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Abstract
Prominent research holds that the use of weapons of mass destruction is taboo. But

how strong are these norms? Investigating this question among the mass public, we argue
that some citizens actually support taboo policies in private but are unwilling to express
counter-normative opinions openly due to fear of social sanction. These insincere norm-
holders are difficult to identify empirically because they are observationally equivalent
to sincere norm-holders in direct-question surveys. To overcome this challenge, we use
a list design, which allows survey respondents to indirectly express sensitive opinions.
The results from three list experiments show that between 10% and 17% of Americans
falsify their preferences over chemical weapons use when asked directly. Our findings
advance a specific debate on the strength of weapons taboos, while our conceptualization
of insincere norm-holders and methodological application have broader implications for
how scholars might think about and measure norms in international politics.
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Seminal studies argue that the use of certain weapons—most notably weapons of

mass destruction like chemical and nuclear weapons—is taboo (Price 1997; Tannenwald

1999). While norms outline standards of appropriate behavior, taboos are stronger and

more deeply internalized than regular norms because they connote “unthinkingness”—

violations are viewed as so morally abhorrent that they are not even considered (Tan-

nenwald 1999: 436). Recent research, however, suggests important limits to the strength

of these alleged “taboos.” Members of the public and elites may be willing to break a

taboo if doing so offers military advantages (Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Pauly

2018; Rathbun and Stein 2019) or preserves other core values like saving the lives of

co-national soldiers (Dolan 2013; Sagan and Valentino 2017; Smetana and Vranka 2020).

Importantly, even when people support a norm, they may be doing so for consequential-

ist or strategic reasons rather than for reasons relating to intrinsic moral outrage (Press,

Sagan, and Valentino 2013).

In this article, we draw on the broader literature on norms to more fully develop

an additional rationale for why people might voice support for an anti-weapons norm.

Because norms are morally salient, individuals may fear that publicly expressing counter-

normative beliefs will lead to social sanctioning or other negative consequences (Shannon

2000). As a result, some respondents who do not genuinely, privately support a norm may

still publicly express support when asked directly. We call these “insincere” norm-holders.

Why is it important to distinguish sincere from insincere norm-holders? If scholars

and policymakers treat sincere and insincere norm-holders as equivalent, we will overstate

the true strength of norms. As other literatures show, failing to appreciate the difference

between true believers and preference falsifiers has political consequences. For example,

Kuran (1995) shows that revolutions are often ex ante surprising and unpredictable be-

cause it is difficult to observe the distribution of citizens who sincerely versus insincerely

support an authoritarian regime since voicing opposition could lead to sanctioning. Op-

position to female political candidates follows a similar logic (Streb et al. 2008; Schwartz

and Blair 2020). Ultimately, understanding and identifying insincere norm-holders helps

us to better understand the strength and robustness of norms (McKeown 2009).
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Despite their importance, insincere norm-holders are difficult to identify. Recent

work in the weapons taboo literature has sought to measure the existence of norms among

the general public using survey methodology (Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Sagan

and Valentino 2017; Rathbun and Stein 2019; Carpenter and Montgomery 2020; Koch and

Wells 2020) and item-response techniques (Girard 2021), but these established approaches

cannot distinguish between the sincere and insincere types. When asked directly, both

sincere and insincere norm-holders will appear to support a norm.

We overcome this methodological challenge by employing list experiments, a tech-

nique used to elicit truthful responses about sensitive topics (Blair and Imai 2012), such

as vote buying (Gonzalez-Ocantos et al. 2012; Frye, Reuter, and Szakonyi 2019), sexual

violence (Traunmüller, Kijewski, and Freitag 2019), and holding racist (Kuklinski, Cobb,

and Gilens, 1997; Gilens, Sniderman, and Kuklinski 1998) or sexist (Streb et al. 2008;

Burden, Ono, and Yamada 2017) attitudes. By comparing the results from a list exper-

iment with those from a traditional, direct-question survey, we are able to compare the

proportions of sincere and insincere norm-holders.

In our inquiry, we focus primarily on the mass public, contributing to the recent

literature on individual-level norm adherence (e.g., Sagan and Valentino 2018) and psy-

chological approaches to issues of war more generally (e.g., Dolan 2016; Holmes and

Yarhi-Milo 2017; Kertzer, Renshon, and Yarhi-Milo 2019; Chu, Holmes, and Traven

2021). Substantively, we focus chiefly on chemical weapons (CW), since insincere norm-

holding is only likely when there are strong social desirability costs associated with pub-

licly opposing a norm. We present additional evidence on nuclear weapons for contrast,

but argue the social desirability costs are likely less severe for openly supporting nuclear

use. Because Presidents Donald Trump and Barack Obama have both reaffirmed the

CW taboo in recent years, the production and use of CW are illegal under international

law, and the U.S. is in the process of completely destroying its CW arsenal (over 90%

has been destroyed to date), the expected social costs of publicly supporting CW are

likely relatively large (Kimball 2018). By contrast, the U.S. maintains a robust nuclear

arsenal and a policy of nuclear deterrence. As such, and given the U.S.’s historical use
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of nuclear weapons, the American public has a long tradition of openly discussing the

merits of developing and deploying nuclear weapons, while there is no analogous public

debate over CW.1

Our results, which draw from three surveys of the U.S. public, show that insincere

norm-holders exist and accounting for them nearly doubles the percentage of Americans

that are willing to use CW in war. Support for CW is low overall, corroborating the

existence of a general and relatively strong norm against them. However, for a significant

portion of the public—around 25%—using CW is far from “unthinkable.” Moreover, the

percentage of Americans that falsify their preferences over CW is substantively large, as

it is on par with the percentage of white Americans that feigned support for affirmative

action in 1994 (Gilens, Sniderman, and Kuklinski 1998: 171-172), the percentage of the

American public that concealed their opposition to a female president in 2006 (Streb et

al. 2008: 81-82), and the average proportion of respondents that falsified support for

authoritarian regimes across a range of studies (Blair, Coppock, and Moor 2020: 1308-

1309). The CW norm may therefore not be as robust as initially believed.

After discussing our main findings, we probe the generalizability of our framework

to other political actors and types of weapons. First, in two follow-up list experiments,

we find no evidence for insincere norm-holding in the context of public support for the

use of nuclear weapons. This null finding is consistent with recent evidence on the nuclear

taboo, as Press, Sagan, and Valentino (2013) show that support for nuclear weapons use

is more about strategic concerns than social norms. More broadly, the null is likely due to

the fact that possessing nuclear weapons (e.g., for deterrence) and using them in certain

situations (e.g., in order to save American lives) is considered a more socially acceptable

position than supporting the possession and use of CW (Smetana and Vranka 2020),

which are banned internationally and confer little strategic benefits versus conventional

arms.

