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Introduction 

Nuclear weapons constitute a national security guarantee of the countries that possess 

them because, from the moment they gain access to the military atom, they enjoy 

immunity. They are also an incentive for world peace because they prevent wars between 

great powers, as they act as an inhibitor of confrontation between them1. The basis for 

their effectiveness is the fear of catastrophic damage and, in that sense, nuclear weapons 

displayed their essentially deterrent nature during the Cold War in which the United States 

and the Soviet Union never came into direct conflict. But this is also the case in the post-

Cold War era, where new forms of warfare (asymmetric, unrestricted, multi-domain) and 

technologically advanced weapons have failed to displace the overwhelming supremacy 

of nuclear weapons. Their fundamental condition is that they disable aggression between 

great powers and do not even require the leaders of the powers that possess them to be 

intelligent, because they impose rationality, whether this is understood as the result of a 

cost-benefit calculation or as the result of good sense or prudence in the face of an 

insurmountable fear. 

As discussed in this strategy notebook, as many as nine countries possess nuclear 

weapons, but only two can completely destroy the other and the rest of the nations with 

them if that rational barrier were to be overcome. As a reminder that nuclear weapons are 

there and ready to do their job, the two major powers regularly conduct exercises for their 

use. In Putin's Russia, this exercise is called Grom (the Russian word for thunder) and its 

purpose is to certify the functioning of order-transmitting systems in the event of a 

massive attack on the country. 

But such exercises are sometimes conducted at times of tension in order to send a 

strategic political message-to other major powers2. This response is based on the 

permanent readiness of strategic nuclear forces, consisting of the famous nuclear triad, 

to unleash full-scale nuclear power on the country whose leaders would have erred in 

                                                           
1 This is Waltz’s thesis as propounded in The Spread of nuclear weapons: A Debate Renewed. However, other 
authors such as Glenn Snyder (1961) point out that, while this is true, they create a sense of impunity sufficient to 
encourage waging war against non-nuclear powers. This, for example, would be the case of Russia versus Ukraine. 
2 Since 2012, this exercise has been conducted every year in October as the culmination of the annual training plan, 
with two significant exceptions: in 2014 it was brought forward to May amid tensions caused by Russia's annexation 
of Crimea, and in 2021 it was postponed to 19 February 2022, five days prior to the invasion of Ukraine. In all 
instances, all members of the strategic nuclear triad have participated, and on some occasions resources of the of 
the triad of tactical or theatre vectors. 
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that power calculation3. From the Russian perspective, in a great power confrontation, 

the result would be the first and last case of use, since only a dead world would be left 

after a massive nuclear response4. This is, in essence, the rationale for the MAD strategy, 

which was born during the Cold War, but which remains relevant today. The Grom 

exercise is therefore of paramount importance to ensure the functioning of deterrence by 

sending a clear signal about the readiness and willingness to use nuclear weapons when 

its president deems it absolutely necessary. 

For this reason, when the New START treaty was about to expire on 8th April 2010, the 

first step taken by the new Biden administration was to negotiate a five-year extension5. 

However, with this extension, the Kremlin leadership achieved several objectives: one, to 

extend its validity to the maximum period foreseen in the treaty itself without going through 

parliamentary procedures; two, not to include China in any agreement, as this would only 

serve to downgrade its own position; and three, to not touch upon the issue of tactical 

nuclear weapons, where there is an imbalance in favour of the Russian side. Thus, New 

START will remain in force until 5th February 2026 if neither party denounces it earlier. 

As noted in Chapter One, this is the last of a set of international treaties, agreements and 

declarations known as "disarmament agreements" that ended the Cold War and formed 

what theorists refer to as the strategic stability regime. Moreover, it is part of the core 

international security regime which, together with the monopoly of the use of force in the 

hands of the UN Security Council (the world's great directorate), is tasked with ensuring 

global peace and security6. Its loss would be a strategic catastrophe since its 

maintenance serves both the global interest and the national interests of both great 

powers. It is important to hold on to this idea because it explains the basis of Russian 

power today and its status as a great power. 

                                                           
3 Although political leaders are extremely rational when confronted with the nuclear weapons dilemma, a 
misinterpretation of the other side's position cannot be excluded. Such episodes were present in the Cold War, the 
most dangerous of which occurred during the NATO exercise Able Archer-83 in Europe. 
4 It is worth bringing up the motto of the Russian Strategic Missile Forces (RVSN in Russian): "After us, silence". 
5 On 21 January 2021, an official statement from the incoming US administration announced its intention to agree to 
a five-year extension on the grounds that it was "manifestly in the national security interest of the United States and 
makes even more sense when the relationship with Russia is adversarial". Four days later, the Russian government 
confirmed that contacts had been initiated. On 26th January 2021, the US and Russian presidents agreed on the 
extension during their first telephone conversation, which was formalised by a simple exchange of letters provided for 
in the treaty itself. 
6 Their fundamental mission is to prevent war between great powers, not war per se, and indeed, when they deem it 
necessary, they resort to the use of force in varying degrees to impose their will, ranging from the imposition of 
illegitimate governments to the creation of fictitious states. 
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This recognition comes, on the one hand, from the possession of an immense nuclear 

arsenal: The United States and Russia possess 90 per cent of all existing nuclear 

weapons (US Congressional Research Service, 2022). They base their respective 

national security strategies on the possession of these arsenals, on doctrines of 

deterrence, and on a common strategy based on mutually assured destruction, which is 

kept alive by the ongoing massive modernisation programmes of the nuclear triad. On 

the other hand, its status as a permanent member of the Security Council (with the right 

of veto) grants it the legal standing to participate in the creation of the fundamental norms 

that govern international society and to which the rest of the states can only submit or 

succumb, as has persistently been the case since 19457. It is therefore no coincidence 

that they are the legal nuclear states, as the NPT of 1st July 1968 calls them. The corollary 

is that only members of the global directorate can possess the weapons that remove great 

power warfare from the conflict equation, precisely because of the capacity to cause 

incalculable damage to any nuclear aggressor that, as yet, has not existed. This is what 

it means to be a great power today8. 

Consequently, as Frías Sánchez points out in the previous chapter, the destruction of 

disarmament agreements implies a serious breakdown in existing security mechanisms; 

promotes an arms race that is in the interests of neither side; and allows third powers to 

aspire to play a global role, which goes against attempts to maintain the status quo; and 

consequently, diminishes the supreme position of the two great nuclear powers. In fact, 

this was the basis of the non-proliferation regime until 20029. Consequently, New START 

is part of the core strategic stability regime based on the principles of bilaterality and 

parity; it enjoys the constitutional nature of international society and it is in the national 

interest of both powers to maintain it. This may change if China were to try to have an 

arsenal similar to that of the US and Russia10. 

 

                                                           
7 On 21st October 2021, Russian President Vladimir Putin spoke at the Valdai security forum on the absolute 
necessity of maintaining the global directorate of the five permanent members of the Security Council, which is 
tasked with the maintenance of international peace and security. Intervention available at: 
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66975 
8 John Mearsheimer (2003) adds nuclear counter-strike capability to be considered as such. 
9 In 2002, the ABM Treaty was terminated due to the withdrawal of the US government; in 2019, the Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF Treaty), which maintained an absolute ban on such systems for both parties, and 
in 2020 the Open SkiesTreaty. 
10 China currently has about 500 nuclear weapons, eleven times fewer than Russia and ten times fewer than the 
United States (Kristensen et al., 2024b). 

