
vol. 76(4)/2022, pp. 207–223
DOI: 10.15804/athena.2022.76.11
www.athenaeum.umk.pl
ISSN 1505-2192

NUCLEAR WEAPONS AS AN INSTRUMENT� 
FOR ACHIEVING INTERNATIONAL DOMINANCE 

BY THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION

BROŃ NUKLEARNA INSTRUMENTEM OSIĄGANIA 
PRZEZ FEDERACJĘ ROSYJSKĄ DOMINACJI 

MIĘDZYNARODOWEJ

Mirosław Banasik* 

*  Jan Kochanowski University in Kielce, Institute of Security Studies.

—  ABSTRACT  —

This article presents the results of research which 
set out to clarify the principles of the use of 
nuclear weapons and deterrence mechanisms in 
order to achieve dominance by the Russian Fed-
eration in the international security environment. 
Analysis and criticism of the literature, non-
participatory observation and elements of case 
study were used to solve the research problems. 
The research process established that the Russian 
Federation will conduct campaigns to undermine 
the existing international security order using 
military means, including nuclear weapons. The 
nuclear component is an inherent element of the 
Russian Federation’s policy shaping the interna-
tional security environment and at the same time 
is a key factor in the holistic concept of coercion. 
Strategic deterrence is a mechanism for achiev-
ing international dominance in peacetime, crisis 
situations, and war. Its purpose is to bring about 
concessions and coerce behavior consistent with 
the strategic interests of the Russian Federation. 

—  ABSTRAKT  —

Celem badań, których rezultaty przedstawiono 
w niniejszym artykule, było wyjaśnienie zasad 
stosowania broni nuklearnej oraz mechanizmów 
odstraszających w celu osiągania przez Federację 
Rosyjską dominacji w środowisku bezpieczeń-
stwa międzynarodowego. Do rozwiązywania 
problemów badawczych zastosowano podejście 
systemowe oraz metody: analizę i krytykę litera-
tury, obserwację nieuczestniczącą oraz elementy 
studium przypadku. W  procesie badawczym 
ustalono, że Federacja Rosyjska będzie prowa-
dziła kampanie podważania obowiązującego 
porządku bezpieczeństwa międzynarodowego 
przy użyciu środków militarnych, w tym broni 
nuklearnej. Komponent nuklearny jest nieod-
łącznym elementem polityki Federacji Rosyjskiej 
kształtującym międzynarodowe środowisko 
bezpieczeństwa i jednocześnie stanowi kluczowy 
czynnik w  holistycznej koncepcji przymusu. 
Odstraszanie strategiczne jest mechanizmem 
osiągania dominacji międzynarodowej w czasie 
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INTRODUCTION

The main goal of the Russian Federation’s foreign policy is to be recognized 
as a superpower and, by achieving dominance in the security environment, to 
be assigned the role of the main center for the supervision of the international 
order in a multipolar world (Bugajski & Assenova, 2016, p. 6). In the Russian 
Federation it is believed that the potential for war in conducting international 
confrontation is inherent in the conflict of interests and is a key factor in 
achieving regional and global dominance (Sherr, 2017, p. 3). Therefore, the 
strategy for achieving international dominance is based on modern operational 
capabilities and the armed forces’ maintenance of high readiness to conduct 
strategic deterrence (Anderson et al., 2016, p. 24). In November 2020 in Sochi, 
President Vladimir Putin declared that regardless of the changing nature of 
military threats, the primary and key guarantor of Russia’s military security is 
the nuclear triad. By doing so he made it clear that with its high nuclear weapons 
potential Russia remains immune to all attempts at intimidation and external 
influence (Putin, 2021) and at the same time can ensure the achievement of its 
own political goals in the global dimension. This statement may mean that Rus-
sia has tilted strategic parity in its own favor, which is tantamount to impunity 
in the international arena, especially in ambiguous situations similar to the 
annexation of Crimea.

Of particular concern for maintaining security stability is the modernization 
of nuclear weapons, given that the Russian Federation is poised to be the first to 
use them in a large-scale conflict. This is evidenced by raising the combat readi-

Nuclear weapons are the ultimate guarantee of 
the Russian Federation’s strategic dominance in 
the world. On the other hand, the constantly low-
ered threshold of its use leads to the degradation 
of the security environment and the violation of 
its stability.
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pokoju, sytuacji kryzysowych i wojny. Jego celem 
jest doprowadzenie do ustępstw i wymuszanie 
zachowania zgodnego z interesami strategicznymi 
Federacji Rosyjskiej. Broń nuklearna stanowi 
ostateczną gwarancję strategicznej dominacji 
Federacji Rosyjskiej w świecie. Z drugiej strony 
stale obniżany próg jej użycia prowadzi do degra-
dacji środowiska bezpieczeństwa i naruszenia 
jego stabilności.
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ness of the nuclear forces (Putin, 2020a) after the start of the war with Ukraine 
in February 2022 and informing the public of the creation of a nuclear-proof 
command center (Putin, 2020b). The Kremlin constantly plays a political game 
in an attempt to intimidate the West. The Russian leadership believes that with 
hypersonic superweapons, which can be armed with both conventional and 
nuclear payloads, the Russian Federation has surpassed the West militarily. This 
means that it is more likely to engage in direct military confrontation and, at the 
same time, the threshold for using nuclear weapons in conflict situations is being 
lowered (Felgenhauer, 2020), with implications for destabilizing global security.

