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No previously conceived moral position escapes the
fundamental confrontation posed by contemporary nuclear
strategy*

Since the beginning of civilized society, man haslgshed a natural
proclivity towards ensuring survival. This inclinationshiaistorically led to conflicts
of interest where wars were fought to ensure a catilkin’s continued existence. In
the contemporary world arena, technology is the symbol tfany power, and
nuclear weapons represent the apex of technological poWas essay will not only
look at the definition, theory and strategy of nucléeterrence, particularly as it served
the United States of Ameritahroughout the period of the Cold War, but will also
discuss whether nuclear deterrence has ever been, |lcgvetl be ethically justifiable.
Generally, with any discussion of nuclear deterrences miseful to also analyse the
conception and ethical justification of nuclear weapasghe two are intrinsically linked
in a complex but symbiotic relationship. By evaluatinghbthe concept of nuclear
deterrence and the actual use of nuclear weapons, ibevidrgued that some ethical
justification can be found when trying to sustain a baaat power in this volatile

contemporary world arena.

“Thus far the chief purpose of our military establishment

as been to win wars. From now on its chief purpose must

be to avert them?®.
The idea expressed here was two-fold: firstly, thahefaxistence of nuclear deterrence
and secondly, the controversial notion that nuclesapens should serve the purpose of
preventing their actual use. Nuclear deterrence is doptmn and maintenance of a
policy by which one country threatens to use nuclear weapgainst another in order to
discourage the latter country from doing certain thingst it might otherwise do-

! The Pastoral Letter on War and Peace, ‘The Challengeade: God’'s Promise and Our Response’, in
J.B. Elshtain Just War Thegr{Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1992), pp. 77-168.

2 Hereafter called the USA.

3 Strategic analyst Bernard Brodie The Absolute Weapmted at NuclearFiles.org. Retrieved 4 April
2005 from:http://www.nuclearfiles.org/kinuclearweapons/strat deteedtml
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especially but not exclusively, using its nuclear weapondeiastate the othér. In
general, for deterrence to work, the risk must be dmmt@nately higher than the
possible gain. The components of nuclear deterrencehgsécpl and psychological in
nature. On the physical level, deterrence requiregreessof military instruments,
sufficient to threaten the opponent in a way thatatild not even contemplate attacking.
Successful deterrence however, is guaranteed only & ihea will to use the weapons.
Whereas, on the psychological level, deterrenceadilasie only if a nation is able to
successfully convey these points to its opponent:itlsicapable and willing to execute
its threats. In other words, successful deterrencendepen psychological components
of communication and perception. This concept of deteerennot new, and it would be
erroneous to believe that it was invented as a reatbidhe development of nuclear
weapons. According to Clausewitz:

“If the enemy is to be coerced you must put him in a sanabat is

even more unpleasant than the sacrifice you call mridimake.®
Evidently, the concept of deterrence is concerned as mwithperceptions as with
capabilities and although it is arguable whether Clausewiteisiulation of coercion
precisely fits the logic of war in the nuclear ageedeince is indeed a form of coercion.

Currently, nuclear weapons contain the most powearfabns of destruction-
comprising the capacity to threaten the existence obnlytthe enemy but the world at
large. Nuclear weapons are distinct from chemical aatbdical weapons because of
their demonstrated capability to produce instantaneous déstrust a massive scale,
and also as a result of the pivotal role they plagegtie Cold War. The advent of nuclear
weapons changed the idea of conventional warfare wmatic destruction, the latter
consisting of greater levels of psychological damageédaivilian population. However,
it must be noted that the advent of nuclear weaponsnbéasin fact led to the
disappearance of conventional warfare, and so far thasebeen no direct conflict

* R. Wasserstrom ‘War, Nuclear War and Nuclear DeteereBome Conceptual and Moral Issues’, Ethics
Vol. 95, No. 3, 1985, p. 434.

®> Michael Howard and Peter Paret (eds.) On War by Canl®ausewitz (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1984), page 77.

¢ Although chemical and biological weapons are now gelydinked together with nuclear weapons into
the category of “weapons of mass destruction”, this esi#nesses only the nuclear weapons issue.
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between nuclear powers using nuclear weapons. Becausentonak warfare has
existed before the advent of nuclear weapons and hasstpdrsn the nuclear age-
disarmament is not likely to introduce any changes ro¥gg the existence of
conventional warfare. When nuclear weapons are attdiy a nation, they become a
potent necessity to ensure survival of a nation: to @getememy from one’s obliteration,

one is forced to threaten the annihilation of the enémy.