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66975
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Nuclear arsenals in 2024 
  Russia United States China 
Strategic warheads 2822 3508 438 
For tactical use 1554 200  

Total in service 4376 3708 438 
Produced, non-
operational 

  62 

Dismantled 1200 1336  

Total 5576 5044 500 
 

Source: Author’s own based on data obtained from analyses by Hans Kristensen and his team in the Nuclear 

Notebook of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists11 

 

This is, for now, the position held by the Kremlin leadership, despite the decision to 

suspend its participation in New START announced by President Putin on 21st February 

2023 in his annual address to the Federal Assembly12. The Russian regime is so 

dangerously efficient in the exercise of power that on the same day the Duma (Russia's 

lower house of parliament) received a bill to implement this decision. A week later, on 28th 

February 2023, the Russian authorities notified the US government of its decision. This 

is an anomalous situation, because the treaty itself does not contain a specific clause 

suspending the effects of the treaty, but neither is it prohibited by treaty law if the parties 

agree to it, either tacitly or explicitly13. In fact, both sides made statements on continued 

compliance with the treaty's quantitative limits (1550 deployed warheads, 800 deployed 

and non-deployed launchers, of which only 700 may be deployed at any given time) and 

other related obligations, so that its fundamental effects remain in force (US State 

Department, 2024). However, the definitive abandonment of the treaty would not only 

lead to the start of a new nuclear arms race, but also eliminate the mechanisms of trust 

and transparency in the exchange of information on nuclear arsenals that have been 

consolidated over the last decades, which would inevitably affect the decision-making 

                                                           
11 See: https://thebulletin.org/nuclear-risk/nuclear-weapons/nuclear-notebook/ 
12 For the full text of the speech, see: http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/70565 It may be consulted in 
English at the following link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=838HG7ijveU 
13 Article XIV.3 of the New START Treaty specifically addresses withdrawal and sets out the mechanisms for 
implementation. 

https://thebulletin.org/nuclear-risk/nuclear-weapons/nuclear-notebook/
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/70565
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=838HG7ijveU
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processes of both parties in extreme scenarios of crisis and conflict, as in the case of the 

war in Ukraine14. 

Thus, an agreement between the major powers would have been a prime example of the 

workings of the balance of power, had a full-scale conventional war had not broken out 

in Europe and there had been no risk of a direct confrontation between Russia and 

NATO15. So, when some political leaders talk about taking punitive measures against 

Russia, are they really aware of the consequences of what they are saying? Do they 

really believe that the Kremlin would be willing to give in simply because their actions 

contradict the wishes of the West? All these questions will be analysed throughout this 

chapter under the theoretical postulates of political realism. 

 

The Russian nuclear triad 

Since the end of the Soviet Union, Russian leaders have been aware that Russia's military 

primacy and status as a major world power is sustained by the possession of its immense 

nuclear arsenal, but to be credible, it must be continuously updated and tested and 

underpinned by a solid doctrine of use. To this end, since 2010, Russian authorities have 

allocated significant financial resources to the modernisation of its nuclear deterrent 

forces, precision munitions and space communications in two successive state armament 

programmes from 2011 to 2018 and 2020 to 2027, avoiding joining a new arms race, as 

was the case at various stages of the Cold War. 

On 1st March 2018, during his annual address to the Russian Federal Assembly, 

President Putin reported on the development of new advanced strategic systems that 

would place Russia at the forefront of major powers in strategic nuclear deterrence16. He 

spoke of five weapons systems that had been decades in the making and which were 

able to progress due to technological advances and the availability of the resources 

necessary to undertake such programmes with the aim of bringing them into service. 

                                                           
14 Since the entry into force of New START, the governments of both powers have regularly published numerical data 
on the status of their nuclear arsenals under information and transparency clauses. As of 1st March 2023, 328 on-site 
inspections, 25,311 notifications, 42 biannual data exchanges on the status of these stockpiles, and 19 meetings of 
the Bilateral Consultative Commission had taken place. The war in Ukraine has affected these obligations. 
15 American power maintained peace in Europe for seventy-seven years by creating political-military mechanisms 
that prevented the outbreak of full-scale war. All of this was blown to bits on 24th February 2022 with the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. 
16 For the full text of the speech, see: http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/56957 

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/56957
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These include the Avangard hypersonic glider and the hypersonic air-launched ballistic 

missile (ALBM) Kh-47 M2 Kinzhal (AS-24 Killjoy in NATO), already in service, as well as 

the RS-28 Sarmat (SS-X-30) intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM), the 2M39 Poseidon 

(Kanyon) nuclear-powered strategic nuclear-powered torpedo, and the 9M730 

Burevestnik (SSC-X-9 Skyfall) nuclear-powered cruise missile (LCM) in various stages of 

testing. To these should also be added the LCM 3M22 Tsirkon (Zircon), also in service. 

Russian officials and experts have stated that all these programmes are aimed at 

overcoming US ballistic missile defence (BMD) systems and gaining a decisive 

advantage to maintain the regime of strategic stability17. For this reason, they have been 

developed in the utmost secrecy, their actual characteristics are unknown and, in some 

cases, it is difficult to classify them as strategic or non-strategic weapons for the purpose 

of determining whether they are subject to the application of New START. 

Eight months after the start of the war in Ukraine, data on the strategic nuclear arsenals 

of the United States and Russia were released on 14th October 2022. According to this 

information, as of 1st September 2022, Russia had 1549 strategic nuclear warheads 

deployed, 759 launchers including ICBMs, SLBMs and strategic bombers, of which 540 

were deployed, thus increasing all three indicators compared to the measurement of the 

previous period18. At that time, the Russian Foreign Ministry filed a complaint alleging that 

the quantities declared by the US were not correct because they did not account for 

systems that were covered by the treaty19. Such disagreements were not new, but in the 

context of the West's growing involvement in the war in Ukraine, they had added 

propaganda value and could be used as a justification for withdrawing from the treaty or 

eventually failing to comply with it, as did in fact happen. 

It is worth remembering that these data do not include the total volume of nuclear 

weapons of each party, since New START only deals with strategic weapons with the 

limits and types outlined above. At the start of 2024, the Russian nuclear arsenal was 

estimated to amount to 5576 warheads or nuclear payloads distributed as follows 

                                                           
17 On 20th December 2018, President Putin stated: "We are not looking for an advantage in the nuclear race, we are 
looking to maintain the balance and ensure our own security" (for text, see: 
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/59455). 
18 For its part, the United States had 800 launchers, 659 of them deployed, and a total of 1420 nuclear warheads. 
19 Specifically, the Russian authorities repeated claims related to ground-based training silos (four in total), a category 
that does not appear in the treaty, as well as 41 B-52H strategic bombers and 56 Trident II SLBMs, which did not 
qualify for de-accountability. 

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/59455
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(Kristensen et al., 2024a)20. Firstly, 2822 strategic warheads in operational status or in 

storage ready for use if needed. The disparity between the data quoted for strategic 

warheads and those published in the light of the New START treaty is explained by the 

fact that, for the purposes of this treaty, strategic bombers count as one unit, regardless 

of the number of warheads they can deliver. Secondly, 1554 tactical or theatre warheads, 

which would be made available to the operational commanders of the three traditional 

branches of the Armed Forces for use in the event of conflict. Thirdly, the rest, some 1200 

nuclear warheads are in storage pending dismantling. Their numbers are reduced from 

year to year, but they can be recovered if necessary. In this regard, there are 

approximately forty permanent nuclear weapons storage facilities, including ten national-

level central depots, all under the 12th Main Directorate (12th GUMO) of the Ministry of 

Defence, which is the agency responsible for the safekeeping, custody, and protection of 

all nuclear weapons. 

It should therefore be noted that the Russian Armed Forces have two nuclear triads: a 

strategic one with a strong deterrent role (including a powerful counter-strike force) and 

a tactically employed one, also called theatre, for use on the battlefield. 

The strategic nuclear forces bring together all fixed and mobile ICBMs, SSBNs with their 

SLBMs and strategic bombers, and report directly to the General Staff in Moscow. The 

modernisation programme based on known technologies and industrial capabilities 

inherited from the Soviet era has progressed well and has succeeded in replacing 88% 

of the combat systems inherited from the Soviet era (Karakayev, 2024). These forces 

currently total an estimated explosive power of 455.09 megatons (Mt), equivalent to 

25,282 atomic bombs similar to the one used at Hiroshima21. 

