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Introduction 
 
According to Admiral Charles Richard, then Commander of Strategic Command, deterrence 
working as we expect is needed for U.S. military planning at all levels:  “Every operational plan 
in the Department of Defense, and every other capability we have in DOD, rests on the 
assumption that strategic deterrence, and in particular nuclear deterrence, … is holding right.  
And, if that assumption is not met, particularly with nuclear deterrence, nothing else in the 
Department of Defense is going to work the way it was designed.”1  That reality should make 
U.S. defense planners truly uncomfortable because the functioning of deterrence is increasingly 
problematic.  When deterrence is essential but problematic, America has a significant challenge 
ahead. 
 
This point is pertinent to developments in the war in Ukraine over the past year because those 
developments illustrate in an irrefutable way that today’s deterrence challenge exceeds that of 
our Cold War experience and policy.  The basic principles of deterrence theory endure, but its 
application must be adjusted to specific conditions and circumstances.  The contemporary 
developments fully on display in Ukraine cast doubt on our accumulated wisdom about the 
application of deterrence and what we think we know about how deterrence will work. 
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This brief essay will discuss several of these developments readily apparent in Ukraine and 
their implications for deterrence.  
 

Misreading the Times 
 
Immediately following the Cold War, many Western leaders, academics and commentators 
were convinced that a “new world order” was emerging.  George H.W. Bush described this 
“new world order” in which “the principles of justice and fair play protect the weak against 
the strong.”2  Nuclear weapons and deterrence were to play an ever-declining role and great 
power war was expected to be a thing of the past.  German Foreign Minister Westerwelle 
labeled nuclear weapons “relics of the Cold War.”3  The U.S. “unipolar power” era was to 
transform the old anarchic, war-prone international system—establishing the basis for global 
nuclear disarmament.4   
 
Yet, Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine and nuclear threats over the past year prove as nothing else 
could that the widespread expectations of a new world order following the Cold War were as 
bogus as have been all such past expectations of a coming new world order—whether with the 
League of Nations following World War I or the United Nations following World War II. 
 
Correspondingly, a fundamental development of this past year that now challenges deterrence 
expectations is that Russia includes—indeed, it highlights—coercive nuclear first-use threats 
in its repertoire of power.  For years, and even after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and associated 
stream of nuclear first-use threats, some commentators have continued to assert that this 
Russian threat of nuclear escalation—its “escalate to win” regional strategy—is an exaggerated 
misreading of Russian doctrine.5   
 
However, it now is irrefutable that Moscow uses nuclear first-use threats as part of its “escalate 
to win” strategy to constrain Western options in response to its expansionist aggression.  And, 
it appears that the fear of starting “World War III,” as President Biden has put it, does indeed 
constrain Washington’s—and other Western capitals’—support for Ukraine.6  This is entirely 
understandable, but it illustrates the power that Russian nuclear escalation threats have to 
deter Western actions.   
 
Whether Russia actually will employ nuclear weapons as part of its war on Ukraine, as opposed 
to engaging only in the threat thereof, is an open but separate question.  Moscow’s exploitation 
of coercive nuclear threats to advance its revanchist regional goals—which is on display in 
Ukraine—compels rethinking multiple fundamental issues, including:  the character of the 
international order; the requirements for deterrence and the prospect of its failure; U.S. freedom 
to defend Western interests via extended deterrence; and, the future of arms control.   
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Russia sees itself as being at war with the United States and is in a de facto alliance with an 
equally revanchist China, which appears to endorse Moscow’s goal of absorbing Ukraine.7  This 
geopolitical reality represents a tectonic shift for the worse in the international threat 
environment facing the West.  Yet, much of the Washington establishment continues to speak 
about the emerging international context in euphemistic terms such as “Great Power 
competition” and the “international community,”8 as if Eurasia were a neighborhood with 
secure property boundaries and members who simply are engaged in a vigorous, rules-based 
sporting event.  Hopes and expectations to the contrary, this is a grossly mistaken image of the 
international system.   
 
Mistaken images of the international system cause distorted expectations about how deterrence 
will function.  For example, the Biden Administration apparently had some confidence that 
Western economic sanctions and the “international community’s” censure would deter Russia 
from attempting to conquer Ukraine.9  This reflected the familiar Western expectation that an 
opponent’s fear of sanctions and condemnation from the “international community” will 
somehow moderate its aggression.  That expectation should be recognized for the vanity and 
misunderstanding of Russia that it is. Events in Ukraine demonstrate beyond doubt that 
Russia, in league with China, despises the West’s “international community,” seeks to overturn 
the Western rules-based order, and is willing to inflict and accept enormous pain to do so.  
Recognition of this new threat environment, as is now readily apparent with developments in 
Ukraine, appears limited.    
 