Based on the literature search, it was found that limited literature is available 
in political science that treats the relationship between states more in terms of 
hegemony than domination. Security sciences lack any studies that focus on 
mechanisms for achieving dominance in the international security environment. 
Available analyses are limited to achieving military superiority, neglecting other 
instruments of international influence. In particular, there is a lack of studies that 
identify how the use of nuclear weapons and deterrence mechanisms can shape 
international dominance in the present or in the future. There is also a lack of 
knowledge regarding the achievement of international dominance by the Russian 
Federation.

On the basis of the existing cognitive gap, the main research problem was 
formulated, which is: How do nuclear weapons and deterrence mechanisms affect 
the Russian Federation’s achievement of strategic objectives and the shaping 
of dominance in the international security environment? Detailing the main 
research problem, the following specific problems were identified: 1) What are 
the strategic intentions of the Russian Federation?; 2) What is the role of strategic 
deterrence in shaping the process of strategic dominance and how does it affect 
the implementation of the Kremlin’s strategic ambitions?; 3) How does the use 
of nuclear pressure and aggression affect the Russian Federation’s achievement 
of international dominance?

The purpose of the research, the results of which are presented in this arti-
cle, was to clarify the principles of the use of nuclear weapons and deterrence 
mechanisms in order for the Russian Federation to achieve dominance in the 
international security environment.

To direct the research process, a  research hypothesis was formulated, 
expressed by the following suppositions. Nuclear weapons are an integral ele-
ment of the foreign policy of the Russian Federation and a key instrument for 
achieving dominance and shaping the security environment, allowing to realize 
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the strategic objectives of international competition and ensure the interests of 
the Kremlin.

A systemic approach was used to study the interactions, interdependencies 
and relationships between the mechanisms of influence of the Russian Federa-
tion and the participants in the international security environment. Based on it, 
the states and processes of achieving dominance with the use of nuclear weapons 
and deterrence mechanisms in the past and present were studied. On the basis of 
this it was possible to draw conclusions to future states of influence and identify 
mechanisms through which the Russian Federation will achieve its own strategic 
goals in the future. In solving the research problems and obtaining objective 
qualitative data, mainly literature analysis and criticism, non-participant observa-
tion and case study elements were used. Comparative analysis and generalization 
were also helpful in determining the mechanisms of maintaining, by means of 
nuclear weapons, dominance by the Russian Federation in the international 
security environment in the future. The conclusions presented in the article are 
the result of the application of inductive and deductive reasoning.

STRATEGIC INTENTIONS OF THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION

Dominance is derived from a state’s ability to achieve its own goals in the inter-
national arena, primarily through the use of force (Łoś, 2018, p. 33). In Max 
Weber’s classical view, the power of a state is expressed by the probability of 
realizing its own intentions in a situation of resistance by the opposing party 
(Wallimann, Tatsis, & Zito, 1977). The effectiveness of power is expressed by the 
willingness of a state to submit or subordinate to another state (Wrong, 2002) 
and the ability to achieve the intended results, so it is based on efficient manage-
ment (Ledyaev, 2008, p. 28). In general, states seeking to gain as much power as 
possible are perceived as dangerous by other actors. In the Russian Federation, 
it is believed that the main instrument in competing and achieving dominance 
in the international arena is the instrument of military influence, as through it 
one can subjugate other states and expand spheres of influence (Russell, 2021). 
However, it is important to be aware that raising the risk of aggression in the 
international arena can cause an escalation of negative reactions (Russell, 2021, 
p. 20), and thus the possibility of serious international conflicts (Putin, 2015).

The Russian Federation’s dominance in the international arena is based on 
Yevgeny Primakov’s doctrine, which was formulated in 1996. One of its key 
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elements is the primacy of Russia in the post-Soviet space and the pursuit of 
close integration of the former republics with the Russian Federation. Another 
element is opposition to NATO enlargement, persistent efforts to weaken 
transatlantic institutions, and making changes consistent with Russia’s vision of 
the international order (Rumer, 2019, p. 4). According to current assumptions, 
Russia will not follow in the footsteps of Western powers, but aim to form an 
independent power center in the international arena, contributing to the devel-
opment of a multipolar world as an alternative to the unipolar order led by the 
United States of America (US) (Gurganus & Rumer, 2019, p. 1). This turnaround 
became particularly vivid in 2012, with the return of V. Putin as president. Since 
then, the Russian Federation has pursued an active foreign policy of ambitious 
geographic scope and reflects the Kremlin’s willingness to take advantage of 
favorable external conditions to violate the international order established by 
the United States (Gurganus & Rumer, 2019, p. 1). Russia’s status as a great power 
from Moscow’s perspective implies claims to possess special rights in the post-
Soviet region, to play a special role in the settlement of international disputes and 
a greater degree of international autonomy, and to prioritize its global interests 
(Tsygankov, 2011, p. 41).