The Strategic Rocket Forces (RVSN) have been an independent branch of the Russian 

Armed Forces since their creation in 1956 and are organised into three intercontinental 

ballistic missile armies with 11 divisions and 39 combat regiments distributed in three 

main areas of the country: European Russia, the Volga region and Siberia. They maintain 

in service 326 ICBMs of four different types with 1244 warheads, accumulating a total 

                                                           
20 The data are cross-checked with other specialised sources. 
21 The absolute secrecy of the characteristics and explosive power of warheads in service makes it impossible to 
know the real data in all cases and impedes the assessments of capabilities, so that statistical analyses tend to go to 
the maximum and therefore may lead to results that are misleading because they are exaggerated. In this chapter we 
use power data in the lowest known range. 
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explosive power of 274.52 Mt (equivalent to 15,251 Hiroshima bombs). The RS-24 Yars 

ICBM (SS-29) armed with various types of 100 kiloton (kt) warheads has been massively 

introduced in both silo and tractor-mounted-launchers (TEL), which are replacing the 

Topol (SS-25 Sickle) and Topol-M (SS-27 Sickle-B) missiles. The new heavy ICBM 

Sarmat, meanwhile, is five years behind initial deployment plans22 despite statements by 

political and military leaders, including President Putin himself23. Flight testing did not 

begin until April 2022, several failures have been recorded (February and October 2023), 

and in September 2024, a test missile exploded inside a silo in Plesetsk causing severe 

damage to the facility (Podvig, 2024b). It is a gigantic 208-tonne missile capable of flying 

more than 15,000 kilometres armed with a Multiple Independently Targetable Reentry 

Vehicle (MIRV) with up to ten nuclear warheads or several Avangard hypersonic 

warheads, enabling it to deliver a payload of 5 to 8 Mt explosive payload to virtually any 

point on the planet24. The goal of the RVSN force is to have some 300 ICBMs (250 Yars 

and 50 Sarmat) armed with different types of warheads adapted to missions. 

While this target was being achieved, it was decided to activate two strategic missile 

regiments armed with Avangard hypersonic warheads using old ICBMs UR-100NUTTk 

(SS-19 Stiletto Mod. 4) in silos until they could be replaced by Sarmats. Thus, in 

December 2019, the first pair of missiles were commissioned at the 13th Dombarovsky 

Missile Division in the Urals Federal District, and in November 2022, the second regiment 

(each with six missiles along with its command and control units) started to be equipped 

(Pérez Gil, 2022b). The move underscores the Kremlin's efforts to maintain deterrence at 

a time when there is unambiguous talk of the use of nuclear weapons in conventional 

conflicts. 

The Russian Navy (VMF in Russian) has two SSBN divisions assigned to the Northern 

and Pacific Fleets, tasked with nuclear deterrence and strike missions, and amassing a 

formidable counter-strike capability with twelve SSBNs armed with 192 SLBMs that can 

                                                           
22 It is intended to replace the R-36M Voevoda, which entered service in the 1980s and was dubbed SS-18 Satan by 
NATO because of its terrifying destructive capability. Some thirty remain in service today, each armed with up to ten 
500 and 800 kt nuclear warheads. 
23 On 21st June 2023, President Putin declared that the Sarmat would enter service in the near future, and the 
following 1st September, Roscosmos head Yury Borisov announced that the RVSN had commissioned the first 
ICBMs of this model. These statements must be understood in the context of the war in Ukraine, both internally as a 
struggle for dwindling financial resources and externally as part of the Kremlin's ongoing strategy of nuclear threat. 
24 The Ministry of Defence announced that it would equip two missile divisions located deep in Russian territory: the 
13th Dombarovsky Division, Orenburg oblast, and the 62nd Division in Uzhur, Krasnoyarsk territory, where 
construction work on new silos and facilities has been observed. 
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carry up to 992 MIRV warheads with a total yield of some 99.2 megatons, about 5510 

Hiroshima bombs. Since 2014, it has received and commissioned seven Project 955 

(Borey class) SSBNs, which are replacing the previous generation Project 667BDRM 

(Delta IV class). Three more are under construction at the Sevmash shipyard in 

Severodvinsk and the construction of two more has been announced with the aim of 

having strict parity with the US Navy for decades to come25. Each SSBN Borey carries 

sixteen SLBM 3M30 Bulava (SS-N-32) armed with up to six MIRV warheads with an 

explosive power of 9.6 Mt equivalent to 530 Hiroshima bombs, are equally divided 

between the Arctic and the Pacific areas and will form the backbone of the Russian 

counter-strike force for the next four decades (Pérez Gil, 2023). 

Additionally, new Belgorod and Khabarovsk class nuclear submarines (one in service and 

at least two under construction) are being built as carriers for the giant nuclear-powered 

Poseidon torpedo that would be equipped with a multi-megaton warhead designed to 

destroy large enemy coastal infrastructure (Pérez Gil, 2023). Their qualification as 

strategic weapons is complicated and it is disputed whether they are included in the New 

START provisions. 

The Long-Range Aviation (Strategic Aviation), which is part of the Aerospace Forces 

(VKS), brings together 67 Tu-95MS (Bear-H) turboprop strategic bombers and Tu-160 

(Blackjack) supersonic bombers distributed in two large air units stationed in two separate 

areas of the country: in European Russia and in Siberia-Far East. Of these, some 50 are 

assigned to the primary nuclear strike mission. As part of the nuclear deterrent 

modernisation programme, the resumed production of the Tu-160 was approved with a 

long-term target of fifty aircraft (model Tu-160M2), intended to replace all bombers still in 

service from the Soviet era. This is a highly ambitious goal, but one that is unattainable 

for the Russian aircraft industry. These bombers function as launchers for very long-range 

cruise missiles with conventional or nuclear capability and are also part of Russia's 

counter-strike force. They currently have an estimated 586 nuclear warheads, including 

air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs) and unguided bombs with an explosive yield of 58.6 

Mt, equivalent to 3255 Hiroshima bombs. 

                                                           
25 Significantly, by the time the first SSBN of the new Columbia class enters service around 2032, the Russian 
Strategic Submarine Forces will have twelve operational Borey strategic submarines. 
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Alongside these strategic capabilities is an immense arsenal of nuclear weapons (1554 

warheads) for tactical or theatre use that make up a second Russian nuclear triad. In the 

event of war, these munitions would serve a wide variety of purposes and are a source 

of constant concern for Western policymakers, military decision-makers, and specialist 

analysts. 

The Russian Ground Forces (SV) have thirteen brigades of 9M723 Iskander-M (SS-26 

Stone) short-range ballistic missiles, and 9M728 cruise (SSC-7) and 9M729 medium-

range cruise (SSC-8) missiles, which can carry warheads between 10 and 100 kt. An 

estimated 95 are in service26. The Navy has 807 nuclear payloads stockpiled for cruise 

missiles, anti-submarine, torpedoes, depth charges and coastal missiles27. The 

Aerospace Forces have 334 nuclear payloads in both missile and unguided bombs to be 

delivered by bombers and multi-mission fighters, and another 318 very low-yield payloads 

for anti-aircraft missiles. All tactical delivery vehicles, from missiles to fighter aircraft, 

warships, and anti-aircraft systems, are undergoing modernisation programmes, yet the 

state of preservation and maintenance of these Soviet-era warheads is almost entirely 

unknown. This situation is made more worrying by the fact that all armies and divisions 

of the Russian Armed Forces are engaged in a struggle for increasingly limited financial 

resources as a result of the sharp increase in war spending in Ukraine. 

The existence of ongoing modernisation plans for all components of the nuclear deterrent, 

together with long-term programmes with priority funding, underlines the Russian 

leadership's determination to maintain its status as a major power. At the same time, they 

retain the means to ensure the destruction of any enemy in the event of aggression. From 

the Russian perspective, therefore, nuclear weapons continue to fulfil the functions for 

which they were created, which are to deter aggression, prevent conflict, and maintain 

order and stability among great powers. Precisely, the breakdown of the disarmament 

regime that put an end to the Cold War with the abandonment of treaties has opened the 

door to a new nuclear arms race, which will add more actors this time around, as Herrera 

Almela points out in Chapter 3 of this volume. 

 

                                                           
26 Within the context of the war in Ukraine, new missile brigades are being created as organic units of newly-formed 
armies in the Ground Forces. 
27 As a result of a September 1991 verbal agreement between Presidents Reagan and Gorbachev, nuclear-powered 
attack, and cruise missile submarines (SSNs and SSGNs) do not carry nuclear warheads on peacetime patrols. 
Neither side has so far challenged or withdrawn from this agreement, and therefore it continues to be honoured. 
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Russia's nuclear weapons doctrine 

The Russian military doctrine of 19th December 2014 maintained in force the reserved 

annex of the same document dated 5th February 2010, which stated that nuclear weapons 

fulfil both a deterrent and a military function because they are the ultimate guarantee of 

the existence of the Russian Federation in case of aggression (Pérez Gil, 2015). On 2nd 

June 2020, President Putin made these assumptions of use public for the first time with 

the approval of the document Foundations of State Policy of the Russian Federation in 

the Area of Nuclear Deterrence28. As noted in the previous chapter, deterrence is based 

on the ability of a nuclear power to cause damage of unacceptable (catastrophic) 

proportions in retaliation against an attack by another nuclear power, but also in the event 

of a generalised conventional war. 

