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Bedeviled by a Paradox: Nitze, Bundy, and an Incipient Nuclear
Norm
Reid B. C. Pauly

ABSTRACT
This article explores how two influential American policy makers—
Paul Nitze and McGeorge Bundy—wrestled with the idea of a norm
against the use of nuclear weapons. Existing scholarship has
overlooked how both Bundy and Nitze came to understand the
idea of nuclear non-use, especially related to the credibility of
threats to use nuclear weapons. Using documentary evidence from
their personal papers, this article illuminates the thinking of Bundy
and Nitze, finding that both engaged with the idea of a norm of
non-use of nuclear weapons in their strategic writing and thought.

KEYWORDS
history; US policy; non-use;
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strategic stability; nuclear
strategy; Cold War

On October 28, 1999, perennial government official and Cold War hawk Paul Nitze pub-
lished his last op-ed for the New York Times. He wrote: “I see no compelling reason why
we should not unilaterally get rid of our nuclear weapons.”1 Before his death in 2004, Nitze
had somehow reconciled his years of experience in nuclear policy making with an argu-
ment for disarmament.2

Nitze was not the only cold warrior to revise his views throughout his life and career.3

Leaders sometimes change their beliefs to reflect new contexts or ideas.4 These changes,
whether conscious or unconscious, provide a window through which scholars can
examine ideas over time.

In this article, I explore the thinking of Paul Nitze and McGeorge Bundy, two American
policy makers, throughout their careers to assess their understanding of non-use of
nuclear weapons as a norm. I argue that Nitze and Bundy, two of the most engaged
minds of the nuclear era, wrestled with and came to appreciate the idea of a norm of
nuclear non-use in their strategic writing and thinking. How did these two influential thin-
kers understand the idea of such a norm, and how did they reconcile this with their views
on nuclear strategy?

The methodology of this article is informed by existing literature on the evolution of
ideas, and the tradition of intellectual history.5 Attributing the influence of ideas is a chal-
lenging research enterprise, given the potential of misinterpretation through the impo-
sition of inauthentic connections between ideas and events, and the hubris to presume
to know what someone was thinking. “There is a constant danger of turning a life
event into an explanation for an idea, thereby creating an ‘aha!’moment,” veteran biogra-
pher Richard Reeves writes. “These connections are deliciously tempting to the biogra-
pher, since they validate our entire enterprise. Sadly, it is rarely possible to connect life
event A with idea B with any degree of plausibility.”6 Tracking a history of ideas requires
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the researcher to be alert to subtle clues, perceiving any coded language or implicit
assumptions. The best place to start is with a new lens to examine the work of prominent
thinkers who have left detailed records of their ideas. The two characters central to this
analysis were chosen to leverage diverse historical sources and cover a breadth of intellec-
tual and policy ground. Both were active at key moments of deliberation during the Cold
War, and both left detailed records of their thinking.7 Before engaging with each of these
thinkers in turn, the next section will first define the competing intellectual camps that
explain nuclear non-use.

The Puzzling Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons

The non-use of nuclear weapons since 1945 is one of the most astonishing legacies of the
nuclear age. As Cold War bipolar competition waxed and waned, new nuclear weapon
states emerged, and limited wars intensified escalatory pressures, the non-use of
nuclear weapons remained a constant in international relations. In some ways, their con-
tinued non-use has become more puzzling with each passing crisis. Contemporary pol-
itical science has failed to develop a consensus explanation for the enigma of nuclear
non-use—incentives to study dependent variables with actual variation in outcome
lead most scholars to overlook puzzling status quo aspects of international relations.
Nonetheless, the most promising line of research on the issue rests with normative expla-
nations for the non-use of nuclear weapons. If one exists, a norm against the use of
nuclear weapons is one of the strongest normative prohibitions on state behavior.