Russia sees the global system as a system of great powers based on a bal-
ance of power with separate spheres of influence. It recognizes two potential 
great powers in the European area, which include the US with NATO and the 
European Union (EU) (Oliver, 2016). However, it is difficult to call this a great-
power system, especially since any claims of a global balance of power are wrong. 
The United States is still the dominant global actor militarily, economically, 
and probably ideologically. Only some actors, e.g., the EU, can compete with 
the US. Russia wants to be a great power and therefore increases its military 
spending, but it still lags behind the US in all three aforementioned indicators 
of state power (Kuhrt & Feklyunina, 2017, p. 5). These conditions, and above all 
economic disparities, mean that the Russian Federation has to make choices in 
the international arena. These choices are shaped by historical experience, elite 
consensus on the desired status and role of the state in international affairs, and 
habits that determine the ways in which strategic objectives are pursued. Based 
on historical experience, Russia, in its pursuit of dominance and the conduct of 
international rivalries, prefers offensive actions to agreements aimed at limiting 
the scope of competition for its own interests and making it safer. Offensive 
actions are based on building military power in order to deter the United States 
and then focusing on other strategic directions to expand the scope of the gains 



212 ATHENAEUM
Polish Political Science Studies

vol. 76(4)/2022

achieved. Through indirect warfare the Russian Federation seeks to change the 
global balance of power. The strategic influence model adopted in this way limits 
the ability to counter strategic rivals and weakens their ability to concentrate 
resources (Kofman, 2020, p. 2).

Moscow in international relations pursues a revisionist policy and does not 
care about the nature of the international order, but about its own interests and 
its increasingly powerful position in the world. Most importantly, Russia wants 
to remain central, independent, sovereign, and the most important actor in 
the international arena. This is difficult due to its existing disparities in many 
areas with the US (Kofman, 2020, p. 3). However, it wants to minimize these 
disparities and achieve dominance through the use of nuclear weapons and the 
phenomenon of asymmetry.

Russia’s policy in the international arena is becoming more and more severe. 
It can be assumed that it is the result of impunity after the annexation of Crimea 
and at the same time increasing military power, especially nuclear weapons. In 
February 2015, one of V. Putin’s closest associates, State Duma Chairman Sergey 
Naryshkin, warned that the West should either learn the lessons of Yalta anew 
or risk war (Zamakhina, 2015). This means that the Russian Federation openly 
articulates its dissatisfaction with the current international order and seeks to 
replace the Helsinki Principles (Final) with a new Yalta system based on spheres 
of influence and limited sovereignty of smaller states. The Russian Federation 
presented a plan for this order to the United States in December 2021. In the 
proposed so-called security treaties, the Russians threatened not only Ukraine, 
but also NATO, demanding that the Alliance abandon further expansion and 
the withdrawal of all troops and equipment from the territory of countries that 
joined NATO after 1997 (Maikowski, 2022). In reality, this was blackmail, and 
the essence of these proposals was a repetition of the 1945 Yalta Conference 
arrangements of agreeing to the subordination of Eastern Europe to Russia. 
The West’s rejection of these demands resulted in the start of war with Ukraine 
on February 24, 2022. Since then, senior legislative and executive officials have 
openly threatened forceful solutions against countries that do not yield to pres-
sure from the Russian Federation and threatened to use nuclear weapons.

The Russian Federation’s undermining of the existing international order cre-
ates great uncertainties about the future. Uncertainties also result from divergent 
assessments by the West and the Russian Federation of the international situation 
in various regions of the world and of their own operational capabilities. In 
addition, the war that Russia is waging today against the West, described as 
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non-linear, networked, new generation, hybrid, war of chaos, war without rules, 
war without a front line, with a flurry of propaganda half-truths and lies, diplo-
matic and economic pressure (Miłosz, 2015), is aimed at blurring the boundaries 
between internal and interstate conflict and between peace and war, which makes 
Russia achieve international dominance in a gray area.

THE ROLE OF STRATEGIC DETERRENCE IN THE ACHIEVEMENT  
OF DOMINANCE BY THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION

Russian strategic deterrence is integral to Russian foreign policy and is firmly 
rooted in Russian history, military doctrine, and linguistics (Lucassen, 2018, p. 
15). Russia’s notion of strategic deterrence is very broad and includes deterring 
aggression, enforcing specific behavior and inflicting losses. Strategic deterrence 
in the Russian Federation is a holistic concept and is embedded in the integrated 
use of political, military, military-technical, diplomatic, economic, and informa-
tion instruments (National…, 2015, p. 10). It focuses on the political-military 
realm in peacetime, emergency, and warfare, whether local, regional, or global. It 
integrates the non-military power of the state with strategic military capabilities, 
therefore the concept of strategic deterrence is an important framework for the 
formation of Russian military strategy, which influences operational concepts, 
and sets directions for the acquisition of new operational capabilities. Strategic 
deterrence provides a unified model for responding to threats by using all avail-
able instruments of state influence, shaping the international security environ-
ment in a way that benefits the Russian Federation (Kofman, Fink, & Edmonds, 
2020, p. 5).

Precision-guided weapons are playing an increasingly important role in 
conducting strategic deterrence, as the stipulations of the 2014 military strategy 
clearly indicate (Informacja…, 2015, p. 190). It should be noted that it is a dual-
purpose weapon, as it enables both conventional and nuclear strikes. The com-
bination of precision conventional strikes with a wide range of unconventional 
means provides great flexibility in the choice of impact options for political 
leaders, including the use of nuclear weapons, while at the same time making it 
possible to avoid waging conflict or nuclear war (Johnson, 2018, p. 25). Nuclear 
deterrence is conceptually, doctrinally, organizationally and operationally inte-
grated with the use of precision-guided weapons, i.e., non-nuclear deterrence 
(Protasov, Sobolewskij, & Suchoruczenko, 2014, pp. 9, 12). According to Russian 
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military strategy, long-range precision strikes, along with unmanned systems, are 
targeting the economic sphere and critical infrastructure of the adversary, which, 
along with information operations, are designed to shake up the state’s economy 
and discourage society from further resisting (Bosbotinis, 2018).

