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In 1958 Lt. Gen. James
Gavin, a principal promoter in the U.S. military of the development of tactical
nuclear weapons, wrote, “Nuclear weapons will become conventional for sev-
eral reasons, among them cost, effectiveness against enemy weapons, and ease
of handling.”1 Indeed, during the 1950s numerous U.S. leaders fully expected
that a nuclear weapon would become “just another weapon.” Secretary of
State John Foster Dulles accepted “the ultimate inevitability” that tactical nuclear
weapons would gain “conventional” status.2 Adm. Arthur Radford, chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under President Dwight Eisenhower, predicted in
1956 that the use of nuclear weapons “would become accepted throughout the
world just as soon as people could lay their hands upon them.”3

These leaders were articulating a view with a long tradition in the history of
weapons and warfare: a weapon once introduced inevitably comes to be
widely accepted as legitimate. In reality, however, nuclear weapons have come
to be deªned as abhorrent and unacceptable weapons of mass destruction,
with a taboo on their use. This taboo is associated with a widespread revulsion
toward nuclear weapons and broadly held inhibitions on their use. The oppro-
brium has come to apply to all nuclear weapons, not just to large bombs or to
certain types or uses of nuclear weapons. It has developed to the point that
uses of nuclear weapons that were once considered plausible by at least some
U.S. decisionmakers—for example, tactical battleªeld uses in limited wars
and direct threats to deter enemies from conventional attack—have been se-
verely delegitimized and are practically unthinkable policy options. Thomas
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Schelling has argued that “the evolution of that status [nuclear taboo] has been
as important as the development of nuclear arsenals.”4 Evidence suggests that
the taboo has helped to constrain resort to the use of nuclear weapons since
1945 both by reinforcing deterrence and by inducing restraint even in cases
where deterrence did not operate.5

What gave rise to this taboo? Schelling attributes the taboo to a general sense
of revulsion associated with such destructive weapons and the perception that
nuclear weapons have come to be viewed as different.6 He does not, however,
trace the evolution of this process. Historian John Lewis Gaddis has argued
that moral considerations help to explain the nonuse of nuclear weapons by
the United States in the ªrst ten years of the Cold War, but he does not spe-
ciªcally connect this sentiment to the development of a taboo.7

Within the ªeld of international relations, there has been little systematic
analysis of the nuclear taboo. Traditional realists, of course, would be skeptical
of the existence of a taboo, tending to see it as largely indistinguishable from
prudential behavior. To the extent that a tradition of nonuse existed, it would
reºect the interests of the most powerful (nuclear) states.8 Rationalist ap-
proaches, which are often sympathetic to norms, could easily incorporate the
existence of a taboo.9 They would emphasize the uniquely destructive nature
of nuclear weapons, the impossibility of defense, and therefore the (obvious)
rationality of having a social convention on their use.10
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As I show in this article, although there is some truth to these explanations,
they are inadequate. The nuclear taboo was pursued in part against the prefer-
ences of the United States, which, for the ªrst part of the nuclear era, opposed
creation of a taboo because it would deny the self-proclaimed right of the
United States to rely on nuclear weapons for its security. I argue for a broader
explanation that emphasizes the role of a global antinuclear weapons move-
ment and nonnuclear states, as well as Cold War power politics, in the devel-
opment of the taboo.11 The model of norm creation here highlights the role of
antinuclear discourse and politics in the creation of the taboo. Although ratio-
nalist variables are important, the taboo cannot be explained simply as the
straightforward result of rational adaptation to strategic circumstances.

The larger questions are: where do global norms come from? How and why
do they develop? And how are they maintained, disseminated, and strength-
ened? The case of the nuclear taboo is important theoretically because it chal-
lenges conventional views that international norms, especially in the security
area, are created mainly by and for the powerful. The case is important practi-
cally because it illuminates an important source of restraint on the use of nu-
clear weapons.

In this article I locate the origins of the nuclear taboo after 1945 in a set of
domestic and international factors and trace its subsequent development. Else-
where I have analyzed how the taboo has inºuenced U.S. decisionmaking in
speciªc instances, but here I focus on what accounts for the rise of the taboo
and how it developed in global politics and U.S. policy.12 Ideally, a full account
would require an examination of how the taboo came to be accepted and inter-
nalized in the decisionmaking of other countries as well. The central role of the
United States in the development of the taboo, however, makes it a particu-
larly signiªcant case.

The article proceeds in four parts. First, I lay out the main characteristics
of the nuclear taboo and the core of my argument. Second, taking a process-
tracing approach, I analyze the evolution of the nuclear taboo and identify the
main factors and mechanisms that account for this development. Third, I con-
sider some challenges to, and extensions of, the argument and the prospects
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11. For a defense of analytical eclecticism, see Peter J. Katzenstein and Nobuo Okawara, “Japan,
Asian-Paciªc Security, and the Case for Analytical Eclecticism,” International Security, Vol. 26, No. 3
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focuses mainly on the taboo as the dependent variable and analyzes factors contributing to its rise.



for the nuclear taboo in the future. In conclusion, I summarize some implica-
tions of the argument for theory and policy.

The Nuclear Taboo: A De Facto Normative Prohibition

In this section I deªne the nuclear taboo, describe its main features, and
outline the process by which it arose.

characteristics of the nuclear taboo

The nuclear taboo refers to a de facto prohibition against the ªrst use of nu-
clear weapons. The taboo is not the behavior (of nonuse) itself but rather the
normative belief about the behavior. By “norm,” I mean a standard of right or
wrong, a prescription or proscription for behavior “for a given identity.”13 A
taboo is a particularly forceful kind of normative prohibition that is concerned
with the protection of individuals and societies from behavior that is deªned
or perceived to be dangerous. It typically refers to something that is not done,
not said, or not touched.14

What makes the prohibition against using nuclear weapons a taboo rather
than simply a norm? There are two elements to a taboo: its objective character-
istics and its intersubjective, phenomenological aspect, that is, the meaning it
has for people. Objectively, the nuclear taboo exhibits many, although not all,
of the characteristics associated with taboos: it is a prohibition, it refers to dan-
ger, and it involves expectations of awful or uncertain consequences or sanc-
tions if violated. Further, it is also a “bright line” norm: once the threshold
between use and nonuse is crossed, one is immediately in a new world with all
the unimaginable consequences that could follow.15 Finally, the nuclear taboo
counteracts the deep attraction that nuclear weapons present to national lead-
ers as the “ultimate weapon” and reminds them of the danger that lurks be-
hind such weapons.16
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13. Peter J. Katzenstein, Alexander Wendt, and Ronald Jepperson, “Norms, Identity, and Culture
in National Security,” in Katzenstein, ed., The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in
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United States. They produced this sense of crossing a bright line and creating a new world from
which it is impossible to return.
16. The dual nature of the bomb as both an awesome and awful temptation to leaders is evident in
the internal deliberations of almost every country that has thought about acquiring (or has ac-
quired) nuclear weapons.



Several aspects of the nuclear prohibition, however, are decidedly unlike
those of other taboos: it is not legalized (many taboos in modern society are),
and it does not entirely prohibit the acquisition of taboo objects or overt prepa-
rations for their use (unlike, say, the Hindu taboo on eating beef). Under the
1968 Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), the vast majority of states are
prohibited from acquiring or possessing nuclear weapons. The ªve declared
nuclear states (Britain, China, France, Russia, and the United States), however,
are allowed by the treaty to possess nuclear weapons temporarily pending
complete disarmament and to prepare to use them.17 Thus the nuclear prohibi-
tion departs in some ways from the objective characteristics of a taboo.

The nuclear taboo, however, also has an intersubjective or a phenomeno-
logical aspect: it is a taboo because people believe it to be. Political and military
leaders themselves began using the term to refer to this normative perception
starting in the early 1950s, even when, objectively, a tradition of nonuse hardly
existed. If actors see the use of nuclear weapons as if it were a taboo, as their
rhetoric suggests, then this could affect their choices and behavior. In the
words of sociologists William and Dorothy Thomas, “If men deªne situations
as real, they are real in their consequences.”18 This subjective (and intersubject-
ive) sense of “taboo-ness” is one of the factors that makes the tradition of nu-
clear nonuse a taboo rather than simply a norm.

Although one might be skeptical that this is just empty rhetoric, this belief is
not entirely detached from reality. Evidence for the taboo lies in discourse, in-
stitutions, and behavior. The most obvious evidence lies in discourse—the way
people talk and think about nuclear weapons—and how this has changed
since 1945. This includes public opinion, the diplomatic statements of govern-
ments and leaders, the resolutions of international organizations, and the pri-
vate moral concerns of individual decisionmakers. The discourse evidence is
supplemented both by international law and agreements that restrict freedom
of action with respect to nuclear weapons, and by the changing policies of
states that downgrade the role of nuclear weapons (e.g., shifts in NATO policy,
he denuclearization of the army and marines, and the buildup of conventional
alternatives). As the inhibition on use has developed over time, it has taken on
more taboo-like qualities—unthinkingness and taken-for-grantedness. As a
systemic phenomenon, the taboo exists at the collective level of the interna-
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17. Under article 6 of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, the declared nuclear states are obli-
gated to pursue complete nuclear disarmament.
18. William I. Thomas and Dorothy Swaine Thomas, The Child in America: Behavior Problems and
Programs (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1928), p. 572.



tional community (represented especially by the United Nations), but this
need not mean that all countries have internalized it to the same degree.

