‘The advent of the nuclear age has transformed discussions on ethics and warfare. Discuss (2500 words) 

The Nuclear age transformed ethics and warfare in some regards, with the public being able to 

criticize the military for their actions, among other changes.  

The nuclear age pushed the policy of  discrimination that excludes civilians from warfare, allowing 

combatants to attack at a certain scale  without going to the state of total war.  This was kept to short 

scale battles between American and Soviet influence, though this ideal policy is often irrelevant in 

major conflicts such as Afghanistan and Syria.

An asymmetry between leaders and the population presented itself with the proposal of a nuclear war, 

one secured in protection while the normal man ceases to exist after a nuke is deployed. ‘Combatant 

scarce’ is the term used to describe this situation, while the combatant leaders live the innocents die 

due to their leaders desire for combating. 1

“For any consistent effort to target only those enemy personnel permitted under the classic principle 

of discrimination finally reduces almost to the vanishing point the number of enemy soldiers who are 

both militarily and morally targetable.”2. Discrimination in the modern age is extremely difficult, with 

those who fight in conflicts, being hard to target explicitly as foes are single groups rather than an 

entire nation. Francis X.Winters credentials as a professor of Georgetown University alongside his 

works on the world post Hiroshima, would be able to push arguments concerning any transformations 

in the discussions of ethics and warfare from nukes. 

In the modern era, the use of violence to solve international problems is approved only if peace efforts 

have failed. So the ‘just war’ theory is not only not in opposition to peace movements but actually 

supports them. It’s problematic from a moral viewpoint because the possession of nuclear power 

could possibly lead to the very violence it is meant to prevent. While serving as a deterrent to foes, the 

ethics of nuclear warfare has suggested that it may increase the danger of actual use by a country with 
possession.

The nuclear weapon’s use in World War Two did not frighten the US with consequences due to the 

lack of an equivalent threat. “When we dropped the atom bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, we knew 

that Japan did not have the bomb. We had real assurance, therefore, that Japan could not respond in

 kind.”3 The ethical argument presented here is that the US went through nuclear development due to 

the reassurance of no counter strike, which can be argued to change discussion of war if one nation 

could end a conflict with just one attack. 

Deterrence theory is an important discussion in the nuclear age, focusing on the possibility of powers 

reaching the point of nuclear warfare.  Others faulted deterrence theory for assuming a constant level 

of rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union, rather than looking at how domestic

 change or political cooperation might alter the relationship and reduce risks of war. The prediction of 

this strategic analysis has been criticized. "the technical rigor and precision of much strategic analysis

 has been achieved at the cost of losing touch with political variety and change.4" Strategic analysis 

has evolved beyond political change, having greater accuracy but cannot be adapted to some political 

issues, such as society’s growing pacifism. Bull as a professor of International Relations would be 

able to discuss the bridge between strategy and politics, how ethics could possibly change in society 

while warfare can develop further5. “governments are treated as being as absolute in their capacity to 

take and implement decisions, and the reaction[s] of their societies are taken as little into account as

 were those of the subjects of the princes who conducted warfare in Europe in the eighteenth century."
 
Warfare itself has not changed in terms of decision making, civilians are often just casualties to their 

respective governments like a monarchy who would only care for results, what is achieved in the end

 that does them good, and not caring for any public backlash.  This could be argued as a way of 

suggesting that the nuclear age has not transformed ethics that much. 

 The nuclear age created taboo on the idea of nuclear war in the advent of greater public backlash  to

  nuclear development after 1945, from organisations and political leaders. Under the 1968 Nuclear 

Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT), most nations were prohibited from acquiring or possessing nuclear 

weapons. The five declared nuclear states (Britain, China, France, Russia, and the United States) 

however, were allowed by the treaty to possess nuclear weapons temporarily, pending complete 

disarmament and to prepare for possible usage. This can be argued as a departure from taboo in some 

ways, but a necessary action on part of the nations to defend themselves and their interests. The idea 

of nations pushing the idea of tabooing nuclear weapons is supported by international law and 

agreements that restrict freedom of action with respect to nuclear weapons. It is also supported by the

 changing policies of states that downgrade the role of nuclear weapons, such as the denuclearization

 of the army and marines, and the build-up of conventional alternatives.

