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From Rational Science to Morality
Tracing the Nuclear Taboo in Deterrence Theory
András Szalai

When the two atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, they 
were regarded as just another type of conventional weapon, and military 
leaders immediately tried to integrate them into existing strategies so that 

they could be used in the next war, whatever form it would take. The United States, 
then the single state possessing the weapon, had several opportunities to rely on them, 
most notably in the Korean War in 1950–53 and the First Gulf War in 1991. In reality, 
however, nuclear weapons were never used again. Moreover, they are now seen as 
unacceptable and inhumane weapons of mass destruction, arguably with a strong 
ethical taboo on (fi rst) use that applies to all kinds of nuclear weapons. Nuclear policies 
thought possible in the Cold War – ranging from the all-out nuclear war of massive 
retaliation to limited use of tactical warheads in fl exible response — are now severely 
delegitimised and regarded as ‘uncivilised’ or ‘barbaric’. Any use of nuclear weapons 
is now ‘unthinkable’. The development of the nuclear taboo is one of the centrepieces 
of the academic debate between realism and constructivism on the role of norms in the 
international system, as it seems to place a strong constraint on the security policies 
great powers can consider. While constructivists believe that the taboo clearly shows 
the constraining eff ect of international norms on great power politics, realists question 
the existence of a taboo by conceptualising it as a mere rule of prudence, a ‘tradition of 
nonuse’.1,2

Without trying to sett le the debate, this paper seeks to contribute to the general 
explanation of this complex, multi-causal phenomenon. It traces the roots of the nuclear 
taboo not in diplomacy or international law, but in strategic science itself. It focuses on 
the role defence intellectuals (scientists engaged in nuclear policy construction) played 
in the taboo’s birth as they developed a rational-scientifi c deterrence theory that could 
act as an enabling condition for the subsequent emergence of the nuclear taboo as one 
of the key elements of American strategic culture. Doing so the paper answers the 
question how morality may become the unintended consequence of purely rational 
strategic calculations aimed at winning a war. Although the additional explaining 
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variable rests on a strongly rationalist-realist basis (i.e. rational-scientifi c strategy), 
by explaining the role deterrence theory played in the internalisation of the taboo as 
an element of culture, this analysis off ers a link between constructivists and realist 
explanations of the same phenomenon.

The Nuclear Taboo

As defi ned by Nina Tannenwald, the nuclear taboo is a de facto normative prohibition 
against the fi rst use of nuclear weapons.3 It is not the behaviour of nonuse itself, but rather 
a set of normative beliefs about behaviour. Norms here are understood as a standard 
of right and wrong, a prescription of behaviour for a given identity.4 It is a taboo in 
the sense that it is a strong normative prohibition that is aimed at defending society 
from harmful/dangerous behaviour. According to constructivist scholars, the nuclear 
taboo is more than a norm since it invokes danger, refers to horrible consequences 
of a transgression and it is a de facto prohibition. However, the taboo also appears to 
have some shortcomings: it is not legalised, thus making enforcement and monitoring 
diffi  cult; it does not prohibit the acquisition of its object, i.e. nuclear weapons; and by 
positing nuclear weapons as inhumane weapons of mass destruction and their use 
as a barbaric act, it implicitly legitimises the (possibly inhumane) use of conventional 
weapons in combat. For example, it is curious how the emphasis in the academic debate 
on the morality on bombing was initially put more on the atomic bombings, rather than 
on the bombing campaigns against German and Japanese cities that claimed many 
times more lives than the two A-bomb att acks.