Arguably, one of the most notable, and certainly the mcanatic legacy of the
World War 1l, was the atomic bomb, built at enormeaost and driven by fear that Nazi
Germany might win this first nuclear arms race, wilrifying consequences. This,
coupled with the first Soviet explosion of a nuclear deyvialong with the takeover of
China by Communism in 1949, triggered the support and justificédiothe US nuclear
deterrent policy. After 1945 nuclear weapons presentedecegented challenges to
world politics and to the leaders responsible for condggbost-war diplomacy. The
Cold War provided context and pretext for the growth oflearc arsenals which
threatened the very existence of humankind, and which da@ntinued beyond the end of
the Cold War and the East-West confrontafiowith the end of the Cold War, the
dissolution of the Soviet Union and the eliminationted Warsaw Pact threat to Western
Europe, there was certainly less of a risk of stratag@ear warfare between the USA
and the former Soviet Union. While there was certaiatym for optimism concerning
world, and particularly USA and former Soviet Union tielas, there was no substantive
justification for eliminating nuclear weapons. Sincesehnuclear weapons are already in
existence and cannot be ‘dis-invented’, there is the tledda super power, in this case
the role has been assigned or self-appointed by the Us#isro retain more than just a
“virtual reality” of nuclear weapons. Since the beginninghef nuclear age a profound
transformation has taken place in the understanding amctiqe of global politics.
Nuclear weapons are generally deemed to be a meanswagimig, but of preventing a

" Cadet Kima Megorden ‘Epsitemology of Nuclear DeterreMamnifestation in Civil-Military Relations’.
Retrieved 6 April 2005 fromhttp://atlas.usafa.af.mil/jscope/JSCOPEO1/Megordentilthtednrefl

8 Len Scott ‘International History 1945-1990’ in John Bagisl Steve Smith (eds.) The Globalization of
World Politics: An introduction to international relais 2" edition, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001), pg. 75.
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war. It is the political use of nuclear weapons througssession, not the military use
through fighting wars that has thus far informed the pdiof the nuclear powers.
Ironically, the existence of nuclear weapons has not predehe several hundred wars
that have taken place since 1945. Nor has the posses$simmoprevented the USA and
Soviet Union from being defeated in Vietnam and Afghaniséspectively. However,
the deterrent use of nuclear weapons may be endangetbd dgvelopment of smaller
weapons of more limited destructive capacity or the pispean arms race in outer
space. Furthermore, the remarkable events of the pasiydars have fundamentally
altered the political landscape. The demise of the Cald &d the acknowledged failure
of Communism in the global sphere present unprecedentedtoppies to shape a New
World Order. The USA and the former Soviet Union have bdagueverse the arms race
and significant reductions in nuclear arms can be expedbebpite the important and
significant changes, nuclear deterrence is likely to mneittee hallmark of defence in the
post-World War 1l era. For those possessing nuclear,dahease weapons will remain the
ultimate protector of national security. Several statet possessing these arms today are
nonetheless making concerted efforts to do so. Nuclearrdace, therefore, is unlikely
disappear simply because it may not be deemed ethiaalifigble by some schools of
thought.

David Fishet has argued that not all conceivable uses of nuclear wesapat
result in substantial non-combatant fatalities carethically justified. He believes that
any nuclear strike against cities, or against militangets near large centres of civilian
population, would be morally wrong. No good that would beeaed by any such strike
could ever justify the evil that would be done in bringadgout the numbers of non-
combatant cause. However, according to Fisher, igenses of nuclear weapons are
conceivable in which the good that could be achieved through ttlearly and
decisively outweighs the evil that they would cause, tiespeir issuing in substantial

non-combatant fataliti€’S. For example, if the use of nuclear weapons by a cpurs

°® This argument is developed and cited in David Conway'se ‘Hihical Justification of Nuclear
Deterrence’, _Foreign Policy Perspective®No. 19, 1990. Retrieved 3 April 2005 from
http://www.libertarian.co.uk/lapubs/forep/forep019.pdf
10 ythi

Ibid.
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necessary-and together with other measures was euffic check an adversary intent
upon aggression against that country, or its allies, ithermght not be morally wrong for
the country threatened with aggression to use nuclear wedpostep its adversary
continuing with its aggression, even if such use resuft@dnsiderable numbers of non-
combatant casualties. Therefore, it is perhaps aecurataying that the use of nuclear
weapons may be ethically justified where there is @ cds| ‘nuclear-armed Hitler bent
on world domination and genocidg"'.