After World War Two, the US government debated on the use of nuclear weapons in future wars. On 

one hand, its apparently successful use as a weapon of terror against Japan could easily have set a 

precedent for greater use. A course of action consistent with this precedent would have further 

implemented the nuke unproblematically into existing strategic bombing strategy. Future use of the

 atomic bomb was proposed in early plans, including dropping it on enemy cities just like it had been 

done against Japan, though this was not classed as great change by military officials6. 

During the Cold War the UN was tasked with an nuclear disarmament agenda, that created an element 

of rhetorical entrapment through the idea of ethics. The superpowers of the Cold War nevertheless felt 

obliged, for purposes of moral legitimacy, to engage in disarmament talks. The UN also described the 

nukes as “weapons of mass destruction”, building the idea of the weapon being taboo. Further anti 

nuclear talks were held by the public with the anti-nuclear movement describing nuclear weapons as

 immoral weapons that would destroy humankind. Tapping into the public’s fear of nuclear war 

helped foster a moral opprobrium toward nuclear weapons, affecting politicians7.

The US government planned to resist the public’s opinion, arguing for its practicalities as a weapon of 

war. “sought to counter their influence through the management of public opinion.”8

But under the pressure of mobilized public opinion, the United States, the Soviet Union, and Britain 

adopted a testing moratorium in 1958 and later an atmospheric test ban in 1963. Never before in 

history had there been a ban on testing a weapon, bolstering the special status of nuclear weapons9.  

In the modern era, many nations including India possess nuclear weapons but act on the same 

principle of ‘no first use’ policy, only to use the weapon to protect its respective people’s interests. 

 Following the Cuban missile crisis, U.S. and Soviet leaders sought to restrain the arms race, 

beginning arms control and security cooperation agreements that shared understandings of the nature 

of security in the nuclear age. Both sides developed ways of easier discussion, for example, the U.S. 

Soviet “hotline” that acted as a dedicated link between the U.S. president and the Soviet leader, crisis 

management centres, and decision making procedures for crisis behaviour - implying a shared 

assumption that neither is intending to use nuclear weapons, or, if one is used, that it was not 

intentional10. 

The Cold War alongside the possible use of nuclear weapons led to civilians questioning their 

military, with authors such as Bernard Brodie creating pieces such as The Absolute Weapon: Atomic 

Power and World Order’ debating how nuclear weapons have created an uncertain future for man11. 

Scientists involved in wartime atomic research remained involved in the continuing debates over the 

implications of their discoveries. The overall effect of the taboo has diminished the utility and 

legitimacy of nuclear weapons as instruments of war. More paradoxically, the taboo has also helped to 

stabilize, rather than undermine, mutual nuclear deterrence between the superpowers, not by any 

technical means but by helping to embed deterrence in a set of shared practices, institutions, and 

expectations.

Mutual assured destruction was another prominent discussion post the nuclear age, a point where 

humanity itself has reached nuclear war.  “Wherever there is lost the consciousness that every man is 

an object of concern for us just because he is a man, civilization and morals are shaken, and the 

advance to fully developed inhumanity is only a question of time."12   Ethics could possibly 

deteriorate over time, if warfare becomes more savage and people lose morals over others, that

 possible point is argued to be where nuclear war will take place. 
Mutual destruction has been established as the peak of warfare during the Cold War, if one side took 

to nuclear action it ensured the death of both parties. Michael Quinlan a former senior British official 

has been criticized of his views, arguing that nuclear weapons provided a “second centre of division” 

that deterred an aggressor such as the Soviet Union from attacking Europe without prompting 

retaliation from the US.  

Known as the “high priest of deterrence” Quinlan debated the moral dilemma of nuclear weapon 

possession “I do not believe that good ends can justify bad means; nor do I believe in the possibility 

of situations in which we have no choice but to commit some kind of moral evil, in the sense of sin.”13

Quinlan could be argued to see nuclear weapons as a necessary evil, to protect the state from foreign

 aggression, not to be used as a method of fighting but as a political act that cannot be avoided in the

 modern world where nations are capable of erasing one another. The use of nuclear weapons could 

maintain a deterrence, which should be seen as morally tolerable for protection of others proving 

Quinlan’s view of nuclear possession being legitimate. 

The threat of ‘mutual destruction’ has assured that nuclear or non-nuclear powers wouldn’t press a 

military campaign against a nuclear power to the attempted end of total victory. Furthermore attacking 

an ally of a nuclear power to the brink of total war is unwise due to the potential assistance of a 

nuclear ally.