The Realist–Constructivist Debate

Realists like Kenneth Waltz or John Mearsheimer argue that “States in anarchy cannot 
aff ord to be moral” – in the state of anarchy states are forced to be self-reliant and to 
pursue balance of power politics (Realpolitik) as the only means available for assuring 
their survival.5 If a statesman is infl uenced by norms, aggressive states might take 
advantages of him. In time, Realpolitik becomes the dominant behaviour, and states 
violating it (i.e. following norms) are singled out. The market logic applies: non-profi t 
maximising fi rms are taken over by the competition. Realists argue that even if some 
norms seem to be operating at the international level, these can only be understood 
through the lens of power politics.6 Ethical norms may indeed matt er as norms of 
conduct, but only if they are supported by a powerful actor, and thus refl ect its self-
interest. Taken to its extreme, this logic is nothing more than an argument for hypocrisy: 
if a norm does not coincide with state interests, it can easily be violated by the strong.
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A realist logic can still account for the existence of a nuclear taboo. Scott  Sagan, for 
example, argues that restrained policies towards the use of weapons of mass destruction 
can be explained as the calculated pursuit of long-term security interests.7 Nonuse in 
this case is due to the fear that the adversary might interpret use as a precedent and 
therefore do something we wanted to avoid.8 There is a huge diff erence between not 
doing something because one sees it as morally wrong and not doing something because 
one fears that others will imitate it as a direct or indirect consequence of one’s action. 
While the fi rst would be an ethical taboo, the second is merely a rule of prudence. Thus 
realists claim that the nuclear “taboo” is rather just a tradition of nonuse, a restraint 
based on the fear of sett ing wrong precedents.9

It is this fear of precedents that explains nonuse both in the Cold War and in 
asymmetrical confl icts, like Vietnam or the Gulf War. During the Cold War, in 
particular, the so-called balance of terror led to a stable equilibrium: any use of nuclear 
weapons could have led to all-out nuclear war between the two sides by sett ing the 
wrong precedent. Apart from acting as deterrents, nuclear weapons also force nations 
into self-deterrence.10 Following this logic some realists, most notably Kenneth Waltz, 
believe that controlled nuclear proliferation can lead to a more stable international 
system: if everybody has nuclear weapons, nobody will dare to use them.11

Constructivists, on the other hand, argue that although these explanations have 
some truth to them, they are inadequate since they fail to capture a strong moral aspect 
of nonuse.12 The taboo was namely pursued against the will of powerful actors, such as 
the United States, and it has a strong moral core anchored in the tradition that killing 
civilians is morally wrong. This core cannot be explained through power politics. 
Therefore they pursue a more comprehensive explanation that takes into account the 
role of non-state actors (the global antinuclear movement) and weak states. They locate 
the origins of the taboo in a set of domestic and international factors, with a central 
role att ributed to the US anti-nuclear movement. Constructivists claim that the taboo is 
more than a mere ethical norm by emphasising its intersubjective element: the taboo is 
a taboo because people believe it is so. Nina Tannenwald, for example, shows that the 
leaders themselves referred to a taboo in the early 1950s when no objective tradition 
of nonuse existed yet.13 Evidence of this intersubjectivity for constructivists lies in the 
discourse around the use of nuclear weapons: public opinion, diplomatic statements, 
UN documents, changing state policies and personal statements of world leaders.
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The Nuclear Taboo and Strategic Culture

The strategic culture literature aims to show the shortcomings of ahistorical and non-
cultural models of national security policies by describing “national styles of strategy”.14 
Strategic culture for these scholars is the characterisation of strategic predispositions in 
a given state, a set of beliefs about possible national security strategies that constraints 
and guides state policies. Though proponents of the theory disagree in the strength of 
the causal link between strategic culture and behaviour, they all maintain that cultural 
variables constituting strategic culture give meaning to mere material capabilities, thus 
they enjoy analytical primacy.15 Hence strategic culture is an explanatory framework 
aimed at challenging realist determinism about material capabilities and state 
behaviour.16

