenty-first-century realism is compatible with radical aspirations and progressive, imaginative thinking.2 It is to be expected that the realist label will be vigorously defended by appeals to (particular dimensions of) Cold War reality and by reference to the unworldly (imaginative?) or idealist (progressive?) dimensions of nuclear realist ideas. Yet, we hope that our attempt to direct attention to the debates nuclear realists were part of will lead such defenders to reflect on the challenges that the thermonuclear condition and nuclear weapons present for traditional political realism. As nuclear realists never tired of pointing out, it was incredibly risky and potentially suicidal to conduct international politics in the nuclear age while ignoring basic realist propositions about the role of power and conflict in social affairs, the fragility of human nature or the moral acceptability and political inevitability of great power conflict. During the thermonuclear revolution several self-professed realists did muster the courage to boldly confront these challenges (Kennan, 1958; 1984; see also Craig, 2003), but many contemporary realists play nuclear ostrich or take more sanguine views.

What distinguishes nuclear realists from many of their contemporaries is that the atomic and in particular the thermonuclear revolution became a springboard for analysing or reassessing in a new light other aspects of the modern condition – from political authority and environmental degradation to alienation and estrangement in technological practices. When nuclear realists developed their holistic analyses they were recurrently driven into debates and polemical exchanges about what was real or realistic, not only about conventional forms of realism but also about their own self-professedly realist(ic) ideas. In doing so they found a critical voice and insisted on the value of examining the operation of the free society in which they, despite its lapses and follies, continued to believe.




Tensions and limits

The social, intellectual and political aspirations of nuclear realists converged to produce a particular approach to political theory in the dark shadow nuclear weapons cast over the entire globe. Notwithstanding their creativity and sophistication, however, nuclear realist ideas were beset by several, and sometimes significant, problems (quite apart from some obviously more personal idiosyncrasies of the figures we have singled out for study).3 Some of these we already discussed elaborately or touched upon in some detail in earlier chapters. For example, we pointed out that some of their proposed cures for the ills brought into existence or amplified by the thermonuclear revolution would be potentially counterproductive – if not downright dangerous – for the advancement of liberty that they saw as the essential, potentially redeeming quality of a profoundly endangered modernity. Another potential pitfall we identified in the writings of Mumford, Russell and, to a lesser extent, those of Anders concerns their tendency to advance their critique in a style so hyperbolic that belied the complexity of their underlying analysis.4 To some extent, this may be an enduring dilemma of the public intellectual intent on mobilizing a wider public behind a cause. Still, the price for a short format, a lively, inspiring tone and appealing slogans is often paid in the currency of complexity. At various points, for example, Mumford and Anders seemed to suggest, simply, that unilateral or universal disarmament would do the trick without devoting sustained attention to the intricate political problems involved in such proposals. But for policies of reform to stand a chance of success, however, their rationales and scope require at least some sense of detail and specification.

It is important not to exaggerate the scale of this problem. Most ventures to analyse the problems of nuclear weapons and globality struggle in this respect, and in the aspiration to provide a holistic analysis of a new crisis, nuclear realists arguably fared better than most. At times, however, their analyses insufficiently linked the various factors they singled out as important for understanding the thermonuclear condition. In attacking nuclear strategy or US foreign policy, for example, nuclear realists sometimes gave the impression that problems of nuclear politics had roots in either individual psychology, the rise of a specific form of scientific rationality, bureaucratic structures, patterns of production and consumption, domestic politics or the systemic qualities of international politics. Often, such problems could be traced to the peculiar mixture of nuclear exceptionalism and nuclear symbolism that nuclear realists expressed. Ironically, exceptionalism was something nuclear realists shared with some of their most ardent opponents and concerns the view that atomic and particularly thermonuclear weapons had unique consequences for international politics, social life and freedom.5 But they often also endowed these weapons with an overarching symbolic quality that , in extremis, likened any kind of social problem to a nuclear problem. Fuelling this paradoxical proposition – that nuclear weapons are simultaneously incomparable and the very embodiment of modernity – carries a significant political risk. Evidently, nuclear weapons are different from other weapons, but they are not beyond the political competence of human beings. They are, after all, human-made (and therefore imperfect) machines (Schlosser, 2013). Conversely, if the claim is stretched in the opposite direction, we risk trivializing nuclear weapons as just one more example of everyday estrangement. Neither extreme is likely to be politically effective or intellectually adequate for producing a convincing analysis of contemporary global challenges among which nuclear weapons must still claim a place at the top.