As noted earlier, the taboo is a de facto, not a legal, norm. There is no explicit
international legal prohibition on the use of nuclear weapons such as exists for,
say, chemical weapons. Although resolutions passed in the UN General As-
sembly and other international forums have repeatedly proclaimed the use of
nuclear weapons as illegal, the United States and other nuclear powers have
consistently voted against these. U.S. legal analyses have repeatedly defended
the legality of use of nuclear weapons as long as it was for defensive and not
aggressive purposes, as required by the UN charter.19 As the 1996 World Court
advisory opinion on the issue conªrmed, although increasing agreement exists
that many, if not most, uses of nuclear weapons are illegal under the tradi-
tional laws of armed conºict, there is by no means agreement that all uses of
nuclear weapons are illegal.20

Nevertheless, legal use has been gradually chipped away through incremen-
tal restrictions—an array of treaties and regimes that together circumscribe the
realm of legitimate nuclear use and restrict freedom of action with respect to
nuclear weapons. These agreements include nuclear weapons–free zones, bi-
lateral and multilateral arms control agreements, and negative security assur-
ances (i.e., political declarations by the nuclear powers that they will not use
nuclear weapons against nonnuclear states that are members of the NPT). To-
gether, these agreements enhance the normative presumption against nuclear
use. By multiplying the number of forums where a decision to use nuclear
weapons would have to be defended, they substantially increase the burden of
proof for any such decision.21 Many of these legal constraints have been incor-
porated into U.S. domestic practice, where they are reºected in constraints on
deployments and targeting, proliferation, arms control, and use.22 Thus, while
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19. George Bunn, “U.S. Law of Nuclear Weapons,” Naval War College Review, Vol. 32, No. 4 (July–
August 1984), pp. 46–62.
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Schmitt, “The International Court of Justice and the Use of Nuclear Weapons,” Naval War College
Review, Vol. 51, No. 2 (Spring 1998), pp. 91–116.
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Case of Security Regimes,” in Volker Rittberger, ed., Regime Theory and International Relations (Ox-
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the legality of nuclear weapons remains in dispute, the trend line of decreasing
legitimacy and circumscribed legality is clear.

explanation of the nuclear taboo

Realist and rationalist explanations would emphasize the role of material
power and interest in the creation of the taboo, but several anomalies exist for
these explanations. First, the rise of the taboo historically has not been a simple
function of the interests of the nuclear powers. Although Cold War power pol-
itics played a role, the rise of the taboo has been driven signiªcantly by a grass-
roots global antinuclear weapons movement, the UN, and nonnuclear states.
The taboo developed in the face of consistent, vociferous, and long-standing
ofªcial resistance by the U.S. government and the other democratic nuclear
powers to any efforts to ban the use of nuclear weapons. In the critical ªrst
ªfteen years of the nuclear era, when important precedents of nonuse were set,
and continuing in some fashion through to the present, less powerful states
and nonstate actors have sought to stigmatize nuclear weapons, exerting pres-
sure in favor of nuclear arms control and calling for a ban on their use. The
eventual strategic stalemate between the superpowers also contributed to
the development of the taboo, but this factor entered into account only in the
1960s, after a tentative taboo had already begun to emerge.

Further, the taboo possesses an important moral component, for which
power and interest explanations cannot fully account. At its core is the belief
that nuclear weapons, because of their immense destructive power, ºagrantly
violate long-standing moral principles of discrimination and proportionality
in the use of force. These principles, in turn, have at their core the moral intu-
ition that it is wrong to kill noncombatants, or more generally, the innocent,
and to cause excessive destruction.

The particular shape the taboo took, however, was a matter of politics and
history.23 In fact, the evolution of the taboo has been shaped by the ongoing
competition of two approaches to the moral interpretation of nuclear weapons.
The ªrst is grounded in the traditional military argument that technology itself
is value-neutral and that the moral nature of the weapon depends on how it is
used. The second view, which ultimately prevailed, though not without strug-
gle, is that any use of the weapons is prohibited; that is, the weapons them-
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23. For a useful distinction between abstract moral norms and ethical norms of international poli-
tics, see Ward Thomas, The Ethics of Destruction: Norms and Force in International Relations (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2001).



selves are proscribed. Rationalists might explain the success of the second
view as providing the clearest and most easily agreed-upon threshold against
further escalation, and thus as an example of a “focal point” solution.24 Focal
points, however, are not natural or intrinsic. They depend on the cultural, po-
litical, and social context, and on the identities of the actors.25 The line between
conventional and nuclear weapons did not always exist but had to be created.
Then it had to be maintained—sometimes precariously—in the face of re-
peated challenges made possible by advancing technology and the develop-
ment of smaller, less destructive nuclear weapons.

Thus a straightforward rationalist account is inadequate. A full explanation
must deal with the origins of moral categories and interpretations, and these
cannot simply be deduced from the nature of the technology. Rather, they de-
velop in the context of particular political and institutional structures: the
emerging Cold War, the preexisting normative tradition of the laws of war and
its disregard in World War II, domestic institutions and values, and more
taken-for-granted norms such as “civilization.”

While preserving realist and rationalist insights about how norms can arise
out of power and self-interest, I also draw on constructivist perspectives,
which focus on the origins of interests and the historically constructed nature
of both rationality and morality.26 Thomas Risse, Stephen Ropp, and Kathryn
Sikkink have identiªed three processes by which international norms develop
and become implemented domestically: instrumental adaptation and strategic
bargaining, moral consciousness-raising, and institutionalization and habitual-
ization.27 I draw on these to construct four pathways by which the taboo
developed.

The ªrst pathway, societal pressure, is a bottom-up process of normative
change in which domestic and transnational social groups—such as the anti-
nuclear weapons movement—along with international organizations politi-
cize issues and put pressure on decisionmakers to change state policy
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24. Thomas C. Schelling, The Strategy of Conºict (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1960); and Schelling, “The Role of Nuclear Weapons.”
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26. Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University
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European Journal of International Relations, Vol. 3, No. 3 (September 1997), pp. 319–363; and Richard
Price, The Chemical Weapons Taboo (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1997).
27. Thomas Risse, Stephen C. Ropp, and Kathryn Sikkink, eds., The Power of Human Rights: Inter-
national Norms and Domestic Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 5.
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or practices.28 Such groups act especially through moral consciousness-
raising—identifying problems, providing information, framing issues, and
shaping discourse.29

A second pathway is normative power politics, in which states seek,
through rhetoric and diplomacy, to publicly delegitimize weapons that are
perceived to give the adversary a power advantage. The adversary, in turn,
seeks to defend the legitimacy of its weapons. Here, actors can be viewed as
engaging in processes of “strategic social construction,” a realist notion
wherein the construction of norms is part of the game of power.30

A third pathway is the role of individual state decisionmakers whose actions
in crucial ways foster nuclear restraint. Individual leaders may act for reasons
of moral conscience (e.g., they believe that using nuclear weapons would sim-
ply be wrong) or on the basis of cognitive assumptions (e.g., they come to be-
lieve that the weapons lack military utility).31

The fourth pathway of normative development, iterated behavior over
time, is similar to the notion of custom in international law, where obligation
arises out of convention. The iteration of nonuse over time, for whatever rea-
sons—deterrence, lack of readiness, scarcity of bombs, moral inhibitions, or
contingency—becomes a convention, and a convention eventually gives rise to
a normative obligation.32 This pathway emphasizes the role of precedent,
habit, and pattern in the development of a norm.

Together these mechanisms contribute to changing the discourse regarding
nuclear weapons. As the taboo develops, it becomes increasingly internalized
in the belief systems of decisionmakers and institutionalized within govern-
ments. As evidence of this, one should expect to see identity and self-interest
deªned in ways that increasingly take the taboo for granted. That is, the pro-

Stigmatizing the Bomb 13

28. Jeffrey Checkel, “Norms, Institutions, and National Identity in Contemporary Europe,” Inter-
national Studies Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 1 (March 1999), p. 88.
29. Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in Interna-
tional Politics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1998), pp. 17–19. See also Sanjeev Khagram,
James V. Riker, and Kathryn Sikkink, eds., Restructuring World Politics: Transnational Social Move-
ments, Networks, and Norms (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002); and Jackie Smith,
Charles Chatªeld, and Ron Pagnucco, Transnational Social Movements and Global Politics: Solidarity
beyond the State (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1997).
30. Krasner, Sovereignty.
31. On the role of the moral conscience of individuals, see Robert W. McElroy, Morality and Ameri-
can Foreign Policy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992).
32. George I. Mavrodes, “Conventions and the Morality of War,” in Charles R. Beitz, Marshall
Cohen, Thomas Scanlon, and A. John Simmons, eds., International Ethics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1985), pp. 75–89.



cess of norm creation does not simply change the incentives for behavior (the
rationalist view); it transforms the identity and interests of the actors them-
selves (the constructivist view).

I divide the history of the taboo into two stages: an initial period of emer-
gence and a second period, following the 1962 Cuban missile crisis, when the
taboo began to become institutionalized and internalized. In the ªrst stage, the
taboo is tentative and competes with other possible nuclear norms that were
being promoted (such as “conventionalization”); in the second stage, the taboo
has begun to prevail over competing discourses. In what follows, I focus pri-
marily on the crucial formative period of the nuclear taboo in the 1950s and its
increasing acceptance and consolidation from the 1960s to the 1980s.

Emergence and Evolution of the Nuclear Taboo, 1945–Present

In 1945 nuclear weapons were new, and no particular moral stigma attached to
them. A taboo on their ªrst use began to emerge in the 1950s as a result of the
creation of operational precedents and categories that established nuclear
weapons as different from other kinds of weapons. It was also a result of anti-
nuclear weapons politics that began to cast nuclear weapons as morally prob-
lematic. As the taboo emerged, the Eisenhower administration sought to resist
it and to promote a competing norm of selective use of nuclear weapons.