Second, we present qualitative evidence that insincere norm-holding exists not just

among the mass public, but also at the elite level. Most prominently, we argue that Syrian

1Most recently, for example, Trump has publicly threatened to use nuclear weapons (Tannenwald 2018).
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President Bashar al-Assad’s public, rhetorical support for the CW taboo belies his private

opposition to the taboo demonstrated by his regime’s actions (Price 2019; Stimmer 2019).

Although often described as the “poor man’s bomb” (Horowitz and Narang 2014), CW

killed tens of thousands during World War I, and their increasing use by state and non-

state actors from Russia and Syria to the Islamic State makes insincere norm-holding of

the CW taboo—among elites and the mass public—especially policy relevant (Campbell

and Murdie 2018).

Overall, this study contributes to two important literatures. First, extending the

literature on norm robustness and regression (Shannon 2000; McKeown 2009; Panke

and Petersohn 2012; Evers 2017; Deitelhoff and Zimmermann 2019; Stimmer 2019), we

describe insincere norm-holding, explain how this shallow form of norm adherence can

undermine the strength of norms, and offer a method to measure insincere norm-holding

using survey experiments. Second, our results contribute to the literature on weapons

taboos (Price 1997; Tannenwald 1999; Paul 2009; Dolan 2013; Press, Sagan, and Valentino

2013; Sagan and Valentino 2017; Pauly 2018; Rathbun and Stein 2019; Carpenter and

Montgomery 2020; Koch and Wells 2020). In particular, we show that a significant

portion of Americans falsify their support for the CW taboo, but not the nuclear taboo.

Consequently, future research should take the possibility of insincere norm-holding into

account when assessing the strength of norms and taboos. Some members of the public

are two-faced in their support for norms.

Types of Norm-Holders

Traditional typologies of norm-holders consider whether individuals believe in a

norm or not and whether believers support a norm due to the logic of consequences

or the logic of appropriateness (March and Olsen 1998; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998).

We build on these typologies by explicitly considering an additional factor: an actor’s

private versus public view of a norm. Table 1 outlines a typology with two types of norm-

holders—sincere and insincere—along with a third category of non norm-holders, or norm

opponents. Sincere norm-holders publicly and privately support a norm due either to the
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logic of consequences or the logic of appropriateness. For example, those who subscribe

to the normative taboo against the use of CW, believing they are inherently immoral,

are sincere norm-holders. Similarly, those opposing the use of CW for purely strategic

reasons are still sincere in their beliefs, even if the underlying logic is one of consequences

rather than appropriateness. Like sincere norm-holders, the public and private views

of non norm-holders are also consistent. However, non norm-holders do not support

a norm, either publicly or privately. Empirically, sincere and non norm-holders can be

readily identified in traditional, direct-question surveys because they openly express their

preferences.

Table 1: Types of Norm-Holders

Public View Private View Detectable in
of the Norm of the Norm Traditional Surveys?

Sincere Support Support YesNorm-Holders

Insincere Support Do Not Support NoNorm-Holders

Non Do Not Support Do Not Support YesNorm-Holders

By contrast, the public and private views of insincere norm-holders are inconsistent:

they publicly support a norm but privately do not.2 Consequently, insincere norm-holders

are invisible in traditional surveys, as they will falsely report supporting a norm even

though they oppose it in private.

Why would individuals be unwilling to express their true beliefs in surveys, or

in other formats like interviews, public statements, or classified conversations? A large

2In principle, it is theoretically possible for insincere non norm-holders to exist. These would be individuals
that publicly oppose a norm but privately support it. For example, in a discussion with an extremely
hawkish friend, an individual could have incentives to support the use of normatively prohibited weapons
like CW. Nevertheless, since by definition public support for a norm is much more likely to be socially
desirable than opposition, we believe insincere norm-holding is much more likely than insincere non
norm-holding. Our experimental results support this contention (or else direct support for the use
of CW should have been higher than list support), but future research should consider the particular
contexts in which insincere non norm-holding is most likely.
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literature suggests that one of the principal explanations for preference falsification is

social desirability bias.3 At least three factors must be present for social desirability bias

to occur in the context of a particular issue (Blair, Coppock, and Moor 2020). First,

a respondent must believe that one or more people (e.g., friends, family, co-workers, or

researchers) or organizations (e.g., private firms or governments) hold a particular view

on an issue. Second, a respondent must fear that their answer to a question about a

sensitive issue will be observed by other people or organizations. Third, a respondent

must conclude that failing to support the position held by observers will result in some

cost. Typically, the costs are social and involve embarrassment, censure, or ostracization.

For example, studies have shown that many respondents conceal racist or sexist beliefs

out of fear of social sanction (Kuklinski, Cobb, and Gilens, 1997; Gilens, Sniderman,

and Kuklinski 1998; Streb et al. 2008; Burden, Ono, and Yamada 2017). However, in

extreme cases costs may involve monetary punishment like losing a job, electoral costs, or

physical punishments (Blair, Coppock, and Moor 2020: 1299). Individuals that conceal

their opposition to an authoritarian regime to avoid arrest, torture, or execution would

fit into this latter category (Kuran 1995). The greater the expected costs of publicly

supporting a certain position, the greater are the incentives for insincere norm-holding.

The general concept of preference falsification, or a disjuncture between public

pronouncements and private beliefs and actions, is well-documented in previous literature

(Kuran 1995; Krasner 1999; Lynch 2008; Finnemore 2009; Deitelhoff and Zimmermann

2019).4 Moreover, scholars of norms and taboos have argued that the types of costs

that generate social desirability bias can also induce norm development and adherence

(Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Tannenwald 1999; Johnston 2001).

While building on this body of research, the contribution of our typology lies in

the fact that existing categorizations of norms do not usually take into account insin-

3Blair, Coppock, and Moor (2020) argue that the term “sensitivity bias” is more precise. Note that
insincere norm-holding differs from Wendt’s (1999) “first degree” of internalization because actors are
not physically forced to support a norm, but merely face social pressures to do so.

4The psychology literature also makes a similar distinction between what we call sincere and insincere
norm-holders. As Nail (1986: 195) describes, “conversion” entails public and private conformity (like
sincere norm-holding), while “compliance” involves public conformity without private acceptance (like
insincere norm-holding).
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cere norm-holding explicitly as a separate category from sincere norm-holding based on

a logic of consequences. For example, Press, Sagan, and Valentino (2013) and Sagan

and Valentino (2017; 2018) distinguish between sincere norm-holders who support norms

for moral reasons (logic of appropriateness) versus for strategic reasons, such as fearing

setting a precedent for using WMDs (logic of consequences). In contrast, our study fo-

cuses on differentiating insincere from sincere norm-holders, rather than distinguishing

among the different logics underpinning sincere norm-holding. As a result, our typology

creates a theoretical framework that can guide future empirical research in detecting the

full spectrum of norm-holders, which the current literature generally does not do.