The publication of this document was therefore intended to "ensure that a potential 

adversary realizes the inevitability of retaliation in the event of aggression against the 

Russian Federation and (or) its allies"29, so that, in the face of aggression, the Kremlin 

would be able to respond with a nuclear counterattack, i.e. deterrence by retribution. Also, 

there is a consistent lack of declaration of no first use30, in contrast to the Soviet era, and 

it does not provide for a limited nuclear war scenario31. It should be borne in mind that 

the Russian nuclear doctrine is a political declaration that emanates from the Russian 

president himself and is binding as far as he wishes because there is no national, let 

alone international, authority that can sanction a possible breach. Its main purpose is to 

send a message to the outside world, which may or may not be true. 

It should be made clear in advance that the Soviet Union first, as well as independent 

Russia later, considered that a nuclear war would always involve the massive use of 

available nuclear weapons. It is therefore a war of total destruction through the 

implementation of the MAD strategy. This conception of nuclear war is incompatible with 

theoretical approaches to the possibility of waging a limited nuclear war or the so-called 

                                                           
28 Decree number 355/2020 of 2 June 2020. Document available at: http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/news/63447  
29 Ibidem. 
30 One day following the publication of the presidential decree, on 3rd June 2020, Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov 
declared that Russia would never use nuclear weapons in the first place (See: https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2020-
07/news/russia-releases-nuclear-deterrence-policy however, this statement was not backed by any political or military 
authority of the Russian state and is therefore worthless. 
31 During the Cold War, Herman Kahn proposed measures for this (in Thinking about the Unthinkable. New York. 
Horizon Press, 1962). However, ingenuous theories of limited nuclear warfare fail to consider that, once the nuclear 
exchange has begun, it is impossible to set a threshold for the maximum use of nuclear weapons because an 
opponent who is outmatched will escalate to the next step and so on. 

http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/news/63447
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2020-07/news/russia-releases-nuclear-deterrence-policy
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2020-07/news/russia-releases-nuclear-deterrence-policy
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escalation strategy for de-escalation (Kofman and Fink, 2022; Post, 2024), which were 

always rejected by the Soviet leadership and also by the Russian political and security 

elite, as President Putin pointed out at the Valdai security forum (also known as the Valdai 

Discussion Club) on 18th October 2018, when he stated that "any aggressor should know 

that retaliation is inevitable and they will be annihilated", emphasising that "we as martyrs 

would go to paradise while they will simply perish because they won’t even have time to 

repent their sins"32. It may be argued that such claims are a bluff, i.e. a mere political 

statement designed to frighten potential opponents, but it raises a question that is very 

easy to resolve: Who dares to put it to the test when the consequences might be 

absolutely catastrophic? The answer is quite rational: a correct assessment of interests 

excludes direct military confrontation with other nuclear powers. 

The June 2020 document therefore confirmed the fundamental principles set out in the 

previous 2010 document. It states that: 

 

"The Russian Federation considers nuclear weapons as a means of 

deterrence, the employment of which is an extreme and compelled measure, 

and makes all the necessary efforts to reduce the nuclear threat and prevent 

aggravation of interstate relations that could trigger military conflicts, including 

nuclear ones". 

 

Accordingly, this policy aims to maintain "the capabilities of nuclear forces at a level 

sufficient to ensure nuclear deterrence, and guarantees the protection of sovereignty and 

territorial integrity of the state". 

The document also set out the threats that may lead to the use of nuclear weapons: the 

presence of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction held by other 

states, the uncontrolled proliferation of nuclear weapons, the deployment of these 

weapons on the territory of non-nuclear states or of offensive weapons in countries that 

may see Russia as a potential adversary, anti-missile systems, short- and medium-range 

cruise missiles, hypersonic missiles, directed energy weapons, offensive space systems 

                                                           
32 Text of the intervention available at http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/58848 

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/58848
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and the build-up of military forces near Russia's borders, in what was a clear allusion to 

NATO. 

Just over a year later, on 2nd July 2021, the Russian president approved Russia's new 

national security strategy, which, over the course of forty-three pages, sets out the threats 

and challenges to be faced by the country during the current decade33. This is not a new 

document, but an updated version of the previous strategy, repeating the themes of the 

threat of NATO's activities, the build-up of NATO's military infrastructure in Eastern 

Europe, and the expansion of military exercises near Russia's borders. It also reiterates 

the increase in conventional military threats and how they lower the threshold for the use 

of nuclear weapons in the event of conflict. But it also emphasises the existence of 

internal and external forces that seek to attack national cohesion and take advantage of 

inter-ethnic and inter-religious conflicts to destabilise the countries of the so-called "near 

abroad", the former Soviet republics. Also, due to the existence of Western sanctions 

since 2014, the implementation of measures to prepare the economy and society for 

crises or conflicts was set as a priority. This plan also included the defence of traditional 

values, Russian culture, and history34. 

As will be seen below, this nuclear doctrine has been challenged in Russia within the 

context of the war in Ukraine. On 28th October 2024, the researchers Sergey Karaganov 

and Dimitry Trenin, together with the former commander of the Pacific Fleet, retired 

Admiral Sergey Avakyants (who commanded a large nuclear combat force), published a 

book in Moscow entitled From Deterrence to Intimidation, in which they systematised the 

fundamental ideas that should serve as the basis for an effective new Russian nuclear 

doctrine, i.e. one that functions and deters Russia's enemies, even in the face of proxies 

and proxy warfare when vital security interests are at stake (as in the case of Ukraine, 

but possibly not the only one)35. According to the authors, not using nuclear weapons in 

such circumstances reveals a weakness that is exploited in political-strategic terms by 

potential enemies to advance their anti-Russian positions. 

                                                           
33 The national security strategy is the basic long-term planning document that defines national interests and foreign 
policy objectives, and sets out policy guidelines for ensuring national security and development. 
34 Official Russian propaganda constantly accuses the US and other Western countries of fostering anti-Russian 
campaigns, both inside and outside Russia. 
35 See: https://karaganov.ru/ot-sderzhivanija-k-ustrasheniju/  

https://karaganov.ru/ot-sderzhivanija-k-ustrasheniju/
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But it cannot be ignored that these positions have been encouraged by the Kremlin under 

the idea that public debate alone carries a message of intimidation which, in the hands of 

successful propagandists (and they have proven to be successful), can be managed and 

customised to each target audience (their own, others', Western, European, American, or 

global) to achieve the ends of deterrence. However, it also requires actions and 

demonstrations of power; it requires that the declared capabilities and readiness acquired 

in exercises be linked to the most important factor in the exercise of power by great 

powers: the intention or willingness to use those weapons if necessary36. This and only 

this is how nuclear deterrence works. 

Thus, on 19th November 2024, President Putin signed a new decree regarding updates 

to the doctrine on the use of nuclear weapons37. It does not however introduce substantial 

modifications that would allow us to say that Russia has changed its nuclear policy: it still 

does not adhere to a NFU policy, nuclear weapons continue to be the guarantee of state 

security and will be used against anyone who attempts a course of action similar to that 

carried out in 1941 by Hitler's Germany against the Soviet Union38. The new scenarios 

that may trigger a nuclear response are: 

− When there is aggression by a non-nuclear state with the support of a nuclear 

state, that will be considered as a combined attack. 

− Such an aggression by any country that is part of a military alliance (i.e. NATO) 

will be considered an alliance-wide aggression, and the alliance will suffer the 

consequences collectively. 

− In reaction to the use of weapons of mass destruction against Russia or its allies. 

− When there is a critical threat to its sovereignty and territorial integrity or that of 

Belarus. 

These changes are closely linked to the evolution of the current conflict and the Kremlin's 

perceived need to boost nuclear deterrence against Western attempts to enter Ukraine, 

as the Russian president recalled on 16th December 2024 during the annual meeting with 

senior military commanders to discuss the Defence Ministry's main lines of action and the 

                                                           
36 See Frías Sánchez's discussion in the previous chapter on the existence of a taboo on the use of nuclear 
weapons. 
37 Decree number 991/2024 of 19th November 2024 is available at: http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/news/75598 
38 These are the same fundamentals underpinning the strategic sufficiency doctrine of France, the world's fourth-
largest nuclear power, at least in terms of number of nuclear warheads. 

http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/news/75598
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activities of the annual training plan for the coming year: "Let me stress once again, so 

that no one accuses us of trying to scare everyone with nuclear weapons: this is a policy 

of nuclear deterrence"39. 