Finally, the historical context in which nuclear realists advanced their ideas should make us pause and reflect. As we have argued at several points, nuclear realists preempted the 1960s and its emphasis, in the West, on liberty and individuality, estrangement and ecology. They insisted on the need to throw off the cultural and ideological straightjackets of the 1950s, worried about the environmental effects of nuclear weapons testing and relentlessly questioned the assumptions and decisions of political authorities. The tone of their writings was, however, occasionally marked by a sense of intellectual entitlement. An underlying notion that pure intellectual brain power, shaped by a wide range of experience and learning, provided a privileged vantage point from where to analyse the world and its shortcomings are on ample display, for example, in nuclear realist prophecies about (the needs of) the future. At times, this sense intensified as the world moved away from their vision of a moral transformation – a classic reaction of the ignored prophet. It was certainly a feature that did little to broaden their appeal beyond those already convinced of their cause though quite a few of their ideas (eventually) fed into popular movements.6

In other areas as well, it can be argued that nuclear realists failed to provide intellectual leadership. Biting and insightful critique was accompanied by a subterranean, sometimes naïve, universalism that in its eagerness to demonstrate the existence and relevance of the global passed over very real inequalities of race, gender and access to resources. Such issues – in both domestic and international contexts – were not central in their examination of the modern world. In their analysis of the social effects of technology in the workplace or at home, for example, questions of minorities and race were virtually absent. In those respects, nuclear realists did not sow seeds of the 1960s. This was not because they condoned racial segregation in the United States or because they thought growing economic or political global inequality justified.7 Still, for all their writing and concern about the planet and humanity they only rarely wrote about, and had only limited experience with, human beings residing in the global South. Here, more recent research has done much to highlight how these issues affected the everyday experiences of peoples and the political standing of countries outside the two Cold War superpowers. These effects can be detailed by following the uranium that goes into weapons production (Hecht, 2012) or by studying the ideological discourses that reproduce ‘neo-colonial hierarchies’ in nuclear politics (Gusterson, 1999: 133). Although such questions made few blips on the radar of nuclear realists during the thermonuclear revolution, they are very much in line with their injunction that the consequences of nuclear weapons for politics were multifaceted and global in nature.

These limitations notwithstanding, nuclear realism broadens and deepens the legacy of contemporary scholarship and activism. Undoubtedly, such legacies can be restrictive rather than inspirational if they are interpreted too literally or exploited for self-serving purposes. On the other hand, they are important for avoiding pitfalls and for reformulating enduring insights in new contexts. What is striking about many contemporary analyses of the nuclear condition is the extent to which their implied understanding of their own intellectual ancestry is quite limited, both in terms of their purview and their chronology. It is telling, for example, that much anti-nuclear critique sees itself as part of a tradition established by scholars like Jonathan Schell and Richard Falk in the early 1980s (Falk, 1982; Schell, 1982). In fact, a string of critical analyses of global problems from nuclear weapons to climate change – analyses that integrate concerns with technology, political imagination or democracy – evinces limited interest in studying or learning from similar critiques advanced in the past, despite the fact that many of their individual arguments were anticipated during the thermonuclear revolution.8




