
Carnegie Nuclear Policy Conference 

Panel "Is Limited Nuclear War Possible?" 

 

Dr. Polina Sinovets, Associate Professor, Head of Odessa Center for Nonproliferation 

Department of International Relations, Odessa  National I.I. Mechnikov  University 

 

 
The escalation for de-escalation strategy… 

The main question, widely discussed today is whether this formula exists in the Russian 

strategy.  

First, the meaning “existential” for Russia may be significantly different from the Western 

meaning. Clearly, it includes territorial integrity, but probably also the survival of the political 

regime. Less clear whether it includes the “vital sphere of influence. In any event, it does include 

defeat in a large-scale (but less than global) conventional war: the defeat of Serbia in 1999 clearly 

remains the underlying scenario. 

The question is whether this threat has real ground or it’s just a coercive tool?  Russian scenarios of 

confrontation with NATO are envisioned as NATO aggression over a range of contingencies 

(including, in no small measure, over Ukraine). NATO, in contrast, almost without exception is 

bound to view the threat of nuclear use not as deterrence, but as a tool to prevent NATO from 

interfering with expansion of Russian influence.  

A big transition point came in 2014. Until then, Russia clearly foresaw limited use of nuclear 

weapons in less-than-global (regional) conflicts for the purpose of terminating them on favorable 

conditions, which probably meant status quo ante. In a more fundamental way, it was clearly 

intended to deter NATO from engaging in any conflicts, which could result in a major defeat of 

Russia.  

In 2014, the new Military Doctrine introduced the notion of conventional deterrence, which 

has, at a minimum, heightened the nuclear threshold and introduced the possibility that the same 

category of conflicts could be waged and terminated without resort to nuclear weapons. Clearly, 

however, conventional weapons do not have the same deterrent effect as nuclear. To what extent 

and under what conditions nuclear weapons still feature in regional conflicts is unknown. 

Vagueness is likely intentional and is designed to make NATO extra-cautious. 

All things considered, it seems unlikely that introduction of nuclear deterrence has removed 

limited use of nuclear weapons in regional conflicts from the range of contingencies. If faced with a 

major defeat in a conventional conflict, Russia is nonetheless likely to cross the threshold; in this 

sense, the 2018 NPR does not achieve the desired purpose. 

The final remark concerns the kinds of weapons that could be employed in these scenarios. 

There is little reason to concentrate on tactical weapons. Since at least 2003 Russian officials have 

clearly said that they rely on long-range weapons, including for limited nuclear use. The latest 

statement by President Putin similarly said that Russia“will have to use… weapons not only against 

the regions where the threat comes from but also against the decision-making centers” which clearly 

hints at the United States. Even the intermediate-range weapons that he referred to (such as the 



Tsirkon hypersonic missile) will be used from mobile platforms and thus could be deployed within 

reach of the United States. Clearly, Russia follows the Soviet pattern of refusing to limit any 

conflict to just Europe.  

The dual capability of new weapons systems, however, makes any conflict highly risky as the 

West will never know whether weapons aimed at, for example, Washington carry nuclear or 

conventional warheads. The latter appears more likely, at least at the initial stage of conflict, but the 

West will have to deal with uncertainty and a limited nuclear response to what could later prove to 

be a conventional strike.  

All this obviously applies to conflicts that are less than global (regional, according to Russian 

definitions) and, in fact, an all-out first strike is unlikely bordering on impossible. It is, however, 

possible that a small, perhaps unintended conflict could quickly escalate to a larger-scale 

conventional one, then to limited nuclear, and eventually to a global.  

 

 