This paper relies on the literature’s third generation’s conceptualisation of strategic 
culture, which posits that strategic culture does not alone determine strategic decisions; 
but rather acts as an intervening variable. It acts as a mindset that limits or guides 
the choices of statesmen in terms of the effi  cacy and nature of violence, the frequency 
of confl ict or the zero-sum nature of confl icts. Unlike in the fi rst generation, third 
generation authors claim that strategic culture is not an all-pervasive superstructure 
rooted in history, but is the outcome of the competition between diff erent substate 
level strategic cultures, att ributed to diff erent branches of the bureaucracy. In their 
understanding, for example, the US Navy and the US Air Force would have diff erent 
understanding of what American strategic culture would entail. Which version or 
which combination of existing organisational-strategic cultures prevails is a complex 
function of bureaucratic struggles, politics and historical contingency.17

Understood through the lens of third generation strategic culture, the acceptance and 
the internalisation (later institutionalisation) of the nuclear taboo as part of American 
strategic culture have their roots not only in international politics or the grass-root 
anti-nuclear movement, but also in the military bureaucracy. This analysis focuses 
on one crucial element of the military bureaucracy: the group of civilian defence 
intellectuals active in military-related research centres, such as the RAND Corporation, 
that fundamentally shaped American nuclear defence strategy and consequentially the 
military’s approach to nuclear weapons.18

From War Fighting to Deterrence – The Role of Defence Rationalists

The nuclear taboo emerged as a result of the creation of operational precedents and 
categories that established nuclear bombs as diff erent in the early 1950s. The strict 
distinction between conventional and nuclear weapons may seem natural now, but 
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it was never obvious – it had to be constructed against a strong opposition from the 
military that posited nuclear weapons as the decisive weapons of the next war and 
wanted to legitimise them as conventional.19

When the two A-bombs were used against Japan, there was no moral stigma att ached 
to them. The American population – according to ex post surveys – largely supported 
the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and whatever moral qualms leaders had 
were silenced by the rationality of winning the war.20 To most people, and especially to 
members of the military, the bomb was nothing more than an extension of the already 
ruthless bombing campaign. It was just another – yet a more powerful – bomb that could 
be integrated into existing strategies and thus be completely legitimised. However, on 
the operational level, due to its unmatched destructive power, the A-bomb still posed 
questions of further use. Which branch of the military should control it? How should 
it be used? At which stage of a military campaign should it be deployed? Against what 
kind of targets should it be aimed? To fi ll this new policy vacuum, the military turned 
to civilian strategists.21 Employing civilians in military strategy planning was a fairly 
new phenomenon – it only dated back to the war when the military relied on civilians 
for assistance in target selection for strategic bombing; however, a military–scientifi c 
cooperation on basic research became offi  cial US policy in the post-war years. To 
further capitalise on scientifi c successes of the war (e.g. convoy route and aerial strategy 
planning, radar technology, etc.), the military tried to keep scientists in its service.

Though civilian strategists were not fully independent of their military patrons, due 
to the nature of the object of their research – nuclear war – they enjoyed some intellectual 
freedom: as the practical experience of military planners could not be applied to a future 
nuclear war, strategy had to be based on the highly theoretical approach of the scientist 
that therefore could challenge existing military policies. Apart from the three decision 
making levels (the National Security Council, the Joint Chiefs of Staff , and operational 
commanders sett ing up the target lists), technological development, military estimates 
(i.e. what the other side seemed to have), US nuclear strategy during the Cold War was 
also infl uenced by the work of civilian intellectuals.22

Project RAND and the ‘Science of Warfare’

