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Introduction

What moral commitments can survive the heat of a nuclear crisis? This book begins
from a sobering premise: when the capacity to end civilization is concentrated in
human hands, the ethics of war and peace cannot remain as they were. The concepts
we inherit—deterrence, disarmament, limited use—carry both promises and peril.
Each aims to reduce the likelihood or scale of catastrophe, yet each risks legitimizing
practices that could precipitate the very harms they seek to prevent. Our inquiry
therefore asks not only what works strategically, but what is right, what is permissible,
and what is owed to persons—present and future—when annihilation is at stake.

We proceed by engaging the principal traditions of moral philosophy alongside the
distinctive features of nuclear weapons. Consequentialists emphasize outcomes and
probabilities; deontologists emphasize constraints, rights, and the inviolability of
persons; virtue ethicists emphasize character and the cultivation of practical wisdom
in leaders and institutions. Just war principles of legitimate authority, just cause, right
intention, proportionality, and discrimination were forged in a world of swords and
artillery, yet must now be interpreted under conditions of destructive indivisibility,
long-tailed risks, and systemic fragility. Bringing these strands together, we test
whether familiar tools still guide, or whether nuclear reality forces revision.

A central theme is moral risk under profound uncertainty. Nuclear policy operates in a
domain where errors are rare but ruinous, where data are sparse, and where secrecy
and deception are part of the strategic fabric. In such a domain, expected-value
calculations can dominate, but they can also conceal moral thresholds and side-
constraints. We therefore ask: When, if ever, can threatening morally forbidden
actions be justified? Does deterrence require willing what may never be permissible to
do? Is there a coherent ethics of limited use that meaningfully protects civilians and
prevents escalation, or is this a dangerous fiction? And how should precautionary
principles, robustness, and resilience figure in policy that must succeed not just on
average, but in the worst moments?

Historical dilemmas illuminate these questions. Near misses, crises, and contested
doctrines reveal how human judgment, institutional design, and moral luck shape
outcomes. We examine the roles of commanders, analysts, and political leaders who
faced conflicting duties—to protect their populations, preserve peace, uphold law, and
maintain credibility—under crushing time pressure and incomplete information. These
narratives are not included to sensationalize but to probe how ethical commitments
can be upheld or eroded when events accelerate beyond control.

This book is written for ethicists seeking rigor, for students seeking clarity, and for
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decision-makers seeking practicable guidance. To that end, each chapter pairs
conceptual analysis with policy-relevant criteria. We articulate testable conditions for
“just deterrence,” assess whether limited nuclear use can ever satisfy discrimination
and proportionality, and evaluate disarmament not merely as aspiration but as a
sequence of verifiable steps embedded in a hostile security environment. Throughout,
we integrate international law and evolving norms, recognizing both their moral
authority and their limits when great-power politics intrude.

Our method emphasizes moral pluralism disciplined by decision procedures. Where
theories conflict, we do not simply average them; instead we identify side-constraints
that should not be violated, thresholds beyond which proportionality fails, and
robustness checks for strategies under model uncertainty. We explore tools such as
dominance reasoning, satisficing, and value-of-information to structure choices that
must be made under time pressure. The goal is not to algorithmize judgment but to
scaffold it, enabling leaders to act without abandoning moral bearings.

The pages that follow do not offer a single verdict. Rather, they map the argument
space and expose trade-offs honestly. Some readers will conclude that
deterrence—tightly constrained and transparently oriented toward the defense of
persons—can be morally justified. Others will find the case for disarmament decisive,
provided it is pursued through institutions that manage verification and residual risks.
Still others will accept a narrow doctrine of limited use only as a last moral resort to
prevent even greater harm, while doubting its practical feasibility. Our task is to make
these positions legible, test their premises, and clarify the commitments they entail.