For example, Moscow effectively all but withdrew from New START over a year ago; Putin 
has now done so formally in response to Western support for Ukraine,10 and China shows zero 
inclination of interest in arms control.  Nevertheless, many U.S. commentators and some 
political leaders continue to extol the virtues of, and call for a continuation of, the nuclear arms 
control process begun during the Cold War, as if that process is still alive and holds great 
potential.11  The Biden Administration’s 2022 Nuclear Posture Review goes so far as to claim that 
“Mutual, verifiable nuclear arms control offers the most effective, durable and responsible path 
to achieving a key goal:  reducing the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. strategy.”12  Yet, for arms 
control to hold any such potential, the United States would need willing partners that adhere 
to agreed commitments.  That hardly describes Russia or China.  
 
There appears to be limited willingness in at least some Washington circles to recognize the 
harsh reality that is on display in Ukraine:  The United States is in a new, unprecedently 
dangerous world, and a “business as usual” approach to deterrence and its requirements is 
now imprudent folly.  Mr. Putin has set up a comprehensive rationale for nuclear first use in 
Ukraine and has added that he is not bluffing.  His rationale for such thinking may seem 
absurd; but he appears sincerely to believe it.  Typical Western hopes that a global “nuclear 
taboo” will prevent nuclear employment are now akin to expectations in the early 20th century 
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that world public opinion would ensure peace.13  No, it is the West’s nuclear deterrence strategy 
that must be called upon to help provide an answer. 
 
Nevertheless, based on the familiar Cold War balance of terror narrative and the expected 
deterring power of censure by the “international community,” many in the West remain 
convinced that there exists an effective global taboo against nuclear employment and, 
correspondingly, that only an irrational leadership could consider the first use of nuclear 
weapons.14  That is wonderfully comforting, but the truth is that when an opponent deems the 
prize it seeks to be its rightful due and of existential national (or personal) importance, there 
should be zero optimistic assumptions about what even a rational opponent will not dare to 
do.   
 
That level of invested commitment is on display with regard to Russia’s views of Ukraine (and 
China’s views of Taiwan). In such cases, including in Ukraine, the level of commitment and 
willingness to accept costs is likely to be at least as weighty in determining how deterrence 
functions as is the number and correlation of forces, and probably more so—potentially to 
Russia’s advantage.  U.S. deterrence strategies and capabilities must recognize those truths; it 
is unclear that they do so.   
 

The Enduring Value of and Need for Nuclear Deterrence 
 
Events in Ukraine also teach us that the West’s continuing aspirations for global nuclear 
disarmament are the contemporary great illusion.  Western advocates of the UN’s nuclear ban 
treaty often stigmatize nuclear deterrence and seek to shame those who support deterrence.15   
 
Yet, the past year has demonstrated once again that solemn commitments to nuclear 
agreements can be hollow, and that a nuclear shadow will hang over any great power crisis.  
The question must be asked: If NATO had no nuclear deterrent, how much confidence could 
the West now have that Russia would not employ nuclear weapons in the current crisis?  It is 
not difficult to understand that the United States must be able to deter coercive nuclear 
escalation threats, and that means the U.S. nuclear arsenal must backstop U.S. conventional 
capabilities for defensive deterrence purposes in Europe and East Asia. This continuing 
importance of nuclear deterrence to Western security must shape the role and value 
Washington attributes to nuclear weapons—and should bring to an end the stigmatization of 
nuclear deterrence policies and capabilities.     
 
In addition, a long-standing adage in Washington is that U.S. conventional strength can reduce 
or even eliminate U.S. reliance on nuclear deterrence, a continuing U.S. policy priority.16  That 
anticipated linkage and goal may have been reasonable immediately after the Cold War, in 
America’s “unipolar” moment.  However, given the new threat environment on display in 
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Ukraine, it should be clear that strengthening U.S. conventional forces is necessary, but that 
U.S. reliance on nuclear deterrence will remain regardless.   
 
Why so?  Because establishing even the U.S. conventional capabilities needed to defeat Russia 
and China in a regional conventional war, were the United States to do so, would likely compel 
Moscow and Beijing to consider more earnestly engaging in nuclear escalation, if needed, to 
deter or defeat U.S. power projection and thereby achieve their respective existential goals.  
Given events in Ukraine, it is now fully apparent that the United States must be able to deter 
regional conventional attacks and also opponents’ nuclear escalation in the event opponents 
consider it as the path to victory.   
 