Three schools of thought characterize contemporary explanations of the non-use of
nuclear weapons since 1945.8 First, social constructivists argue that decisions to use or
not to use nuclear weapons demonstrate the workings of a logic of appropriateness, in
which normative conceptions of appropriate behavior, such as moral or ethical consider-
ations, drive decision makers toward non-use. The “nuclear taboo” argument developed
by Brown University’s Nina Tannenwald leads this camp. She conceives of a moral pro-
hibition against the use of nuclear weapons that can restrict not only the decisions of
policy makers but also the options they consider.9 Second, the military utility school
sees decisions about the use of nuclear weapons as driven by a logic of consequences, in
which policy makers weigh the utility of military means to strategic ends. The non-use
of nuclear weapons thus would be best explained by this school as a product of the
inherent inefficacy of nuclear weapons in contingencies short of total war and the over-
whelming logic of mutually assured destruction. Third, rational-functionalists see
decisions on the use of nuclear weapons as similarly motivated by a logic of consequences,
but with an appreciation of the longer-term impact of using nuclear weapons on a state’s
own security. Nuclear weapon states do not wish to set a precedent on the legitimacy of the
use of nuclear weapons for fear that they may be the victim of nuclear attack in the future;
or they foresee a more dangerous and volatile world if nuclear weapon use were more
common. Moreover, they fear the public censure that would come from breaking a “tra-
dition of non-use.”10 Thus policy makers are willing to forego the marginal military benefit
of using nuclear weapons in exchange for maintaining the tradition of non-use and realiz-
ing long-term security benefits.

Neither Paul Nitze nor McGeorge Bundy fit neatly into one intellectual camp or
another. Yet existing scholarship fails to note how both Bundy and Nitze wrestled with

442 R. B. C. PAULY

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

R
ei

d 
Pa

ul
y]

 a
t 1

2:
39

 0
8 

A
pr

il 
20

16
 



the idea of nuclear non-use, especially as it related to the credibility of threats to use
nuclear weapons. Without making a causal argument about the influence of norms on
US policy, this article seeks to illuminate the thinking of Bundy and Nitze.

The Operator: Paul Nitze

A seasoned Washington operator, Paul Nitze worked for nearly every presidential admin-
istration from Harry S. Truman to Ronald Reagan. Although not the most profound strat-
egist of his generation, Nitze was a deft advisor. His views on nuclear weapons changed
many times throughout the Cold War, circuitously evolving from a staunch hawk to
nuclear disarmament advocate by the end of his life. Some of the fluctuations in Nitze’s
beliefs are consistent with his career moves in and out of government, befitting his repu-
tation as an operator.11 But there is also evidence to suggest that Nitze was truly wrestling
with the impact that a norm of nuclear non-use might have on the credibility of US threats
to use nuclear weapons. Through several vignettes, I present a non-traditional picture of
Nitze the operator, pointing out contradictions but also consistencies in his thinking.

Not an Absolute Weapon

After World War II, Nitze headed the United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS).
His task was to assess the effectiveness of Allied bombing campaigns in Europe and
Japan. Nitze’s final report for USSBS concluded that the atomic bombs had not been deci-
sive in bringing about the Japanese surrender. “Based on a detailed investigation of all of
the facts, and supported by the testimony of the surviving Japanese leaders involved,”
wrote Nitze, “it is the Survey’s opinion that certainly prior to 31 December 1945, and
in all probability prior to 1 November 1945, Japan would have surrendered even if the
atomic bombs had not been dropped, even if Russia had not entered the war, and even
if no invasion had been planned or contemplated.”12 This was a surprising conclusion
that reflected the opinion of a man who had assessed, first-hand, bombed-out cities for
damage in terms of physical, industrial, and psychological effects. Above all, Nitze’s con-
clusion rested on his assessment that the atomic bomb was not an “absolute weapon” and
that Japan could have continued its war effort even after the bombings. Most notably he
was struck by Japan’s ability to have the trains in Nagasaki up and running within forty-
eight hours after the explosion.13 Overall, Nitze’s experience in Hiroshima and Nagasaki
led him to believe that nuclear weapons were no more than large conventional bombs.