The Russian propaganda apparatus quickly began to develop the ideas put forward by 

President Putin. On the same day, Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said that the use 

of Western long-range missiles by Ukrainian armed forces against Russia could lead to 

a nuclear response under the new doctrine40. Deputy Secretary of the Security Council 

of Russia and former Russian President Dmitry Medvedev said: 

 

"The use of Alliance missiles in this way can now be qualified as an attack by 

the bloc's countries on Russia. In this case, the right arises to launch a 

retaliatory strike with weapons of mass destruction against Kiev and the main 

NATO facilities, wherever they are. And this is already World War III"41. 

 

This statement contains a double threat: on one hand directly against the government in 

Kyiv, but also against the West by declaring that, in case of direct confrontation, the world 

as we know it will cease to exist. 

Thus, nuclear weapons would be used in the event of a nuclear attack on Russia or its 

allies, in the event of an attack with other weapons of mass destruction or in the event of 

an attack on vital state and military installations such as the seat of political power, 

command and control centres and strategic force bases, since their attempted destruction 

would jeopardise the retaliatory capability of Russia's nuclear forces. Finally, the extreme 

case of the existence of the state being endangered by a generalised military attack was 

also cited. 

The decision to use nuclear weapons rests with the President of Russia, who can, if he 

deems it appropriate, inform the leaders of other states or international organisations 

about the readiness to use their nuclear weapons, about the decision to use them, or 

about their actual use. In the event of the Russian political and military leadership being 

                                                           
39 The text of his speech is available at http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/75887  
40 See: https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/news/2024/11/19/24419209.shtml  
41 See: https://ria.ru/20241119/medvedev-1984567032.html  

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/75887
https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/news/2024/11/19/24419209.shtml
https://ria.ru/20241119/medvedev-1984567032.html
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toppled as a result of a prior attack, the automatic Perimeter system would be able to 

execute a retaliatory strike against the aggressor (called "Dead Hand"), fulfilling the 

previously stated maxim of nuclear deterrence as the ability to cause damage of 

catastrophic proportions in the event of aggression. Such a decision would be taken as 

soon as reliable data is received from the early warning system (in its space and ground 

segments) regarding a massive ballistic missile launch against the territory of Russia or 

its allies, or when the country or its allies are attacked in any of the ways listed above. 

Here it is important to stress that Russia does not have a NFU policy, which is a 

consequence of its conventional military inferiority vis-à-vis NATO and vis-à-vis China42. 

Additionally, the goal of deterrence is achieved by strategic planning and the existence of 

nuclear strike plans against potential opponents; by the continued peacetime availability 

of strategic nuclear forces, including the ballistic missile early warning system, continuous 

training, regular deployments of the components of the nuclear triad, and annual large-

scale nuclear warfare (Grom) exercises; during the immediate threat of aggression; and 

in wartime until the start of the nuclear exchange. 

The importance of these declarations approved by means of decrees is that they serve 

as a reminder of the three primary functions of nuclear weapons: 

− The deterrent function, since the possession of a huge nuclear arsenal provides 

the country with immunity against an attack by another major power43. 

− The strategic function, in that possession of this arsenal grants the country the 

status of a major world power and makes it an inescapable part of the strategic 

stability regime. 

− The pacifying function, as the mere existence of nuclear weapons is a guarantee 

that there will be no new world war because if nuclear weapons exist and fulfil their 

function, there will only be limited conflicts between the great powers. 

 

                                                           
42 This is exactly the opposite of what happened during the Cold War, when Soviet forces had a numerically 
overwhelming conventional capability and their strategy envisaged the widespread use of theatre nuclear weaponry 
to win a war against NATO (Frías Sánchez, 2020). 
43 Over the past four centuries, Russia has suffered five invasions from the West with a toll of tens of millions of 
casualties, the bloodiest of which was the Second World War. 
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Russia's nuclear deterrence crisis within the context of the Ukrainian war 

In 2020 or perhaps 2021, Russian policymakers felt strong enough to try to change the 

strategic situation in Europe according to their own rules44. Their aim was to re-establish 

relations with the West under the fundamental principle of parity, thus creating the 

conditions necessary to maintain domestic stability once President Putin leaves power. 

The sequence of events is close and well known. 

On 2nd December 2021, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov met the US Secretary 

of State Anthony Blinken in Stockholm to discuss the tension caused by increasingly 

massive Russian troop deployments near the Ukrainian border. The Russian side raised 

the demand for binding agreements that would limit NATO's eastward expansion, as well 

as restore stability on the European continent. On 7th December, Presidents Putin and 

Biden held a videoconference of more than two hours on the strategic stability regime 

and on the security situation in Ukraine. Although the meeting ended without an official 

declaration, it was clear that the Kremlin was taking steps towards a new Yalta agreement 

in Europe (Baqués Quesada, 2024). Three days later, the Russian Foreign Ministry 

announced that it was preparing a comprehensive proposal on security guarantees for an 

upcoming meeting with US representatives. 

On 15th December 2021, during a brief visit to Moscow, Deputy Secretary of State Karen 

Donfried received the contents of these proposals formalised in two draft treaties: one 

bilateral, Russia-United States (eight articles), and one multilateral with NATO member 

countries (nine articles), regulating basic issues such as limiting the expansion of 

infrastructure, troops and exercises near each other's borders; the blocking of NATO 

membership for Georgia and Ukraine; the prohibition of bilateral military assistance to 

countries of the former Soviet Union, excluding the Baltic states, which are already NATO 

members; and the suspension of strategic bomber flights, with or without nuclear 

weapons, near mutual borders, as well as prohibiting the deployment of short- and 

medium-range missiles and nuclear weapons outside the territory of both powers45. It 

also included a reference to the role of the Security Council in its mission to maintain 

                                                           
44 Acknowledgement of this may be found in President Putin's remarks during his appearance on the citizens’ hotline 
on 19th December 2024. See: http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/75909 
45 The contents of these documents are available at https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1790809/ 

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/75909
https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1790809/
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international peace and security, which in Russian terms meant that NATO would no 

longer act as a global security organisation without a mandate. 

The Russian authorities stressed that the two documents were indivisible and could not 

be negotiated separately, nor partially adopted or implemented. The talks were intense 

but without results, due to the blocking positions of both sides46. The reasons for Western 

opposition to Russian demands contain philosophical, political, and moral arguments that 

are not negligible and even commendable, but they also ignore the reality of power 

politics, at least defined in terms of the balance of power, following Kissinger’s theses 

(Kissinger, 1994). Russia's aim to intimidate European countries with a heavy military 

deployment along Ukraine's borders was unsuccessful and it is likely that the decision to 

intervene militarily in Ukraine had already been taken. However, it should be remembered 

that, in the aftermath of the global Covid-19 pandemic, a full-scale war in Europe 

appeared to be a highly unlikely scenario at the time (Pérez Gil, 2022c). 

Significantly, on the same dates (3rd January 2022), representatives of the five permanent 

members of the Security Council (P5) adopted a joint statement on the prevention of 

nuclear war, the rejection of arms races, and commitment to the non-proliferation 

regime47. This statement emphasises the need to maintain a rational perspective 

amongst the political leaders of the great powers. These meetings have continued amidst 

the tension caused by the war in Ukraine and regular statements of a threatening nature. 

