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The Legacy of Hiroshima: A Half-Century 
Without Nuclear War 

Thomas C. Schelling 

I t has already been more than five decades since the 
first, and the last, use of nuclear weapons in warfare. 

Who could have believed it fift y years ago? These fi ve-
plus decades of nonuse are a stunning achievement. 
They may also represent some stunning good luck. 

There has never been any 
doubt about the military effec-
ti veness or the potential for ter-
ror of nuclear weapons, and a 
large part of the credit for thei r 
not having been used must be 
due to the " taboo" that John 
Foster Dulles, Secretary of State 
in the Eisenhower admini str a-
tion, perceived to have attached 
itself to these weapons as early 
as 1953-a taboo that he 
deplored. 

The weapons remain under a 
curse, now a much ｨ･ｾ ｶ ｩ ･ ｲ＠

curse than the one that bothered 
Dulles in the earl y 1950s. These 
weapons are unique, and a large 
part of their uniqueness derives 
from their being perceived as 
unique. We call most of the 
other weapons conventional, in 
the sense of something that arises as if by compact, by 
agreement, by convention. It is an establi shed conven-
tion that nuclear weapons are di fferent. 

This convention, which took root and grew over the 
past decades, is an asset. It is not guaranteed to sur-
vive; some potential possessors of nuclear weapons 
may not share the convention. How the inhibition 
arose, whether it was inevitable, whether it was the 
result of careful design, luck, or both, and whether we 
should assess it as robust or vulnerable in the coming 
decades-these are the issues to be examined here. 

Origins of the Taboo 
The first occasion when these weapons might have 

been used was the Korean War. By September 10, 1950, 
American and South Korean troops had retreated to a 

perimeter around the southern coastal city of Pusan 
and appeared to be in danger of expulSion from the 
peninsula. The nuclear-weapons issue arose in public 
discussion in this country and in the British parlia-
ment. Prime Minister Clement A ttl ee fl ew to 

Washington to beseech 
President Truman not to use 
nuclear weapons in Korea. The 
visi t and its purpose were 
openly acknowledged. The 
House of Commons, which 
viewed it s governm ent as hav-
ing been a partner in the enter-
prise that produced nuclear 
weapons, believed that Britain 
should have a voice in the 
American decision. 

Several days later, a dramati-
call y successful counteroffen-
siv e, which began with the 
landing at Inchon, made moot 
the question whether nuclear 
weapons might have been used 
if the situation in the Pusan 
perimeter had become desper-
ate. But at least the question of 
nuclear use had come up. I 

know of no evidence that apprehension by the govern-
ment of the United States or by the American public of 
the consequences of demonstrating that nuclear 
weapons were "usable" played an important role in 
Truman's deliberations. 

Nuclear weapons again went unused in the debacle 
foll owing the entry of Chinese armies into Korea, and 
were still unused during the bloody war of attrition 
that accompanied the Panmunjom negotiations, which 
led to the end of the Korean War. Whether the threat of 
nuclear weapons influenced the truce negotiations 
remains unclear. But the ambiguity in the "role" of 
nuclear weapons became evident at that time, and dur-
ing the ensuing years they clearly remained a threat 
and a deterrent. 

McGeorge Bundy, one of the architects of United 
States foreign policy in the Kennedy and Johnson 

9 



. . I 

I 

·1 

I 

Report from the Institute for Philosophy & Public Policy 

administrations, documented the fascinating story of 
President Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles 
and nuclear weapons in his book Danger and Survival: 
Choices About the Bomb in the First Fifty Years. At the 
National Security Council on February 11, 1953, Dulles 
discussed "the moral problem in the inhibitions on the 
use of the A-bomb," and it was his opinion that "we 
should break down this false distinction." Evidently 
the secretary believed that the restraint was real even if 
the distinction was false, and that the restraint was not 
to be welcomed. 

Again, on October 7, 1953, Dulles said, "Somehow or 
other we must manage to remove the taboo from the 
use of these weapons." Just a few weeks later the 
President approved, in a Basic National Security 
Document, the statement, "In the event of hostilities, 
the United States will consider nuclear weapons to be 
as available for use as other munitions." This state-
ment surely has to be read as more rhetorical than fac-
tual, even if the National Security Council considered 
itself to constitute "the United States." 

We should consider the literal meaning 
of "no such thing as a conventional 

nuclear weapon." 