A New Kind of Bomb

As nuclear technology advanced, however, Nitze began to change his mind. When called
upon by Secretary of State Dean Acheson in 1949 to provide advice to a special committee
(dubbed “Z”) debating the creation of a hydrogen bomb, Nitze’s thinking was less cavalier.
Though he ended up supporting the decision to build the hydrogen bomb, Nitze qualified
his thinking in a December 19, 1949, memo for the Z-Committee.14 He clarified that he
supported continuing research to determine the feasibility of creating a fusion reaction,
though not necessarily constructing a weapon, should the experiments succeed. Moreover,
he recommended a thorough re-examination of US policy in the Cold War, including
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stating that “the possible employment of weapons of mass destruction, in the event of a hot
war, is detrimental to the position of the U.S. in the Cold War.”15

How far did Nitze’s thinking about this re-examination go? In a surprising turn for
a reputed Cold War hawk, there is some evidence that he wrestled with the possibility
of articulating a doctrine of no-first-use. McGeorge Bundy, who was not in govern-
ment at the time of the hydrogen bomb decision, reflected on it in an article for
the New York Review of Books on May 13, 1982, called “The Missed Chance to
Stop the H-bomb.” The article studied the decision-making process and mentions
that Paul Nitze actually proposed that a de facto policy of no-first-use be considered
by the administration. Referring to the policy recommendations, Bundy wrote: “…
even Paul Nitze, in early 1950, thought that the State Department should probably
press the case for [this policy]. But this policy, which we would now call ‘no-first-
use,’ was never proposed by anyone to Truman, and it vanished later that winter as
the military pressed its insistent conviction that usable nuclear superiority was both
indisputable and attainable.”16

Korea and Taiwan

Nitze’s aversion to nuclear use manifested itself in other episodes during the Cold War,
when he tied the use of nuclear weapons to reputational concerns. On November 4,
1950, Nitze wrote a memo to Secretary Acheson about considerations for using atomic
weapons in Korea. He concluded that, if a bomb were to be used for tactical purposes,
and only on military targets, the civilian damage would be minimal and it would prove
effective for the UN mission.17 However, Nitze urged against nuclear use in Korea
because of his understanding of the reputational and normative implications of US
actions. Given that the US military was in Korea under the auspices of the United
Nations, Nitze understood that using the bomb would have “world-wide repercussions”
and perhaps “leave us in a disadvantageous moral position.”18

Later, Nitze also objected to the use of atomic weapons to defend the islands of
Quemoy and Matsu from Communist China. In 1958, after President Dwight
D. Eisenhower had backed away from a plan to use nuclear weapons to defend
Taiwan, Nitze attended a meeting with Senator Bill Fulbright (Democrat of Arizona),
who turned to Nitze at one point and said, “You know, Paul, I wish the President had
stayed with his decision to use the nuclear weapons.” “Good God, Bill,” replied Nitze,
“you can’t really be serious about that!”19 Around the same time, Nitze told Acheson,
then-former secretary of state, that it was an “asinine” idea to use nuclear weapons to
defend Taiwan.20

NSC-68

One of the main reasons for Nitze’s hawkish reputation was his drafting of National Secur-
ity Council memorandum number 68 (NSC-68) in 1950, while director of the State
Department Policy Planning Staff. In perhaps its most quoted sentence, NSC-68 laid
down a policy of initiating “a substantial and rapid build-up of strength in the free
world… to support a firm policy intended to check and roll back the Kremlin’s drive
for world domination.”21 It called for a dramatic increase in military spending from the
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proposed $13 billion in 1951 up to $35 or $50 billion annually over the next few years.22 As
a re-examination of US policy in the Cold War, NSC-68 reflected three important aspects
of Nitze’s thinking: his deep distrust of the Soviet Union; his rejection of preventive war;
and his concern for the credibility of asymmetric escalation. Many historians have over-
looked the latter two points, which go unnoticed next to the document’s vaulting rhetoric.
But Nitze’s hawkish stance actually opens up room for an argument against employing
nuclear weapons.