The Air Force’s Project RAND stood out from both the general post-war science policy 
framework and the institutional framework of nuclear policy planning. Created to 
solve long-term research questions of aerial warfare and nuclear war, RAND was a key 
research institution in the development of American strategic thought during the Cold 
War. According to its second annual report, RAND felt “obligated, within its resources, 
to make a major scientifi c att ack on the whole theory of warfare, in the broadest sense 
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of the words”.23 This meant nothing less than a scientifi c challenge to the traditional 
practical wisdom of military offi  cers, an att empt to build a “science of warfare”24 that 
was rational and value-neutral and soon became associated with systems analysis. 
However, due to the initial failures of purely systems analysis-based studies – since 
they neglected socio-political aspects of warfare such as enemy morale – RAND 
extended its staff  towards social scientists that formed an independent department 
from 1948 onwards. Although strategists at RAND were intellectually independent 
from existing military thinking, they were nevertheless charged with the same goals 
as their Air Force colleagues: to construct strategies for the waging of a nuclear war. 
As most of them held an orthodox view of the Cold War (i.e. that it was the result 
of Soviet aggression), and were oft en devoted anti-communists; moral concern for the 
Soviet populace did not enter their thinking. Their science of warfare was meant to be 
value neutral, rational and scientifi c. How moral considerations could enter thinking in 
such an environment was the result of the development of the hydrogen bomb and the 
advent of Soviet nuclear capabilities.

The initial strategies developed at RAND for the Air Force mirrored the so-
called timeless tenets of war, in this case a massive aerial att ack against the enemy’s 
industry (its cities) that would only partially rely on nuclear weapons. World War III 
was pictured as a total war that would involve the same strategies the US relied on 
in its war against Germany and Japan before. As studies now clearly show, initially 
nobody, not even the strategists at the Social Science Department, believed that nuclear 
war was unthinkable.25 One of the problems underlying the enquiries was rather that 
existing weapons were not destructive enough. Bomb development was still in its infant 
stage and only a handful of weapons were available due to the shortage in fi ssure 
materials. However, the Truman administration, eager to dismantle the WWII US 
military machine and cut down its budget, saw nuclear weapons as a cheap means for 
maintaining American dominance in the post-war world order. Hence, an increase in 
stockpiles was ordered.26

Aft er the initial increase in American stockpiles following the incorporation of 
Eastern Europe into the Communist block, the fi rst Berlin crisis and the surprisingly 
early advent of Soviet nuclear capabilities in 1949, the Air Force wanted to demonstrate 
to the administration that further increases were necessary. Eventually, previously used 
counter-city targeting was extended: the so-called Sunday Punch plan was created. 
Sunday Punch involved a massive single blow to the Soviet Union involving three sets 
of targets: BRAVO (military installations), ROMEO (troop concentrations) and DELTA 
(industry i.e. urban centres) with city targeting as the main focus.27 Sunday Punch 
would later become the operational side of Eisenhower’s massive retaliation. This was 
the fi rst instance where civilian strategists dared to criticise military strategy: RAND 
scientists called for a more effi  cient; less wasteful “controlled central nuclear war” that 
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would rather be aimed at destroying the enemy’s war fi ghting capabilities, not the total 
destruction of its population.28

A fundamental change in strategies came with the development of the Hydrogen 
Bomb that introduced a second revolution in nuclear strategic thinking.29 Researchers 
at RAND were strongly supportive of H-bomb development, resulting in the 1952 study 
‘Implications of Large Yield Nuclear Weapons’ that emphasised the strategic benefi ts of 
the weapon.30 With the bomb’s increased yield, accuracy was not a problem anymore, 
and the survival of only a couple of these weapons could off er a strong second strike 
capability. Also, cities as centres of industry were not the only possible target anymore 
as large yield weapons could easily destroy the enemy’s military installations even if 
the missed. However, since the Soviets also developed the hydrogen bomb in 1952, the 
destruction of American cities (even society as a whole) and the problem of vulnerability 
of US forces became paramount. Due to these developments, the emphasis shift ed 
from war fi ghting to war avoidance (i.e. deterrence), that threatened the use of nuclear 
weapons as a response to Soviet aggression. Having deterrence at the focus of research, 
RAND embarked on an intellectual journey that led to counterforce as a strategy to 
counter the increasing threat by the soviet arsenal and also to a critique of massive 
retaliation.