The use of the atomic bomb by the United States against Japan in August
1945 seemed perfectly legitimate to most U.S. political and military leaders, in
many ways a more or less seamless continuation of the strategic bombing al-
ready witnessed during World War II.33 Strategic, domestic, and bureaucratic
pressures swept away the few scattered ethical doubts raised about the new
weapon prior to its use.34 The American public endorsed the correctness, legit-
imacy, and even justice of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki to
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33. Barton J. Bernstein, “The Atomic Bombings Reconsidered,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 74, No. 1 (Janu-
ary/February 1995), pp. 135–152. The March 10, 1945, ªrebombing of Tokyo killed 80,000–100,000
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saki 35,000–40,000. Various fatalities estimates are listed in Barton J. Bernstein, “Truman and the A-
Bomb: Targeting Noncombatants, Using the Bomb, and His Defending the ‘Decision,’” Journal of
Military History, Vol. 62, No. 3 (July 1998), p. 565, n. 43.
34. See, for example, the memo by Undersecretary of the U.S. Navy Ralph Bard to Secretary of
War Henry Stimson, June 17, 1945, questioning the morality of the decision to use the bomb with-
out warning. Reprinted in Martin Sherwin, A World Destroyed: The Atomic Bomb and the Grand Alli-
ance (New York: Random House, 1975), appendix.



end this horriªc war, with about 86 percent of those surveyed shortly after the
war approving its use.35

President Harry Truman’s initial justiªcations for ordering the bombing, im-
mediately after the war, invoked both moral and racist arguments. He stated
that it repaid the Japanese for their perªdious attack on Pearl Harbor and for
their wartime atrocities. If they did not accept Allied war terms, he threatened
to “obliterate more rapidly and completely every productive enterprise the
Japanese have above ground” and to inºict “a rain of ruin from the air, the like
of which has never been seen on this earth” (implying more atomic bomb-
ing).36 As historian Paul Boyer has observed, this threat implied that “the Japa-
nese were subhuman creatures to whom the moral restraint of nations need
not apply.”37 During the war, U.S. anti-Japanese propaganda had been deeply
racist, and similar racist arguments and images were employed in the
justiªcation of the atomic bombings.38 It was only two months later, in a mes-
sage to Congress on October 3, 1945, on atomic energy legislation, that Truman
put forth the strategic argument—what became the dominant justiªcation: that
using the bomb had been necessary to save American lives.39 The atomic
bombing initially evoked protests only from paciªsts, a few church leaders,
and a segment of the atomic scientists.40

Several features characterized the ªrst ªve years after 1945: the American
public was not particularly bothered by atomic bombs—radiation did not be-
come a signiªcant issue until the 1950s—and the atomic bomb was not viewed
as a decisive weapon.41 There was thus a great deal of uncertainty regarding
nuclear weapons. Although many individuals, including some U.S. leaders,
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35. Paul Boyer, Fallout: A Historian Reºects on America’s Half-Century Encounter with Nuclear
Weapons (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1998), p. 25; and John E. Mueller, War, Presidents,
and Public Opinion (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1973), pp. 172–173.
36. “Statement by the President of the United States, August 6, 1945,” in Public Papers of the Presi-
dents of the United States: Harry S. Truman, April 12 to December 31, 1945 (Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Government Printing Ofªce, 1960), pp. 198–199.
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were clearly troubled by the immense destructive power of the new weapon
and its possibly revolutionary implications, others viewed it as just another
military weapon. These factors help to explain why the atomic bomb was not
inherently seen as a taboo weapon and why it did not become so immediately
following its initial use.

World War II had provided two competing precedents for how the bomb
might be viewed in the years to come. On one hand, its apparently successful
use as a weapon of terror against Japan could easily have set a precedent for
greater use. A course of action consistent with this precedent would thus have
been to further assimilate the bomb unproblematically into existing strategic
bombing strategy and plans. This was certainly the view of the U.S. Air Force,
the military service that would deliver any atomic weapon. Its early plans for
future use of the atomic bomb included dropping it on enemy cities, just as
had been done against Japan.42 For the air force, the bomb did not usher in any
military or moral revolution.43

An alternative model was suggested by the nonuse of chemical weapons—
poison gas—during the war, the ªrst time that a weapon used successfully in
one war (World War I) remained unused in the next. This precedent received
explicit attention in the atomic scientists’ Franck report of June 1945 advocat-
ing alternatives to dropping the bomb on Japan. The report had suggested
(hopefully) that the atomic bomb might come to be like poison gas after World
War I; it could not be used because “public opinion would disapprove.”44 It
was precisely this possibility that began to trouble some U.S. ofªcials shortly
after the war. As reports of deaths from radiation began to trickle out of Japan
in the months after the war, they started to worry about the possible analogy
between poison gas and radiation released by atomic explosions. A sustained
public relations effort by the U.S. War Department and Gen. Leslie Groves,
head of the Manhattan Project, to minimize evidence about radiation illness
appeared to be driven by unease over the possible assimilation of the atomic
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bomb with chemical weapons, which President Franklin Roosevelt had pub-
licly denounced in 1943 as “terrible and inhumane.”45 In September 1946
Harvey Bundy, assistant to former Secretary of War Henry Stimson, wrote in a
retrospective account, “The atomic bomb would be dropped from a height that
would minimize radio-active poisoning in order to avoid any contention that
poison gases were being used.”46 As a June 1946 report in the New Yorker
noted, radiation effects threatened “the humaneness of American methods of
warfare,” and so the U.S. Army, “sensitive to such criticism, felt called upon to
prove as soon as possible, that the new bombs were entitled to the same degree
of respect accorded by the civilized world to rockets, mines, incendiaries, and
sixteen-inch shells.”47

These two phenomena—use and nonuse, ordinary and “unordinary” weap-
ons—provided competing precedents for how the atomic bomb might come to
be regarded in the future. Was it more like conventional weaponry or was it
more like poison gas?

categorization and the creation of precedents

A ªrst step in stigmatizing an object or practice is to redeªne it as belonging in
a separate category from otherwise similar objects (in this case, weapons).
With regard to nuclear weapons, two factors in particular contributed to this
process: the initial nuclear policies of President Truman, and the deªnition of a
category of “weapons of mass destruction” by the United Nations in 1948. Tru-
man left a mixed legacy with regard to nuclear weapons. On one hand, in
terms of numbers, he eventually set the United States on the course of an im-
mense nuclear arms buildup and made nuclear weapons the centerpiece of
U.S. defense strategy.48 On the other, he helped put in place bureaucratic and
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institutional practices, both domestically and internationally at the UN, that
singled out the bomb as different from other kinds of military weapons. These
early policies created a mind-set in which the taboo took root.

From the beginning, Truman argued that nuclear bombs were not ordinary
weapons and made little effort to legitimate them. He refused to let the mili-
tary have custody of them, in 1946 putting them instead under the control of
the newly created civilian Atomic Energy Commission, with the U.S. president
having sole authority over their use.49 Until 1949 he was still interested in the
possibility of international control of atomic energy. Truman’s own abhorrence
of atomic weapons, seemingly derived from his experience of having used
them on Japan, appeared to play an important role here. Truman is often seen
as the president who used the bomb without hesitation and never regretted his
decision, but in fact, he became troubled. A day after the attack on Nagasaki,
on August 10, he ordered a halt to further atomic bombings upon receiving re-
ports and photographs of its effects. He told his cabinet, “The thought of wip-
ing out another 100,000 people was too horrible” to contemplate.50 Later,
during the Korean War, he recoiled at the thought of using atomic weapons.51

Internationally, the establishment at the new United Nations of a commis-
sion tasked with pursuing nuclear disarmament created a permanent institu-
tional forum for the stigmatization of nuclear weapons. The ªrst resolution
passed by the UN General Assembly at its opening meeting in January 1946
called for the new UN Atomic Energy Commission to make proposals for “the
elimination from national armaments of atomic weapons and of all other ma-
jor weapons adaptable to mass destruction.”52 The commission’s mandate to
ensure the use of atomic energy “only for peaceful purposes” endowed the
UN with an institutional interest in delegitimizing nuclear weapons. The UN
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and its disarmament bodies represented, in effect, the institutionalization of
“antinuclear weapon-ism.”53 Because of this, the UN has played a central role
in the creation and dissemination of antinuclear weapons norms. In addition
to the General Assembly’s annual resolutions pressing for nuclear disarma-
ment, its repeated resolutions in later years calling for a ban on the use of nu-
clear weapons did much to keep the issue on the international agenda, despite
the opposition of the United States and its NATO allies to such a ban.

Power politics reinforced the UN position, as throughout the 1940s and
1950s, the Soviet Union regularly proposed a prohibition on use of nuclear
weapons as a ªrst step toward a comprehensive program of disarmament.54

U.S. leaders viewed the Soviet action largely as a propaganda move at the time
to curry favor with the third world, since the Soviet Union was actively build-
ing its own nuclear weapons. Even at the rhetorical level, however, it tapped
into global public sentiment and reºected wide appeal. Most Western govern-
ments rejected any declaratory ban on the use of nuclear weapons unaccompa-
nied by veriªed disarmament.55 The UN’s disarmament agenda intersected
with normative power politics to create an element of rhetorical entrapment.
The superpowers, both of which were pursuing nuclear arsenals, nevertheless
felt obliged, for purposes of moral legitimacy, to engage in disarmament
talks—however cynically. In doing so, they actually helped to further an
antinuclear weapons discourse.

A second important contribution of the UN, in addition to its role as a forum
for delegitimation politics, was the creation of a new conceptual category of
“weapons of mass destruction,” distinguished from so-called conventional
weapons. Although poison gas and a few other weapons had been banned for-
mally prior to World War II on the grounds that they were inhumane, the cate-
gory of weapons of mass destruction did not emerge until after World War II.
The term was initially a creation of the great powers, based on language
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drafted by U.S. ofªcials. Vannevar Bush, a former dean and engineering pro-
fessor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and at the time director of
the Ofªce of Scientiªc Research and Development, drafted the language of a
U.S.-U.K.-Canadian communiqué in November 1945 calling for the establish-
ment of an international commission to make proposals for “the elimination
from national armaments of atomic weapons and of all other major weapons
adaptable to mass destruction.”56 In his memoirs, Bush stated that the lan-
guage was primarily intended to refer to biological weapons.57 The same
phrasing appeared in the January 1946 General Assembly resolution that cre-
ated the UN Atomic Energy Commission.58 After much deliberation, in
August 1948 the UN Commission for Conventional Armaments formally
adopted a deªnition of weapons of mass destruction: they “should be deªned
to include atomic explosive weapons, radioactive material weapons, lethal
chemical and biological weapons, and any weapons developed in the future
which have characteristics comparable in destructive effect to those of the
atomic bomb or other weapons mentioned above.”59 As the UN increasingly
became seized with the issue of nuclear weapons, it acted as an incubator for a
discourse of weapons of mass destruction. The phrase became an important
discursive category in which the taboo became anchored.

a coalition of the weak: the antinuclear weapons movement

Starting in the 1950s, a global grassroots antinuclear weapons movement be-
gan to stigmatize nuclear weapons. The public was, overall, quiescent regard-
ing the atomic bomb until the early 1950s. In October 1949 citizens of
Hiroshima violated U.S. occupation regulations and staged the ªrst rally to
openly demand abolition of the atomic bomb. In 1950 the Stockholm “ban the
bomb” petition, an appeal for the prohibition of nuclear weapons initiated by
the communist-led World Peace Council, was quickly signed by 500 million
people all over the world. This petition was in part the result of power politics,
since it was an element of the Soviet Union’s strategy to delegitimize U.S. nu-
clear weapons, but it also held great appeal for people around the world. Then,
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starting in 1954, in the wake of the ªrst U.S. hydrogen bomb test, and cresting
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, a grassroots movement against nuclear weap-
ons spread across broad portions of the globe. Taking hold primarily in North
America, Western Europe, and Japan, it came to include prominent intellectu-
als, scientists, paciªst and church groups, housewives, and students.60 Promi-
nent ªgures included Norman Cousens, Linus Pauling, and Bertrand Russell.
Both reºecting and fostering growing antinuclear public sentiment, groups
such as the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy and the Committee
for Non-Violent Action in the United States, the Campaign for Nuclear Disar-
mament in Britain, and the transnational Pugwash group of scientists, as well
as numerous church and peace organizations, subjected nuclear weapons to an
onslaught of criticism and called for a test ban and a halt to the arms race.61