Granted, NSC-68 sometimes reads like a paranoid tirade: “The fundamental design of
those who control the Soviet Union,” wrote Nitze, “… calls for the complete subversion or
forcible destruction of the machinery of government and structure of society in the
countries of the non-Soviet world.…When it calculates that it has sufficient atomic capa-
bility to make a surprise attack on us… the Kremlin might be tempted to strike swiftly and
with stealth.”23 While the embellished prose of NSC-68 demonstrates Nitze’s distrust of
the USSR, it also reflects his willingness to use dramatic language to articulate a point
and sway opinions.24 “The task of a public officer seeking to explain and gain support
for a major policy is not that of a doctoral thesis,” Acheson once reflected on NSC-68.
“Qualification must give way to simplicity of statement, nicety and nuance to bluntness,
almost brutality, in carrying home a point.”25 But cutting through the hyperbolic language,
the purpose of NSC-68 becomes much clearer. It was intended in part to counter argu-
ments in favor of preventive war.26 By increasing military spending on both conventional
and nuclear forces, NSC-68 effectively undercut those within the government who argued
that the United States should wage a preventive nuclear war against the USSR before
Washington lost its nuclear superiority.

Nitze was also concerned about the credibility of the US threat of asymmetric escalation
to atomic warfare. In NSC-68 he wrote:

The only deterrent we can present to the Kremlin is the evidence we give that we may make
any of the critical points which we cannot hold the occasion for a global war of annihilation
[(read: asymmetric nuclear escalation)]. The risk of having no better choice than to capitulate
or precipitate a global war at any of a number of pressure points is bad enough in itself, but it
is multiplied by the weakness it imparts to our position in the cold war.27

While it is unclear exactly what motivated Nitze’s concern for the credibility of the US
nuclear deterrent, a developing norm against the use of nuclear weapons may have
been a contributing factor. If, as Nitze believed by 1950, nuclear war is distinct from con-
ventional war, and the use of nuclear weapons would be “detrimental to the position of
the United States in the Cold War” and “leave us in a disadvantageous moral position,”
then an adversary is less likely to find a threat to use nuclear weapons credible.28 In other
words, if some normative barrier exists to the use of nuclear weapons, then convincing
an adversary that the United States would break that barrier is easier if escalation were
more gradual.

Not everyone agrees with this interpretation. For example, Marc Trachtenberg of the
University of California, Los Angeles, argues that NSC-68 “was not a defensive-minded,
status quo-oriented document.”29 Yet Trachtenberg and others underemphasize Nitze’s
explicit rejection of preventive war. NSC-68, while packed with aggressive and hyperbolic
language, was a balance between hawkish and status-quo policies, and reflected an author
wary of the credibility of the American threat to use nuclear weapons.
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Superiority, Surprise Attack, and Retaliation

Nitze’s fervent distrust of the Soviet Union also led him to believe in inherent Soviet
inhumanity. He assumed that it was the Soviet Union, and never the United States, that
would start a nuclear war.30 Such sentiments likely drove his preoccupation with first-
strike incentives, although University of Pennsylvania’s Bruce Kuklick suggests that
Nitze’s prior study of crisis stability in World War I may have contributed as well.31

Nitze’s “Atoms, Strategy, and Policy,” published in Foreign Affairs in 1956, is revealing
on this front. Working outside of government at the time, Nitze was freer to speak his
mind, and publicly opposed the doctrine of massive retaliation. Nitze favored graduated
deterrence, a policy of “limiting wars (in weapons, targets, area and time) to the
minimum force necessary to deter and repel aggression.”32 According to Nitze, a
proper nuclear doctrine would ensure perpetual nuclear superiority for the United
States—a superiority that would be possible to maintain indefinitely if Washington used
its geographic advantage effectively. The article highlights the tension in Nitze’s thinking
between the importance of nuclear superiority to eliminate any incentive for a Soviet first
strike, and his desire to meet aggression without nuclear force whenever possible.33 If Paul
Nitze grew to appreciate the existence of a norm against the use of nuclear weapons, he did
not want it to undermine the credibility of the US deterrent (thus graduated deterrence);
but he likely never felt that it was strong enough to regulate the behavior of the Soviet
monolith (thus the necessity of superiority).