The pillars of deterrence include a military and a non-military component. 
The military component, whose main task is to conduct strategic deterrence, 
includes conventional general purpose military forces, non-nuclear deterrence 
forces with conventional precision-guided weapon, and strategic and non-stra-
tegic nuclear forces (Informacja…, 2015). Weapons of precision destruction play 
an increasingly important role in the conduct of strategic deterrence, as clearly 
indicated by the provisions of the 2014 military strategy (Informacja…, 2015, 
p. 190). It should be noted that it is a dual-purpose weapon, as it enables both 
conventional and nuclear strikes. The combination of precision conventional 
strikes with a wide range of unconventional means provides great flexibility in 
the choice of impact options for political leaders, up to and including the use of 
nuclear weapons, while avoiding conflict or nuclear war (Johnson, 2018, p. 25).

Strategic deterrence is a unified model of matching threat perceptions to 
the Russian Federation’s instruments of international influence designed to 
shape the security environment in a manner convenient to Russian interests. 
In Russian thinking, strategic deterrence is both a pillar of the state’s theory 
of how to achieve security objectives in peacetime and a comprehensive con-
cept embedded in the national security strategy to coordinate the use of the 
state’s means to manage the escalation of conflict. Non-military means include 
political, diplomatic, legal, economic, ideological, and technical-scientific means. 
Despite the significant interest in these means, the concept of deterrence in real-
ity is mainly based on military force solutions. As for the list of measures used, 
it is relatively long. It includes demonstration of force, increasing the combat 
readiness of armed forces, deploying them to operational areas, demonstrating 
readiness to strike or conducting individual strikes, including the use of nuclear 
weapons (Sderzhivaniye strategicheskoye, n.d.). Deterrence measures are used 
in peacetime to prevent direct aggression or to apply military pressure against 
entities that threaten Russia’s interests. In wartime, they are designed to manage 
the escalation of a conflict so as to bring about de-escalation or an end to the 
war at an early stage of its conduct, on terms favorable to Russia (Trenin, 2019, 
p. 6). De-escalation should be understood as deterring or managing escalation, 
but it is not synonymous with ending the war. It may entail conducting limited 
combat operations at an acceptable level of conflict. De-escalation is also not 
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synonymous with achieving victory. De-escalation can be considered a situa-
tion that leads to a strategic pause, with the simultaneous start of negotiations 
(Khryapin, 2005). Although the concept of strategic deterrence of the Russian 
Federation is comprehensive in its nature, it does not abandon forceful solu-
tions. One might even be tempted to say that despite the clear emphasis on 
non-military means, other non-violent solutions prove ineffective (Sterlin, 
Protasov, & Kreydin, 2019).

Russian leaders use strategic deterrence to communicate to potential adver-
saries that Russia is capable of inflicting progressively greater losses on critical 
facilities of economic and military importance, with the effect of signaling to 
adversary leaders and civilian populations the need to abandon aggression, de-
escalate hostilities, and/or end conflict. It also includes actions aimed at limiting 
the scope of the conflict, deterring third parties from intervening, and escalating 
the conflict, i.e., transforming, for example, a local war into a regional war or 
a global war (Kofman et al., 2020, p. 10).

THE USE OF NUCLEAR PRESSURE AND AGGRESSION  
TO ACHIEVE DOMINANCE

The Russian Federation’s concept of strategic deterrence is based on the threat 
of the use of force to instill fear in the adversary and prevent the adversary from 
producing undesirable effects, and aims to convince the adversary that retaliatory 
use of force will cause the costs incurred to outweigh the benefits (Pechatnov, 
2011, p. 32). It includes both a nuclear and non-nuclear component. Its goal is 
to intimidate an adversary resulting in a specific behavior that is consistent with 
the intimidating party’s expectations. This type of deterrence is realized through 
threats or practical execution of single or group strikes using both strategic 
conventional weapons and nuclear weapons, according to the phase and scope 
of the conflict and the stage at which attempts are made to manage its escalation. 
Here it is important to emphasize the key role of conventional precision strike 
systems, which can cause selective damage to enemy assets and facilities. This 
makes it possible to vary the planned level of losses, according to the objectives 
of deterrence or forcing the opposing party to stop further armed resistance and/
or end the conflict (Sukhorutchenko, Zelvin, & Sobolevskiy, 2009, p. 33). This 
means that precision-guided weapons should be used in the pre-nuclear stage 
of conflict resolution and treated as a separate type of deterrence, which fits 
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between the use of large conventional forces and non-strategic nuclear weapons 
(Radin et al., 2019, p. 112).