These movements were driven by a growing fear of nuclear war and a gen-
eral sense of revulsion regarding nuclear weapons. The largest protests were
stimulated by fears of the negative health and environmental consequences of
U.S and Soviet atmospheric nuclear weapons tests, which were scattering ra-
dioactive fallout around the globe. By July 1953 radioactive Strontrium-90,
which can cause cancer and genetic defects, had been detected in animal bones
and milk products.62 The initial U.S. and Soviet tests of the powerful H-bomb,
in 1954 and 1955 respectively, did much to stoke public anxieties about nuclear
weapons. Calling for an end to nuclear tests, protesters held demonstrations
and meetings, circulated peace petitions, ran ads in major newspapers,
and, starting in 1957, engaged in civil disobedience and direct action protests
including trespassing onto nuclear weapons sites and sailing into testing
zones.63 Many of the demonstrations, and especially the protest voyages,
generated widespread media coverage. U.S. public opinion polls began to shift
to majority support of no ªrst use of nuclear weapons in the mid-1950s (and
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have remained there ever since), well before most leaders entertained such
thoughts.64

The antinuclear weapons movement contributed to the formation of a taboo
in three ways: by shifting the discourse on nuclear weapons, by engaging in
moral consciousness-raising, and by mobilizing public support in favor of
nuclear restraint. First, by providing information on, and alternative interpre-
tations of, nuclear weapons, the antinuclear movement contributed to expand-
ing the political discourse on nuclear weapons beyond national security to
include the health, medical, and environmental effects of nuclear weapons.
One of its main accomplishments was to help alter the perception of nuclear
weapons from primarily explosive devices to much more insidious imple-
ments, more akin to chemical or biological weapons. This was a result of a
growing understanding of the long-term effects of radiation exposure and fall-
out from nuclear testing, disseminated in part through the efforts of scientists
and peace groups.65 The radio appeals of Albert Schweitzer, the renowned
physician and humanitarian, for example, calling for an end to nuclear testing,
made a substantial contribution to mobilizing public opinion against nuclear
weapons.66 In his April 1957 “Declaration of Conscience” and in several subse-
quent radio addresses, he argued that increased radioactivity from atomic
bombs would be “a catastrophe for the human race.”67

Second, the antinuclear movement engaged in moral consciousness-raising
by castigating nuclear weapons as morally abhorrent weapons that would de-
stroy humankind. It tapped into the public’s fear of nuclear war and helped
foster a moral opprobrium toward nuclear weapons. For many in the anti-
nuclear weapons movement, nuclear disarmament was a moral imperative.
The leaders of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament in Britain deªned their
main thrust as publicizing the moral case against nuclear warfare.68 As Canon
John Collins, a leader of the campaign, told a meeting of 5,000 people in Febru-
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ary 1958, “The question of whether we arm ourselves with nuclear weapons is,
perhaps, the supreme moral issue of our day.”69

Third, antinuclear groups mobilized public opinion to put pressure on na-
tional leaders to justify and even change their states’ nuclear policies. In doing
so, antinuclear groups emphasized that nuclear policymaking could not sim-
ply be the prerogative of nuclear-armed governments because it legitimately
engaged a global constituency. As the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear
Policy put it in an ad in the New York Times in November 1957, the great “chal-
lenge of the age” was to move beyond traditional interests of the nation-state
to “a higher loyalty”—a loyalty “to the human community.”70

As I document in the next section, there is strong evidence that increasing
antinuclear sentiment had a direct effect on national leaders.71 During the
Korean War, and in crises in Dien Bien Phu and the Taiwan Strait in the 1950s,
President Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles explicitly associated nega-
tive domestic and world public opinion on nuclear weapons with an emerging
taboo, which they viewed as an unwelcome constraint on their freedom to use
nuclear weapons. In a National Security Council (NSC) meeting in October
1953, Dulles stated, “Somehow or other we must manage to remove the taboo
from the use of these weapons.”72 Their perception of an emerging taboo ap-
pears to have played a role in inhibiting a casual resort to use of nuclear weap-
ons during Cold War crises in Asia.73 In turn, the nonuse of nuclear weapons
during these crises—despite the United States’ increasing reliance on them
in its security policies—established an important behavioral precedent for
nonuse.

the u.s. government fights back

In contrast to the antinuclear weapons politics at the global level, within U.S.
policy, the trend shifted toward greater reliance on use of nuclear weapons in
U.S. military planning. This period illustrates how the U.S. government en-
gaged in a process of strategic social construction as it sought to counteract an
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emerging taboo against ªrst use of nuclear weapons by creating an alternative
norm that tactical nuclear weapons should be treated as ordinary weapons.

By the spring of 1953, the U.S. State Department perceived a need to “reduce
the moral stigma” associated with atomic weapons.74 Following the Korean
War, the Eisenhower administration embarked on a deliberate and intensive
policy to “conventionalize” atomic weapons. This was made possible by the
growing availability of tactical or small nuclear weapons. After the develop-
ment by both the Soviet Union and the United States in the 1950s of thermonu-
clear weapons, which clearly violated all traditional notions of proportionality,
the perception that strategic nuclear weapons could have no meaningful uses
increased. The development of smaller, tactical nuclear weapons, however, left
open the possibility that such weapons might still serve military purposes. The
conventionalization policy consisted of two parts: integrating tactical nuclear
weapons more fully into military planning at the operational level, and wag-
ing a concerted public relations effort to make use of such weapons politically
acceptable. This policy was driven by the presumed cost-effectiveness of tacti-
cal nuclear weapons over conventional forces and the need to make the U.S.
nuclear deterrent threat more credible.75 But its success required making nu-
clear weapons more normatively acceptable.

At the operational level, a new group of Joint Chiefs, worried about the pre-
cedent of nonuse set by Korea, wanted a clearer decision as to whether nuclear
weapons would be available for use in war.76 From 1953 to 1960, nuclear weap-
ons were steadily integrated into U.S. military doctrine and all the services
with the explicit goal, as stated in NSC 162/2, approved on October 29, 1953,
of “treating them as conventional” and “as available for use as other muni-
tions.”77 With this decision, the Eisenhower administration formally adopted
what had been a de facto policy of ªrst use under Truman. In December 1954
NATO ofªcially embraced the ªrst use of tactical nuclear weapons to counter a
Soviet conventional attack. NATO commanders were authorized to base their
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plans on the prompt use of nuclear weapons whether the aggressor had used
them or not. As part of the implementation of this strategy, the United States
transported large numbers of tactical nuclear weapons to Europe.78

With regard to the normative strategy, U.S. political and military leaders ex-
plicitly sought to counter an emerging stigma or taboo with alternative moral
and legal interpretations of nuclear weapons, ones that emphasized their simi-
larities, rather than differences, with other kinds of weapons. From 1953 until
about 1958, in both internal and public forums, Secretary of State Dulles took
the lead in pursuing a campaign to break down the “false distinction” between
conventional and nuclear weapons and to promote the idea that nuclear weap-
ons could be used conventionally. At a press conference in December 1954, in
the context of the ongoing crisis with Communist China over the offshore is-
lands of Quemoy and Matsu, he stated that current U.S. policies “will gradu-
ally include the use of atomic weapons as conventional weapons for tactical
purposes.” He suggested that many kinds of weapons could be used for mas-
sive destruction and retaliation, giving the example of Allied bombing of Ger-
man cities in World War II. Atomic weapons merely had “greater destructive
capacities” than earlier weapons, reºecting a general trend in weapons devel-
opment.79 In 1955 the United States issued its ªrst formal statement defending
the legality of use of nuclear weapons.80

Dulles continued to make these points in public speeches and statements
over the next few years. In an article in Foreign Affairs in October 1957, he
wrote that “it is now possible to alter the character of nuclear weapons.” Their
use “need not involve vast destruction and widespread harm to humanity. Re-
cent tests point to the possibility of possessing nuclear weapons the destruc-
tiveness and radiation effects of which can be conªned substantially to
predetermined targets.”81 In other words, Dulles was explicitly arguing that
tactical nuclear weapons should no longer be categorized as weapons of mass
destruction.

This history is familiar to nuclear historians, but less well appreciated is the
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extent to which Dulles’s campaign was an explicitly moral strategy. It might be
argued that Eisenhower and Dulles’s public assertions about the conventional
status of tactical nuclear weapons were aimed mainly at adversaries abroad as
a way to strengthen the U.S. deterrent threat. But the evidence is overwhelm-
ing that a primary purpose was to counter growing revulsion toward nuclear
weapons at home and among allied publics. A national intelligence estimate
(NIE) in 1955 on the implications of growing nuclear capabilities on public atti-
tudes noted that “there is increased public pressure on governments to ªnd
some means of international disarmament, and especially some means of en-
suring that nuclear weapons will not be used in war.”82 U.S. leaders recog-
nized that objections to the use of nuclear weapons were not simply prudential
but moral. In NSC discussions in May 1957 on public opinion obstacles to us-
ing nuclear weapons in local conºicts, Dulles noted that Konrad Adenauer,
chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany, “believes, as a result of deep
religious feelings, that the use of this type of force and this sort of weapon is
wrong.” Dulles added, “For reasons such as this, the United States could not
disregard important elements of world opinion.”83

By the second half of the 1950s, the U.S. and other Western governments
viewed the growing antinuclear movement with alarm. They attempted to de-
rail meetings of antinuclear groups, including the scientists’ Pugwash meet-
ings, kept peace groups under surveillance, and “sought to counter their
inºuence through the management of public opinion.”84 This included dissem-
inating pronuclear propaganda, some of it knowingly false, and deliberately
suppressing information about radiation hazards and testing from the pub-
lic.85 The U.S. government’s ongoing attempts to suppress knowledge and in-
formation about the effects of nuclear weapons highlighted the important role
played by civil society movements as alternative sources of facts, information,
and analysis.