Nitze’s oral history transcripts amplify these themes. In the 1980s, Nitze met several
times with Steven Rearden and Ann Smith to prepare his memoir.34 In one such
meeting, Smith questioned Nitze on the chances of nuclear war with the Soviet Union.
Nitze replied that the likelihood of such a war was never more than 50 percent, and was
closer to 10 percent most of the time.35 Still, Nitze focused on the incentives for a
nuclear first strike by evaluating the Russian civil defense system and imagining a dooms-
day scenario in which the Soviet Union had launched a devastating first strike on theUnited
States. Puzzled, his interlocutors asked what incentive the USSR had to launch a surprise
attack. Nitze responded: “To win a war.”36 He further explained that a Soviet first strike
would be for the purpose of knocking out most of the United States’s offensive nuclear
capabilities, leaving the United States with a painful choice between retaliation and surren-
der. Left with a few bombers from airborne alert and a fleet of submarines awaiting orders
frommobile command, the United States would face an agonizing choice.37 Is it acceptable
for the United States to retaliate and invite a second round of strikes? Nitze’s interlocutor
responded: “If I were the president and still alive and somebody had just essentially blown
the United States off the face of themap, I think I’d hurt them as badly as I could.” But Nitze
took issue with this sentiment. “I would think it perfectly obvious that it is not [an accep-
table outcome],” he declared, “… if you have to stop it after the first round, why go the first
round. Why not stop it right away. In which event they get off scot free.”38 With this, Paul
Nitze admitted that his own practical decision in such traumatic circumstances would likely
be not to launch in response to Soviet aggression.

Overall, Nitze’s inconsistent thinking reflected his struggle with an emerging norm
against the use of nuclear weapons. There were inklings during the early Cold War of
his concern for the use of nuclear weapons by any nation, which may have provided a
foundation for his surprising support for disarmament at the end of his life.39
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The Strategist: McGeorge Bundy

In contrast with Nitze, McGeorge Bundy never came to believe that disarmament was
possible. Despite his passion for arms control, Bundy concluded that, as long as nuclear
weapons existed, some form of nuclear deterrent was required. Instead of advocating
superiority, Bundy coined the term “existential deterrence”—the notion that by their
mere existence, nuclear weapons deterred their use by others. Bundy’s requirements for
stable deterrence were thus much lower than Nitze’s. Bundy thought deeply about the
credibility of nuclear threats and about strategies for preventing and mitigating nuclear
war. In the process, he acknowledged a norm against the use of nuclear weapons, but
never placed faith in it as a substitute for nuclear deterrence.40 Despite Bundy’s recog-
nition of the existence of a norm against the use of nuclear weapons, it did not have
much of an impact on his strategic thought for two reasons: (1) Bundy believed that cred-
ible deterrence was not hard to achieve in the first place, and (2) he also believed that non-
deterrent nuclear threats were ineffective. Bundy’s public writings and his private papers at
the John F. Kennedy Library provide evidence for each of these beliefs.

Achieving Credible Deterrence

McGeorge Bundy served as national security advisor to Presidents John F. Kennedy and
Lyndon Johnson. Known for his role in escalating the Vietnam War, Bundy also continu-
ally engaged with nuclear strategy, struggled with the concept of nuclear superiority, and
came face-to-face with the limits of US nuclear threats in Vietnam. He also had a fruitful
academic career outside of government, which provided him ample opportunity to reflect
on US foreign policy and nuclear strategy.

On the back of the 1976 summer issue of International Security, Bundy wrote a note on
the paradox of nuclear weapons: “Thinking about nuclear strategy has never been easy.
The problem is bedeviled by a basic paradox: on the one hand a necessary major object
of policy is that these weapons should not be used; but in order to achieve this object it
is ineluctably required that all nuclear powers have some view of the characteristics that
their weapons systems, and their believable will to use them, should have in the eye of
an adversary.”41 Years earlier, however, Bundy had already solved this paradox.

