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During the Cold War, there were two nuclear superpowers, the Soviet Union and the United States,
who had their own allies. They divided the whole world into spheres of influence, and there was an
indirect struggle for supremacy between them. Therefore, they started a nuclear race for supremacy. As a
result of these policies, both superpowers have built up enormous stockpiles and capabilities of nuclear
weapons. All this could destroy the earth several times. Like the nuclear weapons in their arsenal today.
After the Cold War, a new geopolitical order was created in the world, dominated by the USA. However,
this dominance did not last long, as new geopolitical players became active in the world in the form of
Russia and China. They have their own geopolitical interests and a unique vision of the world. After the
creation of nuclear weapons, nine nuclear states emerged in the world. As well as a number of states that
want to possess nuclear weapons. Therefore, it is important to pursue a policy of nuclear deterrence to
make the world safer. The presented article discusses the policy of nuclear deterrence and the existing
difficulties in the post-Cold War period. The aim of the work is to discuss the nuclear deterrence policy
and analyze the existing threats in the process of establishing a new world order.
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Introduction

Overcoming the “Cold War”, which was caused by the ideological and political
confrontation of two socio-economic systems, significantly reduced the nuclear threat of a
world war. During the Cold War, the main international security concern was the fear of nuclear
war and the spread of nuclear weapons. Gradually, the fourth phase emerged after the end of
the Cold War on the applicability of deterrence. In contrast to earlier theories, non-traditional
threats became a primary focus of strategic thinkers. The primacy of military security, the core
traditionalist assumption, was questioned. The collapse of the Soviet Union brought down
with it the whole military-political security agenda that had dominated world politics during
the Cold War. Debates on the environment and the economy appeared more pronounced.
Barry Buzan (1983) developed a holistic understanding of security thereby applying it to a
wide range of subjects such as politics, economics, society and environment in addition to
the traditional military sector without compromising the essence of the concept. During this
phase, new nuclear weapon states such as India and Pakistan demonstrated nuclear capability
in 1998 and developed their nuclear policies subsequently. India and Pakistan are historical
rivals. India considers both China and Pakistan as security threats, while Pakistan perceives an
existential threat from India (Abbasi, 2020).

The theory of nuclear deterrence originated in the Anglo-Saxon strategic culture, which is
characterized by the separation of the categories “security’” and “defense”. Nuclear deterrence
acts in the most general sense as a policy of preventive threats in order to prevent the opponent
from taking any action. The superiority of the United States in terms of aggregate resources,
which persisted throughout the entire period of the Cold War, suggests the presence of two
types of nuclear deterrence: symmetrical (deterring an approximately equal enemy) and
asymmetric (deterring an obviously weaker enemy). The theory of asymmetric containment as
deterrence by a weaker country by a stronger one is still in its infancy.

Deterrence has been intensively studied and tested as to its use in terms of strategy in
international relations, the maintenance of stability in international relations, the conduct of
violence and warfare in both international and domestic contexts, and in political affairs. Since
deterrence is the use of threats to block or reduce the inflicting of serious harm, the existence
of capacities for inflicting harm are readily maintained and periodically applied, so available
deterrence capabilities provide a degree of continuing concern and a regular desire to at least
do away with nuclear weapons and threats. A brief period in the ending of the Cold War
saw a serious effort to reduce the reliance on deterrence, particularly nuclear deterrence, in
international politics, but it was soon replaced by serious movement in the opposite direction.
Yet efforts to reduce the need for and use of deterrence continue (Morgan, 2017).

Nuclear deterrence policy in the modern period

The post-Cold War era presented new security challenges, which recognized the need to
strengthen the international regime of physical protection of nuclear materials. In the post-9/11
period, threat perceptions include the potential terrorist use of an improvised nuclear explosive
device, the use of a radiological dispersal device (RDD), and attacks against nuclear facilities,
i.e. sabotage (Manga, 2021). These threats point to the need for an overall strengthening
of the global nuclear security regime. The article discusses some of the basic concepts and
developments in the field of nuclear security; the legacy of the Cold War and the rise of new
challenges to the global nuclear security agenda in the post-Cold War and post-9/11 periods;
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and efforts of the IAEA to strengthen the global nuclear security regime. The International
Atomic Energy Agency is filling an important and expanding role against the background
of the processes developed in Ukraine (Williams, 2022). During the height of the Cold War,
“nuclear deterrence” and “nuclear proliferation” dominated the global nuclear security agenda.
In their national security strategies, States considered calculable threats of high-intensity and
low- probability — nuclear confl icts based upon the predict- able rational behavior of known
State-level adversaries (also known as “rational actor theory”). A bi-polar security structure
gave rise to the “nuclear deterrence” doctrine.