the taboo prevails

By the end of the 1950s, it was clear that the conventionalization policies had
failed. As Eisenhower and Dulles conceded, people continued to believe that
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nuclear weapons, even tactical nuclear weapons, were different. In May 1957
Dulles stated that “he was convinced that world opinion was not yet ready to
accept the general use of nuclear weapons in local conºicts.” If the United
States resorted to such a war, “we will . . . be cast as a ruthless military power,
as was Germany earlier.”86 In 1958 Eisenhower noted to Dulles with regard to
the administration’s policy of “massive retaliation” that “as much as two-
thirds of the world, and 50% of U.S. opinion opposes the course we have been
following.”87 Eisenhower and Dulles’s concession represented instrumental
adaptation to the pressures of the antinuclear movement and public opinion.
They did not personally share the emerging taboo. Indeed, Dulles continued to
predict that “all this would change at some point in the future, but the time
had not yet come, even if the United States is beginning to manufacture these
smaller nuclear weapons.”88

By August 1958 Eisenhower was reacting skeptically to enthusiastic reports
about recent weapons tests from his pro-nuclear-testing advisers: “The new
thermonuclear weapons are tremendously powerful; however, they are not . . .
as powerful as is world opinion today in obliging the United States to follow
certain lines of policy.”89 Under pressure of mobilized public opinion, the
United States, the Soviet Union, and Britain adopted a testing moratorium in
1958 and later an atmospheric test ban in 1963. Never before in history had
there been a ban on testing a weapon, bolstering the special status of nuclear
weapons. In July 1959 State Department ofªcials who thought that greater con-
ventional forces were the key to the politically acceptable use of force argued
for removing the planning assumption that nuclear weapons would be consid-
ered “as conventional weapons from a military point of view.”90 Because of op-
posing views within the administration, this problem was still unsolved when
Eisenhower left ofªce in January 1961.

internalization: institutionalization and consolidation,

1960s and 1970s

By the beginning of the 1960s, the taboo had largely prevailed over competing
interpretations of nuclear weapons. As noted earlier, antinuclear-weaponism
had been institutionalized in the UN disarmament machinery from an early
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date. Now the nuclear taboo began to become institutionalized more broadly
in multilateral and U.S.-Soviet bilateral arms control agreements and within
the U.S. government itself. This was made possible by widespread acceptance
of the view that nuclear weapons should be for deterrence, not use. This shift
was reºected in the policies of the incoming John F. Kennedy administration in
1961, which sought to reduce reliance on nuclear weapons and develop more
“ºexible” conventional alternatives.91 In contrast to the U.S. position in the
1950s, U.S. leaders began to indicate a willingness to accept some formal limi-
tations on use of nuclear weapons.

Thus, in 1967 the United States accepted for the ªrst time a legal restriction
on its right to use nuclear weapons when it joined the Latin American nuclear
weapons–free zone, ªrst proposed by Mexico. In 1972 the United States con-
cluded the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) treaty with the Soviet Union. This was
essentially a de facto “no strategic ªrst use” treaty.92 In 1978, in response to
long-standing demands from nonaligned states, the United States along with
other nuclear powers offered negative security assurances to nonnuclear states
that were party to the nuclear nonproliferation treaty. Even though only a po-
litical commitment, it conªrmed the greatly reduced range of circumstances in
which U.S. leaders would consider the use of nuclear weapons.

Several factors contributed to this shift toward institutionalization and ef-
forts to strengthen the taboo during this period. First, the emergence of a stra-
tegic stalemate between the superpowers reinforced the view that deterrence,
not use, must be the appropriate role for nuclear weapons. The shock of the
1962 Cuban missile crisis contributed to the superpowers’ shared recognition
that security in the nuclear age could not be achieved unilaterally and that nu-
clear war between them would be a disaster.93 Following the missile crisis, U.S.
and Soviet leaders sought to restrain the arms race and to codify in arms con-
trol and security cooperation agreements shared understandings of the nature
of security in the nuclear age. Agreements that established some norms and
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rules of crisis management—for example, the U.S. Soviet “hotline” (a dedi-
cated link between the U.S. president and the Soviet leader), crisis manage-
ment centers, and decisionmaking procedures for crisis behavior—implied a
shared assumption that neither is intending to use nuclear weapons, or, if one
is used, that it was not intentional.94

A second factor contributing to the institutionalization of the taboo was the
emergence of a nonaligned-country majority in the UN General Assembly.
Taking advantage of their new numbers, starting in 1961 the nonaligned states
began to pass resolutions calling for a ban on the use of nuclear weapons and
equating their use with crimes against humanity.95 Putting the issue on the
agenda forced the nuclear states to defend their nuclear policies. In the Eigh-
teen Nation Disarmament Committee, the nonaligned states were relentless in
pressuring the superpowers to be more forthcoming on arms control. Internal
documents make clear that U.S. ofªcials repeatedly felt obliged to “show prog-
ress” on multilateral arms control. In policy discussions, U.S. arms control
ofªcials argued strongly for a positive response to the “growing pressure”
from the nonaligned states for nonuse assurances as a way to encourage wider
accession to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, and also to provide ªrmer
ground for fending off more “disadvantageous limitations” on use of nuclear
weapons (i.e., a no-ªrst-use pledge).96

A third factor that helped to strengthen the taboo during this period was the
democratization of the nuclear policymaking process in the United States. A
wider range of domestic actors became involved in nuclear and security mat-
ters. Initially nuclear matters were primarily the province of the security and
scientiªc elite. By the early 1970s, however, civilian arms control analysts, the
environmental movement, and the antinuclear weapons movement were chal-
lenging both nuclear weapons policy and the civil nuclear power industry.97

At the same time, the interests and inºuence of the U.S. Arms Control and
Disarmament Agency (ACDA, established in 1961), the State Department, the
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Bureau of the Budget, and Congress in nuclear matters increased.98 The institu-
tional interests of these agencies in favor of arms restraint provided a counter-
weight to the pronuclear views of the military and the Atomic Energy
Commission. Their inºuence helped both to consolidate the taboo as a total
ban on nuclear weapons and to preserve the line between conventional and
nuclear weapons.

For example, during negotiations on the NPT in 1965–68, ACDA wanted to
deªne nuclear weapons as encompassing all nuclear explosions. The U.S.
Atomic Energy Commission, eager to promote “peaceful nuclear explosions”
(or PNEs) for industrial purposes, wanted the latter to be permitted. The
United States ªnally abandoned its PNEs program in 1974 because of ques-
tions about feasibility and environmental consequences, but also because it in-
terfered with arms control efforts and faced declining enthusiasm from
ofªcials more concerned about reducing the appeal of nuclear weapons.99 As
Schelling has noted, “The decisive argument against PNEs was that they
would accustom the world to nuclear explosions, undermining the belief that
nuclear explosions were inherently evil and reducing inhibitions on using nu-
clear weapons.”100

A fourth factor contributing to the taboo during this period was the strong
personal objections to nuclear weapons by top political leaders in the Kennedy
and Lyndon Johnson administrations. Senior-level U.S. ofªcials such as Secre-
tary of Defense Robert McNamara and Secretary of State Dean Rusk found the
idea of use of such weapons largely “unthinkable,” for military but also for po-
litical and moral reasons.101 Rusk wrote later that if the United States ever used
nuclear weapons, “we would have worn the mark of Cain for generations
to come.”102 In what must be counted as a remarkable development, both
McNamara and Rusk, who harbored private doubts about the wisdom and re-
ality of NATO’s “ºexible response” policy based on a threat of ªrst use, quietly
promoted a de facto no-ªrst-use position. They made statements to the effect
that they would never advise the president to use nuclear weapons ªrst.103
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They also took operational steps to reign in the ºexibility of use, such as block-
ing the development of small nuclear weapons and implementing electronic
locks (permissive action links) to prevent unauthorized launching of nuclear
weapons.104 The Vietnam War conªrmed that even use of tactical nuclear
weapons against a nonnuclear state would be a political disaster.105 The
nonuse of nuclear weapons during this war both reºected and reinforced the
growing taboo on their use. By the time Richard Nixon entered ofªce in Janu-
ary 1969, he could bluff with his national security adviser, Henry Kissinger,
about wanting to use a nuclear weapon on North Vietnam, but they both knew
that they were constrained by the beliefs of others, even if they did not person-
ally share the taboo.106

The domestic and international furor that erupted in 1977–78 over the issue
of building and deploying a neutron bomb is a puzzling phenomenon that
is otherwise inexplicable without reference to a strengthening taboo and its
discursive effects. As Stanley Hoffmann observed, even though, in principle,
the neutron bomb met all the requirements of traditional just war theory, it
was rejected because of fear that it would make nuclear weapons seem more
usable and thus blur the line between conventional and nuclear war.107 A re-
vived antinuclear movement (which had earlier faded as activists became
more focused on the Vietnam War) successfully mobilized broad public oppo-
sition to the neutron bomb, leading to President Jimmy Carter’s decision to
leave the weapon on the drawing board, even though, objectively, the neutron
bomb was hardly more inhumane than the enormously destructive warheads
that ªlled the U.S. nuclear arsenal.108

The period of the 1960s and 1970s thus highlights the often contradictory
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path of normative development. Strategic interests helped to strengthen the ta-
boo but also placed important limits on the degree to which it could be formal-
ized and institutionalized. Because of U.S. extended deterrence commitments,
U.S. leaders resisted demands for greater and more explicit institutionalization
of a no-ªrst-use commitment. Nevertheless, active U.S. resistance to formal, de
jure commitments of nuclear nonuse went hand in hand with a slide toward
what some analysts and policymakers argued was essentially a de facto no-
ªrst-use position in U.S. policy.109

revival of the antinuclear movement and return of the moral debate

In the 1980s, a revived antinuclear movement began to challenge even deter-
rence itself. In 1981 and 1982, the largest antinuclear movement in history
arose in the United States and Europe to protest the Ronald Reagan adminis-
tration’s seeming repudiation of arms control and pursuit of war-ªghting
strategies of deterrence. Millions of demonstrators took to the streets in Euro-
pean capitals to block planned deployments of NATO nuclear weapons, while
the nuclear freeze movement swept the United States.110 These protests ulti-
mately helped to bring the Reagan administration back to the arms control ta-
ble. Meanwhile, mounting dissatisfaction with the strategy of deterrence was
reºected in renewed calls for a no-ªrst-use policy and in renewed moral de-
bate over nuclear weapons, spurred by a scathing moral critique of deterrence
by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops in October 1982.111 In 1983 for-
mer Undersecretary of State George Ball strongly criticized U.S. policy to use
nuclear weapons to defend Europe against a Soviet conventional attack, writ-
ing that a sense of revulsion, not limited to Americans, “has enveloped nuclear
weapons in a rigid taboo.” Any nation that “ªrst broke the taboo by using the
H-bomb” would “suffer universal condemnation.”112
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These debates over the rationality and morality of deterrence afªrmed and
contributed to the increasing perception of the declining utility and legitimacy
of nuclear weapons as instruments of war.113 By the close of the 1980s, many
welcomed the end of the Cold War as a signiªcant opportunity to explicitly re-
duce reliance on nuclear weapons in national security policies and to further
delegitimize them.