 Nuclear weapons have strengthened a healthy public distaste for inter-state combat. The lessons of 

pre-1945 conflicts retain their relevance in the nuclear age. The problems of pre-emption and 

mobilization that influenced the outbreak of World War I, for example, are relevant to potential 

conventional wars and may offer lessons for maintaining stability in a nuclear crisis. Similarly, studies 

of economic embargoes and sanctions before 1945, and of the effects of changes in the economic 

basis of state's’ military power, remain relevant today.

Statecraft with nuclear weapons today is very much like statecraft without nuclear weapons. Wars are 

fought, force is threatened, crises occur, arms races are run, territory is covered and allies are 

gathered, but in the nuclear age politics are more restrictive. “The rules of the road” in international 

politics are more restrictive than previously was the case, but the same activities are pursued; the basic 

competitive character of international politics has accommodated nuclear energy. 14

In the 1970s when a national military college in the US or Britain wishes to hear an authoritative 

exposition of the political, economic and military implications of new tactical nuclear weapon 

technologies, it tends to invite a civilian to deliver the address.15 This is of importance considering 

that civilians would have a more outsider view to war students, being the possible victim of a nuclear 

war. The public are more open to criticizing warfare since the use of nuclear weapons, prior to 1945 

opinions were varied on the military itself but did not give views on how to use weapons effectively, 

suggesting nukes changed the view of war itself. 

Modern era strategists rely on pieces of the past that convey intelligent thought of war, conveying 

battle in more varied means, developing more forms of diplomacy to avoid the state of total war that 

could possibly cause nuclear warfare. 

Modern strategists also study various sources such as the classics, authors of political and war 

experience, aiming to learn their methods in a direct approach, dealing with limits such as historical 

evidence and target audience of the author. Modern strategists look to Sun Tzu, Clausewitz and 

Thucydides works adapting their ideas to today’s strategy, interpreting it in various ways. 

“The decline of violence may owe something to an expansion of empathy, but it also owes much to 

harder-boiled faculties like prudence, reason, fairness, self control, norms and taboos, and conceptions 

of human rights.” 16 Ethics have taken more precedence in warfare, due to social changes such as the 
aftermath of Vietnam, the media alongside the public wished for the military to be more aware of 

ethical issues alongside human rights, heavily criticizing the war itself. 

Due to the potential costs of nuclear war, political and military action could damage the interests of a 

nuclear power, hence warfare post Hiroshima would be conducted far more cautiously than prior to

 the nuclear world. 

Today war has not changed much since the nuclear age, except the threat of misuse of nuclear 

weapons from rogue nations such as the third world who are less likely to control their weapons 

unlike first world nations. These dangers all add up to a greater likelihood that nuclear weapons will 

be used in interstate wars if more states get them. An increase in the states possessing nuclear 

weapons will increase terrorists’ chances to steal those weapons; or that if terrorists somehow 

obtained nuclear bombs, they would succeed in nuclear blackmail or nuclear use. Terrorists in the 

modern era have become the most prominent threat to the public, with many questioning the prospect 

of what if one such group acquired a nuclear weapon and how the world’s various nations handle this. 

Terrorists would ignore the established taboo on nukes and could possibly use them in order to 

advance their own ideologies. Some have argued for more robust controls on nukes or even 

elimination of the weapons themselves, to minimize the chances of existing weapons or nuclear 

material falling into the wrong hands.

The nuclear age has transformed ethical and warfare discussions in some regards with more 

prominence focused on how the modern strategies avoid damaging the public and morals, while 

keeping away from the point of nuclear and total war. Military violence is less favoured post the 

nuclear age, leading to strategists developing other ways of combating threats like terrorists who 

would desire to possess weapons of mass destruction, and without risking troops which would create 

public backlash like the US during the Vietnam war. Theories on possessing nuclear devices have 


created multiple debates throughout history, some such as Michael Quinlan deeming it necessary as a 
deterrent, with use beyond to defend the nation a strict taboo. Some parts of war remain the same, 

with the public being the ones suffering if a nuclear war began,  and those who conducted the order 

being protected; similar to wars between monarchy of the past.

In conclusion the advent of the nuclear age has transformed discussions on ethics in some regards 

with moral views being of strict importance. This leads to strategists devising ways to combat threats 

learning from ancient sources, nuclear warfare being a divisive topic even discussed by non 

historians, proposing ideas such as leaders to suffer their own actions.
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