However, the Kremlin did not hesitate to send a strategic deterrent message against the 

US and NATO when it decided to invade Ukraine. On 19th February 2022, it conducted 

the Grom-21 nuclear exercise, involving all components of the strategic nuclear triad, a 

warning that nuclear weapons are present and ready to play their role48. Five days later, 

the Russian armed forces invaded Ukraine, applying Clausewitz's maxim of achieving 

                                                           
46 In the face of the Kremlin's challenge, consultations began on the Western side, which were quickly resolved by 
rejecting the idea of creating new areas of influence. However, direct negotiations with Russian representatives were 
convened: on 3rd January 2022 a meeting was held within the framework of conversations surrounding disarmament 
in Vienna, on 10th January, a US-Russia meeting in Geneva, on 12th January, a NATO-Russia-meeting in Brussels, 
and on 13th January, meetings between Russia and the US and European OSCE countries in Vienna. 
47 The statement was published in full on the official websites of the presidents of the major powers. For Russia, see: 
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67551 (and for the United States, see: 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/03/p5-statement-on-preventing-nuclear-war-
and-avoiding-arms-races/ 
48 The security situation on the Ukrainian border and in the Donbas began to deteriorate in late October 2021, 
precisely when the United States was conducting its own nuclear exercise named Thunder, which ended on 28th 
October. Meanwhile, Russian forces continued to build up powerful conventional assets near Ukraine. It is likely that 
the Kremlin decided, under the circumstances, to wait and avoid sending a message that could be misinterpreted by 
the West. 

http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67551
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/03/p5-statement-on-preventing-nuclear-war-and-avoiding-arms-races/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/03/p5-statement-on-preventing-nuclear-war-and-avoiding-arms-races/
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political objectives by other means, understood as violent means (Dacoba Cerviño, 

2022). The result is a prolonged war, with stalemates at the front, continuous attrition, 

support for Ukraine by the Western bloc, sanctions, and hundreds of thousands of dead 

(Calvo Albero, 2024; Pardo de Santayana, 2023b). On a higher level, Russia has broken 

with the West, but for now it has not destroyed the regime of strategic stability with the 

US, which serves its interests (Pérez Gil, 2023a). 

The political leaders of major powers speak openly of nuclear weapons and make threats 

regarding their use, and even regarding the war in Ukraine. This rhetoric has also been 

pushed by leaders of certain allied countries with extremely dangerous statements which 

demonstrate that they are unaware that what is at stake is not only international peace 

and security, but the very existence of the countries they represent. At this point it must 

be borne in mind that either prudence (application of rationality) is applied in the 

statements made and decisions taken, or the world is en route to a cliff edge of history 

(Pérez Gil, 2024b) 

For its part, the Kremlin has resorted to the nuclear threat and has even raised the 

possibility of its use with three main motivations (Pardo de Santayana, 2023a): 

− The first is the threat of its use to block direct NATO intervention in favour of 

Ukraine prior to the start of the war. This is where the successful application of the 

Grom-21 demonstration comes in. 

− The second is the possibility of use should Russian forces face military defeat. This 

scenario has not come to pass. 

− The third is to block the delivery of Western long-range missiles to Ukraine that are 

capable of reaching targets deep inside Russian territory. In this case it has been 

partially successful. 

 

On 24th February 2022, President Putin made a televised appearance in which he set out 

justifications, arguments, truths, and inventions, but also issued a series of warnings 

against the United States and NATO if they tried to propose any coercive measures 

against Russia. Putin declared that49: 

 

                                                           
49 For the full text, see: http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843 

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843
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"As for military affairs, even after the dissolution of the USSR and losing a 

considerable part of its capabilities, today’s Russia remains one of the most 

powerful nuclear states. Moreover, it has a certain advantage in several 

cutting-edge weapons. In this context, there should be no doubt for anyone 

that any potential aggressor will face defeat and ominous consequences 

should it directly attack our country. [...] No matter who tries to stand in our way 

or even more so create threats for our country and our people, they must know 

that Russia will respond immediately, and the consequences will be such as 

you have never seen in your entire history. No matter how the events unfold, 

we are ready. All the necessary decisions in this regard have been taken. I 

hope that my words will be heard". 

 

In other words, he issued a direct warning that any action that might jeopardise his 

country, understood as military action against Russia during the Ukraine campaign, could 

be met with punishment of catastrophic proportions. Moreover, such a statement is 

consistent with the then-current doctrine of nuclear weapons use discussed above. 

These are terms used when talking about nuclear deterrence and the use of nuclear 

weapons in the event of conflict. But it also allows us to assess how the Russian 

leadership considers itself immune to aggression, precisely because it possesses a 

complete arsenal of nuclear weapons that guarantees this immunity, which supports the 

thesis that nuclear weapons prevent wars between great powers, although they do 

encourage minor conflicts. Otherwise, the world would be plunged into wars with 

devastating results, not only for the participants themselves, but for all other international 

actors. 

Once again, on 21st September 2022, during a televised address for the mobilisation of 

300,000 reservists for the war in Ukraine, Putin reminded the West not only of the 

existence of nuclear weapons but also of his willingness to use them if necessary. A few 

days later, on 30th September 2022, the Kremlin staged the annexation of the occupied 

territories of Donbas and southern Ukraine50, which formally came under the protection 

                                                           
50 Putin's speech was aimed at justifying the annexation of these territories, both from a historical point of view and in 
terms of the legitimacy of such a move, which has no justification under international law. For the text, see: 
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69465  

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69465
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of the Russian nuclear umbrella. Less than a month later, on 26th October 2022, the 

nuclear deterrent forces conducted the Grom-22 exercise. It was the first exercise of this 

kind since the start of the war in Ukraine and, on this occasion, the aim was to convey a 

message of normality and strength despite the military setbacks at the time (retreats of 

Russian forces from Kharkiv and Kherson areas). But it also carried an implicit message 

to the Ukrainian government, that Russia had the capacity to win the war at any moment 

by executing a devastating nuclear strike against its armed forces or government 

institutions, which would destroy any capacity to resist in a terrifying and radical way.  

However, this is where the rationality of the political decision-makers of great powers 

comes into play, which is extraordinarily reinforced by the possession of nuclear 

weapons, the threat of their use and the ability to use them, which must be certain and 

leave no room for doubt, but which, at the same time, fulfil their function by not being 

used. As strategic theorists demonstrated long ago, their mere possession deters by 

means of fear and their perfection lies in the fact that they will never be used because the 

aggressor will be unwilling to assume the harm that is implicit in their use (Freedman, 

1992). 

On 25th March 2023, President Putin announced the unprecedented decision to stockpile 

Russian nuclear weapons in Belarus as of 1st July 2023. To avoid accusations of NPT 

violations, the Russian authorities declared that both the custody and operational use of 

these munitions would always remain under the control of the Russian Armed Forces. 

However, the deployment of nuclear weapons in Belarus does not in itself increase the 

risk of use, but offers more options in the event that such a decision is taken (Sokov, 

2023; Kütt, Podvig and Mian, 2023).  

This decision has at least three objectives. In the short term, it seeks to disrupt Western 

decision-making in the war in Ukraine. In the middle term, it prepares for a scenario of 

strategic competition with NATO following the end of the conflict. And in the longer term, 

it seeks to increase its influence over the Belarusian regime by promoting the integration 

of the two states to gain strategic depth with Europe. It should be recalled that this debate 

was raised in the summer of 2023, when there was talk of the possibility that Ukrainian 

forces could be stationed at the gates of Crimea and the eventual use of nuclear weapons 

in Ukraine. This was certainly an extreme scenario, but one that was foreseen in Russian 

use doctrine. 



Russia's nuclear power: new approaches to capabilities and doctrine of use 

Luis V. Pérez Gil, PhD  
 

Analysis Paper 63/2025 23 

On 5th October 2023, the Russian president declared at the Valdai Discussion Club that 

the war in Ukraine was not a territorial conflict, rather the basic principles of international 

order were being decided; that the Russian Armed Forces would continue military 

operations until the established strategic objectives had been achieved; and that Russia's 

response to a nuclear attack would leave the aggressor with no chance of survival51: 

 

"I want to assure everyone that as of today, this response will be absolutely 

unacceptable for any potential aggressor, because seconds after we detect 

the launch of missiles, wherever they are coming from, from any point in the 

World Ocean or land, the counter strike in response [...] no enemy will have a 

chance to survive". 

 

He also discussed progress on the Sarmat and Burevestnik missiles and raised the 

possibility of abandoning the 10th September 1996 Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban 

Treaty (CTBT), to which the US is not a party52. 

Twenty days later, on 25th October 2023, he led the Grom-23 exercise from the Kremlin 

command post, where he was linked to the sections of the national nuclear authority and 

the operational heads of the strategic nuclear triad forces (land, naval and air). The dates 

and the means used were the same as those of the 2022 edition, with no actions that 

deviated from the script. As a result, they conveyed a message of normality, 

preparedness, and capability, but also a willingness to act only in the event of a pre-

emptive strike. And this point is extremely important in order to comprehend how the 

Kremlin leadership thinks and acts within the context of the war in Ukraine. 