Taboos are not easily dispelled by pronouncing them 
extinct. Six months later, at a restricted NATO meeting, 
the United States position was that nuclear weapons 
"must now be treated as In fact having become con-
ventiona1." But tacit conventions are sometimes harder 
to destroy than explicit ones, existing in potentially 
recalcitrant minds rather than on destructible paper. 

According to Bundy, the last public statement in this 
progress of nuclear weapons toward conventional sta-
tus occurred during the Quemoy crisis, during which 
the People's Republic of China repeatedly launched 
attacks on the island of Quemoy to regain control from 
Taiwan and the Nationalist forces of Chiang Kai-shek. 
On March 12, 1955, Eisenhower said, in answer to a 
question, "In any combat where these things can be 
used on strictly military targets and for strictly ntilitary 
purposes, I see no reason why they shouldn't be used 
just exactly as you would use a bullet or anything else." 

Was Eisenhower really ready to use nuclear 
weapons to defend Quemoy, or Taiwan itself? The con-
spicuous shipment of nuclear artillery to Taiwan was 
surely intended as a threat. Bluffing would have been 
risky from Dulles's point of view, and leaving nuclear 
weapons unused while the Chinese conquered Taiwan 
would have engraved the taboo in granite. 

At the same time, Quemoy would have appeared to 
Dulles as a superb opportunity to dispel the taboo. 
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Using short-range nuclear weapons in a purely defen-
sive mode, solely against offensive troops, especialJy at 
sea or on beachheads devoid of civilians, might have 
been something that Eisenhower would have been 
willing to authorize, and nuclear weapons might have 
proved that they could be used "just exactly as you 
would use a bullet or anything else." The Chinese did 
not offer the opportunity. 

Kennedy-Johnson Policy Shift 
The contrast between the Eisenhower and the 

Kennedy-Johnson attitudes toward nuclear weapons is 
summarized in a public statement of President 
Johnson's in September 1964: 

Make no mistake. There is no such thing as a conventional 
nuclear weapon. For 19 ー･ｲｩｬｾｦｩｬｬ･､＠ years no nation has loosed 
the atom against another. To do so now is a political decision 
of the highest order. 

That statement disposed of the notion that nuclear 
weapons were to be judged by their military effective-
ness. Compare" a political decision of the highest 
order" with "as available for use as other munitions." 

Johnson implied that for nineteen years the United 
States had resisted any temptation to do what Dulles 
had wanted the United States to be free to do where 
nuclear weapons were concerned. Johnson implied 
that we had an investment, accumulated over nineteen 
years, in the nonuse of nuclear weapons, and that 
those nineteen years of quarantine were part of what 
would make any decision to use those weapons a 
political decision of the highest order. 

We should consider the literal meaning of "no such 
thing as a conventional nuclear weapon." Specifically, 
why couldn't a nuclear bomb no larger in energy yield 
than the largest blockbuster of World War II be consid-
ered conventional? Two answers were offered to this 
question, one mainly instinctive and the other some-
what analytical, but both resting on a belief or a feel-
ing-a feeling somewhat beyond reach by 
analysis-that nuclear weapons are generically differ-
ent. The more intuitive response could be formulated, 
''If you have to ask that question you wouldn't under-
stand the answer." The deplorable character of every-
thing nuclear had simply become axiomatic, and 
analysis was futile. 

The other, more analytical, response took its argu-
ment from legal reasoning, diplomacy, bargaining the-
ory, and theory of training and discipline, including 
self-discipline. This argument emphasized bright lines, 
slippery slopes, well defined boundaries, and the stuff 
of which traditions and implicit conventions are made. 

The "neutron bomb" is illustrative. The neutron 
bomb was designed to emit "prompt neutrons" that 
can be lethal at a distance at which blast and thermal 
radiation are comparatively moderate. As advertised, 
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it can kill people without great damage to structures. 
The issue of producing and deploying this kind of 
weapon arose during the Carter administration, evok-
ing an antinuclear reaction that caused it to be left on 
the drawing board. 