The question of base defence reopened an old question: if forces would survive a 
nuclear att ack and still threaten the enemy, then their further use should be theorised. 
Returning to the question of war fi ghting, strategist at RAND argued that a full-scale 
att ack did not seem to be necessary anymore – instead, one should think about limited 
or sequential use of the arsenal and the control of war.31 Control of course required 
targeting – and preferably a counterforce strategy – that does avoid the unwanted 
killing of Soviet citizens.

Such an approach to use was in clear opposition with the offi  cial US strategy of 
massive retaliation supported both by President Eisenhower, but also with the policies 
of the Air Force that was pushing for a more extensive target list in order to obtain a 
bigger budget. However, with its focus on war avoidance and the targeting of military 
installations, rather than cities, deterrence theory corresponded to the anti-nuclear 
movement’s claims that nuclear weapons were immoral weapons of mass destruction 
that should not be used in a war.

At this point, one could ask whether the development of deterrence theory at RAND 
was not simply a function of technical development – the more sophisticated the 
weapons become, the more prominently moral considerations may feature in strategies. 
Such technological determinism may be refuted or at least questioned when one looks 
at actual military strategies, most notably the US Navy’s approach towards nuclear 
weapons during the 1946–1960 period.
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During and immediately aft er WWII, the US Air Force was part of the US Army and 
only became independent in 1946. However, since its Strategic Air Command received 
control over nuclear weapons, it quickly became an important actor in the US military. 
Under the budget constraints imposed by President Truman, the Air Force had to face 
the US Navy that also was demanding authority over the skies with its carrier fl eet, 
proven to be highly eff ective during the war.

As mentioned before, the initial nuclear strategies developed at RAND had no 
moral objections against the mass killing of Soviet civilians in a massive nuclear aerial 
campaign. Strangely enough, moral objections at that time were raised by the US Navy 
that condemned the Air Force’s approach to strategic bombing as “ruthless and 
barbaric … random mass slaughter of men, women and children” that was “militarily 
unsound … morally wrong … [and] contrary to our fundamental ideals…”.32 However, 
such objections were merely the result of bureaucratic struggles: since atomic weapons 
were regarded as a cheap method for fi ghting a war, the Navy’s supercarrier program 
was abandoned in favour of building up a nuclear stockpile that would be controlled 
by the Air Force.33

However, as soon as the Navy’s Polaris program was completed, its approach to 
nuclear weapons as well as city targeting changed fundamentally. Polaris was an 
inaccurate ballistic missile system that could be launched from submerged submarines, 
off ering a virtually untraceable second-strike weapon. In terms of strategy, since Polaris 
was inaccurate, it favoured city targeting and – due to the relatively small number 
of Polaris-capable submarines as opposed to land-based silos under the authority of 
the Air Force – ‘minimum deterrence’ i.e. the maintenance of a limited arsenal that 
could survive a surprise att ack and then threaten the enemy with retaliation against 
its cities. Admiral Arleigh Burke, Chief of Naval Operations, fi rst called for minimum 
deterrence as early as 1956 and argued against the Air Force’s costly and vulnerable 
nuclear forces. The underlying motivation of course was again a higher budget: as 
Fred Kaplan notes: “the A-bombs were where the money was”.34 The Navy’s hypocrisy 
shows that technological improvement may lead to strategies that counteract the logic 
of the nuclear taboo. The use of moral and other arguments for bureaucratic benefi ts is 
what the rational value neutral science of warfare at RAND tried to avoid. This stern 
belief in objective science led to the demise of the partnership between the think tank 
and its military patron.