In the October 1969 edition of Foreign Affairs, Bundy published his famous article
entitled “To Cap the Volcano.” Commenting on the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty debate
and lessons for the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, he lamented the way policy makers
blindly followed the proponents of technological development without considering the
actual nuclear arsenal requirements for security. Bundy believed that credible deterrence,
the sole purpose of nuclear forces, was relatively easy to achieve. Being “ahead” or having
“superiority”meant nothing; it is a stalemate either way. “In light of the certain prospect of
retaliation,” he wrote, “there has been literally no chance at all that any sane political auth-
ority, in either the United States or the Soviet Union, would consciously choose to start a
nuclear war.”42 For Bundy, contemplating the consequences of nuclear war would compel
any leader to avoid the edge of the nuclear cliff. This contrasts with noted economist and
game theorist Thomas Schelling’s theories of brinksmanship, which supposed a compe-
tition of risk taking near the edge of the cliff.43 Believing in minimal requirements for
stable deterrence, Bundy argued at a congressional hearing in 1983 that investments in
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the US nuclear arsenal need not be dictated by the acquisition policies of the Soviet Union.
The United States could scrap the MX missile, the B-1 bomber, and “take a far more cau-
tious approach to the whole uncharted sea of the cruise missile.”44

While Bundy appreciated the uniqueness of nuclear weapons, credible deterrence was a
much more important contributor to non-use than some regulative norm. His concept of
“existential deterrence”—the notion that deterrence is strong by virtue of the existence of
the weapons alone and distinct from “anything based on strategic theories or declared pol-
icies or even international commitments”—set a low bar for the credibility of deterrence.45

The Inefficacy of Non-Deterrent Nuclear Threats and “The Least Bad Thing”

Bundy believed that the sole purpose of nuclear weapons was to deter their use by an
adversary. He came to appreciate this having learned in Vietnam the limits of nuclear
threats for any other purpose.46 Writing in 1988, he argued that both superpowers
learned from their respective experiences in Vietnam and Afghanistan that “nothing in
their nuclear arsenals permits or supports foreign adventures or expansion by the great
powers.”47 Nuclear weapons, therefore, yielded “no political dividend.”48 In an April
1984 speech at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Bundy articulated this
view in terms of credibility: “If the United States could not threaten the use of nuclear
weapons even in such a long and painful contest as Vietnam,” Bundy questioned, “in
what case was such a threat possible? The answer today is that outside the special cases
of Korea andWestern Europe no such threat [to use nuclear weapons] is remotely credible
except in the broad sense that any prospect of a direct confrontation between United States
forces and those of the Soviet Union does contain an intrinsic possibility of escalation to
the nuclear level.”49

In the unlikely circumstance of a failure of deterrence and the beginning of a nuclear
war, Bundy believed that the “the least bad thing that the combatants can do is to
stop.”50 Bundy, the strategist dove, was deliberating the logic of nuclear war prevention
and mitigation. In his folder of notes for the final chapter of his 1989 memoir, Danger
and Survival (the chapter that includes a discussion of the tradition of non-use), Bundy
kept a copy of his November 22, 1983, testimony before an “Ad Hoc Hearing on
Nuclear Danger in the House of Representatives.” In his testimony, Bundy centered his
strategic thinking on President Ronald Reagan’s famous line: “nuclear war cannot be
won and must never be fought.” He then engaged with the hypothetical failure of deter-
rence, much like Nitze did in his oral history. “The question [of deterrence failure] is so
terrible,” said Bundy, “that the right way to begin almost suggests itself: it must be the
object of policy to reduce the number of cases in which we rely on any use of nuclear
weapons whatever.”51 For Bundy, this meant adopting a policy of no-first-use. But
Bundy did not stop there; he argued for a second principle of “no second use until,”
meaning that retaliation should not be in the manner of launch-on-warning, but follow
a careful deliberative process of confirming the nature of the attack and considering the
best response aimed at ending the nuclear war as quickly as possible.52 This, he recognized,
was counterintuitive to a conventional war-fighting mentality that aimed at the end goal of
victory. Nonetheless, it followed from Reagan’s famous phrase that a nuclear war by defi-
nition could not be won, so a different intuition must apply, one aimed at the rapid cessa-
tion of violence, rather than victory.