In peacemaking, not necessarily in a form of militacyion, deterrence gives an
objective towards ideal defence mechanism that conberthsstrategic effectiveness and
the magnitude of consequences of such an act. Ethica¢reenof deterrence, both in
effectiveness and consequences, have two big agendasjustitause to be sustained,
and the appropriate outcome to be guaranteed. When thereconflict between two
groups both holding nuclear weapons against each other, anybadcomes in between
must know whose idea of just war is proper and whoseraat@y result in bringing
peace to both sides. One may have to take side againsthére but any prospect of
destruction needs be assessed in order for the endsty sa¢ purposes of the means to

be carried out, as the just cause of deterrence dictatd an action.

‘In an all-out nuclear war, more destructive power timaall of World
War Il would be unleashed every second during the long afteritoo
would take for all the missiles and bombs to fall. AnddNar I
every second-more people killed in the first few houas tall the war
of history put together. The survivors, if any, would livedespair
amid the poisoned ruins of a civilization that had conedisuicide*?

One striking aspect of the discussion regarding the ¢fbst#fication of nuclear warfare
is the statement by Plato expounding the justificabbrwar whenever it is the best

means of restoring peat®.This assertion corresponds with the first principléhefjust

11 M
l! G. Graham Ethics and International Relatjq@xford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1997), p.56.
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war theory as expounded by St. Augustine, that ‘war sHoeilddaged as a necessity and
waged only that through it God may deliver men from tleaessity and preserve them in
peace™ It is hardly surprising that nuclear weapons pose pacialy acute problem
for those who take the just war tradition seriously. nBjintaining that war is evil, but
that there can be justification in waging it by follomithe principles of the just war
theory, a perennial conflict between the nature of nuela@afare and the principle ¢dis

in bello, is exposed. This latter principle considers two maimdgions that the conduct
of war must meet: firstly, the principle of proportiobglihat is natural rights and the use
of reason, and secondly, the principle of immunity-tisatnatural justice and the
subsequent principles accepted by systems of justice. daollese principles are at the
core of the conduct of warfare and are therefore inapbrivhen considering the ethical
justification for the waging of nuclear war. By applyitiggse principles, nuclear war is
condemned as an ‘unjust war’ and therefore wrong and rairby the rules of the just
war theory and the international law systfmHowever, on the other hand, it must be
highlighted that nuclear deterrence qualifies as a pre-eenpteasure prior to nuclear
warfare and it is identified as a strategy used by auamtes in their attempts to contain
a potential nuclear confli¢f, and in that case, one would believe that any attempt to
restrain such a conflict could be ethically justified tsyaxecutors.

The threat to use nuclear weapons is the foundatioheoktrategy of nuclear
deterrence as it can be argued that the more powerfui@nisanuclear strategy, the
more effective deterrence a nation can possess. Althdgugh argued that the
application of nuclear weapons can never be ethicaltifigdswhen considering the high
risk of damage they may inflict to the civilian popudati nuclear deterrence has to be
understood as a strategy that can be employed in ordawdm such a conflict.
Therefore, an effective nuclear deterrence must cortasystematic deception within
both the military command and the political systemis Inecessary that in such a crisis

that the military strategists and the heads of thdeaucstates maintain control of the

14 Ibid.

15 Ibid., p. 77.

18 For further discussion on this point can be explored finhis et al (eds.) Nuclear Deterrence: Morality
and Realism(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), pp. 65-74.

7
Document Produced by deskPDF Unregistered :: hitp://mww.docudesk.com



situation, and subsequently that the chain of commandeaslyr to execute any

instructions to deploy nuclear weapons.