By identifying insincere norm-holders, scholars can gain a better understanding of

the public’s true disposition toward various norms. Somewhat paradoxically, the pres-

ence of a significant number of insincere norm-holders may actually indicate a norm’s

relative strength rather than weakness. If people feel the need to publicly conform with

opposition to CW, for example, then that suggests the norm is relatively well-developed

(Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). If the norm was weaker, the costs of non-conformity would

be lower, and a smaller fraction of the public would conceal their true opinions. From the

perspective of norm proponents, insincere adherence to a norm is better than outright

rejection. Whereas insincere norm-holders may adhere to norms due to fear of social

sanction or accusations of hypocrisy (Keck and Sikkink 1999), non norm-holders are less

susceptible to these pressures and may in fact relish transgression (Evers 2017). Overall,

this means that the presence of insincere norm-holders, even in significant numbers, does

not necessarily mean that a norm or taboo does not exist.

Nonetheless, as previously argued, the strongest norms are those that are sincerely

held due to the logic of appropriateness rather than consequences (Finnemore and Sikkink

1998; Tannenwald 1999: 440; Wendt 1999). If individuals base their support for norms on

a belief that violations are inherently wrong, then adherence is much more likely to endure

challenges by norm opponents. In contrast, if many individuals privately oppose norms

and only publicly support them due to social pressure, then the norm is ripe for regression:

a shock to the social costliness of expressing opposition to the norm or acting in counter-
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normative ways could rapidly lead these insincere norm holders to become outright norm

opponents. Thus, failing to detect insincere norm-holding—which is a shallower form of

norm-holding than sincere norm-holding—will lead scholars to overestimate the strength

of norms.

Besides the costs of non-adherence, there are many other factors that affect the

likelihood of insincere norm-holding. One relevant factor for this study relates to the

context in which an individual is asked about a potentially sensitive opinion. The context

most likely to elicit insincere norm-holding is a public forum like a signed petition or video

interview posted online. In these settings, individuals must expose their views to a broad

audience, heightening the risk that expressing a socially undesirable view will lead to

social costs. The context least likely to provoke social desirability bias is an anonymous

forum such as an online research survey, as the number of people or organizations that

can observe (and attribute) a respondent’s view on an issue is limited. This makes

our Internet-based survey experiments a hard test for identifying insincere norm-holders

(Joinson 1999; Necka et al. 2016).5

This discussion highlights another important point about insincere norm-holding:

it can vary across time and space. In one setting, an individual may feel the need to

dissimulate their true views on a norm. In a different setting, the same individual may

openly express their views. Changing strategic, political, or social circumstances over

time can cause individuals to move between the different categories in Table 1.6 It is

also important to note that outside our simplified framework, the intensity of support

or opposition to a norm can vary. Some insincere norm-holders may strongly oppose a

norm in private, while others may only do so hesitantly or with regret. Nonetheless, for a

5Private conversations among friends, family, co-workers, etc. likely fall somewhere in between. Incentives
for insincere norm-holding in these conversations may be somewhat less than in the context of public
forums because the number of people that can impose costs on a respondent for holding a particular
view is more limited. Additionally, friends and family members are presumably more sympathetic to
a respondent than strangers, perhaps reducing the costs of articulating a socially undesirable view.
However, there can certainly be incentives for insincere norm-holding in these contexts. For example, in
an analysis of classified discussions among U.S. government officials, Pauly (2018) found some evidence
that reputational costs among peers was one factor discouraging officials from openly advocating nuclear
use in wargames.

6This is especially the case for those whose support or opposition towards a norm is based on the logic of
consequences. We elaborate on this point in the next section.
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norm that involves an absolute prohibition on certain behavior—like how the CW taboo

proscribes the use of CW in any circumstances—private willingness to violate the norm,

even if only in rare scenarios, suggests that an individual cannot be described as a sincere

norm-holder who privately supports the norm.

The Impact of Insincere Norm-Holders

Since insincere norm-holders falsify their preferences and are undetectable in tradi-

tional, direct-question surveys—and thus invisible in this context to political leaders and

other members of the public—can they have any substantive political impact? Building

on Kuran’s (1995) formal model and numerous empirical analyses (e.g., Gilens, Snider-

man, and Kuklinski 1998; Cloward 2014), we argue that insincere norm-holders can have

political impacts. This argument extends McKeown’s (2009) notion of the norm death

cycle, the process by which a norm regresses. The status quo—in our case, an apparently

strong taboo against CW—can obscure the relative fragility of a norm due to privately

held opposition.

Consider latent opposition to a female president (Streb et al. 2008). Because many

voters who privately oppose female candidates will not admit their preferences publicly

in polls for fear of appearing sexist, they will not necessarily deter women from running

for office. However, given that a woman decides to run, greater latent opposition will

harm her at the ballot box, as sexist voters can anonymously express their opposition

without fear of social sanction. A similar dynamic may operate with respect to CW use.

Insincere CW norm-holders will not embolden politicians to initiate a challenge to the

CW norm. But, if political decision-makers decide to challenge the norm, then greater

latent counter-normative sentiment (e.g., greater private support for CW use) will make

electoral punishment less likely, increasing the chances of further norm erosion.

The first step in the process of norm regression begins when a revisionist en-

trepreneur challenges a norm, either rhetorically, behaviorally, or both (Deitelhoff and

Zimmermann 2019). Such challenges are often the result of significant security or eco-

nomic shocks, like the September 11th attacks, which precipitated the use of torture by
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U.S. forces, or the Syrian Civil War, which led to the use of CW by the Assad regime

(Cortell and Peterson 1999; Kutz 2014). These shocks can change the cost-benefit anal-

ysis of norm transgression, thus incentivizing a challenge by political leaders.

Idiosyncratic leader preferences can also lead to norm-breaking, particularly if lead-

ers are non or insincere norm-holders. For instance, President Trump publicly challenged

the norm against the use of landmines in the absence of any significant security shock.

Not all challenges are conducted in the same manner. Some may be carried out openly

and candidly in the spirit of non norm-holding, while others may be denied completely or

discounted rhetorically (e.g., “enhanced interrogation techniques”) in the spirit of insincere

norm-holding.7

Whether a revisionist elite or other norm opponent can successfully challenge a

norm depends on what McKeown (2009, 11) terms “challenge resonance,” or the recep-

tivity of relevant audiences (e.g., the public) to the counter-normative position.8 The

greater the latent support for overturning a norm among such an audience, perhaps due

to a significant number of insincere norm-holders, the greater the probability of a reverse

cascade, whereby the norm loses salience. Two reasons underpin this logic.