There is a perception in the Russian Federation that strategic conventional 
weapons are particularly useful in controlling the escalation of a conflict because 
nuclear weapons may have low credibility as a deterrent in the early stages of 
a conflict. This may mean that its use will not lead to de-escalation. Some Rus-
sian analysts emphasize that the use of nuclear weapons may create prohibitive 
psychological and deontological barriers (Burenok, Pechatnov, & Tagirov, 2009). 
Deterrence through the use of force is not exclusively conventional in nature, but 
appears to rely primarily on conventional precision-guided means, especially in 
the context of regional and local wars and their early stages. Nuclear deterrence 
can produce the desired results, but it can also equally well induce an adversary 
to overreact. Some, however, believe that because of its considerable destructive 
power, nuclear weapons can only be seen as a serious argument by states engaged 
in uncompromising combat. Therefore, it is likely that in armed clashes of local 
and regional scales, warring parties will seek to achieve their objectives using 
non-nuclear weapons (Sukhorutchenko et al., 2009, p. 33). Strategic conventional 
weapons achieve the same effect of decreasing macroeconomic indicators of the 
industry as nuclear weapons. It should also be taken into account that the use of 
nuclear weapons would lead to excessive material and human losses, which in 
turn could paradoxically lead not to de-escalation, but rather to further escala-
tion of the armed conflict (Sukhorutchenko et al., 2009, p. 33).

The essence of the use of nuclear weapons, which consists in inflicting unac-
ceptable losses to material or spiritual values on the opposing party, triggers the 
Russian Federation’s use of reflexive control. This means that nuclear weapons 
are an excellent tool for achieving international domination by inducing the 
decision-makers of the opposing side to behave in accordance with the will of 
the actor. This is achieved by deliberately providing selective information on the 
basis of which it appears that the actors of the opposing party are taking actions 
consistent with their own intentions. In reality, they secure interests beneficial 
to the controlling party (Tomas, 2002), which enables the Russian Federation to 
achieve the goals of international competition and dominate the opposing party.

At this point, it is important to point out the role that non-strategic nuclear 
weapons play in strategic domination. The key point is that it makes it pos-
sible to change the parity of power. The point is that the use of these weapons 
changes the power ratio in favor of the one who made the decision to use them. 
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In other words, non-strategic nuclear weapons allow the Russian Federation to 
compensate for the disparity in conventional capabilities vis-à-vis NATO and 
thus avoid defeat in a direct military confrontation. In other words, it allows to 
compensate for the conventional advantage without crossing the threshold of 
using strategic nuclear weapons, which could cause global destruction or even 
annihilation of humanity (Sivolob & Sosnovskiy, 1999).

In the military strategy, the Russian Federation considers A2/AD capabili-
ties as one of the pillars of deterrence and neutralization of NATO’s military 
superiority in peacetime, crisis, and war. Considering the range of A2/AD assets 
deployed near borders with NATO, particularly in the Kaliningrad region and 
Crimea, one can conclude that they can significantly affect the Alliance’s ability 
to move troops on its own territory. During a crisis, the Russian Federation can, 
through a demonstration of force, discourage the Alliance from military action 
against Russia. It will also be able to effectively influence the lowering of Alliance’s 
situational awareness by disrupting means of communication, radiolocation and 
radio reconnaissance (Erdogan, 2018). In addition, the ever-increasing range of 
influence could distort the assessment of Russian strategic intentions and blur 
the picture between military exercises and actual preparations for escalating 
tensions leading to a hot conflict. On the other hand, it puts Russia in a privileged 
position expressed in terms of spatial and temporal superiority over the Alli-
ance. In the event of an armed conflict with NATO, the Russian Federation will 
certainly try to isolate the theater of operations from the flow of fresh forces and 
supplies, while at the same time redeploying its own troops and putting itself in 
a privileged position. Given that the Alliance will have to reinforce its eastern 
flank in a threatening situation, it is clear that Russia’s A2/AD strategy is designed 
specifically to prevent the deployment of NATO’s main forces in the theater of 
operations, cutting off second-strikes and retreats and logistical support to the 
zone of direct military combat (Erdogan, 2018).

Factors that might prompt Russia to use nuclear weapons for the first time 
could include conventional strikes by an adversary directed at facilities critical 
to the functioning of the state, the incurrence of heavy losses by the armed 
forces and in key defense systems in the theater of operations, or the inability 
of the Russian Federation to repel a strike deep inside the national territory. 
Some consider existential threats (‘to be or not to be’) as the limit for the use of 
nuclear weapons, but this opinion is not widely shared. The nuclear threshold, as 
declared in military doctrine, is qualitative and general in nature, and the tools 
to quantify it are inadequate. More broadly, the question of events that could 
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trigger the use of nuclear weapons in the event of an escalation of conflict is 
complex. There appear to be two triggers for the transition from the threat or 
period of threatened armed conflict to the phase of actual conflict. The first is an 
imminent, massive and direct military threat. The second is externally inspired 
political upheaval, which in Russian thinking can be combined with a credible 
military threat. Both of these categories are qualitative interpretations of the 
political-military environment that Russian political leaders believe mark the 
transition from a period of danger to a period of direct threat (Kofman et al., 
2020, p. 52). In the case of war, the decisive factor is the assessment of the scale 
of the conflict, i.e., what kind of war it is. For example, failure to categorize 
a conflict as a local war may lead to it escalating into a regional war. Regional 
wars inherently trigger the need to consider the indiscriminate use of strategic 
conventional weapons or the selective use of non-strategic nuclear weapons. 
In addition to the scale of the conflict, the second primary factor affecting the 
Russian Federation’s use of nuclear weapons is the level of losses suffered by the 
adversary. It may boil down to the destruction of Russian economic and military 
facilities critical to the functioning of the state, the destruction of forces that are 
key to the conduct of strategic operations (usually strategic deterrence forces), 
and the incurrence of losses in combat systems capabilities necessary to conduct 
military operations in a theater of war (Kofman et al., 2020, p. 52).