Our crisis, our future

The study of nuclear realism clearly serves a purpose today. As Hugh Gusterson has recently remarked in a comment on our historical repository in debating nuclear weapons, we have libraries filled with books about eminent scientists and iconic strategists. But those figures fighting nuclear weapons technology and its ideological implications have enjoyed significantly less attention. This is a problem, as ‘[h]uman beings live by stories. They make up the unseen narrative architecture of our world, teaching us what to pay attention to, who to admire and revile how to feel’ (Gusterson, 2012: 2–3). In this light, alternative histories of thinking about nuclear weapons are called for. Given the complexity of nuclear realist thinking on the thermonuclear condition, however, it is somewhat surprising that the ideas they shared have been accorded so sparse attention. Part of the explanation is no doubt to be found in some of the tensions and limitations in their work outlined above. But it is also significant, we think, that scholarly research has become steadily more specialized.9 As a result, the work of nuclear realists as well as a number of other intellectuals, has been the subject of individual, and often biographical, studies rather than attempts to understand the commonalities and overlaps of such oeuvres. In short, many dots between anti-nuclear thinkers have not been connected. Our study of nuclear realism shows that intellectual responses to the thermonuclear revolution cannot easily be analysed through the specialized perspectives that dominate the contemporary academic world. Indeed, the reorientation of political knowledge in the wake of total war, the Holocaust and nuclear weapons has predominantly been discussed as an American phenomenon tied to particular fields in the advancing social sciences. For example, Katznelson (2003) identifies a post-war ‘political studies enlightenment’ and Williams (2013) suggests that the post-war debate on the nature of political realism is best understood as an ‘IR enlightenment’. The recovery we have pursued in this book, however, begins from a thoroughly transnational and cross-disciplinary ‘nuclear enlightenment’.

Making part of the history of this enlightenment available and accessible has been a driving ambition of this book. It is based on the belief that recovering an enlarged repository of overlapping but not always internally consistent anti-nuclear ideas can provide guidance and caution at a time when nuclear weapons and other planetary security problems enjoy (or should enjoy) political attention. The contemporary crisis of nuclear weapons foregrounds a host of questions, many of which first arose in or can be traced back to the opening decades of the nuclear age. Nuclear realists remind us of a fact that cannot be repeated too often: we still live in the thermonuclear age. Indeed, current leaders of nuclear weapons states share the view that more economic resources must be allocated to these weapons. Ultimately, this amounts to a belief that nuclear weapons will still play a (political and ultimately also military) role in an uncertain, unstable world for many years to come. To make matters worse, there are ample signs of a modernization spiral which could lead to a qualitative, and perhaps quantitative, arms race. The UK Parliament is likely to vote for a replacement of its Trident program, despite widespread public opposition, not least in Scotland. The program will cost UK£11–14 billion (at 2006–2007 prices) according to the UK Ministry of Defence but according to the Committee for Nuclear Disarmament the amount is more likely to be around UK£100 billion if the total lifetime costs are included (Mills and Brooke-Holland, 2015). Estimates vary, but the financial costs of the US modernization programs are even more staggering: from US$355 billion dollars in the decade up until 2023 and around US$1 trillion over three decades (Kristensen and Norris, 2014; see also Broad and Sanger, 2014). Moreover, the average costs per warhead are skyrocketing – in thirty years, they have risen from US$354,000 to US$1,8 million (Alvarez, 2015). The political costs of nuclear weapons modernization driven by the United States are equally if not more worrying: while these programs generate support from a mixture of local and regional interest and feed off a conviction that the United States should be a preponderant power in this field, they not only undermine ambitions of a nuclear weapons-free world but also seem likely to produce calls for further modernization in Russia and China and, hence, less security and more common vulnerability (Mount, 2015). The prospect of a ‘new nuclear age’ is on the horizon, according to The Economist (2015; see also Bracken, 2013) – a premonition that at the same time ignores the uncomfortable truth that the ‘old nuclear age’ never ended.