448 R. B. C. PAULY

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

R
ei

d 
Pa

ul
y]

 a
t 1

2:
39

 0
8 

A
pr

il 
20

16
 



Bundy consequently argued for intense efforts at communication with the adversary,
and if that failed, a limited nuclear response. Such a response, aimed at bringing a
nuclear war to a rapid conclusion, should be “clearly and substantially smaller than the
initial attack” (emphasis in original) so as to prevent escalation. This principle of “less
than equal response,” Bundy suggested, “can make the enemy amply sorry and at the
same time offer him a fresh chance to be safe.” Bundy also argued against decapitation
strikes, believing that in order to bring about an end to a nuclear war you would need
an adversary with whom to communicate. Eliminating the adversary’s leadership would
force you to fight against a “mindless enemy” leading to “mindless escalation.” Therefore,
there was “wisdom in sparing Moscow.”53

Bundy readily deliberated the ethics of nuclear weapons. However, his thinking did not
lead him to conclude that nuclear weapons must be eliminated. He appreciated the role
that small arsenals could play in preventing the use of nuclear weapons, and how arms
control could be used to manage the risks of a nuclear world.

Acknowledging the Norm

His 1988 memoir, Danger and Survival, acknowledges a tradition of non-use of nuclear
weapons. He noted that the “forces arrayed against breaking the tradition” had been
strengthened throughout the Cold War to the point that “no government is now
unaware of the enormous political cost of using them.”54 Bundy also recognized the
role of the United States in strengthening the tradition of non-use. In Bundy’s personal
notes for Danger and Survival that reflected on the lessons of Quemoy and Matsu, he
wrote that “the net effect of the two [Taiwan] crises was to reduce the likelihood of
easy reliance on nuclear weapons. The President never changed his doctrine, but his
behavior changed his level of persuasiveness, and the choices he successfully avoided
made a similar avoidance by his successors much more likely.”55 Bundy meant that Eisen-
hower strengthened the tradition of non-use, impacting the decisions of future leaders.56

Furthermore, Bundy acknowledged a norm of non-use in a co-authored 1982 Foreign
Affairs article supporting the adoption of a no-first-use policy by NATO.57 Bundy and his
co-authors recognized that the changing weapons capabilities of both superpowers had
made it “more difficult than ever to construct rational plans for any first use of these
weapons by anyone.”58 In rather coded language, they seemed to acknowledge the
utility of a norm against the use of nuclear weapons, discussing the credibility of a no-
first-use policy, and its “firebreak” potential—the way in which it could effectively
prevent an all-out nuclear showdown: “The one clearly definable firebreak against the
worldwide disaster of general nuclear war,” wrote Bundy and his co-authors, “is the
one that stands between all other kinds of conflict and any use whatsoever of nuclear
weapons. To keep that firebreak wide and strong is in the deepest interest of all
mankind.”59 This is a rational-functionalist argument in favor of a no-first-use policy,
which they argued could strengthen the firebreak. Their concerns regarding credibility
are apparent in their arguments that NATO’s Article V collective security guarantee (a
guarantee that historically has been backed by US and UK nuclear weapons) had
become less credible than a simple conventional guarantee with a policy of no-first-use.
Indeed, they argued that “such a policy [of no-first-use] is the best one available for
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keeping the Alliance united and effective,” and questioned the seriousness with which
earlier policy makers had actually considered the use of nuclear weapons.60

Bundy and his co-authors also made an argument foreshadowed by Nitze. They wrote:
“It is hard to see how any [limited use of nuclear weapons] could be taken without the most
enormous risk of rapid and catastrophic escalation, but it is a fair challenge to a policy of No
First Use that it should be accompanied by a level of conventional strength that wouldmake
such plans unnecessary.”61 Indeed, Nitze made this argument in NSC-68—a military must
be conventionally strong in order to have the option not to use nuclear weapons.