Three strategies employed in nuclear deterrence aregh of effective
bluffs, rational actions and nested intentions. Ogme pgosit that an effective bluff in
nuclear deterrence does not mitigate any serious or doteation to deploy nuclear
weapons, and therefore this secures the ethical jusibficaf the strategy. However,
although the deceptive bluff appears to offer the moratiaw of escape usually for the
political leader of the state, there still remains ¢ké intention of the persons, usually
the military strategists, required to execute the thozme given the command. This
situation is comparable to the criminal law system whmothactus reus andmens rea
are required in order to establish some level of culpabilkgd it can be argued that the
mens rea, or intention to act, to deploy nuclear weapons, igrethical as the physical
performance of that act. The bluff seems to sdteeproblem of intention because one
does not truly intend to kill others. It also seemssotve the problem of the likely
consequences of nuclear war because other nationstiifear our nuclear strategy,
which provides effective deterrence. Though this bluff detee strategy seems
appealing, it does very little to actually solve the probé ill intentions, and it can be
very undermining to the final resolution of the conflicThough it curtails the evil
intention by avoiding the declaration of an outrigheimion to kill others, its efficiency
is based on a lie. It is based on the perception @igdehat a nation does not intend to
do. Instead of remedying the previous evil intention, itpgmreplaces it with a
seemingly less ethically offensive intention. It seethat there is little ethical
justification added to the nature of intentions; bluff detece simply replaces the
fundamentally morally flawed intention of traditiorddterrence.

Secondly, there is a conditional stage involved indase of threat by rational
action. That is, if the threat of nuclear deterremcdo be successful, it is under
conditional circumstances where the uncertaintthefpotential use of nuclear weapons
is a sufficient deterrent. Furthermore, if the thref deterrence fails there are still
alternative courses of action available before rexptb nuclear warfare. Finally, the
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case of threat by nested intentions appears to be teeatiocally justifiable because if
the threat succeeds, it is under the premise that therelat states will not deploy nuclear
weapons in the first strike due to the willingness and elésiprotect innocent civilians
and restore peace to conflicting states. Howevehgeifthreat fails, resorting to nuclear
warfare would be executed as a retaliatory measure aexetd exact revenge with the
intention of taking lives. This last scenario fallsathe into the theory of preserving
peace versus exact revenge, which according to the tdrte just war theory is an

ethically justifiable strategy for conducting warfare.

At the core of this struggle of contrasting principda®l theories relating to the
ethical justification of nuclear weapons and the stgwtof nuclear deterrence, there
exists a great division between those who see the kfintdication in nuclear warfare,
and those who do not. Obviously, on the one hand, themnaralists, philosophers and
theologians who cannot find any ethical justification inclear warfaré! Their
rationality is generally based on deontological pptes, that is reasons for common
moral thinking that differentiates between ‘commissiad amission’ and ‘intention and
status’. Their governing perspective is ‘it is always wrtmthreaten to do what it would
be wrong to dd® and ‘the ones who employ nuclear deterrence are wrecguse they
murder others in their hearts’. On the other hand, it is unsurprising that those inuav
of nuclear warfare are usually the strategists, mylidanners and government officials.
These persons tend to support the principles of conseqismtittat is the school of that
that focuses on the calculations of costs and benefiesms of lives and warfare, within
which it is only the consequences of an action that matt@mot the intentions. One of

the adherents of this school of thought was Gregol§aS8ka who stated that:

“Nuclear deterrence should be morally justified if piexd under the
proper restrictions-most importantly, if its most addizing features

" Further support for these arguments is found in The Réadtetter on War and Peace in Elshtain’s Just
War Theory
18 Graham Ethics and Environmental Relatiqns57.
19 |thi
Ibid.
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were eliminated and it was practised as a stop gap measule whi
bilateral nuclear disarmament was being vigorously purstfed”.

From this quotation it can be argued that nuclear detexremald possibly be ethically
justified as the lesser evil in the nuclear age. Whdthe justification can transcend the
imaginary boundary to the actual use of nuclear weapamiher issue which will have
to be addressed. Furthermore, it can be seen thattfrerheories expressed by these
conflicting schools of thought it is evident that thexgreat difficulty in compromising
an acceptable ethically justifiable standard for nuclesarfare. It is always dangerous to
include a discussion of ethics, bordering on religious fervmupolitical and warfare
issues, as religion has the capability of clouding ojuglgement. In fact, although most
religions do have a strong ethical component, it mustdidighted that these ethics have
been responsible for some of the greatest causes of b&bds the planet, and it would
therefore be unwise to employ such a narrow persgeof ethical justification on a

complex subject such as nuclear warfare.