First, revisionist elites will face a lower penalty for challenging a norm since public

backlash will be less likely. For example, in democracies, insincere norm-holders can

anonymously express their genuine, counter-normative views at the ballot box without

fear of sanction (Tomz, Weeks, and Yarhi-Milo 2020). The secret ballot therefore increases

the chances that a revisionist entrepreneur will attain or remain in office, giving them

an opportunity to continue to undermine a norm. Beyond the ballot box, a greater

mass of people who privately do not support the norm means there will be less pushback

overall, whether that takes the form of protests, general approval polls, public censure, etc.

When revisionist leaders face limited or nonexistent backlash to their counter-normative

behavior, they may infer the existence of insincere norm-holders, or at least learn their

7The stronger the norm is, the more likely challenges will be carried out by insincere norm-holders who
violate a norm while publicly denying their violation in an attempt to reduce social, monetary, or physical
costs.

8In other contexts, the relevant audience could be different. For example, the military would be a relevant
audience in the case of a challenge to civil-military norms.
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counter-normative challenges do not incur substantial costs. In these ways, opposition to

a norm does not have to directly manifest in public opinion polls in order for insincere

norm-holding to matter and be intuited by leaders.

Second, if an open challenge to a norm reduces the costs associated with publicly

expressing opposition to it, then some insincere norm-holders may feel comfortable re-

vealing their true opinions (Kuran 1995).9 For example, public support for torture and

targeted killings by officials in President George W. Bush’s administration reduced the

reputational costs of publicly supporting torture and assassination, despite previously

prevailing norms against these practices (Kutz 2014).10 If insincere norm-holders become

public opponents of a norm, then revisionists will be able to identify them in public polling

and thus face reduced political pressure to abandon their challenge, making a reverse,

counter-normative cascade more likely. Figure 1 summarizes this process and illustrates

how latent opposition to the CW norm can have a political impact.

Insincere Norm-Holding and Chemical Weapons

Insincere norm-holding is most likely to exist when there are strong social desir-

ability costs associated with publicly opposing a norm. The norm or taboo against the

use of CW is likely to fall under this category for several reasons.11 First, the interna-

tional legal prohibition against the use of CW is longstanding, well-developed, and nearly

universal. Multi-country international agreements to ban the use of CW in war go back

9Kuran (1995) notes two individual-level benefits of honesty: “intrinsic utility” and “expressive utility.”
Intrinsic utility is the benefit an individual derives from publicly supporting a privately-held belief,
persuading others, and possibly tipping the scales in favor of their preferred alternative. Expressive
utility is the benefit an individual receives merely by expressing their beliefs honestly, even if they
cannot affect the outcome. If the costs of publicly expressing your private view of a norm go down due
to an elite or other cue, then honesty should be more likely per Kuran’s (1995) framework due to the
benefits of intrinsic and expressive utility.

10If norm violations are denied completely by the revisionist entrepreneur, then the costs of publicly
expressing opposition to the norm may still remain relatively high.

11Note that following Price (1997, 3), we define the chemical weapons taboo as a “norm proscribing the
use of chemical weapons.” Therefore, while willingness to enforce a norm by exposing and punishing
violators is relevant for norm robustness (e.g., Carnegie and Carson 2018; Price 2019), we do not utilize
this factor to classify individuals as sincere, insincere, or non norm-holders of the CW norm in this study.
For norms that explicitly involve enforcement—like the “responsibility to protect”—the public and private
willingness of an actor to expose and punish violators would necessarily be used to categorize them as
sincere, insincere, or non norm-holders.
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Figure 1: How Insincere Norm-Holders Influence Norm Regression
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at least as far as the 1800s, with the Brussels Convention in 1874 and the Hague Confer-

ence in 1899. Today, the most relevant agreement is the Chemical Weapons Convention,

which fully bans the production, stockpiling, and use of CW, and has been signed and

ratified by all but four countries in the world.12 By contrast, the most comprehensive

international nuclear weapons treaty—the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty—gives spe-

cial status to “nuclear-weapon states” that manufactured and exploded nuclear devices

before January 1, 1967. These countries are not required to immediately begin destroying

nuclear weapons, while parties to the Chemical Weapons Convention must begin destruc-

tion within two years after ratification. Since previous research has demonstrated that

international law can affect public opinion (Tomz 2008; Wallace 2013; Chu 2019), and

the public is more likely to be informed about the legal status of these two types of WMD

due to their prominence in the news,13 we expect that the stringent international legal

prohibitions on CW should enhance the social desirability costs of openly opposing the

CW norm.

Second, the U.S. government’s commitment to the Chemical Weapons Convention

is not just rhetorical but also behavioral. To date, the U.S. has destroyed over 90% of its

CW arsenal (Kimball 2018). By comparison, the U.S. maintains a large nuclear stockpile

consisting of thousands of warheads, is currently spending hundreds of billions of dollars

to modernize its nuclear arsenal, and remains publicly willing to use nuclear weapons in

a range of circumstances, including in response to non-nuclear attacks.

Third, although the norm against the use of CW was challenged by the Assad

regime (Deitelhoff and Zimmermann 2019), the bipartisan condemnation of this violation

by both Democrats (e.g., President Obama) and Republicans (e.g., President Trump)

served to reinforce this norm and increase the expected costs of openly opposing it among

U.S. citizens by sending a strong elite cue. On the other hand, Trump has undermined

norms surrounding nuclear weapons (Tannenwald 2018). In other contexts, the effect of

12North Korea, Egypt, and South Sudan have neither signed nor ratified. Israel has signed but not ratified.
13For example, that CW are banned under the Chemical Weapons Convention has been extensively dis-
cussed in the context of the Syrian case, and the public debate about the Treaty on the Prohibition of
Nuclear Weapons has highlighted the more ambiguous legal status of nuclear weapons.
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CW use might be different. For example, the use of deadly chemicals by the Russian

government could undermine the CW norm and reduce the costs of openly opposing it

among Russian citizens, who would be more exposed and susceptible to elite cues by the

Russian government than U.S. citizens.

Finally, the prominent use of CW by the Syrian and Russian governments may have

reinforced the CW norm and increased the expected costs of openly opposing it through a

second mechanism: vivid information. Koch and Wells (2020) find evidence that support

for nuclear use decreases when respondents are provided with vivid information about

the human costs of a nuclear attack. Similarly, the use of CW in Syria and Russia, and

the vivid, disturbing pictures and descriptions of its human impact (e.g. viral photos of

attacks on Ghouta, Syria and Alexei Navalny in Russia) have likely served to enhance

the social desirability costs associated with publicly opposing the norm (Geis and Schlag

2017).