If there is a unifying conviction here, it is that ethics remains action-guiding even at
the edge of catastrophe. Moral philosophy cannot eliminate peril, but it can distinguish
necessity from convenience, restraint from recklessness, courage from bravado. By
the end of this book, the reader will have a framework for weighing competing values
in moments of existential threat—one that respects human dignity, anticipates
uncertainty, and insists that the power to destroy must be governed by principles as
exacting as the stakes are immense.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Moral Landscape of Nuclear
Weapons

The dawn of the nuclear age arrived not with a thunderclap but with a calculation. In
the quiet of the New Mexico desert on July 16, 1945, scientists and military leaders
witnessed a flash that reordered the moral universe. The Manhattan Project had
transformed abstract physics into a weapon of unimaginable power. Within weeks, this
power was used against two Japanese cities, Hiroshima and Nagasaki, collapsing the
distinction between combatant and civilian on a scale previously inconceivable. The
world was introduced to a new kind of weapon, one whose destructive capacity
dwarfed the moral categories designed to restrain war. This was not merely a more
powerful bomb; it was a different category of event, one that threatened the very
conditions of human society.

The moral landscape that emerged from this shock was, and remains, contested. At
one pole stands the argument for deterrence: the possession of nuclear weapons,
under strict control, to prevent their use by others. This position holds that the
credible threat of devastating retaliation can create a stable peace, however tense, by
making aggression too costly for any rational actor. At the opposite pole lies the call
for disarmament: the belief that the only moral course is the complete abolition of
these weapons, recognizing that their existence poses an existential risk to humanity
and normalizes the threat of annihilation. Between these poles, a third, more
unsettling position persists: the ethics of limited use, the idea that in some extreme
circumstances, a controlled, tactical nuclear strike might be the lesser of two evils, a
means to avert a greater catastrophe.

To navigate this landscape, we must first appreciate the unique features of nuclear
weapons that defy traditional ethical frameworks. Their blast, heat, and radiation
effects are indiscriminate, rendering the principle of discrimination—the separation of
combatants from non-combatants—nearly impossible to uphold in a counterforce
strike and entirely impossible in a countervalue attack on cities. The scale of
destruction is not additive but transformative; a single warhead can obliterate a city,
and an exchange of dozens or hundreds could trigger global climate collapse. This
totality of effect collapses distance and time, binding the fate of generations to a
single decision. The weapons are not tools to be used in the way a rifle or a tank might
be; their primary utility lies in their non-use, a paradox that strains the very concept of
a weapon’s purpose.

Deterrence, in its simplest form, is the strategy of preventing an action by threatening
a response the actor wishes to avoid. Nuclear deterrence is this logic scaled to the
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level of existential threat. Its moral justification hinges on several assumptions: that
adversaries are rational actors who can be deterred by the prospect of unacceptable
damage; that a balance of terror is preferable to the horrors of war or subjugation; and
that the threat of retaliation, while horrific, is morally distinct from its execution.
Proponents argue that deterrence has prevented great-power war since 1945, a period
sometimes called the long peace. They contend that the moral burden of a weapon’s
existence is offset by the good of a world without total war between major powers, a
world held in a precarious but functional stasis by the shadow of the bomb.

Yet deterrence’s moral footing is deeply unstable. It requires not just the possession of
weapons but the credible willingness to use them, raising the question of whether one
can morally threaten an action one would be forbidden from carrying out. This is the
problem of the bluff: if a leader declares a red line they are unwilling to cross, the
strategy fails, potentially inviting aggression. If they are willing, they must cultivate a
disposition to commit what many consider a supreme crime. The strategy thus places
a peculiar demand on its stewards: they must maintain readiness for an act they hope
never to perform, and in doing so, they introduce a permanent, low-grade moral
corrosion into the heart of statecraft. The peace it buys is a peace purchased with the
promise of hellfire, a bargain whose terms are perpetually under renegotiation.