On 29th February 2024, during his annual address to the Federal Assembly, Putin issued 

another warning on the potential consequences of direct intervention in the war in 

Ukraine53. In his speech he stated that Russian sovereignty was not limited to 

internationally recognised Russian territory, but extended to territories that have 

                                                           
51 For the full text, see: http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/72444 
52 The Soviet Union conducted its last test in 1990 and the United States in 1992. Since then, they have adhered to 
unilateral moratoria that remain in place as of the date of drafting of this chapter. In February 2023, Putin issued 
orders for the Armed Forces to be ready to resume nuclear testing at any time and, in November 2023, he signed the 
law authorising Russia's withdrawal from the CTBT (Diaz-Maurin, 2024; Podvig, 2024a). 
53 For the full content of the speech, see: http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/73585 

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/72444
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/73585
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historically been Russian or where there is a significant presence of Russian citizens or 

those of Russian origin. In these areas, Russia would be called upon to exert its power 

and influence and ultimately serve to secure its internal borders as a buffer zone, which 

reached their maximum expansion during the Cold War, with its military presence in East 

Germany and the existence of the Warsaw Pact as a control mechanism. As back then, 

they believe that their buffer zone can and should be defended with nuclear weapons. 

Moreover, he brutally asserted that "the West has forgotten the consequences of war", 

that "they think they are cartoons" and "this makes them lose their minds and creates 

risks for everyone", arguments that were already put forward by former presidential 

adviser Karaganov in articles published in June and October 2023 (Karaganov, 2023a 

and 2023b). As a corollary, Putin asserted that the nuclear arsenal maintains full 

readiness, that Russia has the capability and will to escalate to the maximum, and that 

they are prepared to fight a war on the premise that no one will win because the result 

would be the demise of civilisation (Cimbala and Korb, 2024). 

In typical fashion, his warnings are often followed by demonstrations in an attempt to 

maintain the validity of the nuclear deterrent. Thus, one day later, on 1st March 2024, the 

Russian Ministry of Defence announced a training exercise involving the launch of a Yars 

ICBM from a test site at Plesetsk in northern European Russia (Nilsen, 2024). On 12th 

April 2024, an ICBM Topol-M was launched, this time from the Kapustin Yar range, to test 

a new reentry vehicle for combat warheads (Podvig, 2024c). 

On 6th May 2024, the Russian Foreign Ministry separately summoned the ambassadors 

of France and the UK in reaction to statements by their leaders on military support for 

Ukraine. In parallel, the Russian Defence Ministry announced readiness exercises for 

nuclear-capable Ground Forces and Tactical Aviation missile units in southern Russia, 

close to the area of operations in Ukraine. On 8th May 2024, in Moscow, Presidents Putin 

and Alexander Lukashenko confirmed the participation of Belarusian military personnel 

and equipment in the exercises, which included the launch of nuclear-capable missiles 

against tactical targets. 

The next day, on 9th May 2024, in his Victory Day speech, Putin declared that he would 

not allow anyone to threaten Russia, that he would do all that was possible to avoid a 

global conflict, but that he rejected any country or alliance that would seek to impose itself 

on others. He also stated that strategic nuclear forces would be kept permanently 
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activated to ensure security, i.e. the operation of deterrence by the threat of mutually 

assured destruction. Following the end of the parade, accompanied by Lukashenko, he 

said, "Since non-strategic nuclear weapons are deployed on the territory of Belarus, we 

invite our friends and allies, and the President of Belarus has requested it, to participate 

in one of the stages of this exercise". It was the first explicit and official statement of the 

presence of Russian nuclear weapons on Belarusian territory since 1994. At that same 

moment, the Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergey Ryabkov stated that the evolution 

of the international security situation (i.e. the level of involvement of Western powers in 

the war in Ukraine) could imply a review of the nuclear weapons policy and the 

abandonment of the unilateral moratorium on the deployment of short- and medium-range 

missiles in Europe declared by the Russian president in September 2019. 

During the St. Petersburg Economic Forum (with 21,300 attendees from 139 countries 

and 4,200 journalists) on 7th June 2024, Karaganov moderated a discussion on the topic 

of nuclear weapons doctrine and use in the context of the war in Ukraine where President 

Putin himself was present, and once again delivered an unappealable strategic message: 

"It is only the assessment of our own interests that determines our decisions"54. 

On 29th October, one day after the presentation of the previously-mentioned book by 

Karaganov, Trenin and Avakyants, Putin declared that the use of nuclear weapons was 

an extreme measure to ensure the country's security, that Russia would not engage in an 

arms race, that it would maintain a sufficient level of nuclear armaments, and that it would 

continue to upgrade all components of the nuclear triad. He then led the annual Grom-24 

exercise from the Kremlin command post with the well-known practical demonstrations of 

launching ICBMs, SLBMs and ALCMs from launchers of the strategic nuclear triad55. 

The latest update to this series of Kremlin nuclear threats (as this strategy notebook is 

being drafted) came in mid-November 2024. On 15th November, the Russian president 

had a telephone conversation with German Chancellor Olaf Scholz, where he once said 

that Russia was ready to negotiate, but based on its own interests, not those of Ukraine 

or the West. This, in the theory of political realism, is called a rational foreign policy. 

Therefore, this conversation only served to update the demands of each party for future 

                                                           
54 For the full text, see: http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/74234 
55 Previously, for a month and half, Russian nuclear forces had launched a dozen exercises involving missile units, 
bombers, and ships with nuclear-capable Kalibr long-range cruise missiles. 

http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/74234
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negotiations. Two days later, on 17th November 2024, the Russian Armed Forces 

restarted the strategic bombing campaign against Ukraine (called Strategic Operation for 

the Destruction of Critical Infrastructure or SODCIT) interrupted in August 2024, most 

likely to stockpile missiles to maintain a sustained effort throughout the winter based on 

their acquired dynamic targeting capabilities. On that day, more than 200 missiles of all 

types (ground, naval and air) and long-range Geranium-2 loitering munitions were used 

against Ukrainian energy facilities. Previously, for two weeks, Strategic Aviation bombers 

had been conducting preparatory flights over the Black Sea and Caspian Sea in areas 

that are completely out of range of Ukrainian anti-aircraft defences. It was once again 

about sending a message about the course of action to be followed. 

Thus, the US announcement (17th November 2024) lifting certain restrictions on Ukraine's 

use of long-range missiles against targets deep inside Russian territory was more than 

taken for granted on the Russian side; the Kremlin had the rhetoric ready and the means 

ready for use. The next day, the First Deputy Chair of the Federation Council Committee 

on Defence and Security, Vladimir Dzhabarov, declared that the West had decided to 

escalate to a point that could lead to the destruction of Ukraine and that the response 

would be immediate56. 

On 21st November 2024, President Putin sent a new special message announcing the 

use of a novel medium-range ballistic missile called Oreshnik against the Yuzhmash 

Missile Plant in Dnipropetrovsk, which was hit by a handful of hypersonic warheads armed 

with conventional explosives57. It would not be a significant action in this war, were it not 

for the type of missile used and the propaganda campaign aimed at demonstrating that 

the US withdrawal from the INF Treaty in 2019 had been a mistake and that it was others 

who paid the consequences, in this case Ukraine. It also marked the breaking of the 

unilateral moratorium on the non-deployment of short- and medium-range missiles in 

Europe. Thus, the use of this missile was also a response to the installation of two MK-41 

launchers of the US BMD system, first in Romania and more recently in Poland. Russian 

officials have repeatedly asserted that such systems jeopardise deterrence because they 

seek to nullify the ability to respond to a nuclear strike in the event of conflict, a 

                                                           
56 See: https://tass.ru/politika/22426487  
57 For the full text, see: http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/75614 

https://tass.ru/politika/22426487
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/75614
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circumstance that, taken to the extreme, would incentivise an aggressor to execute a 

decapitation strike. 

But in his speech, Putin also talked about hypersonic warheads, i.e. explosive charges 

that fly at extremely high speeds and render any existing anti-aircraft weapons ineffective. 

He was sending the message that, despite all Western military aid and superiority, 

Ukraine remains defenceless against the supremacy of Russia's strategic weapons. Such 

actions and statements show that the Russian leadership believes it has regained the 

strategic initiative in the war in Ukraine and that it will not lose it again unless NATO 

countries become directly involved in a mutually destructive conflict. The Russian 

president's meeting with senior military commanders on 22nd November 2024 to discuss 

advanced strategic weapons was the result of actions aimed at sending a strategic 

message, in this case, to the new Trump administration which was due to take office on 

20th January 2025. Therefore, the missile used (whether newly produced or a weapon 

already in service) was not significant, the strategic message sent by the Kremlin was. 