At the brink of the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, the world narrowly escaped what could
have been a nuclear war between the erstwhile Soviet Union (USSR) and the United States
(US). Since then, many countries have built up their nuclear arsenals, especially the ones that
are at loggerheads with each other, the most obvious ones being Pakistan and India. However,
the pertinent question is: Despite officially nine countries having nuclear weapons, why has the
world been able to avoid a nuclear war? The answer to this question provided by International
Relations theorists is the “logic of nuclear deterrence,” which was propagated by academics
such as Thomas Schelling and BD Berkowitz during the Cold War (Altin, 2021). However, is
this logic still relevant to explain nuclear conflicts in a post-Cold War world order?

It is undisputed that the world scenario has changed since the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the end of bipolarity. As the struggle for power between China and the US intensifies, there
is a growing concern about the nuclear weapons that China has and its potential to use those
weapons against the US and its regional rival India (Sokov, 2020). Then, there is North Korea
that has continuously declined Washington DC’s proposal for denuclearisation and continues to
build nuclear weapons. This article argues that despite these rivalries, the world has been able
to avoid a nuclear war and the logic of nuclear deterrence should be given some credit for this.

Nuclear strategy is still relevant in contemporary security issues, and today’s approach to
nuclear strategy is mainly focused on the concept of deterrence. That said, the prominent role
of deterrence is not an exclusive one: the first strategies, as the bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki show, treated atomic bombs as merely more powerful versions of their conventional
equivalents. However, soon, the nuclear device became ‘the absolute weapon, and the
strategies contemplating its use on the battlefield were replaced by deterrence. Today, the two
approaches coexist. Since the end of the Cold War, the actual utilization of tactical or theatre
nuclear weapons has been reintroduced on the security agenda, but nuclear deterrence has not
abandoned its prominent role: in fact, strategic deterrence and regional deterrence remain the
fundamental elements in the Nuclear Posture Review Report of the US, published in 2010.
Moreover, the prospects of utilizing low-yield tactical nuclear weapons have remained just
a possibility, while nuclear deterrence is a well-established reality (Bertolin, 2013). First of
all, it is very important to define the key points of the issue that will be analyzed. The word
“deterrence”, as it is used here, means the ability to prevent an enemy’s attack by inducing
fear. For the purposes of this essay, nuclear deterrence is intended in both its classical forms —
deterrence by threat of denial and deterrence by threat of punishment. Even if the two theories
are often considered alternatives, such a broad definition is the most useful in dealing with the
subject of this essay, since the matter here is not which deterrence strategy is most effective but
whether deterrence is still effective today. The validity of a deterrence system can be measured
on the rationality of its actors, and this means that we must seriously consider to what extent
some players were recently introduced in the international arena — notably non-state actors
(Spurgeon et al., 1981).
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For the past forty years, the theory of nuclear deterrence has played a singularly important
role in the evolution of US nuclear strategy and national security policy. In suggesting that the
theory “works”, proponents of deterrence have pointed to the historical record. Although half
a dozen nations possess nuclear arsenals and more than 5,000 nuclear weapons are deployed
around the world, these weapons have not been used even once during any international
conflict since the end of the Second World War. Moreover, despite several periods of acute
confrontation, nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union has been avoided
for four decades. Given the enormous destructive potential of these weapons and the ever-
present danger of inadvertent or miscalculated war this record has bred neither confidence nor
complacency. Deterrence theory possesses a compelling, if not beguiling, logic: deterrence
entails dissuading potential adversaries of the United States from initiating aggression against
it by posing the prospect of risks and costs that outweigh any gain such adversaries might
contemplate. The theory thus posits that possession of a credible and sufficient nuclear
deterrent will enhance a nation’s security, while the absence of such a deterrent will undermine
it. As simple as this sounds, it has proven enormously difficult to achieve an enduring sense of
security through deterrence (Kramer, 1987).

At the conclusion of the Nuclear Posture Review, the Bush Administration announced
that the United States would reduce its strategic nuclear forces to 1,700-2,200 “operationally
deployed warheads” over the next decade. It codified these reductions in the Strategic Offensive
Reductions Treaty (known as the Moscow Treaty), which the United States and Russia signed
in May 2002. According to the Administration, operationally deployed warheads are those
deployed on missiles and stored near bombers on a day-to-day basis. They are the warheads
that would be available immediately, or in a matter of days, to meet “immediate and unexpected
contingencies.” The Administration claims that the size of this force is not determined by
a need to counter a “Russian threat.” However, the Administration did consider Russia’s
remaining nuclear capabilities when developing the US nuclear force posture; a conflict with
Russia is considered to be a “potential contingency” that could arise if the US relationship with
Russia were to deteriorate significantly. The forces needed to address potential contingencies
are included in the “responsive force,” not in the “operationally deployed force” of 2,200
warheads.