analysis of the taboo

How and why did the nuclear taboo emerge and prevail? First, it was actively
promoted by a grassroots and state-level antinuclear weapons movement,
which successfully used the UN and other international forums in a discursive
strategy both to maintain a categorical distinction between conventional and
nuclear weapons and to stigmatize the latter as unacceptable weapons of mass
destruction. Soviet antinuclear propaganda contributed to and reinforced this
movement. As democracies, the United States and its allies, for both strategic
and legitimacy reasons, could not wholly ignore broad public fear and oppro-
brium toward nuclear weapons. The antinuclear movement promoted both
causal knowledge and principled beliefs and fostered alternative discourses of
nuclear weapons. Additionally, the UN and other international organizations
played a key role in disseminating antinuclear weapons norms. UN disarma-
ment conferences, for example, such as the special sessions on disarmament in
1978 and 1982, helped greatly to stimulate popular interest in disarmament,
further contributing to antinuclear public sentiment.114

Second, the actual practice of nonuse by the superpowers (in contrast to the
ofªcial nuclear doctrines emphasizing use) in the face of repeated Cold War
crises bolstered the formation of a convention on nonuse as a total, rather than
selective, prohibition on use of nuclear weapons. Third, a taboo was more con-
sistent with escalation concerns than were the competing norms, which it in
turn helped to reinforce. Fourth, the slow spread of nuclear weapons to other
states, inhibited initially by the difªculty of nuclear weapons technology and
later by nonproliferation policies and norms, created time for the taboo to take
root.

Finally, the role of historical contingency in the development of the taboo
must be taken into account. For example, if Eisenhower had been president be-

Stigmatizing the Bomb 33

113. David S. Yost, “The Delegitimization of Nuclear Deterrence?” Armed Forces and Society,
Vol. 16, No. 4 (Summer 1990), pp. 487–508; and Edward Luttwak, “An Emerging Post-Nuclear
Era?” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 11, No. 1 (Winter 1988), pp. 5–15.
114. Wittner, Toward Nuclear Abolition, pp. 28–29.

[1
50

.1
35

.1
74

.9
8]

   
P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
24

-0
5-

18
 0

0:
28

 G
M

T
) 

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f A
riz

on
a



fore Truman, the development of the taboo might have proceeded quite differ-
ently—or not at all.

beyond the u.s. case

Although the nuclear taboo is widespread today, it is probably not universal. A
critical question is whether it holds for new nuclear states and for nondemo-
cratic states that are not accountable to public opinion. The Soviet case may
provide suggestive evidence for the latter. Although it is hard to be certain
about the nature of Soviet beliefs about the taboo, during the Soviet Union’s
protracted war in Afghanistan, it acted as if nuclear weapons did not exist.115

We know that Soviet leaders advocated nonuse for prudential reasons at least.
They undertook a major conventional arms buildup in the late 1960s spe-
ciªcally to avoid having to initiate tactical nuclear strikes in a war with NATO,
and thus avoid escalation and the nuclear devastation of Russia. In the second
half of the 1970s, Soviet leaders sought unsuccessfully to persuade NATO to
declare a no-ªrst-use policy.116

In 1993 Russia formally abandoned the Soviet no-ªrst-use policy, ªrst de-
clared in 1982. This move likely reºected the weakened conventional strength
of Russia following the end of the Cold War.117 In January 2000, in response to
an increased sense of threat from an enlarging NATO, Russian leaders again
lowered the threshold for using nuclear weapons, stating that such weapons
would be used not only in response to a nuclear attack but also in response to a
conventional attack.118 Russia, however, has retained its nonuse assurances
against nonnuclear states that are party to the NPT.119 Some evidence suggests
that Russian leaders may see reliance on nuclear weapons as a temporary
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measure to provide security until the country’s conventional forces can be
modernized and strengthened.120

The taboo apparently holds even in Israel, which, although democratic, has
long faced an acute security situation where its survival has often been per-
ceived to be at stake. Avner Cohen, the pathbreaking historian of the Israeli
nuclear arsenal, argues that Israeli leaders were reluctant to consider use of
nuclear weapons in wars against Arab states in 1967 and 1973 not only for pru-
dential and organizational reasons but also because of normative factors. They
viewed nuclear weapons as usable only in the last resort. Their reluctance was
partly grounded in what Cohen calls a “double sense of prohibition”: the
evolving global normative prohibition against the use of nuclear weapons and
Israel’s own moral code and culture of nuclear opacity.121

As for India, after shocking the world with its nuclear weapons tests in May
1998, it announced in August 1999 that it was adopting a no-ªrst-use policy
and pledged it would never use nuclear weapons against nonnuclear states. In
justifying India’s possession of nuclear weapons after Indian leaders spent
years castigating them as immoral, the Indian doctrine statement criticized the
major nuclear powers’ insistence on retaining ªrst-use doctrines even against
nonnuclear states, accusing them of seeking to legitimize this practice.122

Despite criticisms that India’s plan to build a nuclear triad along the model of
the declared nuclear states was inconsistent with its stated aims of seeking
only a “minimum but credible deterrent,” Indian commentators emphasized
that Indian nuclear doctrine sought to “chart a new path.” Unlike those of
most other nuclear states, India’s nuclear weapons “are not meant to deter the
use and threat of use of conventional weapons, chemical weapons, biological
weapons or a generalized formulation of protecting national interests any time
anywhere.”123
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Not surprisingly, Pakistan, much weaker than India in conventional forces,
rejected India’s proposal to sign a bilateral no-ªrst-use agreement after con-
ducting its own nuclear tests. It instead offered talks on a comprehensive non-
aggression pact.124 However, worrisome developments include the repeated
use of nuclear threats by both sides during crises since 1998, an apparently
fearless attitude toward nuclear war on the part of some policymakers and
segments of the public, and an emerging regional arms race. A critical factor
appears to be “the absence of an informed and organized public opinion able
to keep political and military leaders in check and restrain them from bran-
dishing nuclear weapons.”125 These further cases suggest the prospect that the
taboo could come to be held in the new nuclear countries, but they also high-
light the challenges that the taboo faces.

Challenges to the Argument

It may be argued that this story of the development of the nuclear taboo is
largely one of self-interest and prudence. Scott Sagan, offering a realist inter-
pretation of the taboo, suggests that the phenomenon of nonuse is better un-
derstood as a “tradition of nonuse” rather than as the expression of a taboo,
because it is best explained by prudential rather than normative concerns.
Nonuse may be “due less to an internalized nuclear taboo” and more to
“longer-term material factors” and to “concerns about precedent setting.”126

Sagan’s notion of a prudence-based tradition is a strong argument, but it
fails to capture the profound moral dimensions of debates over nuclear weap-
ons.127 The historical record shows that the actors themselves have viewed the
nonuse norm as more than simply a rule of prudence. They have thought
about it and talked about it as a taboo with an explicit normative aspect, a
sense of obligation, attached to it. Further, national leaders themselves per-
ceived they were constrained by a taboo and not only by a tradition.
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Moreover, the nuclear taboo qualiªes as a taboo according to Sagan’s own
distinction between a tradition, which is easily disrupted by a violation, and a
taboo, which is more robust.128 Not all violations would necessarily disrupt the
nuclear taboo. As the pedophilia scandals engulªng the U.S. Roman Catholic
Church in 2002 showed, the taboo against pedophilia was not lessened even
by revelations of multiple offenses, implicitly sanctioned by moral authority
and over long periods.129 While a use of a nuclear weapon would certainly vio-
late the taboo, whether it disrupted it would depend on the circumstances of
its use and how other nations responded to the violation. A use by terrorists or
so-called rogue states could be framed as an aberration from which other na-
tions could salvage a deeper appreciation of the negative effects of nuclear
weapons and an increased sense of revulsion. A violation of this sort would
likely spur new measures to strengthen the taboo. Indeed, such measures
would be necessary to contain the danger posed by the violation. Inadvertent
use would likely have a similar impact.

A deliberate, “rational” use by one of the major nuclear powers, such as the
United States, would present a hard case. Still, even here, whether the taboo
was fatally disrupted would depend heavily on the circumstances of the case
and how the international community responded. Was U.S. survival at stake?
Were all other options exhausted? Other crucial considerations would include
the speciªc consequences of the attack (e.g., the degree of collateral damage)
and the international community’s interpretation of the event and the lessons
it drew from it about the circumstances (if any) in which a nuclear attack could
be justiªed. Containing the danger posed by the violation would require ex-
tensive political and diplomatic efforts to reconstruct the now-transformed
world. But in the most hopeful case, these efforts could actually reinforce the
taboo, rather than signal its demise.

Sagan’s notion of a tradition anchored in precedent is similar to Ward
Thomas’s notion of “convention-dependent” norms—norms that are anchored
in reciprocity and therefore last only as long as reciprocity does. Once one side
breaks such a norm, the other side then feels free to (and generally does) fol-
low suit.130 In contrast, in the case of a taboo, violation by one party does not
necessarily constitute permission for violations by others. The single use of a
nuclear weapon would not necessarily constitute permission for other coun-
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tries to follow suit. If a rogue actor used a nuclear weapon against U.S. troops
or allies, strong reasons exist for the United States and others not to respond in
kind—most importantly to maintain the perception that nuclear weapons are
unacceptable weapons, and perhaps as well the distinction that only “barbari-
ans” would use them. Although there might well be calls to respond with nu-
clear weapons, there would also be signiªcant international pressure to resist
such action and to reafªrm the taboo and the unacceptability of such weapons
(this would be made easier by the fact that the United States possesses ade-
quate conventional alternatives).