At the time when RAND shift ed its focus to deterrence and control of war/
counterforce, the Air Force still relied on Sunday Punch as its major doctrine. Of course, 
it was supported by the Eisenhower administration, advocating massive retaliation. Of 
course, a plan like Sunday Punch required an extensive target list and a large amount 
of warheads and consequentially a bigger budget. With the Executive at its side, the 
Air Force completely neglected RAND’s critique. For airmen, counterforce was merely 
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an extension of city targeting, not an alternative. However, once Polaris entered the 
strategy scene, the Air Force authority got suddenly scrutinised: Polaris was safer 
than easily identifi able land-based missiles and bombers, and minimum deterrence 
seemed much cheaper than Sunday Punch. In this environment, counterforce suddenly 
seemed like a good alternative against the Navy’s arguments and RAND was once 
again called upon to develop it. However, RAND’s analysis was still critical towards 
existing Air Force policies (most notably the B-52 program and Sunday Punch), while 
it appreciated Polaris as a second strike deterrent.35 The Air Force − more concerned 
about its standing in the bureaucracy than about the subtleties of RAND ideas like 
second strike counterforce – was enraged and felt betrayed. Consequentially, it entirely 
blocked the dissemination of the report.

The debates on Polaris reached well into the Kennedy administration, but the 
disagreement between the Air Force and RAND on the issue – consequentially on 
RAND’s role itself – signalled an end of an era. Feeling constrained by the Air Force’s 
pity bureaucratic interests in its independence and att empts at reforming American 
strategy, RAND started a campaign to extend the circle of its clients beyond the Air Force 
(and its occasional partner, the Atomic Energy Commission), eventually diversifying its 
research agenda into public policy research and creating the RAND profi le that still 
exists today.36

Also, many RAND analysts saw Senator Kennedy as a new hope against conservative, 
rigid Eisenhower era strategic thinking (massive retaliation). Many analysts thus went 
public with their criticism of Air Force policies and supported the Senator’s campaign, 
angering the Air Force leadership. This support was not unanswered: the Kennedy 
administration (especially Defence Secretary John McNamara) relied on RAND 
scientists in reforming governance in Washington, fi nally elevating RAND ideas like 
counterforce and no-cities on the policy level.

Conclusion

Nuclear strategy developed by defence intellectuals started off  from fi nding ways 
to wage eff ectively a full-scale nuclear war on the Soviet Union, and ended up in a 
consensus that deterrence and counter-force targeting should be the main goals of 
American nuclear strategy. Once these terms got into both the expert and the public 
discourse (mainly through the publications of RAND analysts like Bernard Brodie or 
Albert Wohlstett er), they were immediately backed by moral considerations as well: 
these are of course the arguments that it is immoral to strike cities and nuclear wars 
should be avoided as they would lead to a massive loss of human life. Though on their 
own, deterrence and counterforce are rational categories, they run parallel to moral 
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considerations and were adopted by the Kennedy administration as the centrepieces of 
American strategic culture. As such, the moral argument that Americans do not initiate 
nuclear war and do not kill innocents is a crucial element of American strategic culture 
and national identity building.37

Such an approach to nuclear strategy and consequently strategic culture was made 
possible by the intellectual independence defence rationalists enjoyed that could 
shield them from pett y interservice rivalries. These intellectuals considered science as 
their primary objective, but as the goals of “the science of warfare” shift ed as argued 
above, rational theories became suitable to back up the arguments of the anti-nuclear 
movement. With public dissemination (especially in academia), and the relevance of 
individual strategists in the Kennedy administration, the defence intellectuals’ ideas 
became the centrepiece of American strategic culture. Thus, as I argued here, deterrence 
became the consensus between the anti-nuclear camp and a military eager to win the 
Cold War. In fact, deterrence was a rational response to a “sour grapes” scenario: the 
loss of nuclear supremacy, the development of more-and-more destructive weapons and 
more accurate carriers led the military fi rst to abandon the possibility of a nuclear fi rst 
strike and then the targeting of cities as the goal of a second strike. Stuck at this point 
of strategic development, att empts to bring the argument further into limited nuclear 
war was already met by a strong nuclear taboo in the early 1960s, hence arriving to a 
full circle.

As understood here, deterrence does not mean the use of nuclear weapons, „merely” 
their threatened use, and thus can be a de facto embodiment of nuclear nonuse that 
can still accommodate the acquisition of nuclear arms. A nuclear fi rst strike may be 
barbaric, but the threat of nuclear retaliation is not.
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