In the emerging threat context in which opponents do indeed aspire to use nuclear escalation 
threats in just this way,17 regional stability cannot be separated from U.S. nuclear deterrence 
capabilities.  Indeed, absent a credible U.S. deterrence answer to Russia’s theory of victory 
based on nuclear escalation threats, Moscow is likely to see regional war to advance existential 
goals as less risky, i.e., this apparent deterrence gap invites Russia’s aggression, and likely 
China’s.  In short, there is no plausible route to lowering U.S. reliance on nuclear deterrence in 
this regard because Russia and China have a say in that possibility, and they are not giving the 
United States that option.  Ignoring their voices in this matter is dangerous. 
 

The Perception of Stakes  
 
Another lesson from Ukraine involves how Moscow sees its stakes in comparison to how it 
sees Western stakes, and what that means for deterrence.   
 
Russia deems control of Ukraine to be of existential importance; Ukraine is considered 
rightfully Russia’s and stolen by a villainous West.  Recovering Ukraine is central to Putin’s 
version of “manifest destiny” and a matter of correcting a great, historic wrong.  As noted 
above, Moscow clearly has a high tolerance for inflicting pain and accepting pain in pursuit of 
this existential goal.  For an historical analogy, think of Hitler’s unalterable drive to destroy the 
1919 Versailles Treaty and pursuit of German Lebensraum.   
 
Rightly or wrongly, Moscow appears to see an enormous asymmetry in the West’s view of the 
stakes involved and its own, i.e., that the outcome in Ukraine is not an existential matter for the 
West.18  And, again, as noted above, this asymmetry in Moscow’s perception of stakes works 
to its coercive advantage.  
 
How so?  Moscow’s theory of victory appears to be predicated on this perceived asymmetry in 
commitment and the associated effects of Russian nuclear threats and predictable Western 
fatigue.  Given the perceived asymmetry in stakes and related anticipation of Western fatigue, 
even a frozen conflict may be to Moscow’s coercive advantage.  Defeat is not an option, but a 
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conflict that outlasts the West’s endurance may well be.  The disgraceful U.S. 2021 withdrawal 
from Afghanistan does not help perceptions in this regard. 
 
A final point in this discussion of differing perceptions of stakes in Ukraine is that deterring 
Russia is not simply about creating some level of threat that Moscow will find painful, and thus 
is expected to deter. Just brandishing a threat is not deterrence.  U.S. deterrence strategies must 
compel opponents to conclude, per their own values and priorities, that the violation of U.S. 
redlines is a more miserable option than their continuing to accept a geopolitical condition they 
define as intolerable—whether that condition is continuing to tolerate an independent Ukraine or an 
autonomous Taiwan.    
 
In short, U.S. deterrence threats must promise costs that are more intolerable, as opponents 
calculate cost, than their continuing acceptance of a world order they find intolerable.  The 
United States must brandish a prospective cost that is greater than what our opponents will 
have to endure if they do not alter the intolerable status quo.  That is no small task and there 
is no methodology that can calculate that deterrence threat requirement with confidence.  
Think of how this reality comports with the point that all U.S. military planning depends on 
deterrence working reliably.   We should be concerned.   
 
Commentators often confidently presume to know what opponents won’t “dare to do,” 
including with reference to Russia’s or China’s future actions.  It is comforting to believe with 
confidence that one knows how and when deterrence will work.19  That belief greatly eases the 
uncertainty and stress involved in deterrence calculations. But, events over the past year have 
illustrated that such confidence is convenient, but unwarranted and potentially dangerous.  
That danger now is apparent in Russia’s nuclear first-use threats and its bloody drive to 
conquer Ukraine.  It may become obvious in the Taiwan Strait.    
 

Conclusion  
 
In conclusion, after decades of Western confidence in the blossoming of a beautiful new world 
order, Russia’s war against Ukraine over the past year has made painfully obvious that the old 
anarchic international system endures.  In that system, Moscow will use force and nuclear first-
use threats in its bid to destroy the status quo and restore its empire.  The debate about that is 
over.  And, it also is now apparent that those nuclear threats have at least a measure of the 
desired effect on Washington and other Western capitals.  Whether Putin will choose to employ 
nuclear weapons is not clear and likely subject to many competing perceptions and 
motivations.  But, the war in Ukraine illustrates the power of those threats and, 
correspondingly, that the Western anticipation of a declining need for deterrence and nuclear 
weapons—a particularly fashionable expectation in the immediate aftermath of the Cold 
War—should be discarded.  The implications of this truth should affect U.S. calculations of its 
deterrence requirements vis-à-vis Russia and China. 
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The deterrence challenge vis-à-vis Moscow, in league with China, is now much more complex 
and our past confident expectations are now uncertain.  This is what we have learned about 
deterrence after one year of brutal war in Ukraine; it is a sobering lesson that should move 
Western thinking away from business as usual but, as yet, appears not to have done so in 
important ways.     
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