Considering nuclear weapons, the Russian Federation is certainly a world 
power and matches the potential of the United States. Modernization of strategic 
and non-strategic nuclear weapons and their delivery systems are top priorities. 
In the past ten years, four of the 11 strategic nuclear submarines have been 
replaced with new ones, and seven of the nine missile squadrons have been 
rearmed with modern Yars missiles (Marran, 2021). The emphasis on strategic 
nuclear systems is a response to concerns about US missile defense systems in 
Europe. The Russian Federation fears that these systems could neutralize its 
ability to threaten other states with nuclear strikes, which in turn could cast 
doubt on Russia’s status as a world power. To counter this, among other things, 
Iskander-type surface-to-surface ballistic missiles were strategically deployed 
along the entire western border, which could theoretically destroy the infra-
structure of the US missile defense system, as well as other important facilities 
of political and military importance in Europe. In addition, the Baltic Fleet has 
been rearmed with cruise-type missiles Kalibr, which have a range of about 
2,000 kilometers. The aforementioned weapons systems make it possible in the 
early stages of a conflict to execute strikes against critical infrastructure and 
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concentrated NATO troops, which ensures that the Russian Federation maintains 
its spatial and temporal dominance in conducting hypothetical military opera-
tions in Europe (Marran, 2021).

CONCLUSION

Research has confirmed that Moscow is constantly making efforts to achieve 
world domination by legitimizing its great power status. The strategy to achieve 
the goal of the multipolar world vision is based on the use of pressure and aggres-
sion and asymmetry in the use of various instruments of influence. One of them 
is nuclear weapons. The research process proved the thesis that in the near future 
the Russian Federation will continue its campaign to undermine the existing 
international security order and shape it from scratch, especially by military 
means. The Russian Federation seeks to transform its nuclear capabilities into 
a useful instrument of policy and the realization of its own strategic goals and 
the achievement of international domination.

On the basis of the research, it is proved that the nuclear component is an 
inherent element of the Russian Federation’s policy shaping the international 
security environment and at the same time is a key factor in the holistic concept 
of coercion. The strategic objectives of the Russian Federation are achieved 
through integrated nuclear and non-nuclear deterrence. The Russian concept 
of strategic deterrence is universal in nature, as it takes into account all possible 
threats and accordingly implements all instruments of influence at Moscow’s 
disposal. Strategic deterrence has a continuum function, which means a continu-
ous impact on a potential adversary in times of peace, crisis situations, and war. 
The logic of applying strategic deterrence is twofold, for it combines deterrence 
with coercion. It demonstrates the readiness of the Russian Federation to use 
all possible coercive means, up to and including the use of nuclear weapons, 
the purpose of which is not to deter direct aggression against Russia, but first 
of all to bring about concessions from the international community and the 
attainment of certain benefits ensuring the realization of the strategic interests of 
the Russian Federation. The level of this readiness increases as the effectiveness 
of conventional deterrence diminishes.

Russia’s power to undermine the existing global order is steadily growing, 
so it is to be expected that it will use the nuclear weapons argument to change 
the established system of international security. This is primarily due to Rus-
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sia’s strong political will to achieve its strategic goal of global domination. This 
domination is guaranteed by nuclear weapons, the threshold for the use of which 
is steadily decreasing. The constant efforts of the Russian Federation to change 
the balance of power, exemplified by the war with Ukraine, lead to the degrada-
tion of the international security environment and the violation of its stability. 
The use of even a small tactical power of nuclear weapons can lead to a drastic 
reduction in political, economic, and social security, and even a humanitarian 
catastrophe on a global scale.

References:
Akt końcowy KBWE [Final Act of the CSCE]. (n.d.). Encyklopedia PWN. Retrieved 

from: https://encyklopedia.pwn.pl/haslo/Akt-koncowy-KBWE;3867025.html.
Anderson, R.R., Ellis, P.J., Paz, A.M., Reed, K.A., Renegar, L., & Vaughan, J.T. (2016). 

Strategic Landpower and a Resurgent Russia: An Operational Approach to Deterrence. 
Carlisle Barracks, PA: US Army War College Press.

Bosbotinis, J. (2018, April 20). Toward ‘Non-Nuclear Deterrence’? Russia’s Investment 
in Conventional Strategic Strike. The Defense Post. Retrieved from: https://www.
thedefensepost.com/2018/04/20/russia-non-nuclear-deterrence-conventional-
strategic-strike/.

Bugajski, J., & Assenova A. (2016). Eurasian Disunion: Russia’s Vulnerable Flanks. 
Washington: The Jamestown Foundation.

Burenok, V.M., Pechatnov, Yu.A., & Tagirov, R.G. (2009). K voprosu ob opredelenii 
urovney nepriyemlemosti posledstv pri reshenii zadachi silovogo strategicheskogo 
sderzhivaniya. Vestnik Akademii Voyennykh Nauk, 1. Retrieved from: http://
militaryarticle.ru/voenno-promishlennii-kurer/2009-vpk/10893-k-voprosu-ob-
opredelenii-urovnej-nepriemlemosti.