But the same bomb-at least, the same idea-had 
been the subject of even more intense debate 15 years 
･｡ｲｬｩ･ｬｾ＠ and it was then that the arguments were honed 
before being used again in the 1970s. The arguments 
were simple, and surely valid, whether or not they 
deserved to be decisive: (1) that it was important not to 
blur the d istinction-the firebreak, as it was called-
between nuclear and conventional weapons; (2) that 
either because of its low yield or because of its 
"benign" kind of lethality, there would be a strong 
temptation to use this weapon where types of nuclear 
weapons were otherwise not allowed; and (3) that the 
use of neutron weapons would pave the way for 
nuclear escalation. 

These arguments are not altogether different from 
those against so-called peaceful nuclear explosions (or 
PNEs). The decisive argument against PNEs was that 
they would accustom the world to nuclear explosions, 
undermining the belief that nuclear explosions were 
inherently evil and reducing the inhibitions on nuclear 
weapons. The prospect of blasting new river beds in 
northern Russia, a bypass canal for the waters of the 
Nil e, or harbors in developing countries generated 
concern about "legitimizing" nuclear explosions. 

A revealing demonstration of this antipathy was in 
the virtually universal rejection by American arms 
controllers and energy policy analysts of the prospect 
of an ecologicall y clean source of electrical energy, pro-
posed in the 1970s, that would have detonated tiny 
"clean" thermonuclear bombs in underground caverns 

TI1e aversion to nuclear weapons 
can grow in strength and become locked in 

military doctrine. 

to generate steam. I have seen this idea dismissed 
without argument, as if the objections were too obvi-
ous to require amplification. As far as I could tell, the 
objection was that even "good" thermonuclear explo-
sions were bad and should be kept that way. 

A ll- or-none thresholds can be susceptible to under-
mining. A Dulles who wishes the taboo were not there 
might not only attempt to get around it when using the 
bomb seems important, but might apply ingenuity to 
dissolving the barrier on occasions when it might not 
matter much, in anticipation of later opportunities 
when the barrier would be a genuine embarrassment. 
Bundy suggested that in discussing the pOSSibility of 

Graceful Simplicity: Toward a 
Philosophy and Politics of 

Simple Living 

Jerome M. Segal 

In Graceflll Si11lplicity, Jerome M. Segal expands and 
deepens the contemporary discourse on how to 
achieve a simpler, less ｨ ｡ｲｲｩｾ､＠ way of lif e. He articu-
lates a powerful conception of simple living-rooted 
in beauty, peace of mind, appreciativeness, and gen-
erosity of spirit. At the same time, he criticizes much 
of the "simp le living movement" for believing that we 
can realize this conception as isolated individuals if 
only we free ourselves from overconsumption. Segal 
argues that, wliortunately, we have created a society 
in which human needs can be adequately met only at 
high levels of income. Instead of individual renuncia-
tion, he calls for a politics of simpUcity that would put 
the facilitation of simple livin g at the heart of our 
approach to social and economic policy. 

"Graceful Simplicih) is a marvelously textured analysis 
of the elusive ideal of simple living. For those eager to 
find a way to get off the "more is better" treadmill, 
Jerome Segal offers insight and hope. Drawing upon 
philosophy, history, economics, sociology, and psy-
chology, he explains why simplicity is not a simple 
concept and reveals why it retains its peremlial allure. 
A must read." 

-David Shl, president of Funnan University and 
author of Tlte Simple Life: Plaill Living and High 

Thinkil1g in American Culture 

" In simple, graceful prose, Jerome Segal explains why 
less elaborate modes of living would make us happier." 

-Robert H. Frank, Cornell University, 
author of Luxury Fever 

263 pages 
$26.00 (cloth) 

Henry Holt and Company LLC. 
Available at bookstores or directly 

from the publisher: 
Tel.: 888.330.8477 
FAX: 800.672.2054 

To request examination copies 
or inquire about classroom use, write to 

academiC@hholt.com 
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The New Progressive Era: Toward a 
Fair and Deliberative Democracy 

Peter Levine 

A century ago, Americans embarked on a period of 
civic renewal and political reform. Today, amid deep 
dissatisfaction with our major institutions, there are 
signs that a new movement may revive the spi.rit of 
the original Progressive Era. Peter Levine draws 
inspiration from the great Progressive leader Robert 
M. LaFollette, Sr., and his circle, which included John 
Dewey, Jane Addams, and Louis Brandeis. He dis-
cusses the shortcomings of this group as well as their 
successes, but he argues that their ideal of a fair and 
deliberative democracy is right for our time. Bringing 
their Progressive philosophy to bear on contempo-
rary concerns, Levine advocates campaign finance 
reform, an entirely different approach to regulation, 
new styles of journalism and civic education, and 
fundamental changes in the tax system. Combining 
philosophical argmnents, historical background, 
empirical data, and concrete proposals, The New 
Progressive Era offers today's most comprehensive 
plan for civic renewal and political reform. 