These factors suggest that the nuclear taboo is indeed more of a taboo than
simply a tradition. Still, the nuclear taboo is more fragile than other kinds of
taboos, and thus is not quite the equivalent of a taboo on pedophilia or incest.
Numerous violations of the latter can occur, and they remain fairly resilient.
This is unlikely to be the case with the nuclear taboo. It may be that even lim-
ited use of nuclear weapons can set a precedent, legitimizing their use for at
least some conºict scenarios, and thus fatally disrupting the taboo.131 This is
because a violation of the nuclear taboo is a very public event, and the affected
collectivity—the international state system—is a small one that lacks robust so-
cial mechanisms to contain the violation and prevent contagion from spread-
ing.132 In contrast, a violation of the pedophilia taboo can be kept secret or
quarantined. The relevant collectivity is large, and there remains a sizable
community beyond the affected individuals that can still maintain the taboo.
Few equivalent mechanisms of social containment exist in international soci-
ety. Thus, while a violation of the taboo would not necessarily mean that the
taboo would no longer hold, extraordinary measures would need to be taken
to restore and reconstruct the world. Because it is hard to be certain precisely
how fragile (or how resilient) the nuclear taboo is, and because the reconstruc-
tion of a transformed world is vastly more challenging than the maintenance
of the existing one, it is vitally important to err on the side of preventing any
violations of the taboo. If a violation occurs nonetheless, for the taboo not to be
fatally broken, the international community would have to respond with ex-
tremely strong measures to reconstruct and strengthen it.

Some might argue that power politics largely accounts for the rise of the ta-
boo, and that the taboo is best explained not as a weapon of the weak against
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the strong but rather as a weapon of the strong against the strong. This view
emphasizes the key role of the Soviet Union in denouncing atomic weapons in
the 1950s and beyond. Soviet efforts to stigmatize the weapons of the West in-
deed helped to scare people about nuclear weapons and nuclear war. The
United States depended much more heavily on nuclear weapons in its alliance
and defense polices than did the Soviet Union, which relied on a larger con-
ventional force. Thus the Soviets had an interest in promoting a norm that was
more constraining for the United States (the Chinese leadership also partici-
pated actively in the 1950 Stockholm ban-the-bomb campaign, hoping that this
would inhibit U.S. use of nuclear weapons in Korea).133

Admittedly, U.S. leaders’ response to Soviet antinuclear propaganda in the
1950s was to redouble their efforts to defend the moral legitimacy of nuclear
weapons, not to support a taboo on their use. Soviet efforts, however, were ef-
fective in part because they coincided with the views of Western antinuclear
weapons activists and also of developing countries, as well as with efforts in
the UN to control such weapons. Without this larger context, U.S. leaders’ at-
tempts to dismiss Soviet views as merely more communist propaganda would
likely have been more successful. It was the conjunction of factors—Soviet pro-
paganda, policy efforts at the UN, and the antinuclear weapons movement—
that was important.

Finally, in the most skeptical view, critics may ask: how can there be a nu-
clear taboo when nations are actively preparing to violate it? That is, as long as
nations continue to rely on nuclear weapons and prepare for their use, how is
it possible to speak of a taboo?134 It is true that if nuclear weapons were fully
delegitimized and their use fully unthinkable in absolutely all circumstances,
we would expect nations to cease preparing for nuclear war and to get rid of
their nuclear arsenals. That would suggest a fully robust taboo. The fact that
nuclear states have not yet reached this end point, however, should not pre-
vent us from noticing that they have made it part way down the path. The use
of nuclear weapons has become unthinkable for many circumstances in which
such use was once contemplated or regarded as a legitimate alternative, for al-
most every purpose except “last resort,” a term whose meaning has shifted
over time. The fact that nations continue to maintain nuclear arsenals—though
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at much lower levels of alert status and in smaller numbers than during the
Cold War—shows that the taboo is not fully robust, but it also reveals the con-
tinuing belief in deterrence: that nuclear weapons prevent war even when they
cannot be used.

This is the way prohibitive norms work. They do not simply emerge full
blown as absolute prohibitions. They rarely render violations impossible but
instead “make them unlikely by raising the threshold of what counts as a legit-
imate exception to the rule.”135 As the nuclear taboo developed, it gradually
ruled out use of nuclear weapons in a range of contingencies that were once
thinkable and where their employment might have been advantageous. It
shifts conceptions of both utility and legitimacy.

Rationalists might argue that the taboo is largely self-enforcing. It is main-
tained or enforced through mutual deterrence and the uncertain long-term
consequences of any use of nuclear weapons. Norms are said to be easier to
monitor and enforce among small groups than among large ones. With only
eight nuclear powers, the enforcement of the norm is thus not too difªcult.136

Additionally, the behavioral injunction of the nonuse norm—no use of nuclear
weapons—is very clear and thus, rationalists might argue, the norm does not
necessarily need to be written in to treaties.

There is much truth in this. But as I noted above, actors themselves have
viewed the norm as more than simply a rule of prudence, and have thought
about it and talked about it as a taboo, with an explicit normative dimension.
Further, despite rationalist arguments that the norm is self-enforcing, few
policymakers have thought that way. By the 1960s, the superpowers did not
feel comfortable relying simply on the operation of mutual deterrence to guar-
antee nonuse, but instead sought to codify and institutionalize shared under-
standings of nonuse in some fashion in order to stabilize deterrence, even as
the United States has resisted a formal prohibition. The antinuclear weapons
coalition has certainly not viewed deterrence as sufªcient support for the
taboo, but has pursued a codiªed, formal prohibition and the stigmatization
of nuclear weapons. The international community has also promoted a non-
proliferation norm as a route to nonuse. Thus, in addition to deterrence, other
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factors including law, public opinion, internalization, and reputation help to
support the taboo.

Game theorists hold that norms can serve as focal points, thus contributing
to stable outcomes in the absence of a unique equilibrium. The analysis here
helps to explain why one equilibrium was chosen over another. The develop-
ment of the taboo has been the result of both self-interested and normative
concerns, and has depended importantly on discursive strategies—how nu-
clear weapons became categorized, interpreted, and politicized. As the taboo
evolved, it provided agents and states with new understandings of—that is,
constituted—interests and identities. For example, the public’s changing inter-
pretation of the correctness of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings over the
years is perhaps explicable in terms of the general delegitimation of nuclear
weapons. The number of those approving of the bombings diminished from a
high of 86 percent in 1945 to slightly more than 50 percent in 1994. At the same
time, critics of Truman’s decision to use the bomb in 1945 increased from about
19 percent in October 1945 to about 40 percent in 1994.137

The overall effect of the taboo has been to diminish the utility and legitimacy
of nuclear weapons as instruments of war. More paradoxically, the taboo has
also helped to stabilize, rather than undermine, mutual nuclear deterrence be-
tween the superpowers, not by any technical means but by helping to embed
deterrence in a set of shared practices, institutions, and expectations. It can be
argued that it is in the nuclear powers’ interests to build a taboo against use of
nuclear weapons in order to diminish the incentive of other states to acquire
such weapons, that is, to deter nuclear proliferation. For the United States es-
pecially, it is possible to build a strong rationalist argument that, even though
the U.S. government did not accept arguments for the abolition of nuclear
weapons, abolition or at least a strong nuclear taboo would serve U.S. interests
in an era of overwhelming U.S. conventional superiority. The problem is that
promoting a taboo diminishes the utility of one’s own nuclear weapons as
well. Ultimately, a nuclear taboo is actually in the greatest interest of small,
nonnuclear states because they have no recourse against nuclear attack other
than the restraint induced by the norm. The nuclear powers, in theory, can al-
ways rely on mutual deterrence for their security.
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terrorists and the nuclear taboo

The one group for whom the taboo may hold little meaning is terrorists. In-
deed, terrorists derive their impact precisely through ºouting accepted norms
for political effect and defying the authority of states to control violence.138 The
attacks by al-Qaida, a fundamentalist Islamic group, on the World Trade Cen-
ter and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, following a series of large-scale
attacks on U.S. targets in the 1990s, substantially support this view. Evidence
gathered in Afghanistan in the wake of the 2001 attacks suggested that al-
Qaida, and perhaps groups linked to it, actively sought weapons of mass de-
struction, including chemical weapons and radiological weapons, or so-called
dirty bombs.139 The scale of the September 11 attacks, in which nearly 3,000
people were killed, along with al-Qaida’s declared hostility and intent to wage
large-scale terrorist violence against U.S. targets, suggests the group might
have little hesitation to use weapons of mass destruction. In December 1998 in-
terviews, al-Qaida leader Osama bin Laden stated that it was a “religious
duty” for Muslims to acquire weapons of mass destruction, including nuclear
weapons. “How we use them is up to us,” he added.140 Nine months after Sep-
tember 11, bin Laden’s press spokesman announced on an Islamic web site,
“We have the right to kill 4 million Americans” in response to alleged injuries
to Muslims by American “imperialism.”141

There is thus little reason to assume that such terrorists would be restrained
by a nuclear taboo. Indeed, they might relish violating it. Experts on terrorism
suggest that religious extremists, “who tend to regard their own actions as be-
ing divinely sanctioned, are more likely to violate long-standing moral taboos
against WMD use.”142 It is with respect to terrorists that the taboo may have a
downside. It is precisely the possibility of transgressing a taboo for dramatic
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political effect that would make the use of radiological weapons, for example,
attractive to terrorists. Radiological weapons are not necessarily more destruc-
tive than conventional weapons and are not useful for killing large numbers of
people.143 The transgressive nature of their use, however, would have a much
more dramatic psychological and political effect than if terrorists simply set off
a large conventional explosion. The public impact of the attack would initially
be based on the fact that it occurred at all.

A terrorist use of nuclear weapons would certainly violate the taboo, but,
again, how states responded (e.g., whether with nuclear or conventional
means) would determine whether the taboo was fatally disrupted. Given that
the taboo may have little meaning for terrorists, preventing terrorist use of nu-
clear weapons points toward robust controls on ªssile material and weapons
or even elimination of the weapons themselves, to minimize the chances that
existing weapons or nuclear material fall into the wrong hands.144

prospects for the nuclear taboo

What are the future prospects for the taboo? How might it unravel? It could
unravel in several ways. It could weaken in the future if the NPT were to come
under serious challenge by the proliferation of weapons to new states, if the
nuclear doctrines of nuclear states continue to emphasize nuclear weapons as
an important instrument of national security and even develop new roles for
them, and if the nuclear states rely on nuclear threats and deployments as in-
struments of policy. Development of new generations of “mini-nukes” that
blur the line between conventional and nuclear weapons, thus lowering the
threshold for nuclear use, would be especially damaging. Even if the United
States ultimately decided not to develop or to test new types of small nuclear
weapons, loose talk about the potential utility of nuclear weapons could
weaken the nuclear taboo. Finally, the taboo would certainly be severely dam-
aged (even if not necessarily totally disrupted) by any use of nuclear weapons.