Current developments, in short, seem wildly out of step with a vision of general nuclear disarmament. Our crisis, however, goes well beyond nuclear weapons. The elevation of global terrorism – encapsulated in the fear of nuclear terrorism – to the prime security concern of many Western and non-Western countries has spurred a massive growth in the scope and size of (trans-)national security establishments, a development that further diminishes any hopes of de-militarizing global politics. Nuclear terrorism now ‘does trump all’ (Weart, 2010: 256) – even if the extension of the fear of nuclear weapons to nuclear terrorism is being questioned (e.g. Weiss, 2015) and critiques of national security ideology more generally have stressed the pyrrhic character of aggressive policies. Indeed, one question in particular appears unresolved: how can civil liberties be safeguarded in a context of constant alert, secrecy and surveillance? In such debates, prominent students of the security imaginaries associated with nuclear weapons and the Cold War have pointed to strong analogies between that age and the contemporary War on Terror. The similarities are obviously worrying, but so are the differences. There is, after all,



a materiality to the Cold War that the so-called War on Terror doesn’t have.… [T]hat frees up the official imagination in crucial ways. But there’s also been an important conceptual shift from a world based on communist containment to one of pre-emption, and anticipation, which is the counter-terrorism state.… [T]he security state is now endlessly emergent. Pre-emption means that you are constantly manipulating the future, trying to eliminate something that may happen but doesn’t yet exist.

(Masco, 2013: 398)10




So while we have become increasingly aware of how imaginaries of security in our time replicate nuclear and Cold War fears yet also differ in crucial respects, there appears to be little prospect for any real change in either attitudes or policy. The apparently mindless acceptance of security policies and their attendant material and cultural infrastructures that nuclear realists criticized so vehemently in the 1950s are still at work today. Policies defended with reference to security concerns – to the extent that they are made public – challenge the efficacy of democratic deliberation. The parallels to nuclear realist concerns during the 1950s and early 1960s extend further, since current policies are shaped and driven by technological advances (symbolized above all in the humming drone and the explosion of data transmission) and continue to rely on a particular configuration of the global economy, complete with axioms (market, growth), cultural patterns (rising consumption and energy demands) and foreseeable consequences (production of insecurity, unequal distribution of wealth, anthropogenic climate change).

Of all the worrying prospects that captured the attention of nuclear realists, only global population growth seems to have been abated – and even here uncertainties remain.11 Above all, climate change seems to have taken the place of nuclear weapons as the primary source of apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic thinking.12 In January 2015, a team of renowned scientists led by Will Steffen presented data supporting the hypothesis that, since the mid-twentieth century, ‘there is clear evidence for fundamental shifts in the state and functioning of the Earth System that are (1) beyond the range of variability of the Holocene, and (2) driven by human activities and not by natural variability’ (Steffen et al., 2015a: 13; also Steffen et al., 2015b). Steffen and his collaborators go further, however, by arguing that setting the start date of the Great Acceleration at the mid-twentieth century ‘makes it possible to specify the onset of the Anthropocene with a high degree of precision’ at the dawn of the atomic age. The emission of radioactive isotopes into the atmosphere and other parts of the Earth’s record leaves ‘a signal that is unequivocally attributable to human activities’ (Steffen et al., 2015a: 13).13 To these scientists it is clear that the escalation of our global crisis has mainly taken place since the atomic and thermonuclear revolutions; it is only from this point onwards that ‘humanity (or until very recently a small fraction of it) has become a planetary-scale geological force’ (Steffen et al., 2015a: 14).

In a similar spirit and almost at the exact same time (January 2015), the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists’ Science and Security Board decided to move the minute hand on its Doomsday Clock – arguably the symbol of global risk during the Cold War (Vuori, 2010) – to three minutes to midnight. In explaining this decision, the board referred to ‘unchecked climate change, global nuclear weapons modernizations, and outsized nuclear weapons arsenals’ as well as political failure to ‘act with the speed or on the scale required’ as the decisive reasons for the growing threat to individual citizens and the continued existence of humanity (Eden et al., 2015: 1).14 Here, too, revisiting early attempts to come to grips with the geological agency of humankind can prove highly valuable and serve as a stark reminder that the ‘speedy decisions’ and ‘global solutions’ called for today should serve goals other than efficiency if they are not to have detrimental effects on freedom, equality and democracy.15