"Peter Levine's new book represents an important 
new voice in our national deliberations about how to 
revitalize American democracy. It is a thorough, 
thoughtful account of the contemporary relevance of 
the ideas and innovations of the Progressive Era and 
a persuasive case for a new progressive agenda in 
American politics." 

-Robert D. Putnam, Kennedy School of 
Government, Harvard University 

"Some books you read and put aside. Others you 
send to friends; this is one of those books. Peter 
Levine brings a rich historical and philosophical per-
spective to an immediate and practical question: 
What is going to be the effect of all the effort that has 
gone into civic renewal in the last decade? This book 
speaks to everyone from journalists to foundation 
executives to teachers to members of civic organiza-
tions-all citizens. Don't miss reading it." 

-David Mathews, President, Kettering Foundation 

272 pages; $65.00 (cloth) 
$19.95 (paper) 

Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 
http://www.rowmanlittlefield.com 
Tel.: 800.462.6420; FAX: 800.338.4550 
For examination copies, please call 

800.273.5720 
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using atomic bombs in defense of Dien Bien Phu. (The 
site of a French military base in North Vietnam, near 
the border wi th Laos, in 1954 Dien Bien Phu became 
the scene of the last great battle between the French 
and the Viet Minh forces of Ho Chi Minh. After a 
nearly two-month siege, one in which requests for 
United States intervention were unheeded, the French 
positions fell. This defeat signaled the end of French 
power in Indochina.) In considering the use of atomic 
bombs to defend Dien Bien Phu, Dulles had in mind 
not only the local value of such weapons in Indochina 
but also their broader effect in "making the use of 
atomic bombs internationally acceptable." 

Soviet Policy 
The aversion to nuclear weapons-one might even 

say the abhorrence of them---<:an grow in strength and 
become locked into military doctrine without being 
fully appreciated or even acknowledged. The Kennedy 
administration launched an aggressive campaign for 
conventional defenses in Europe on the ground that 
nuclear weapons certainly should not be used, and 
probably would not be used, in the event of a war in 
Europe. Throughout the 1960s the official Soviet line 
was to deny the possibility of a non-nuclear engage-
ment in Europe. Yet the Soviets spent great amounts of 
money developing non-nuclear capabilities in Europe, 
especiall y aircraft capable of delivering conventional 
bombs. This expensive capability would have been of 
limited value in a nuclear engagement. Deployment of 
these weapons reflected a tacit Soviet acknowledgment 
that both sides inight be capable of non-nuclear war 
and that both sides had an interest in keeping war non-
nuclear by having the capability of fighting a non-
nuclear war. 

Arms control is so often identified with limitations 
on the possession or deployment of weapons that peo-
ple often overlook the fact that an investment in non-
nuclear weapons constitutes a form of arms control. 
That the Soviets had absorbed this nuclear inhibition 
was dramatically demonstrated during their pro-
tracted campaign in Afghanistan. I never read or heard 
public discussion about the possibility that the Soviet 
Union might shatter the tradition of nonuse to avoid a 
costly and humiliating defeat in that primitive country. 
The inhibitions on use of nuclear weapons are such 
common knowledge, the attitude is so confidently 
shared, that the use of nuclear weapons in Afghanistan 
would have been almost universally deplored. 

Such a reaction would reflect appreciation that 
Washington's nineteen-year nuclear silence had 
stretched into a fourth and then a fifth decade, and 
everyone in responsibility was aware that that unbro-
ken tradition was a treasure we held in common. 
Could that tradition, once broken, have mended itself? 
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If Truman had used nuclear weapons during the 
Chinese onslaught in Korea, would Johnson have been 
so inhibited in 1964? And if Nixon had used nuclear 
weapons, even ever so sparin g ly, in Vietn am, would 
the Soviets have eschewed their use in Afghanistan, 
and would the Israeli s have resisted the temptation of 
use against the Egyptian beachheads north of the Suez 
Canal in 1973? 

