Nuclear Threats in the Ukraine War, and the Impact of
Russian Public Opinion on the Kremlin's Nuclear

Deterrence Policy
Saideh Lotfian®

1. Professor, Department of Political Science, Faculty of Law and Political Science,
University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

E-mail: slotfian@ut.ac.ir

Article Info.

ABSTRACT

Article Type:
Research Paper

Article History:

Received:

16 February 2025
Revised:

30 April 2025
Approved:

7 June 2025

Published Online:

3 August 2025

Key Words:
Public Opinion,
Nuclear Threat,
“Escalate to De-
Escalate”
Strategy,
Russia,
Ukraine.

Since the deterioration of the relations between Russia and NATO
over the invasion of Ukraine, Russia has resorted to nuclear threats
and placed greater emphasis on nuclear weapons in its foreign policy.
The author's two main goals are as follows: a) to present a selection
of competing arguments about the validity and implications of
Russia’s nuclear threats, and b) to review recent public opinion
debates on a wide range of nuclear security issues, particularly the
use of nuclear weapons in warfare and nuclear disarmament. The
research hypothesis is that increasing great power tensions and the
weakening of the nuclear taboo against the use of nuclear weapons,
especially among Russian citizens and elites, will lead to a greater
focus on nuclear weapons in the foreign and defense policies of
nuclear-weapon states. The results show that the nuclear taboo has
weakened after Russia's repeated use of explicit nuclear threats and
nuclear signaling, but most people still favor not using nuclear
weapons in wars and nuclear nonproliferation. Public awareness
campaigns should be strengthened to increase public pressures on
politicians to control and disarm nuclear weapons.
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Introduction: Since the onset of the war between Russia and Ukraine,
Kremlin has blatantly endeavored to draw attention to Russian nuclear
weapons capabilities with the goals of deterring or minimizing
NATO?’s intervention and compelling Ukrainian leaders to surrender.
At the same time, Putin’s government has shown its intolerance of
opposition to its war policies, set out to manipulate public opinion to
change Russian citizens’ views of the costly war, and prevent dissent.
Some theorists view public opinion as closely linked to regime type
and the nature of security environment at national, regional and
international levels. Public opinion is a challenge for all governments
in finding solutions to increase the citizens’ support for their
unpopular or controversial policies. The two main objectives of the
author are as follows: a) to present a selection of competing arguments
about the credibility and implication of Russia’s nuclear threats, and
b) to examine recent public opinion surveys and public debates
concerning a wide range of nuclear security issues, particularly the use
of nuclear weapons in wars, and nuclear disarmament.

Research questions: An attempt is made to find answers to the
following questions: 1. What do the Russian citizens and elites think
about the use of nuclear weapons in war? 2. What are the differences
and similarities in attitudes of the citizens in Russia and the U.S.
towards nuclear weapons? 3. Has the war in Ukraine changed Russian
public opinion towards the non-use of nuclear weapons? 4. Has the
war led to a more uncompromising elites’ attitudes towards Russia-
NATO nuclear confrontation? 5. What are the policy recommend-
dations to mitigate the risks of nuclear escalation and to reduce the
value of nuclear weapons in the current intransigent foreign and
defense policies of Russia and other nuclear weapons states?

Research hypothesis: In the research hypothesis, it is postulated
that the rising great power tension and the weakening of the nuclear
taboo against the use of nuclear weapons, particularly among Russian
citizens and elites have resulted in a greater focus on nuclear weapons
in the Kremlin’s nuclear deterrence policy.

Methodology and theoretical framework: After a review of political
science literature analyzing the link between nuclear deterrence and
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security, the author uses a qualitative approach to analyze and explain
general themes in certain provocative statements made by Russian
authorities and summarize the key findings of the most recent public
opinion surveys on nuclear issues in Russia and the United States in
order to answer the preceding questions and test the research
hypothesis. Additional objectives are: a) Understanding the relevance
of the ethical aspects of nuclear taboo for the ordinary citizens and
political and academic elites in Russia; 2) Assessing the likelihood of
the war in Ukraine escalating in a nuclear war between Russia and
NATO; c) Discussing mitigating measures to de-escalate the Russo-
Ukrainian military confrontation, and nuclear risk reductions.

Results and discussion: It is difficult to measure how public
opinion on the nuclear issues change the foreign policy behaviors of
the major actors engaged in the Russia-Ukraine military confrontation.
Nuclear weapons have not been used in the battlefield since 1945, in
spite of the precedent set by the U.S. nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. Nevertheless, the nuclear-armed states have shown little
interest in focusing on efforts aimed at nuclear disarmament, based on
their obligation under Article VI of the NPT. In fact, they have been
engaged in a renewed arms race to modernize their nuclear arsenals
with the purpose of enhancing their nuclear war-fighting capabilities.
Russia and the other nuclear weapons states did not sign the Treaty on
the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW). Since the deterioration
of the relations between Russia and NATO over the invasion of
Ukraine, Russia has resorted to nuclear threats and placed greater
emphasis on nuclear weapons in its foreign policies. The involvement
of the top nuclear weapons states (Russia, US, UK, France, China) in
multilateral arms control negotiations would help the reduction of the
risks of a nuclear world war. Remarkably, the results provide some
support for the argument that nuclear taboo has been weakened in the
wake of the repeated use of Russian unequivocal nuclear threats and
nuclear signaling, but most of the people are still in favor of the non-
use of nuclear weapons in wars and nuclear non-proliferation.

Conclusion: Since the US did not remove its nuclear weapons from
Europe, Kremlin deployed its tactical nuclear weapons in the territory
of Belarus as a political tit-for-tat. All the nuclear weapons states are
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stubbornly retaining possession of their nuclear arsenals, which they
view as an integral part of their national security strategy with no
regard to their NPT commitment to work toward nuclear disarmament.
There is ample evidence that the great power competition will
encourage the nuclear rivals (i.e., China, Russian, the U.S.) to move
toward a new nuclear arms race with devastating economic and
political repercussions for their citizens and the rest of the world. Yet,
the pressure of public opinion is a challenge for all governments in
finding ways to win public support for their controversial policies
including those for nuclear buildup. Accordingly, public awareness
campaigns should be strengthened to increase public pressures on
politicians for nuclear arms control and disarmament.

Keywords: Public Opinion, Nuclear Threat, “Escalate to De-
Escalate” Strategy, Russia, Ukraine.
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