Disarmament, by contrast, appeals to a more absolute moral intuition: that the
creation and maintenance of tools designed for genocide is a wrong in itself,
regardless of their deterrent effect. This position draws on deontological ethics, which
emphasizes duties and the inherent dignity of persons. To possess a weapon that, by
its nature, cannot be used without committing a crime against humanity is to live
under a moral contradiction. The nuclear taboo—the widespread belief that using
nuclear weapons is illegitimate—is a normative expression of this intuition. Proponents
of disarmament argue that the continued existence of arsenals risks catastrophic
accident, miscalculation, or escalation in a crisis. The security offered by deterrence,
they claim, is an illusion, a temporary reprieve from a self-inflicted danger. True
security lies in the collective renunciation of these weapons, verified through
international treaties and transparent inspections.

The path to disarmament, however, is fraught with what strategists call the security
dilemma. In an anarchic international system, states cannot be certain of others’
intentions or future compliance. A unilateral disarmament gesture, even if morally
pure, could be perceived as weakness, tempting adversaries to exploit the situation.
Verification is notoriously difficult; hidden stockpiles or undeclared programs can
undermine trust. The process of disarmament itself can be destabilizing, as arsenals
shrink and the ratios of forces change, potentially creating incentives for a pre-
emptive first strike. The moral clarity of abolition collides with the practical realities of
mistrust and the profound fear of being left vulnerable. This tension between ethical
purity and strategic vulnerability is a central fault line in nuclear ethics.
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The concept of limited nuclear use occupies the most ethically fraught and
strategically dubious ground. It posits the possibility of a “small” nuclear strike,
perhaps against a military target in a remote area, to demonstrate resolve, break an
enemy'’s will, or destroy a critical asset without triggering full-scale escalation. This
idea seeks to rescue nuclear weapons from their binary existence as instruments of
either deterrence or omnicide, suggesting a gray area where force might be applied in
a controlled manner. Proponents point to tactical nuclear weapons, which are
designed for battlefield use and possess lower yields, as potentially fitting into a
calibrated response. They argue that in the face of an overwhelming conventional
threat, a limited nuclear response might be the only way to avoid defeat and the
greater suffering that would follow.

The reality of limited use is undermined by the physics of nuclear explosions and the
psychology of crisis. Even a “low-yield” warhead delivers an immense blast and
thermal pulse, causing indiscriminate civilian casualties and long-term environmental
damage. The distinction between a tactical and strategic target is blurred when the
mushroom cloud rises. More critically, once the nuclear taboo is broken, the ladder of
escalation is notoriously difficult to control. Historical crises, such as the Cuban Missile
Crisis or the 1983 Able Archer exercise, show how close the world came to the brink
through miscommunication and miscalculation. An attempt at limited use could be
misinterpreted as the opening salvo of a full-scale attack, prompting a retaliatory
strike that spirals out of control. The very act of introducing nuclear fire into a conflict
makes the outcome fundamentally unpredictable.

Underpinning these policy debates are foundational philosophical traditions.
Consequentialism, particularly its utilitarian variant, evaluates actions based on their
outcomes. A consequentialist might justify a nuclear deterrent if the sum of its
deterrent effects—preventing multiple large-scale wars—outweighs the risks of its use
and the moral hazard of its existence. This calculation is fraught with uncertainty,
relying on probabilistic estimates of war, accident, and escalation. Deontology, in
contrast, focuses on the inherent rightness or wrongness of actions, irrespective of
outcomes. From a deontological perspective, threatening or using nuclear weapons
violates fundamental duties to respect human life and dignity. The Kantian categorical
imperative, for instance, would reject a universal law that permits targeting civilians or
threatening mass murder, even in the service of a greater good.

Virtue ethics offers a third lens, focusing on the character of actors and institutions.
What virtues are necessary for leaders who hold the nuclear codes? Prudence, justice,
courage, and restraint are paramount. A virtuous leader would not seek out
opportunities for nuclear use but would exercise extreme caution, transparency, and
humility in the face of uncertainty. Institutions can be designed to cultivate these
virtues, such as through robust civilian control, independent checks on presidential
authority, and a culture of “safety first” within military commands. From this
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perspective, the moral landscape is shaped not just by abstract principles but by the
habits, training, and moral formation of those entrusted with unimaginable power. A
system that relies on flawed human beings to make perfect decisions under extreme
stress is, from a virtue ethics standpoint, inherently precarious.