Given these factors, we expect that U.S. citizens might reasonably believe that

openly supporting the use of CW could lead to social costs like embarrassment, censure,

or ostracization. This means that if some citizens privately oppose the norm against CW

use, they would have incentives to publicly support it. Why might some citizens privately

support the use of CW? For the same reasons they might support the use of other weapons:

because they could provide tactical military advantages (Pauly 2018; Rathbun and Stein

2019); preserve other core values like saving the lives of co-national soldiers (Dolan 2013;

Sagan and Valentino 2017; Smetana and Vranka 2020); enhance deterrence; maintain

national sovereignty; or, in some people’s minds, provide a potentially more painless

method of incapacitating or killing enemy combatants (Bansak 2020). We therefore

expect that insincere norm-holding will exist with respect to CW, and test the following

observable implication of this argument:

H1: Some members of the public insincerely support the norm
against chemical weapons use.14

14We also expect that a non-trivial percentage of American citizens will be insincere norm-holders, meaning
our results will have substantive as well as statistical significance. If only, say, 3% of respondents
turned out to be insincere norm-holders, then that would not be particularly noteworthy. However,
following previous literature that utilizes list experiments, we hypothesize the existence of preference
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Experimental Design

Identifying insincere norm-holders among the general public is difficult because

they are observationally equivalent to sincere norm-holders in direct-question surveys.

To overcome this challenge, we fielded two list experiments, which allowed respondents

to indirectly express sensitive opinions on CW. The first experiment was conducted on a

representative Qualtrics sample of 1,050 American adults in March 2016, and the second

was fielded via Amazon mTurk on a convenience sample of 1,538 American adults in

September/October 2019.15 Because the mTurk sample is non-representative, we weight

responses in the second study to population demographics.16

In each list experiment, respondents were randomly assigned to one of three groups.

The first group was directly asked whether they support using CW, the second group

received a list of three policies, and the third group received an identical list but with

one additional policy: the sensitive item—using CW during war.17 Respondents in the

second and third groups were asked how many of the policies they support, but not which

ones specifically. Consequently, respondents could express counter-normative positions

anonymously. In accordance with previous literature, the average number of policies

supported in the sensitive list (i.e., the list with four policies) minus the average number of

policies supported in the list with only three policies equals the proportion of the sample

that indirectly supports CW use. The difference between indirect support and direct

support equals the proportion of respondents that are insincere norm-holders. In other

words, the percentage of insincere norm-holders equals the percentage of respondents that

support CW use when asked very discreetly (indirect support) minus the percentage of

respondents that openly support CW use (direct support). Subjects that directly support

falsifiers rather than specifying an arbitrary proportion of respondents that we expect to falsify their
true preferences.

15The second experiment was pre-registered with Evidence in Governance and Politics.
16Our weighting scheme was pre-registered. Unweighted results for study 2 are substantively similar. For
more details, see the appendix.

17See the appendix for the full protocol of each experiment. In the mTurk study, we employ a quasi-
combined list-direct design, where respondents that received the list of three policies without the question
concerning CW also subsequently received the direct question (Aronow et al. 2015).
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CW use are non norm-holders, and the rest of our sample are sincere norm-holders.

Experimental Results

Results from both experiments support our hypothesis that insincere norm-holders

exist with respect to CW. Table 2 illustrates that support for using CW is higher when

subjects are asked indirectly versus directly.18 Specifically, between 10% and 17% of

Americans falsify their preferences over CW when asked directly. This is a substantively

large effect, on par with the percentage of white Americans that falsified support for

affirmative action in 1994 (Gilens, Sniderman, and Kuklinski 1998: 171-172), the per-

centage of the American public that concealed their opposition to a female president in

2006 (Streb et al. 2008: 81-82), and the average proportion of respondents that falsified

support for authoritarian regimes across a range of studies (Blair, Coppock, and Moor

2020: 1308-1309). It is also greater than the average percentage of preferences falsifiers

for vote buying, voter turnout, and racial, religious, or sexual orientation prejudice found

in a meta-analysis of list experiments (Blair, Coppock, and Moor 2020: 1308-1309).

Table 2: Experimental Support for Chemical Weapons Use

Indirect Support (%) Direct Support (%) Difference (Percentage Points)

Study 1 27.2% 16.6% 10.5*

Study 2 24.8% 8.5% 16.3**
(Pre-Registered)

Note: Results are calculated from 5,000 bootstraps. * = p<0.10, ** = p<0.05, where
p-values indicate whether support for chemical weapons use is statistically greater than
0. Numbers may not sum due to rounding. The Qualtrics study was conducted in
March 2016 and results are unweighted because it is a nationally representative sample.
The mTurk study was conducted in September/October 2019, with results weighted to
population demographics.

Further, taking insincere norm-holders into account suggests that more than one-

quarter of the U.S. population would be permissive of using CW during war. The con-

18Following Coppock (2017), results are estimated using bootstrapped standard errors.
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sistency of this result across our two studies—which took place over three years apart—

builds confidence in our design, especially because the average number of policies sup-

ported in the list with only three policies is nearly identical across the two studies (1.46

in the Qualtrics study versus 1.45 in the mTurk study). The gap between indirect and

direct support that we observe is also particularly striking given that our context—using

two Internet-based survey experiments—is a hard test for social desirability since the sur-

veys were anonymous (Joinson 1999; Necka et al., 2016). Finally, though the percentage

of insincere norm-holders is not significantly different between studies 1 and 2 (p-value

= 0.317), direct support is significantly lower in study 2 (p-value = 0.003). We cannot

test precisely why this drop in direct support occurs, but the most likely explanation is

that by striking Syria for CW use in April 2018 (between our surveys), Trump publicly

reinforced the CW taboo and made clear support for the taboo was bipartisan, alter-

ing respondents’ social desirability calculus. In accordance with this argument, public

polling shows that support for Trump’s military strike against Syria was higher than

Obama’s proposed strike among Republicans and Independents, and remained steady

among Democrats (Somin 2017).

In Table 3, we present the total percentages of each category of norm-holder—

sincere, insincere, and non—across our experiments. These estimates represent a more

accurate depiction of Americans’ views on CW than a traditional, direct-question survey

would offer. Though a majority of U.S. citizens oppose the use of CW, corroborating the

existence of a norm against them, a significant minority are insincere or non norm-holders.