We do not know. One possibili ty is that the horror of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki would have repeated itself, 
and the curse would have descended again with even 

The nonproliferation effort has been more 
successful than most authorities can claim to 

have anticipated. 

more weight. The other possibility is that, the long 
silence broken, nuclear weapons would have emerged 
as standard weaponry against an adversary who had 
none. Much might have depended on the care with 
which weapons were confined to military targets or 
used in demonstrably "defensive" modes. 

Extension of the Taboo 

I have devoted this much attention to the nuclear 
taboo in the belief that the evolution of that status has 
been as important as the development of nuclear arse-
nals. The nonproliferation effor t has been more suc-
cessful than most authorities can claim to have 
anticipated; the accumulating weight of traditi on 
again st nuclear use is no less impr essive and no Jess 
valuable. We depend on nonproliferation effort s to 
restrain the producti on and deployment of weapons 
by n10re and more countri es; we may depend even 
more on universally shared inhibi tions on nuclear use. 
Preserving those inllibiti ons and extending them, if we 
know how, to cultures and national interests that may 
not currently share those inhibi ti ons will be a crucial 
part of our nuclear poli cy. 

On the 40th anniversary of Hiroshin1a and Nagasaki , 
Alv in M. Weinberg wrote an editorial in the Bulletin of 
Atomic Scientists (December 1985). In 191,' Weinberg 
had joined the University of Chicago grou that devel-
oped the fir st chain reactor which produc d the pluto-
nium ultimately used in the atomic bomb d ropped on 
Nagaski. In his edi torial, Weinberg expressed his con-
viction that both American and Japanese li ves were 
saved by the use of the bomb in Japan, and that long-
term good might resu lt from the Hiroshima bomb: 

Ar e we wi hlcssing a g radual sanctific ati on of Hir oshi ma-
that is, the elevation of the Hiro shima event to the status of a 
profotmdly mystical event, an event u lti mately of the same 
reli gious force as bibli cal events? I cannot prove it, but I am 
convinced th at the 40th Anniversary of Hiroshima, w it h its 
vast outpour ing of concern, it s huge demonstra tions, its w ide 
media coverage, bears ｲ ･ｳ ･ｭ｢ ｬ ｡ｮｾ･＠ to the observance of major 
reli g ious holidays ... . Thi s sanctif icat ion of Hiroshima is one 
of the most hopeful developments of the nuclear era. 

A crucial question is whether th e antinucl ear instinct 
so well expressed by Weinberg is confined to Christian 
or "Western" cul ture. As we look to North Korea, 
Paki stan, Iran, India, or Iraq as potential w ielders of 
nuclear weapons, we cannot be sure that they inherit 
this tradition with any great force. 

Forty years ago, however, we might have thought 
tha t the Soviet leadership would be immune to the 
spirit of Hiroshima as expressed by Weinberg-
immun e to the popular revulsion toward nuclear 
weapons, immwle to the overhang of all those peril-
fill ed years that awed President Johnson. In any 
attempt to extrapolate Western nuclear attitudes 
toward the areas of the world where nuclear proli fera-
ti on begins to fri ghten us, the remarkable conformity 
of Soviet and Western ideology is a reassuring point of 
departure. 

I know of no argument in favor of the Comprehen-
sive Test Ban Treaty, which the Senate rejected in 1999, 
more powerfu l than the potential of that treaty to 
enhance the nearl y universal revulsion against nuclear 
weapons. The symbolic effect of 140 or more nations 
ratif ying this treaty, which is nominall y only about 
testing, would add enormously to the convention that 
nuclear weapons are not to be used, and that any 
nation that does use nuclear weapons will be judged 
the violator of the legacy of Hiroshima. I have never 
heard that argument made on either side of the debate 
over the treaty. When the treaty again comes before the 
Senate, as it certainly will do, this major potential ben-
efit must not go lUlfecognized. 

Thomas C. Schellin g 
Distinguished University Professor 
School of Public Aff airs 
4109 Van Muncl1ing Hall 
University of Maryland 
College Park, Maryland 20742-2711 
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An earl ier version of this article appeared in Tile Key Reporter, 
the quarterl y publi cation of the Phi Beta Kappa Society, vol-
ume 65, number 3 (Sprin g 2000), and appears here with the 
kind permi ssion of its editor. 
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