History is helpful, but it certainly will not save us. The ideas and critique advanced by nuclear realists can inspire activists, critics and theorists intent on tackling our current global crisis. But it does not relieve us of the responsibility of thinking (and acting) for ourselves. In fact, it would be unwise and impractical (in equal measure) to straightforwardly transfer the ideas of nuclear realists to our context, which requires as much attention to history as to the dynamics of contemporary debates about nuclear weapons and other global political challenges. The broader political framework in which such debates unfold today is characterized by a slow and gradual process of co-optation whereby once radically new ideas are watered down and find their place in an only marginally reformed politics. It is not hard to imagine the perplexity of nuclear realists upon discovering their critiques and concepts being invested with a meaning that is almost diametrically opposed to the points they sought to drive home. For example, the failure of deterrence is now a notion reserved mainly for so-called rogue states and terrorist groups, which in turn fuels non-proliferation policies that are often entirely decoupled from significant disarmament initiatives. Similarly, the imagination is now most prevalent in efforts at anticipation in the security field (National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, 2004; see also Aradau and van Munster, 2011; de Goede, 2012), while the emphasis on individuality in the West is often reduced to an ideology of hedonistic, and often consumption-driven, self-realization.16

By returning to a time when the meaning and political import of these concepts were more vigorously contested and not yet diluted, the purpose of this book has been to reopen a space for social criticism and political theoretical ambition. In nuclear realist writings, we find both an underappreciated historical legacy and a critical potential relevant for every steward of our future.



Notes

1 Eric Schlosser, remarks at the Vienna Conference on the Humanitarian Impact of Nuclear Weapons, 8–9 December 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MTzbIE69Q4U#t=1642. Schlosser’s remark aptly summarizes the critique of deterrence as a rational bulwark against nuclear conflict.

2 See also van Munster and Sylvest (2016a).To some extent, this process is already underway, for example under the auspices of the Leverhulme-funded network ‘Classical Realism Meets Critical Theory: Crisis, Modernity and the Return of Humanity’ based at the University of Newcastle and led by Hartmut Behr. See the special issue of Journal of International Political Theory (forthcoming) on ‘Interlocuting Classial Realism and Critical Theory: Negotiating “Divides” in International Relations Theory’, edited by Hartmut Behr and Michael C. Williams.

3 Russell is the emblematic example here. Both at the beginning and at the end of period with which we have mainly dealt in this book, Russell defended some deeply troubling policies: his suggestion from the days of atomic monopoly that the United States should use the bomb to blackmail the Soviet Union to submission, and his shift – assisted by his protégé Ralph Schoenman – in the mid-1960s towards ‘guevarist’ politics. See also Monk (2000) and Sylvest (2014).

4 See also Halliday (1994: 381–2) who has made the same point in discussing the effectiveness of C. Wright Mills’ analyses.

5 For a good discussion of nuclear exceptionalism, see Gabrielle Hecht’s comments in Mayer (2014).

6 Clearly, nuclear realists displayed different levels of interest, understanding and skill in providing leadership or creating rapport with such movements. A comparison of Russell and Mumford is instructive in this context. Russell became an icon of the British anti-nuclear movement in the late 1950s and clearly developed a rapport with the younger generation. Mumford, on the other hand, was happy to deliver his messages to radical students at US universities, but he had little interest in leading them and even less understanding for their views on drugs, sex and retaliatory violence (Miller, 1989: Ch. 26).

7 Russell, for one, did become more interested in these questions, particularly in his ‘guevarist’ phase during the mid-1960s (Russell, 1967). Herz had strong views on racial equality and continued to follow race relations closely (see Herz Papers, Box 13, Folder: US Minorities, Race Relations). His interest in minorities was due in part to his background as a German-Jewish émigré and in part to his personal experience with challenges faced by African-Americans that attended Howard University, where Herz was employed in the post-war years. Later, Herz also wrote about economic inequality in a global context (Herz, 1978). Mumford also sympathized with the civil rights movement. Anders took a strong interest in the atomic bomb survivors in Japan and visited the country during the 1950s. From the mid-1960s onwards, he became preoccupied with opposition to the Vietnam War (Anders, 1968; 2006).