Data from study 2 provides additional evidence supporting our proposed mecha-

nism: social desirability. First, subjects that expressed support for CW in the direct

question in study 2 were also asked to sign a public petition urging the U.S. government

to adopt this position. About 43% of respondents that voiced support on the direct

question still said they would not be comfortable signing a public petition. This finding

suggests that many of the subjects that were willing to take a counter-normative position

before our research team would still not be comfortable sharing their position with the

broader public. This reinforces the notion that Internet-based surveys are a relatively
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Table 3: The Distribution of Norm-Holders Across Our Experiments

Sincere Insincere Non
Norm-Holders (%) Norm-Holders (%) Norm-Holders (%)

Study 1 72.8%*** 10.5%* 16.6%***

Study 2 75.2%*** 16.3%** 8.5%***
(Pre-Registered)

Note: Results depict percentage support for chemical weapons use calculated from 5,000
bootstraps. * = p<0.10, ** = p<0.05, and *** = p<0.01, where p-values indicate whether
support for chemical weapons use is statistically greater than 0. Numbers may not sum
due to rounding. The Qualtrics study was conducted in March 2016 and results are
unweighted because it is a nationally representative sample. The mTurk study was con-
ducted in September/October 2019, with results weighted to population demographics.

hard test for social desirability, and that insincere norm-holding is more likely in public

forums. Second, all respondents in study 2 received an open-ended question about how

their family and friends would react to the view that the U.S. should be willing to use

CW. About 75% of respondents said their friends and family would react negatively to

this position, and some of the most common words used were “horrified,” “appalled,” and

“inhumane.” One respondent even articulated the possibility of social sanction if they

expressed opposition to the taboo: “If I took that position I would be ostracized, and

rightly so.”

Finally, to verify the robustness of our core results and further validate our design,

we take a number of steps described in the appendix. First, substantively similar results

emerge when we exclude respondents that failed the attention check. Second, we find no

evidence of design effects using the test proposed by Blair and Imai (2012). Third, we

model the determinants of direct support for CW use. Fourth, we explore multivariate

list support for CW use using a maximum likelihood estimator (Blair and Imai 2012).

Taken together, these tests lend confidence to our core finding that direct-question surveys

substantially underestimate support for CW use.
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Extensions

Our main contribution is to conceptualize insincere norm-holders and apply a

methodology that allows us to empirically distinguish them. However, to unpack the

broader implications of our argument, we explore two extensions. First, we examine

whether our argument about insincere norm-holding extends to the nuclear taboo, a

distinct norm from the CW non-use norm on which we focus. Second, to build fur-

ther evidence in support of our CW results, we consider whether insincere norm-holding

around CW exists among political elites, in addition to the mass public.

Application to the Nuclear Taboo

Does our argument about insincere norm-holding generalize to the nuclear taboo?

As an extension, we apply our argument to assess whether insincere norm-holding also

exists in the nuclear context. To do so, we replicated our study 2 mTurk design, replacing

“be willing to use chemical weapons against other countries during war” with “be will-

ing to use nuclear weapons against other countries during war.” With a total of 1,531

mTurk respondents, we find no evidence of insincere norm-holding with respect to nuclear

weapons: 21.1% of the sample indirectly supports using nuclear weapons during war and

22.2% directly supports this policy.19

One possible explanation for this null result is that some respondents were thinking

solely about nuclear deterrence; that is, using nuclear weapons to deter other nuclear-

armed states. Since nuclear deterrence is a familiar, widely-accepted strategic concept

and requires credibly threatening nuclear retaliation, some respondents may have been

comfortable openly expressing their true beliefs, expecting few social costs no matter

their opinion. If nuclear deterrence did truly drive this null finding, then we might

have expected support for nuclear use to be higher than 22%. Nevertheless, to test

this possibility, we fielded a third study in March 2020 on a representative sample of

1,204 Americans from Lucid.20 We modified the direct question and sensitive list item

19This null result holds when we analyze the unweighted sample or exclude respondents that failed the
attention check. See the appendix for a detailed description of the survey design and results.

20See Coppock and McClellan (2019) for a description and validation of the Lucid sample and platform.
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in this study to read: “Be willing to use nuclear weapons during war against countries

that do not have nuclear weapons.” Since this policy has nothing to do with deterring

nuclear-armed adversaries, we can test whether the null result from study 2 holds when

considering nuclear use against non-nuclear foes, which may be seen as more socially

undesirable. Again, we find no evidence of insincere norm-holding with respect to nuclear

weapons: 16.8% of the sample indirectly supports using nuclear weapons and 19.6%

directly supports this policy.21 When we exclude respondents that failed the attention

check we find a small percentage of insincere norm-holders—approximately 3%—but this

result is not statistically significant.

The robust null we find across these two studies ran counter to our initial expecta-

tions and is ripe for future research, but makes logical sense. Insincere norm-holding is

only likely when there are strong social desirability costs associated with publicly oppos-

ing a norm. Given that Trump threatened to use nuclear weapons (Tannenwald 2018),

the U.S. maintains a robust nuclear arsenal, and nuclear deterrence requires credibly

threatening nuclear retaliation, the social costs for advocating willingness to use nuclear

weapons in the abstract are likely lower than for supporting CW. For example, in a 2015

Pew Research poll 57% of respondents approved of the U.S.’s use of nuclear weapons

against Japan in World War II (Stokes 2015). Although approval for this decision de-

clined significantly from 1945 to 2015, the fact that over half of Americans are willing

to openly support nuclear use against a non-nuclear-armed adversary suggests that the

social desirability costs for advocating nuclear use in the abstract are relatively low. By

contrast, in 1997 just 13% of Americans openly opposed the Chemical Weapons Conven-

tion (Krepon, Smithson, and Parachini 1997). Furthermore, our null result is consistent

with Smetana and Vranka’s (2020) finding that support for using nuclear weapons in

order to destroy an al-Qaeda WMD facility and save thousands of lives is significantly

higher than support for using CW in the exact same scenario. Ultimately, Americans

have a long tradition of openly debating the use of nuclear weapons, but not CW.

21This null result holds when we weight the sample to population demographics. See the appendix for a
detailed description of the survey design and results.
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Elite Insincere Norm-Holding Around Chemical Weapons

To apply our framework beyond the realm of public opinion, we also search for

evidence of insincere norm-holding of the CW non-use norm among political elites. What

evidence would establish that a leader is an insincere norm-holder and thus privately

opposes the norm against the use of CW but publicly supports it? The most direct and

unambiguous evidence that a political elite privately does not support the CW norm is

when they purposely and repeatedly authorize the use of CW, as doing so reveals their

true preferences. Beliefs and actions are, of course, highly interdependent, as beliefs

affect actions and actions reveal beliefs. Since the CW taboo is absolute, the use of CW

necessarily implies that an individual cannot be described as a sincere norm-holder; they

do not privately believe in the norm against CW use. If a leader then proceeds to (a)

publicly deny the use of CW and (b) rhetorically support the norm against CW, then

they are an insincere norm-holder since they privately do not support the CW norm

but publicly support it. In other words, when deeds do not match words, leaders reveal

their hypocrisy and make clear they are insincere norm-holders. By contrast, leaders

that employ CW and (a) do not deny their use or (b) argue that they are an acceptable

weapon of war are non norm-holders. They privately and publicly oppose the CW norm.

