
Nuclear Intimidation
A  l o n g  s t o r y  o f  R u s s i a n  
s u c c e s s  i n  d e t e r r e n c e



Two-way Deterrence
R u s s i a  a n d  t h e  W e s t  b o t h  k n o w  h o w  t o  s u c c e s s f u l l y  d e t e r.  
T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i s ,  R u s s i a  d o e s  i t  a n d  t h e  W e s t  d o e s n ’ t .
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Indicators of Russian success
H u g e  r e t u r n  o n  i n v e s t m e n t  f o r  i n f l u e n c e  c a m p a i g n s  
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March 2023

• Success for Russia. Long-term campaign of 
image transferral changes terms of debate on 
escalation. 

• Default assumption that miscalculation => 
uncontrollable escalation => nuclear exchanges.

• Get out of jail free card for Russia to escape 
consequences for its actions – and keep the war 
(mostly) in Ukraine. 

• Escalation dominance replaced with escalation 
avoidance, because “Putin never de-escalates”.



Changing how we think 
I n c u l c a t i o n  t h r o u g h  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  i d e a s  t h a t  f a v o u r  R u s s i a
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Fostering fear of escalation
L o n g - t e r m  p e r s i s t e n t  c a m p a i g n  e a r n s  R u s s i a  i m p u n i t y
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Fostering fear of escalation
L o n g - t e r m  p e r s i s t e n t  c a m p a i g n  e a r n s  R u s s i a  i m p u n i t y
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"There is a very high risk of 
unintended war, as a result of 
miscalculation in cyberspace, air 
and water. There is the risk of 
escalation of an unintended war to 
a nuclear level."

Dmitry Suslov, speaking at Transatlantic Forum on 
Russia, Rome, 7 October 2019.



Fostering fear of escalation
L o n g - t e r m  p e r s i s t e n t  c a m p a i g n  e a r n s  R u s s i a  i m p u n i t y
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Fostering fear of escalation
L o n g - t e r m  p e r s i s t e n t  c a m p a i g n  e a r n s  R u s s i a  i m p u n i t y
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Russia-1 TV, 29 April 2022



Mythologising Russia’s response to challenge
P l a y i n g  o n  u n w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  t h i n k  c r i t i c a l l y
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Messaging over Ukraine, 2021-22
“ N o w  l o o k  h e r e ,  V l a d i m i r  o l d  c h a p . . .”
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We have highly detailed intelligence, and know exactly what you are planning to do. 

But we’re definitely not going to get in your way. 



February 2022: Green light for Putin
O n c e  d e t e r r e n c e  w a s  r u l e d  o u t ,  w a r  w a s  i n e v i t a b l e .
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2022-23: Brakes on aid to Ukraine
D i r e c t  c o n f i r m a t i o n  f o r  R u s s i a  t h a t  t h r e a t s  w o r k .
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War termination advocacy
R e a c h i n g  a  c r e s c e n d o  w h e n e v e r  U k r a i n e  h o l d s  t h e  a d v a n t a g e  

13



Turning up the dial
T h e s e  p e o p l e  g e t  v e r y  u p s e t  i f  y o u  i g n o r e  t h e m  
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June 2023

September 2022



Outcomes
R i s k  a s s e s s m e n t  o r  d e c i s i o n  p a r a l y s i s ?  
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July 2023

• Chatham House Russia-watchers conclude: 
risk of “significant escalation” by Russia is 
minimal… but increases with each failure to 
respond to Russian actions. 

• Defeat in Ukraine can be absorbed by Russia’s 
leadership without catastrophic upheaval. 

• Overt nuclear use by Russia brings no benefits 
even on the Kremlin’s warped scale of success 
and failure. 



More where that came from
M o s t  o f  t h e s e  p u b l i c a t i o n s  a r e  f r e e  d o w n l o a d s
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Thank you.
@KeirGiles, @CSRC_UK

+44 7891 335 982

keir.giles@conflictstudies.org.uk

Northamptonshire, UK
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