8 The literature one could point to here is quite vast, so what follows is not an exhaustive list of such links but merely examples where closer attention to the work of nuclear realists would be beneficial. They include the recent writings of David Krieger (2011) on the limits of deterrence as well as those of Eric Schlosser (2013: 460–85) and Elaine Scarry (2014), who are concerned with the risks and democratic implications of nuclear weapons technology – themes that were also central to nuclear realists. Within IR, and in particular its subfield of critical security studies, the reorientation towards nuclear weapons would benefit from a stronger engagement with the history of anti-nuclear critique (e.g. Booth, 2007; Hanson, 2007; Burke, 2009; Peoples, 2010b; see also van Munster and Sylvest, 2014). Those analyses that do explicitly draw on nuclear realist (and similar) thinkers, moreover, would benefit from a deeper scrutiny of their ideas and the contexts in which they originated. See, for example, the work of Jean-Pierre Dupuy (2008) on enlightened catastrophism (that draws on the work of Günther Anders) as well as the fascinating dialogues between Richard Falk and David Krieger on nuclear dangers that revolve around critiques of so-called realism (and refer to C. Wright Mills’ concept of ‘crackpot realism’) (Falk and Krieger, 2012: 151, passim).

9 This is not least the case in IR, where there is still a tendency to focus on iconic thinkers or theorists. It is striking, for example, that despite the growth of revisionist historical scholarship on political realism, few have ventured beyond reappraisals of Carr, Morgenthau, Niebuhr and, to a lesser extent, Herz (but see Scheuerman, 2011).

10 See also Aradau and van Munster (2011), Danner (2012) and Dudziak (2012).

11 According to the UN 2013 Revision of World Population Prospects global human will stand at 9.6 billion in 2050 and between 10.1 and 10.9 billion in 2100 (UN, 2013). A recent study found ‘an 80% probability that world population, now 7.2 billion people, will increase to between 9.6 billion and 12.3 billion in 2100’ (Gerland et al., 2014: 234).

12 Completing this depressing picture of planetary crisis are ‘new’ (but really old) global risks, from pandemics to asteroid collisions. Apart from swathes of scholarship on individual global risks, new fields of academic and popular literature are mushrooming in an effort to make sense of the whole picture. In the humanities and social sciences, these range widely from concerns with ‘global catastrophic risks’ (Bostrom and Cirkovic, 2008; Aradau and van Munster, 2011) and the restructuring of global politics (Dryzek, 2015; Keohane, 2015) to the history of the global (Masco, 2010; Lazier, 2011; Andersson, 2012; Edwards, 2012a, van Munster and Sylvest, 2016b) and the study of post-apocalyptic literature with roots in the nuclear age (Trexler and Johns-Putra, 2011; Clarke, 2013) – to name but a few.

13 This argument draws on the work by Zalasiewicz et al. where it has been suggested that 1950 or perhaps 1954 is the more correct starting point, since this year marks ‘the first widespread appearance of artificial radioisotopes in the geological record’ (Zalasiewicz et al., 2015: 6, emphasis in original).

14 With one exception, the threat of global catastrophe has never been more urgent, according to the Board. Only in 1953 was the clock set closer to midnight (two minutes), and we have to go back thirty years (1984) or to the early nuclear age (1949) to find the clock positioned at three minutes to midnight. The decision to move the time on this symbolic clock is made by the Science and Security Board and its Board of Sponsors that includes seventeen Nobel laureates.

15 See also Clark (2014) for a critical analysis of the politics of disaster that often accompanies discussions of the Anthropocene.

16 Such processes are reminiscent of the dynamic captured by Boltanski and Chiapello in their analysis of the (new) spirit of capitalism. They argue that ‘it is probably capitalism’s amazing ability to survive by endogenising some of the criticism it faces, that has helped in recent times to disarm the forces of anticapitalism, giving way to a triumphant version of capitalism’ (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007: 163; also Galibert, 2013). Similar dynamics can be detected in environmental politics (e.g. Blühdorn, 2007; Parr, 2009).
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