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FOREWORD

Niall Ferguson

WHEN HENRY KISSINGER published his essay “How the Enlightenment Ends” in the Atlantic in June 2018, many people were surprised that the elder statesman’s elder statesman had a view on the subject of artificial intelligence. Kissinger had just turned 95. AI was not yet the hot topic it would become after OpenAI released ChatGPT in late 2022.

As Kissinger’s biographer, however, I found it quite natural that the topic of AI gripped his attention. He had, after all, come to public prominence in 1957 with a book about a new and world-changing technology. Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy was a book so thoroughly researched that it won the approval even of Robert Oppenheimer, who described it as “extraordinarily well informed, and in this respect quite unprecedented in the field of nuclear armament… scrupulous in its regard for fact, and at once passionate and tough in argument.”

Although as a doctoral student Kissinger had immersed himself in the diplomatic history of early-nineteenth-century Europe, he was keenly aware throughout his career that the eternal patterns of great-power politics were subject to periodic disruption by technological change. Like so many members of his generation who served in World War II, he had seen for himself not only the mass death and destruction that could be inflicted by modern weapons, but also the dire consequences for his fellow Jews of what Churchill had memorably called the “perverted science” of Hitler’s Third Reich.

Contrary to his unwarranted reputation as a warmonger, Kissinger was strongly motivated throughout his adult life by the imperative to avoid World War III—the widely feared consequence if the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union turned hot. He understood only too well that the technology of nuclear fission would make another world war an even greater conflagration than World War II. Early in Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, Kissinger estimated the destructive effects of a ten-megaton bomb dropped on New York and then extrapolated that an all-out Soviet attack on the fifty largest U.S. cities would kill between 15 and 20 million people and injure between 20 and 25 million. A further 5 to 10 million would die from the effects of radioactive fallout, while perhaps another 7 to 10 million would become sick. Those who survived would face “social disintegration.” Even after such an attack, he noted, the United States would still be able to inflict comparable devastation on the Soviet Union. The conclusion was obvious: “Henceforth the only outcome of an all-out war will be that both contenders must lose.” There could be no winner in such a conflict, Kissinger argued in his 1957 essay “Strategy and Organization,” “because even the weaker side may be able to inflict a degree of destruction which no society can support.”

Yet Kissinger’s youthful idealism did not make him a pacifist. In Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, he was quite explicit that “the horrors of nuclear war [were] not likely to be avoided by a reduction of nuclear armaments” or, for that matter, by systems of weapons inspection. The question was not whether war could be avoided altogether but whether it was “possible to imagine applications of power less catastrophic than all-out thermonuclear war.” For if it were not possible, then it would be very hard indeed for the United States and its allies to prevail in the Cold War. “The absence of any generally understood limits to war,” Kissinger warned in “Controls, Inspections, and Limited War,” an essay published in The Reporter, “undermines the psychological framework of resistance to Communist moves. Where war is considered tantamount to national suicide, surrender may appear the lesser of two evils.”

It was on this basis that Kissinger advanced his doctrine of limited nuclear war, as laid out in “Strategy and Organization”:

Against the ominous background of thermonuclear devastation, the goal of war can no longer be military victory as we have known it. Rather it should be the attainment of certain specific political conditions which are fully understood by the opponent. The purpose of limited war is to inflict losses or to pose risks for the enemy out of proportion to the objectives under dispute. The more moderate the objective, the less violent the war is likely to be.

This would necessitate understanding the other side’s psychology as well as its military capability.

At the time, many people recoiled from Kissinger’s seemingly cold-blooded contemplation of a limited nuclear war. Some scholars, such as Thomas Schelling, disputed that an unstoppable escalation could be avoided; even Kissinger himself later distanced himself from his own argument. Yet both superpowers went on to build and deploy battlefield or tactical nuclear weapons, following precisely the logic that Kissinger had outlined in Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy. Limited nuclear war might not have worked in theory, but military planners on both sides behaved as if it might work in practice. (Indeed, such weapons exist to this day. The Russian government has threatened to use them on more than one occasion since its invasion of Ukraine became bogged down.) The young Kissinger was more right about nuclear weapons than even he knew.
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