Erdogan, A. (2018, December 6). Russian A2AD Strategy and Its Implications for NATO. 
Beyond the Horizon: International Strategic Studies. Retrieved from: https://beho-
rizon.org/russian-a2ad-strategy-and-its-implications-for-nato/.

Felgenhauer, P. (2020, August 6). The Hypersonic Hype and Russia’s Diminished Nuclear 
Threshold. Eurasia Daily Monitor, 17(116).

Gurganus, J., & Rumer, E. (2019, February 20). Russia’s Global Ambitions in Perspective. 
Retrieved from: https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/02/20/russia-s-global-
ambitions-in-perspective-pub-78067.

Informacja na temat Doktryny wojennej Federacji Rosyjskiej [Information on the War 
Doctrine of the Russian Federation]. (2015). Bezpieczeństwo Narodowe, 3, 177–206. 
Retrieved from: https://www.bbn.gov.pl/ftp/dok/03/35_KBN_DOKTRYNA_ROSJI.
pdf.

Johnson, D. (2018, February). Russia’s Conventional Precision Strike Capabilities, 
Regional Crises, and Nuclear Thresholds. Livermore Papers on Global Security, 3. 



221Mirosław Banasik﻿: Nuclear Weapons as an Instrument

Livermore, CA: Center for Global Security Research. Retrieved from: https://cgsr.
llnl.gov/content/assets/docs/Precision-Strike-Capabilities-report-v3-7.pdf.

Khryapin, A.L. (2005). Kontseptualnyye osnovystrategicheskogo sderzhivaniya. Voyen-
naya Mysl, 1, 8–12. Retrieved from: http://militaryarticle.ru/voennaya-mysl/2005-
vm/9554-konceptualnye-osnovy-strategicheskogo.

Kofman, M. (2020, September). Drivers of Russian State Strategy and Military Opera-
tions. Retrieved from: https://fsi-live.s3.us-west-1.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/
memo_6_-_kofman.pdf.

Kofman, M., Fink, A., & Edmonds, J. (2020, April). Russian Strategy for Escalation 
Management: Evolution of Key Concepts. CNA Research Memorandum 4/13/2020. 
Retrieved from: https://www.cna.org/cna_files/pdf/DRM-2019-U-022455-1Rev.pdf.

Kuhrt, N., & Feklyunina, V. (Eds.). (2017, February 15). Assessing Russia’s Power: 
A Report. London: King’s College London and Newcastle University. Retrieved 
from: https://eprint.ncl.ac.uk/file_store/production/231713/A8E19C50-A49A-
4703-84CB-EE81B4D02428.pdf.

Ledyaev, V. (2008). Domination, Power and Authority in Russia: Basic Characteristics 
and Forms. Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics, 24(1), 17–36. DOI: 
10.1080/13523270701840423.

Lucassen, O. (2018, August). In Between War and Peace: The Conceptualisation of 
Russian Strategic Deterrence. Conference Paper. University of Tartu, Estonia; 
University of Uppsala, Sweden. Retrieved from: https://www.researchgate.net/pub-
lication/327421635_In_Between_War_and_Peace_the_Conceptualisation_of_Rus-
sian_Strategic_Deterrence.

Łoś, R. (2018). Siła współczesnych państw. Ujęcie teoretyczne. Przegląd Politologiczny, 
2, 31–44. DOI: 10.14746/pp.2018.23.2.2.

Maikowski, D. (2022, June 15). Szef NATO: Cele Putina wykraczają poza Ukrainę. 
Musimy wspierać ją wojskowo [NATO Chief: Putin’s Goals Go beyond Ukraine. 
We Must Support It Militarily]. Gazeta.pl. Retrieved from: https://wiadomosci.
gazeta.pl/wiadomosci/7,114881,28586266,szef-nato-cele-putina-wykraczaja-poza-
ukraine-musimy-wspierac.html.

Marran, M. (2021, February 26). The Main Developments in Russian Military Capability. 
International Centre for Defence and Security. Retrieved from: https://icds.ee/en/
the-main-developments-in-russian-military-capability/.

Miłosz, M. (2015, July 25). Wszystko, co musisz wiedzieć o wojnie hybrydowej [Everything 
You Need to Know about Hybrid Warfare]. Dziennik.pl. Retrieved from: https://
wiadomosci.dziennik.pl/wydarzenia/artykuly/483457,rosyjskie-trolle-zielone-
ludziki-co-to-jest-wojna-hybrydowa.html.

Morton, J.S. (2003). The Paradox of American Power: Why the World’s Only 
Superpower Can’t Go It Alone [Review of Joseph S. Nye, Jr.; Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002]. The Social Science Journal, 40(3), 509–511. DOI: 10.1016/
S0362-3319(03)00051-X.

National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation. (2015). Moscow.



222 ATHENAEUM
Polish Political Science Studies

vol. 76(4)/2022

Oliver, T. (2016). Goodbye Britannia? The International Implications of Britain’s Vote 
to Leave the EU. Geopolitics, History, and International Relations, 8(2), 214–233. 
Retrieved from: http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/67631/1/Oliver_Goodbye_Britannia.pdf.