For Bundy, the tradition of non-use existed as a rational-functionalist restriction on the
use of nuclear weapons, but was unreliable as a means of preventing their use. Deterrence
was the only way. He therefore considered doctrines that would lead to the most stable
balance of terror and policies that could de-escalate crises. Any norm against the use of
nuclear weapons was not strong enough to reassure Bundy. Although Bundy’s views
changed during the Cold War, they did so to a lesser extent than did Nitze’s. For
Bundy, since credible deterrence was not hard to achieve in the first place, and other
nuclear threats were not credible anyway, a strengthening norm against the use of
nuclear weapons posed less of a dilemma to his strategic thinking.

Conclusion

This article explored how two influential American policy makers and intellectuals
thought about a norm of non-use of nuclear weapons. In doing so, it has exposed the chal-
lenges of conducting research on the history of ideas. A norm against the use of nuclear
weapons may have far-reaching policy implications that go unobserved because the norm
is endogenous to strategic logic. If a norm exists, it should be harder to signal resolve and
make credible threats, because an adversary will recognize that violation of the norm
carries additional costs to carrying out the threat. In this sense, a threat that adheres to
norms is also a more credible threat. Alternatively, if a logic of appropriateness is operat-
ing, a more moral threat is also a more credible threat. Rarely are these considerations
made explicit, but policy makers seem to discuss them in other terms, such as the “political
costs” of nuclear use, the “uniqueness” of nuclear weapons, discussions of morality, or
general concerns for credibility. This obscures the ideas in coded language and the
context of other strategic considerations. For the researcher, there is a thin line between
speculation and discovery. The papers of Bundy and Nitze are not the first place one
would think to look to find a discussion of a norm of non-use of nuclear weapons. Never-
theless, assessing the documentary evidence through a new lens, I find that the central
players of this analysis did engage with the idea of a norm of non-use.

Nitze the operator held inconsistent views throughout the Cold War. Eventually he
concluded that there was a norm of non-use, but quite late in life. Given Nitze’s inconsis-
tency, were he alive today, it would not be inconceivable that he would change his views
again. He was a Washington insider, an operator of great effectiveness. There was a reason
that he was the negotiator for arms control agreements, unlike Bundy, who was the brains
behind negotiations. Still, there are inklings of Nitze wrestling with an evolving norm
against the use of nuclear weapons as far back in his writings as NSC-68. Nitze was con-
cerned about the credibility of threats by the United States to use nuclear weapons in light
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of an incipient norm of non-use. Yet nuclear non-use was his aim. Scholars have over-
looked this normative weight on Nitze’s mind.

Bundy the strategist charted another course. Although he recognized the existence of a
tradition of non-use of nuclear weapons, Bundy seriously deliberated the credibility of
nuclear threats and strategies for preventing and mitigating nuclear war. In the process,
he acknowledged a norm against the use of nuclear weapons, but never placed faith in
it as a substitute for nuclear deterrence.

Researchers should not fear approaching well known writings on nuclear strategy with
new lenses. Scholarship on ideational history is ripe for further exploration by social scien-
tists, especially when aiming to assess the influence of norms on the beliefs and ideas of
policy makers. Finding evidence of the impact of norms on policy outcomes is challenging,
but finding evidence of norms in beliefs is a more fruitful avenue of research.62 More
research needs to be done on what makes threats credible, how norms affect threat credi-
bility, and how policy makers have perceived the effect of norms on credibility in the past.
Indeed, ideas matter to nuclear policy. To paraphrase Columbia University’s Robert Jervis,
our intuitions often fail us when examining the puzzling nature of nuclear weapons. What
makes threats credible is not intuitive; and in a sense, it does not matter what we think is
credible, it matters what we think they think.63 Ideas matter, and it is worthwhile exploring
the ideas of policy makers and intellectuals to enrich our understanding of the ever-per-
plexing nuclear age.

This article was the winner of the 2014 Jim and Doreen McElvany Nonproliferation Essay
Challenge, an annual competition of the James Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies.
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