Nuclear deterrence has a role also in averting conventional attacks in a regional context.
The conflict between India and Pakistan exemplifies this point: in fact, despite the existence
of sources of tension between the two countries, these actors have not engaged in major open
hostilities since their development of a nuclear arsenal. The fear of nuclear escalation may be
the explanation for the restraint of these governments in an area like Kashmir, where since
the acquisition of nuclear weapons, both sides have only supported a low-intensity conflict
(Biswas, 2019). In any case, nuclear deterrence of non-nuclear attacks seems inconsistent
with regard to the traditional nuclear actors. In fact, these have continued to experience major
conventional conflicts (it is, for example, the case of Russia with Georgia). It is possible that the
threat of a nuclear retaliation lacks credibility when only the aggressor is armed with nuclear
weapons — as the behavior of many nuclear powers in times of war may lead to think — but this
would be hardly true in the case of a WMD attack. In this respect, the biggest innovations are
those developed by the US within its strategy to combat global terrorism. The same policy of
expanded deterrence, which has been discussed above, is also applied to non-nuclear threats,
particularly regarding the scenario of a terrorist use of WMDs (Long, 2008). The global nuclear
security regime, which is at an early stage of its development, should be strengthened. This
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process should include both tackling the “hot spots” and eliminating “weak links.” Emphasis
is on achieving an effective, comprehensive global nuclear security framework that will serve
as a reference point for States’ efforts and for the Agency’s support. Due consideration must be
given to international and regional cooperation in efforts to protect against nuclear terrorism. It
is essential that issues of nuclear non-proliferation, nuclear safety and nuclear security be dealt
with on a comprehensive and integrated basis in order to achieve maximum success for the
peaceful, safe, and secure use of nuclear technology. There is an urgent need to evaluate and
strengthen the global nuclear security regime. Embedded in such an effort is the worldwide
need to secure nuclear and other radioactive materials in non-weapon, non-nuclear use. The
many storages of research reactor fuel containing highly enriched uranium, which can be used
in an improvised nuclear explosive device, must be seen from the perspective of the potential
consequences should these materials come into the wrong hands. Furthermore, many research
establishments with research reactors, laboratories, and waste handling facilities require that
much more attention be given to security (Tertrais, 2021).

The security of transport of nuclear and radioactive materials presents additional issues
of concern to the international community. These questions are further complicated by the
materials that present both a radiological and a chemical hazard. The privatization of the
nuclear power industry, the construction of new generations of nuclear power reactors, as
well as of other nuclear fuel cycle facilities, compel expanded security-related responsibilities
for the private sector. It is also clear that robust, tight, and internationally accepted nuclear
security, which subscribes to a graded recommendation approach based on risk and potential
consequences, is an integral part (Huntley, 2006).

The conduct of deterrence is now broader and deeper than before. It is under greater
pressure due to technological, political, and cultural developments and operates in a much
more elaborate overall environment, including space, cyberspace, and oceanic environs. Thus,
the goal of developing an effective empirical theory on deterrence remains, at various levels,
still incompletely attained. The same is true of mastering deterrence in practice. Nevertheless,
deterrence remains important and fascinating (Morgan, 2017).

Conclusion

Nuclear deterrence is still relevant in dealing with contemporary security issues. Although
different strategies concerning the use of nuclear weapons have been proposed in recent
times, their application would be extremely controversial, and for this reason, is very unlikely.
Nuclear deterrence is still an important part of the official strategy of the US to fight traditional
threats and has been adapted to meet also today’s new security concerns. The other nuclear-
armed states, the traditional as well as the non-traditional ones, have shown their willingness
to maintain the nuclear taboo, pursuing, in most cases, a minimal deterrence policy.

A possible obstacle to progress on nuclear disarmament and prevention of nuclear
proliferation is the continued role of nuclear deterrence in security doctrines and opinions.
As long as states believe that nuclear deterrence can protect them from aggression, they will
oppose or block attempts and initiatives for nuclear disarmament.

The threat of a nuclear strike can deter both nuclear and non-nuclear attacks, and the
contemporary security scenario requires an evolution of deterrence rather than a discharge
of the concept as a whole. In fact, nuclear weapons are still among the most powerful and
intimidating weapons with which states can arm themselves, and the stability of a system based
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on deterrence still remains attractive, although since the end of the Cold War, maintaining this
system has become far more complicated.
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