Using this framework, it is clear that most, if not all, of the prominent cases involv-

ing the use of CW in recent years are associated with insincere norm-holding. Foremost

among them is the Syrian government’s repeated use of CW, which has been substan-

tiated by reports from the United Nations (2016), Organisation for the Prohibition of

Chemical Weapons (2020), and global think tanks. In fact, at the time of this writing,

the Berlin-based Global Public Policy Institute has found credible evidence of about 350

attacks involving the use of CW in Syria, which suggests a significant degree of organiza-

tion and planning (Schneider and Lutkefend 2019). Given the scale of these attacks and

their persistence for almost a decade, it is highly likely that they are being conducted

with the support of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, who the U.S. intelligence commu-

nity has assessed is “the ultimate decision maker for [Syria’s] chemical weapons program”
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(White House 2013).22 Consequently, at least since the security shock of the Syrian

Civil War, Assad’s actions have revealed that he does not privately support the CW

norm.23 Yet, in accordance with the logic of insincere norm-holding and contrary to non

norm-holding, he has also adamantly denied the use of CW and rhetorically supported

the CW norm in public. For example, in one interview Assad claimed, “Even if we have

[chemical weapons], we wouldn’t use them...We wouldn’t have the will, because morally

this is not acceptable” (Agence France-Presse 2017). In another interview he said, “[The

use of chemical weapons] is despicable. It is a crime” (Fox News 2013). Why would

Assad rhetorically support the CW norm in public if, in private, he is willing to violate

it? For the same reason that some individuals publicly support an authoritarian regime

while privately opposing it: they fear the physical consequences of revealing their true

opinions. Similarly, Assad worries that publicly opposing the CW norm could increase

the chances of him losing his position or life due to an international military intervention

and/or a further loss of domestic support.24 Assad is therefore an insincere norm-holder:

he publicly supports the norm against CW but does not support it in private. Overall,

then, the logic of insincere norm-holding is quite similar for leaders like Assad and mem-

bers of the public: both have incentives to avoid revealing their opposition to the CW

norm because of the possibility of some type of punishment.

A similar dynamic holds for Russia. On March 4, 2018, in England, Russian opera-

tives allegedly used a Novichok nerve agent in an assassination attempt against a former

Russian double agent. They used a similar Novichok nerve agent on August 20, 2020, in

order to poison Alexei Navalny, a political opponent of Vladimir Putin. A Russian FSB

22Then Israeli defense minister Avigdor Lieberman also said he was “100 percent certain” that a 2017
chemical weapons attack was “directly ordered and planned by Assad” (Reuters 2017). While we believe
it unlikely, we cannot completely rule out a scenario where Assad did not personally order Syria’s repeated
CW attacks. If future evidence were to demonstrate this to be the case, then Assad could potentially be
re-classified as a sincere norm-holder.

23Note that while it is possible Assad did privately support the CW norm and thus was a sincere norm-
holder before the Syrian Civil War produced military incentives for him to violate it, Syria’s pre-war
production and stockpiling of CW combined with their refusal to sign the Chemical Weapons Convention
implies that Assad may never have privately supported the CW taboo.

24A similar logic has been used to explain why states privately engage in covert military interventions,
but do not reveal their actions in public (e.g., Carson 2018; Poznansky 2019). Compared to our results
among the U.S. public, which are likely driven by fear of social costs like embarrassment and censure,
insincere norm-holding in this case is likely driven by physical costs.
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agent, falsely believing he was speaking over the phone to a Russian National Security

Council official, admitted to the attempted poisoning and explained that the nerve agent

was applied to Navalny’s underpants (Lister, Ward, and Shukla 2020). Nevertheless,

Putin and the Russian government have publicly denied this allegation, Russia remains a

member of the Chemical Weapons Convention, and Putin continues to hold that the use

of CW is immoral (Price 2019).25 Ultimately, Putin’s public denials and support for the

CW norm may help him avoid at least some domestic political costs, as one poll found

half of Russians are skeptical Navalny was actually poisoned (Reuters 2020). Alterna-

tively, if the Russia government had openly admitted their use of CW and lack of belief

in the norm, it may have incurred greater domestic political costs.

Even the Islamic State has denied credible accusations that it used CW and rhetor-

ically asserted their immorality (Price 2019). This despite their general willingness to

publicly engage in other types of horrendous humanitarian offenses, such as recorded

beheadings.

By contrast, in the past leaders and countries have been more candid about their

use and support of CW, and thus have revealed themselves as non norm-holders. The

most serious example of non norm-holding comes from World War I, where over 90,000

people were killed and more than 1,000,000 people were injured by the over 120,000 tons

of poison gas used during the conflict (Thomas and Thomas 1970: 138; Spiers 1986: 13).

By that time there was a nascent norm against the use of CW, as the Hague Convention

of 1899 had outlawed “the use of projectiles the sole object of which is the diffusion of

asphyxiating or deleterious gases” (Price 1997: 15). Still, and perhaps in a sign of things

to come, Britain and the United States publicly opposed this measure. As Alfred Thayer

Mahan, the famous naval strategist and U.S. representative at the conference, said,

“The use of projectiles of the kind in question can not be considered as being
a means which is prohibited on the same ground as the poisoning of waters.

25Although Novichok was not added as a banned substance to the Chemical Weapons Convention until
2019 and the initial conception of the CW taboo proscribed the use of CW in warfare—not necessarily
assassinations—Russia’s use of CW in 2020 violated both the spirit and the letter of the Convention.
The use of CW in targeted assassination attempts could provoke different reactions among domestic
and international audiences than the use of CW in interstate or intrastate warfare, which could be an
interesting avenue for future research.
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Such projectiles might even be considered as more humane than those which
kill or cripple in a much more cruel manner, by tearing the body with pieces
of metal. Supposing that projectiles of this kind should be invented, their
use may produce decisive results. Moreover, it would involve neither useless
cruelty nor bad faith, as exists in the case of poisoning waters... [T]he use of
those projectiles ought therefore to be considered as a lawful means of waging
war” (Price 1997: 32).