Two factors could put pressure on the taboo in the coming decades:
(1) changes in the nature of warfare and threats, and (2) U.S. hegemony. First,
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the changing nature of warfare may create new pressures for consideration of
nuclear options. The dominant threats to the security of states today are posed
by nonstate actors, including terrorists, and so-called rogue states seeking ac-
cess to weapons of mass destruction. Terrorists do not ªght conventional wars
and are difªcult to deter. Such unconventional threats may place pressure on
military and political leaders to consider new roles for nuclear weapons in pre-
empting use of other weapons of mass destruction. If U.S. planners viewed nu-
clear weapons as the only effective means to preempt a threatened devastating
rogue-actor attack with biological weapons, for example, political leaders
might come under great pressure to consider use of nuclear weapons.

The U.S.-led intervention in Afghanistan in 2001 reinforced interest among
some U.S. military planners in the idea of “bunker buster” nuclear warheads
that could penetrate deeply into the earth to destroy heavily reinforced under-
ground facilities, such as those used in the production of chemical, biological,
or nuclear weapons.145 Proponents also argue that smaller, more accurate,
more “usable” nuclear weapons could reduce collateral damage and therefore
would be more effective in the complex calculus of deterrence.146 Critics argue
that the development of reduced-collateral-damage nuclear weapons is not
technically feasible.147 Further, such weapons, by appearing more usable,
would lower the threshold for using nuclear weapons and would accelerate
the proliferation of nuclear weapons generally.148 Should production of these
new warheads go forward, this would certainly represent a step backward in
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terms of the taboo. Although in many respects this policy would be no differ-
ent from past U.S. policies to build more usable warheads (e.g., in the 1970s), it
would be worse for the taboo today because it would reverse expectations es-
tablished by the U.S. decision in 1993 not to build new nuclear warheads.149

A second factor putting pressure on the taboo would be a new interpretation
of U.S. hegemony, in which the unrivaled power position of the United States
after the end of the Cold War is coupled with a new Hobbesian ideology in
which the most powerful state or Leviathan rightfully controls the world or-
der. This new interpretation of hegemony could give rise to a discourse that
seeks to legitimize use of nuclear weapons by the United States to enforce
norms against so-called barbarians. In recent years, U.S. leaders have appeared
to pursue new roles for nuclear weapons in counterproliferation strategies and
the ªght against terrorism, while expressing active disdain for the UN and in-
ternational treaties and advocating a new doctrine of preemptive use of mili-
tary force to prevent acquisition of weapons of mass destruction by other
actors. In this view, norms that constrain others would not necessarily apply to
the United States. The United States would reserve to itself alone the right to
use force, including the use of nuclear weapons, to enforce nonproliferation,
nonuse, and disarmament against other actors.150 The development of new
mini-nukes would be consistent with this scenario.

Such a development would be extremely troubling. However, several fac-
tors, both realist and normative, militate against it. Concerns about setting un-
desirable precedents for use of nuclear weapons—the negative consequences
of demonstrating their utility (realist) and legitimacy (normative)—will re-
main powerful restraints for many U.S. leaders. Further, the identity mecha-
nism operating in the taboo is that “we” do not use nuclear weapons—because
of who we are and what our values are, because civilized states do not do this,
and so on. The identity of the adversary has become less relevant over time
(this is true for the application of the laws of war generally). For this mecha-
nism to change, U.S. identity and self-conceptions would have to shift
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signiªcantly. A U.S. leadership emphasizing the role of power rather than the
rule of law could certainly put pressure on this identity, while a catastrophic
attack on the United States could provide a powerful motivation for setting
aside the nuclear taboo. Absent such a catastrophic attack, however, the shared
history, experience, and domestic tradition of Americans emphasizing law and
humanitarian values will make this identity difªcult to undo easily or quickly.
Further, unlike in the 1950s, the United States would have little support from
its traditional NATO allies in its efforts to relegitimize nuclear weapons.

Today the taboo is reºected not simply in discourse; it has also been inter-
nalized to varying degrees in policy and institutions, international agreements,
and moral categories. Thus a shift in discourse alone would not necessarily im-
mediately dissolve the taboo, but over an extended period, such a shift could
erode it. For those who might favor a Leviathan approach to the U.S. role in
the world, the problem is that, in the end, it will be impossible to relegitimize
nuclear weapons for the United States alone while delegitimizing them for the
rest of the world. If the United States exempts itself from the opprobrium be-
stowed on nuclear weapons, it will lack the moral authority to bring the rest of
the world along.151

Conclusion

This analysis shows that the rise of a nuclear taboo in world politics and in
U.S. policy cannot simply be attributed straightforwardly to superpower self-
interest, but instead is the result of a much broader set of factors, including im-
portantly, a signiªcant role for nonstate actors and antinuclear public opinion.
Once a situation of mutual capacity to inºict unacceptable damage developed
in the late 1950s, a primary factor driving the strengthening of the taboo was
superpower self-interest. But in the critical early period of the nuclear era,
when important precedents of nonuse were set, and continuing in some fash-
ion through to the present, a global grassroots antinuclear weapons movement
and nonnuclear states have played a critical role in subjecting nuclear weapons
to criticism and castigating them as unacceptable for use. Given that use was
what was institutionalized in the U.S. military, the development of the taboo is
all the more remarkable.

This case thus adds to a growing body of research that ªnds that transna-
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tional movements and less powerful states have played an important role in
global norm creation.152 They are often greatly facilitated in this endeavor by
the platform—or bullhorn—provided by international organizations. The case
also suggests that norms do not need to be formalized to have an effect, and
that there may be some virtues in a de facto norm. The “demands” for a stron-
ger taboo, however, have always been greater than what the nuclear powers
have been willing to deliver. Here, the taboo runs up against realism. The ab-
sence of a formal legal prohibition on nuclear weapons stems primarily from
the fact that the great powers do not want it. But having a de facto norm has
helped to stabilize and legitimize deterrence between the nuclear states, even
as it has undermined deterrence between nuclear and nonnuclear states.

The analysis here suggests at least two important areas for future research.
One is how the taboo has been accepted and internalized in other countries, es-
pecially nondemocracies, and the mechanisms by which the taboo has been
disseminated and institutionalized in speciªc cases. How do key decision-
makers come to accept the taboo? A second area of research is the complex and
mixed relationship between democracy and nuclear weapons, including the
mixed record of democratic control over nuclear arsenals.

What kinds of actions would strengthen the taboo? Desirable policy mea-
sures would minimize the value of possessing nuclear weapons, and continue
narrowing the range of circumstances in which the ªrst use of nuclear weap-
ons could be seen as legitimate. A declared no-ªrst-use agreement and a
ratiªed comprehensive test ban would be important steps in this direction.
States should also increase the likelihood that alternatives will be found in cri-
ses that threaten nuclear ªrst use. The continued categorization of nuclear
weapons as unacceptable weapons of mass destruction will be essential, and
developments that would tend to erode this, such as the building of new gen-
erations of very small nuclear weapons, should be avoided. Institutional ap-
proaches or agreements for strengthening inhibitions against use or threats of
use may be possible, such as an agreement by all states that there be no ªrst
use of nuclear weapons without prior consultation with the United Nations
Security Council.153
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Recently, some analysts have suggested that nuclear weapons should be cat-
egorized separately from chemical and biological weapons because nuclear
weapons are much more lethal, and because the latter two are not really weap-
ons of mass destruction.154 The nuclear taboo, however, beneªts from its dis-
cursive association with formally banned weapons. For example, once the ªrst
top leader is subjected to trial as a war criminal for using chemical weapons
(as President George W. Bush threatened Iraqi leaders if they used chemical or
biological weapons during the 2003 war against Iraq), it will be only a small
step to charging as a war criminal any leader who used nuclear weapons.155

In addition, the analysis suggests the importance of democratizing domestic
policymaking on nuclear weapons. This includes support for civilian nuclear
analysts and arms control groups, and other groups in civil society, as well as
public education about nuclear weapons. It also suggests the creation of gov-
ernment bureaucracies mandated with institutionalized interests in arms re-
straint, along with greater domestic transparency about a nation’s nuclear
matters. Democracy, however, has not always been a force for nuclear
restraint, either in the United States or elsewhere. But this may be due in part
to excessive secrecy and distortions of the democratic process when it comes to
nuclear weapons policymaking.156

One of the policy implications of this argument is that it will be easier to ban
the use of nuclear weapons than to ban the weapons themselves. The negotia-
tions on nuclear disarmament that have been going on under the auspices of
the United Nations since the 1950s have been far more effective in contributing
to the normative opprobrium against nuclear weapons than in reducing their
numbers. Although complete nuclear disarmament will undoubtedly continue
to be the goal of many nonnuclear states, it is probably unlikely to happen, in
part because of fears of “breakout” (secret rearming) by the nuclear powers.157

It will be politically easier to pursue strong restrictions and prohibitions on
use.

As physicist Alvin Weinberg has observed, today the nuclear taboo is not
only a political phenomenon but is also becoming more deeply embedded in
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our cultural practices. The memory of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is being
“sanctiªed” by being turned into a religious tradition with the creation of com-
memorative monuments and markers (the Peace Park in Hiroshima and the
Bell at Oak Ridge National Laboratory in the United States) and practices
(journeys to these pilgrimage sites and ceremonies marking Hiroshima Day).
Such sites and practices keep alive the memory of the atomic bombings and
the need to prevent the use of nuclear weapons ever again.158 This “sancti-
ªcation of Hiroshima” further reinforces the nuclear taboo and, by associating
it with religious practices, embeds it in deeper cultural meanings and our
identities.

Stigmatizing the Bomb 49

158. Alvin M. Weinberg, “The Bell and the Bomb,” Cosmos Journal (1997), http://www.cosmos-
club.org/journals/1997/index.html; and Alvin M. Weinberg, “The Sanctiªcation of Hiroshima,”
Oak Ridge Associated Universities, November 1995.