All these threats are part of a coordinated strategy involving officials at all levels to keep 

deterrence against the West alive in order to block any attempt at direct intervention in its 

war in Ukraine. Consequently, these same officials are busy proclaiming the likely targets 

of Russian nuclear weapons (which they do not point out on Ukrainian territory), should 

the Kremlin leadership decide to take the step called for by Karaganov and Trenin, to 

restore deterrence by fear of a nuclear detonation strike and, on the rebound, immediately 

end the war in Ukraine (Karaganov, 2024; Trenin, 2024). They also stress that this would 

involve the use of tactical nuclear weapons, leaving aside strategic ones, intended to 

deter major powers by applying the MAD strategy. The goal of this rhetoric is to achieve 

its strategic objectives in Ukraine at all costs58. 

 

Future perspectives 

The major powers base their national security strategies on the possession of huge 

nuclear arsenals, specific deterrence doctrines and MAD strategies, which are 

maintained by enormous nuclear modernisation programmes, because only amongst 

                                                           
58 Russia's strategic objectives are flexible and readily adapt to the political and military circumstances of the 
moment-and they are basically intended to weaken Ukraine so that it does not pose a long-term threat; to stop 
NATO's expansion; and to impose a security space of its own. 
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them does the principle of deterrence by mutually assured destruction in the most literal 

sense of the term work. The strategic stability regime has so far ensured peace and 

security by avoiding direct confrontation between major powers. This set of factors 

suggests that nuclear weapons will continue to be the foundation of Russia's (and the 

United States') security at least until the 2080s59, unless a technological revolution that 

leads to the discovery or invention of a new type of disruptive weaponry, hitherto 

unknown, that will change the nature of warfare and alter the existing balance of power 

(Freedman, 1992). 

For this very reason, calling for the development of hypersonic missiles with dual 

(conventional and nuclear) capabilities that jeopardise the opponent's perception of the 

nature of a possible attack, the use of tactical nuclear weapons in conventional conflicts, 

or the doctrine of limited nuclear war, poses a threat to world peace and security. 

However, these theoretical formulations are based on the conviction that these weapons 

will only be used against minor nuclear powers or non-nuclear countries because their 

use against a counterpart within the global strategic system would essentially lead to the 

destruction of civilisation as we know it. 

In this regard, it is worth recalling that, despite the Russia suspending its participation in 

the New START treaty as of 21st September 2023, both the United States and Russia 

continue to strictly respect the quantitative limits, as well as the agreement on notification 

of ballistic missile launches intended at avoiding unwanted incidents due to a 

misinterpretation of the intentions of such tests, and this situation is tacitly maintained60. 

Not doing so is highly dangerous, given that Russia and China are two revisionist powers, 

in the words of Morgenthau (Morgenthau, 1963): a dangerous game that may not turn out 

well and that, instead of gaining more power, what might be achieved is a much more 

unstable, more insecure international system where the conflict moderation rests on an 

implicit regime, without clear rules, and all of this in the midst of a large-scale conventional 

conflict in Ukraine in which they intervene (Arceneaux, 2024; O'Brien, 2024). In other 

words, a much more complex scenario than that of the Cold War, in which there are three 

great powers with nuclear weapons that aspire to have their own spheres of influence 

                                                           
59 The estimated decommissioning date for the strategic systems currently under development and due to enter 
service over the next decade. 
60 This mechanism was agreed at the end of the Cold War and has not been suspended by either side, despite the 
growing loss of trust between them. 
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and where each seeks to impose its hegemony to cover as many areas and spaces as 

possible (Castro Torres, 2024). In this highly dangerous scenario, it is likely that nuclear 

weapons will no longer be able to fulfil their fundamental function, which is to prevent war 

between great powers, and will cease to be the moderator of conflict between the 

powerful and become just another weapon that may be used to win a conflict. 

Despite this, some leaders call for continued escalation against Russia, attacking targets 

inside Russian territory and deploying military forces on Ukrainian territory to try to hold 

the front. These positions highlight two fundamental issues in international relations 

theory: firstly, they ignore the conflict-limiting power of nuclear weapons and, secondly, 

the absence of national interest in their decision-making. But both are on a course that 

leads to a direct confrontation with a major nuclear power. Such a conflict would therefore 

foreseeably result in the massive use of nuclear weapons, with the consequences that, 

were demonstrated on just a small scale by the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki in August 1945. The fallacy that a limited nuclear war may be fought and won 

must be discarded, as stated above, because, once started, the highest point of 

escalation is unknown and the wielders of such weapons would be unwilling to lose such 

a war. 

So, the questions that arise are: Is the West prepared for a war against Russia? Is it 

aware of the consequences of such a war? Who is in charge of these decisions? Will the 

West be drawn into a war where essential interests are not at stake for the sake of a great 

power struggle for world supremacy? 

 

Conclusions 

The outbreak of war in Ukraine has subjected the world to a sense of vertigo that has 

been used ruthlessly by the Russian leadership whenever it has sensed that the West 

was getting dangerously close to its military operation in Ukraine. 

Historians will spend a great deal of time studying and completing the information on this 

period within such a significant and also exclusive area of information management, but 

it is enough to recall a few specific moments when the Kremlin wielded the nuclear threat: 

during the initial days of the invasion (with the West in a state of surprise); in September 

2022, when, while withdrawing from Kharkiv, they completed the annexation of the 
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southern Ukrainian territories; later, as an argument to block the delivery of depleted 

uranium-core anti-tank shells to Ukrainian forces; during the spring of 2023, as a reminder 

that Crimea was a red line during preparations for the failed Ukrainian offensive against 

Zaporizhzhia; and, most recently, when, both before and after the summer of 2024, 

several European powers and the United States played the card of granting Ukraine an 

authorisation to use long-range missiles of Western origin against critical facilities deep 

inside Russian territory. 

At all these moments, the nuclear rhetoric set by the Kremlin and enunciated by its 

qualified officials (Medvedev, Peskov, Ryabkov, Nebenzya, Zakharova) has responded 

to the needs of the moment. Moreover, such threatening rhetoric has been supported by 

Russian academics, where the Karaganov doctrine was coined, basically calling for the 

restoration of deterrence by fear, that is, through the exemplary use of nuclear weapons 

against a non-nuclear NATO country, following the culmination of an escalation in which 

deterrence would not have worked. This is the language of the great powers. 

Russia's update to its nuclear doctrine on 19th November 2024 which emerged in the heat 

of the war in Ukraine makes no significant changes to the previous document of June 

2020; it broadens the scenarios for use, but does not lower the threshold for use. Its 

update is associated with the need to generate deterrence in the light of the 

announcement by Western powers to lift restrictions on Ukraine's use of long-range 

missiles against Russian territory. 

However, the danger of nuclear war has passed because the Kremlin believes it has 

regained the strategic initiative in the war and does not see the other side as being in a 

position to strengthen its actions - rather the contrary. While the nuclear threat blocks the 

West's decision-making power, they view their conventional military advantage on the 

ground as their greatest asset in preparing for a negotiation favourable to their interests 

in Ukraine. 

But, if rationality does not prevail, war can only lead to more damage and destruction and 

the latent threat that a nuclear-armed great power will not accept defeat when its vital 

interests are at stake will continue. In the case of Russia, this is the case because their 

own territory is at stake (historically they consider this to be the case). 
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For the foreseeable future, a high degree of confrontation between Russia and the 

Western bloc may be observed, which extends beyond the outcome of the war in Ukraine. 

The Russian approach is to identify those areas where it has relative advantages over its 

adversaries and seek to exploit them to the maximum, and where it is at a disadvantage, 

it will apply containment through asymmetric measures focused on the adversary's 

vulnerabilities. The nuclear threat will play a prominent role among these actions because 

Russian leaders know that it is a powerful inhibitor of direct confrontation. 

Thus, on the Eurasian continent, its goal will be to contain military threats from NATO by 

reinforcing its conventional capabilities, hybrid warfare and nuclear deterrence, including 

actions against communications and energy infrastructures. In the post-Soviet space, it 

will continue to maintain a relative advantage that it will strategically exploit with multiple 

tools of influence. In the Arctic, it will seek to exert its exclusive and exclusionary 

dominance by investing large resources in its control, which will undoubtedly generate 

new crisis hotspots. Moreover, in the Pacific, it will seek to exercise its role as a major 

power by strengthening its military capabilities, including nuclear power, in preparation 

for the next decisive confrontation between major powers. 
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