Although the use of CW during the war was rampant, Germany was the first

country to use lethal CW on a large scale. On April 22, 1915, at the Second Battle

of Ypres in Belgium, Germany released chlorine gas from 6,000 cylinders, allowing a

“favorable” wind to carry it towards unsuspecting French soldiers (Thomas and Thomas

1970: 138). The attack worked better than the Germans expected, as the French were

driven from their positions and many choked to death. In accordance with non norm-

holding, Germany did not deny that it had used CW and offered a variety of justifications

for the deployment. For example, the German government argued that the use of cylinders

was not a technical violation of the Hague Convention, which only outlawed the use of

asphyxiating projectiles. German officials also asserted that CW were not more inhumane

than other types of weapons (Price 1997: 51). According to a statement issued by Berlin,

“Anyone who has once seen the living picture of the hell provided by a rain
of shells, hand grenades, subterranean mines and aerial bombs upon a bit of
trench will certainly not regard slowly approaching clouds of smoke as a more
inhumane method of warfare” (Garner 1920: 275).

That Assad, Putin, and most other violators of CW norm in today’s age are insin-

cere norm-holders rather than non norm-holders—like Germany during World War I—is

an important distinction for three reasons. First, insincere norm-holding suggests that the

CW norm is relatively strong. If the norm was weaker, then Assad and others would feel

free to openly admit and justify their use of CW, as Germany did, since the costs of doing

so would be lower. Second, while the actions of modern CW norm violators constitute a

behavioral challenge to the norm, their rhetorical condemnation of CW contributes to the

norm’s robustness (Deitelhoff and Zimmermann 2019; Price 2019). On the other hand,

non norm-holding challenges a norm both behaviorally and rhetorically, undermining the

norm on both dimensions. Finally, the hypocrisy inherent in insincere norm-holding can

24



potentially be used to pressure norm transgressors to cease violations (Finnemore and

Sikkink 1998; Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink 1999; Thomas 2001; Lynch 2008).

Of course, there is also a critical distinction between insincere and sincere norm-

holders among elites. If Assad was instead a sincere norm-holder because he either truly

believed CW were immoral or concluded it was strategically harmful to utilize them, then

he would not have used CW in Syria. For example, prior to the invasion of Okinawa and

Iwo Jima, Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall (who would later win the

Nobel Peace Prize) and others recommended the use of CW (Moon 1989; Dolan 2013).

Although doing so may have conferred military advantages and saved American lives,

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was a sincere holder of the CW norm and rejected

all such proposals (Lovell 1963: 75).

Overall, this discussion illustrates that insincere norm-holding also exists among

elites, and points to the ways in which identifying this relatively shallow form of norm

adherence matters.

Conclusion

A prominent debate in political science surrounds the strength of taboos and norms

in international politics. In this study we develop the concept of insincere norm-holders:

individuals who conceal their true, counter-normative beliefs when asked directly for

reasons of social desirability. Employing a series of list experiments, we establish the

existence of insincere norm-holders in the context of CW use. More than 25% of the

U.S. population is privately willing to use CW, and that number could rise significantly

if political figures, or even ordinary people, begin to express public support, or if the U.S.

can gain significant strategic advantages by using CW.26

26For example, replicating Press, Sagan, and Valentino’s (2013) design, Smetana and Vranka (2020) find
that over 40% of respondents would be willing to use CW to destroy an al-Qaeda WMD facility if doing
so would save between 50,000 and 70,000 lives. While this study provides a hard-test for the CW taboo
since the benefits of using CW are extremely large, it does not account for insincere norm-holding and
so may actually be an underestimate of true support for CW use in this context. Note also that while
support for torture among the U.S. public before 9/11 was measured in one poll as just 32%, President
Bush still chose to violate the norm against torture (International Committee of the Red Cross 1999).
A future president could therefore make a similar calculation with respect to CW.
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Establishing a benchmark measure of public attitudes about CW provides an im-

portant corrective because these weapons have significant real-world impacts but are

generally understudied. Future research should also recognize insincere norm-holders

and utilize methods, like list experiments, to counteract social desirability bias. Despite

the existence of insincere norm-holders, the overall low support for CW use corroborates

the existence of a norm against them. Furthermore, the fact that some respondents feel

the need to publicly conform with opposition to these weapons suggests that the norm is

relatively well developed (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Nevertheless, our results are in

accordance with recent evidence (Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Sagan and Valentino

2017) that weapons taboos may be less entrenched than previously thought. Some mem-

bers of the public are two-faced when it comes to opposition to CW.

This paper also highlights a number of promising avenues for future research. First,

scholars should apply our theoretical framework and methodology to examine whether

members of the public also falsify their preferences with respect to other norms, like the

norm against torture or the norm against the use of landmines. Both of these norms have

seen recent rhetorical challenges from elites in the U.S. and other countries, so studying

the extent of insincere norm-holding could offer insights into their trajectory. Second,

future work should examine whether there are cross-national differences in insincere norm-

holding over CW, perhaps due to variation in freedom of speech or societal militarism.

Third, scholars should analyze under what conditions members of the public have greater

or lesser incentives to falsify their preferences with respect to chemical or other types

of weapons. For example, recent research suggests that vivid information about the

effects of WMDs (Koch and Wells 2020) or priming international law and ethical norms

(Carpenter and Montgomery 2020) reduces support for their use, which may also increase

incentives for insincere norm-holding. On the other hand, if CW are depicted as non-lethal

alternatives to more traditional, destructive weapons, then that might increase support

for their use and reduce the incentives for preference falsification (Bansak 2020). The

intended target of CW could also alter the incentives for or against insincere norm-holding

depending on where that target falls on the hierarchy of victims (Tezcür and Horschig
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2020). Fourth, given the increasing attention to polling decision-makers (e.g., Hafner-

Burton, LeVeck, and Victor 2017; Yarhi-Milo, Kertzer, and Renshon 2018), scholars

should study the extent to which elites recognize and manipulate insincere norm-holding.

Fifth, what is the relationship between insincere norm-holding—especially among elites—

and the probability of norm enforcement by third parties? If an actor violates a norm

but expresses support for it in public, does that lessen the probability of domestic and

international blowback by giving states a greater ability to plausibly deny they violated

the norm at all? For example, as discussed previously, Putin’s denials that he used CW

to target political opponents and public support for the CW norm may have helped him

avoid at least some domestic political costs. This dynamic may be similar to how covert

action can reduce backlash to military actions (Carson 2018; Poznansky 2019). Finally,

given challenges to the nuclear weapons, landmine, and other norms by President Trump,

as well as the broader challenge to democratic norms around the world, more research

should focus on how insincere norm-holding could affect the success of these revisionist

efforts.
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