Just war theory provides a more direct set of criteria for evaluating the use of force,
though it strains under nuclear conditions. Jus ad bellum (the justice of going to war)
requires a just cause, right intention, proportionality, and a reasonable hope of
success. Jus in bello (justice in war) demands discrimination and proportionality in the
use of force. Nuclear weapons challenge every one of these principles. Is a preemptive
strike against an imminent nuclear threat a just cause? Can the intention be right if
the action is indiscriminate? How can any nuclear use be proportional when the harm
is catastrophic? And can discrimination ever be achieved when fallout and blast effects
are uncontrollable? Just war theorists have struggled to adapt these principles, with
some arguing that nuclear war is inherently unjust and others proposing strict criteria
for “nuclear just war,” such as no-targeting of cities and a focus on counterforce
strikes, though these proposals often fail to account for the practical and physical
realities of nuclear war.

The context for these debates is not a vacuum but a world shaped by history, politics,
and technology. The Cold War created a bipolar system that some argue made
deterrence more stable, as each side knew the other’s capabilities and red lines.
Today, the nuclear landscape is multipolar, with more actors, diverse capabilities, and
different risk profiles. Emerging technologies like missile defense, hypersonic missiles,
and cyber warfare introduce new variables that can undermine strategic stability.
Missile defense, for example, could embolden a state to strike first if it feels protected
from retaliation, breaking the delicate balance of terror. The development of smaller,
more “usable” nuclear weapons risks lowering the threshold for their use, making the
gray area of limited use more tempting and more dangerous.

International law and norms play a crucial, if sometimes ambiguous, role in shaping
this landscape. The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) seeks to prevent the spread
of nuclear weapons while promoting disarmament, creating a hierarchy between
nuclear-weapon states and non-nuclear-weapon states. The Treaty on the Prohibition
of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW), a more recent development, outlaws nuclear weapons
entirely, reflecting a growing moral consensus that they are inherently illegitimate.
These treaties are not just legal instruments; they are expressions of global ethical
norms. Compliance is voluntary and political, often challenged by the security
interests of powerful states. The tension between legal prohibition and strategic
reliance is a defining feature of contemporary nuclear politics, highlighting the gap
between moral aspiration and geopolitical reality.

The moral landscape of nuclear weapons is thus a complex topography of principles,
strategies, and historical contingencies. It is a landscape where the promise of peace
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coexists with the threat of annihilation, where ethical absolutes confront pragmatic
necessities, and where the actions of a few can determine the fate of all.
Understanding this landscape requires more than a single theory or doctrine; it
demands an interdisciplinary approach that brings together moral philosophy,
strategic studies, history, and international relations. We must be willing to interrogate
our deepest assumptions about security, power, and the limits of human judgment.
The stakes are not merely academic; they are existential.

As we proceed, we will explore the specific moral arguments for deterrence,
disarmament, and limited use in greater detail, testing them against historical
dilemmas and theoretical rigor. We will examine how principles like proportionality
and discrimination hold up under conditions of nuclear conflict, and we will consider
the role of risk, uncertainty, and moral luck in decision-making. The goal is not to
provide a definitive answer to the nuclear dilemma, which may not exist, but to equip
the reader with the tools to navigate it thoughtfully. The nuclear age demands a new
kind of moral clarity, one that is humble in the face of uncertainty but firm in its
commitment to human dignity.

This introduction to the moral landscape is not a map with a single route but a guide
to the terrain itself. It highlights the major landmarks: the logic of deterrence, the
purity of disarmament, and the perilous path of limited use. It sketches the
philosophical foundations that support or undermine these positions and points to the
historical and technological forces that shape the debate. The journey ahead will be
deep and at times unsettling, for it forces us to confront the most profound questions
of ethics and survival. The power to destroy the world has been in human hands for
over seventy years. The question of how to live with that power, and whether to keep
it, remains the most urgent moral challenge of our time. The landscape is set; the task
is to find a way through it without losing our moral bearings.
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