Pechatnov, Yu.A. (2011). Analiz otechestvennykh izarubezhnykh podkhodov k raz-
rabotke kontseptual’nykh modeley silovogo strategicheskogo sderzhivaniya. 
Vooruzheniye iekonomika, 2, 31–38. Retrieved from: https://sc.mil.ru/files/morf/
military/archive/%D0%AD%D0%9614.pdf.

Protasov, A.A., Sobolewskij, W.A., & Suchoruczenko, W.W. (2014). Płanirowanije 
primienienija stratiegiczeskich woorużenij. Wojenna Mysl, 7. Moscow.

Putin, V. (2015, October 22). Meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club. 
Retrieved from: http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/50548.

Putin, V. (2020a, December 21). Expanded Meeting of the Defence Ministry Board. 
Retrieved from: http://en.kremlin.ru/catalog/persons/90/events/64684.

Putin, V. (2020b, November 11). Putin: Russia Boosts Capabilities of Strategic Nuclear 
Forces’ Command and Control. Russian News Agency TASS. Retrieved from: https://
tass.com/defense/1222533.

Putin, V. (2021, November 10). Meeting with Senior Defence Ministry Officials, Heads of 
Federal Agencies and Defence Industry Executives. Retrieved from: http://en.kremlin.
ru/events/president/news/64392.

Radin, A., Davis, L.E., Geist, E., Han, E., Massicot, D., Povlock, M., Reach, C., Boston, S., 
Charap, S., Mackenzie, W., Migacheva, K., Johnston, T., & Long, A. (2019). The Future 
of the Russian Military: Russia’s Ground Combat Capabilities and Implications for 
U.S.-Russia Competition. Santa Monica: RAND Corporation. DOI: 10.7249/RR3099.

Rumer, E. (2019, June). The Primakov (Not Gerasimov) Doctrine in Action. Washington: 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Retrieved from: https://carnegieen-
dowment.org/files/Rumer_PrimakovDoctrine_final1.pdf.

Russell, M. (2021, March). Russia’s Armed Forces: Defence Capabilities and Policy. 
Brussels: EPRS. Retrieved from: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/
BRIE/2021/689370/EPRS_BRI(2021)689370_EN.pdf.

Sderzhivaniye strategicheskoye. (n.d.). Entsiklopediya Ministerstva Oborony Russian 
Federation. Retrieved from: http://encyclopedia.mil.ru/encyclopedia/dictionary/
details.htm?id=14206@morfDictionary.

Sherr, J. (2017). The Militarization of Russian Policy. Transatlantic Academy Paper 
Series, 10. Washington: Transatlantic Academy. Retrieved from: https://euagenda.
eu/upload/publications/untitled-135828-ea.pdf.

Sivolob, V., & Sosnovskiy, M. (1999, October 22). Realnost sderzhivaniya. Nezavisimaya 
gazeta. Retrieved from: https://nvo.ng.ru/concepts/1999-10-22/reality.html.

Sterlin, A.Ye., Protasov A.A., & Kreydin, S.V. (2019, August 1). Sovremennyye transfor-
matsii kontseptsiy i silovykh instrumentov strategicheskogo sderzhivaniya [Modern 
Transformations of Concepts and Power Instruments of Strategic Containment]. 
Voyennaya Mysl, 1. Retrieved from: https://vm.ric.mil.ru/Stati/item/203864/.

Sukhorutchenko, V.V., Zelvin A.B., & Sobolevskiy, V.A. (2009). Napravleniya issle-
dovaniy boyevykh vozmozhnostey vysokotochnogo oruzhiya bolshoy dalnosti 



223Mirosław Banasik﻿: Nuclear Weapons as an Instrument

v obychnom snaryazhenii. Voyenna Mysl, 8. Retrieved from: https://vm.ric.mil.ru/
upload/site178/vNbs18megB.zip.

Tomas, T.L. (2002). Refleksivnoye upravleniye v Rossii: Teoriyai voyennyye prilozheniya 
[Reflexive Management in Russia: Theory and Military Applications]. Sokrashchen-
nyy variant statI, opublikovanoy v zhurnale «Refleksivnyyeprotsessy i upravleniye», 
2(1), 71–89. Retrieved from: http://www.intelros.ru/pdf/stratagemi/Tomas.pdf.

Trenin, D. (2019, March). Strategicheskaya stabilnost v usloviyakh smeny miroporyadka 
[Strategic Stability in a Changing World Order]. Carnegie Moscow. Retrieved from: 
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/Carnegie_Moscow_Article_Trenin_Rus-
sian_FINAL.pdf.

Tsygankov, A.P. (2011). Preserving Influence in a Changing World: Russia’s Grand 
Strategy. Problems of Post-Communism, 58(2), 28–44. DOI: 10.2753/PPC1075-
8216580203.

Wallimann, I., Tatsis N.Ch., & Zito, G.V. (1977). On Max Weber’s Definition of Power. 
The Australian and New Zealand Journal of Sociology, 13(3), 231–235. DOI: 
10.1177/144078337701300308.

Wrong, D.H. (2002). Power: Its Forms, Bases, and Uses (3rd Ed.). New Brunswick & 
London: Transaction Publishers.

Zamakhina, T. (2015, February 5). Sergey Naryshkin prizva liderov Zapada uchit „uroki 
Yalty”. Rossiyskaya Gazeta. Retrieved from: https://rg.ru/2015/02/06/naryshkin.
html.