A discussion ethically justifying the use of nuclear paaes could fill
many books and articles, without ever resolving the pnobleSince a single nuclear
weapon targeted on a city would Kill a good fraction afiion people, it has been very
difficult to find an effective ethical justification fothe use of nuclear weapons.
Therefore in the Cold War era, the USA and the Sdvi@bn relied on deterrence-the
promise of nuclear retaliation in case of a nucletackt Although it can be argued
particularly relating to the Cold War, that the conagfptuclear deterrence did not failed,
one can guestion whether it was ever necessary. Fudhe throughout the post Cold-
War era, can one really justify nuclear deterrence aslameat of US national
security or simply as a piece of military weaponiyaturally, if there is no longer a
monolithic enemy like the former Soviet Union, then why iretauclear weapons that
have been created strictly for that enemy? With a lesble@isiominant opponent to
global stability, nuclear weapons can be seen simply asséigator, rather than as a

deterrent to nuclear war.

2 G. Kavka Moral Paradoxes of Nuclear Deterrefi€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 2.
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It has been argued that nuclear deterrence is allowatde desirable and
acceptable to deter a democratic society, although thbktsrof the minority” are hardly
protected if the majority initiates nuclear war, and ho#gjority and minority die in the
ensuing battlé* Paradoxically, deterrence is hardly justifiable ethicaiginst a country
in which almost all those who would suffer in retaliatibave no power to prevent a
nuclear strike. Yet, if deterrence ‘works’ and may epegvent large-scale conventional
wars in which many of those people might have lost thass, it seems justifiable as an

interim measure.

Particularly after the results of the most redeaji invasion, states classified as
rogue states are likely to be attracted to nuclear weag®perhaps the only viable
means of deterring a powerful state, specifically the USkese rogue states can be
expected to pursue and utilize nuclear weapons for brpadigcal purposes beyond
deterrence. For example, central to the debatedoeh Korea’s intentions is the extent
to which its nuclear weapons program is really designedttact political and economic
concessions from the USA. It can also be expectéddbae states would conceal the
size, scope and reach of its nuclear weapons, in ardeanipulate an adversary’s
uncertainty and induce caution. Whether these cladsifigue states would view nuclear
weapons as war-fighting tools is a yet unanswered question

Nuclear weapons will be required as long as nationshalve such weapons do
not trust each other. Consequently, the ability to detelear war must be retained.
Until more precisely destructive, yet more proportiogadl discriminating weapons can
be devised, there will be a need for nuclear capabibtiesthe global community must
possess the ethical restraint to refrain to resortritpeé use of nuclear weapons until all
other options have been exhausted. The reality igtieaé arguments make little impact
upon reality, since ‘the policies of great nations andr thiglantic security systems are
hardly likely to be changed by philosophical reflectidiis’.For all the discourse on
whether nuclear warfare is, or will ever be ethicalistified, it must be highlighted that

2 Richard L. Garwin ‘Scientist, Citizen and Governmethi€s in Action (or Inaction)’, Richard L.
Horwitz Lecture 4 May 1993. Retrieved 3 April 2005 from: http://www.fag/dg/930504-imsa.htm

223, Finnis, J. Boyle and G. Grisez Nuclear Deterrenagahly and Realism(Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1987), p. 367.
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an effective nuclear deterrence strategy was able tataimapeace in Europe during the
Cold War era until the final collapse of what is ndwve former Soviet Union and the
establishment of the Warsaw Pact during the 1980s. lalsanbe argued that dropping
the bomb on Hiroshima, was ethically justifiable bessait restricted the length of the
war, although causing catastrophic destruction. A morepaable balance between the
two extremes of the rather simplistic categorisatidneither for or against nuclear
weapons and the strategy of nuclear deterrence is pettr@psew posited by Robert
Oppenheimer, one of the scientists who created the iéameratomic bomb. He
characterized the atomic age as similar to two scosptoapped in a class jar. The
scorpions have no means of escape and no alternative ttweaten that which it would
be suicidal to carry odt. Similarly, the contemporary world arena must acceetfact
that nuclear deterrence and the threat of nuclear wedmzha dominant role during
the Cold War was because it was the most effectiveéegtyaat that time. While no
one wants to return to such a period of history, it &hive a case of better safe than
sorry, and the existence of nuclear weapons and nucéarrence should remain a
reality in this ‘age of nuclear giants and ethical ing&njust in case history happens
to repeat itself.

2 Scott ‘International History 1945-1990’ in Baylis & Smithdée) The Globalization of World Politicp.
86.
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