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The nuclear age began with awe and terror—defined by doctrines of mutual 
assured destruction and the shared understanding that any use of nuclear 
weapons would mean the end of civilization. For decades, this taboo held firm. 
But in today’s fractured geopolitical landscape, that threshold is eroding. Tactical 
warheads, proxy conflicts, covert operations, and decentralized command 
structures have made the once-unthinkable increasingly plausible. With Russia 
hinting at nuclear options in Ukraine, Iran moving closer to breakout capability, 
and near-threshold states like Japan and South Korea contemplating their own 
arsenals, the nuclear boundary is no longer sacred. Meanwhile, intelligence 
agencies and non-state actors hover at the periphery, ready to exploit the chaos 
for strategic or ideological ends. As political desperation rises and technological 
barriers fall, the world may be entering a phase where nuclear use becomes 
conditional, demonstrative, or even deniable. This paper explores how the nuclear 
threshold has collapsed—and what it means for the future of deterrence, 
sovereignty, and global stability in the 21st century. 
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1. Introduction: From Absolute Taboo to Tactical Consideration 

The detonation of atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 established 
the nuclear threshold as an almost metaphysical line—crossed only in absolute 
extremis, never again repeated. These events inaugurated the strategic nuclear 
age, where possession of the bomb meant not its use, but its threat. For decades, 
global leaders operated under the logic of mutually assured destruction (MAD), 
where even the most hostile adversaries shared a singular understanding: to 
initiate nuclear war was to end life as we know it. 

1.1 The Legacy of Hiroshima and the Strategic Nuclear Age 
The horror of Hiroshima became a foundational deterrent. The visual, moral, and 
political impact of that singular use created a nuclear taboo—one reinforced by 
treaties, global norms, and generations of strategic planners who assumed 
rational actors would never again permit such devastation. Nuclear weapons 
became symbolic power, their function deterrent rather than operational. 

1.2 Cold War Deterrence and the Stability of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) 
During the Cold War, despite intense rivalries, both the U.S. and the Soviet Union 
recognized the futility of nuclear war. MAD provided a paradoxical stability: total 
use was suicide, partial use was escalation, and any use was constrained by the 
absolute need to avoid mutual annihilation. Strategic arms treaties, crisis hotlines, 
and shared doctrines helped preserve the nuclear threshold, even through 
flashpoints like the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

1.3 Erosion of Nuclear Fear in a Multipolar, Fragmented World 
In the post-Cold War era, that stability fractured. The rise of regional powers, the 
collapse of superpower control mechanisms, and a generational shift away from 
lived memory of Hiroshima have all weakened the taboo. States like North Korea 
have successfully crossed the nuclear acquisition line. Iran edges closer. Israel, 
India, and Pakistan maintain ambiguous doctrines. The U.S. and Russia have both 
reintroduced low-yield nuclear options and floated more "flexible" use cases. 
Meanwhile, the public has become desensitized. In entertainment, strategy 
discourse, and news cycles, nuclear war is no longer an extinction-level event—it’s 
just another option. 
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1.4 Purpose of This Paper: Charting the Descent of the Nuclear Threshold 
This paper examines how the nuclear threshold has collapsed—from a final, 
absolute deterrent to a flexible instrument of coercion, spectacle, and possibly 
even covert use. It maps the stages of this descent, highlighting the shift from 
global strategy to tactical calculation, from state stewardship to potential proxy 
and non-state actors. In doing so, it raises the central question: if the threshold 
has already been crossed in doctrine, in imagination, and in readiness—how long 
before it is crossed again in fact? 

 

2. Doctrinal Shifts in Nuclear Thinking 

The stability of Cold War nuclear doctrine rested on a shared assumption: nuclear 
weapons were for deterrence, not use. However, in the 21st century, nuclear 
strategy has undergone significant shifts, reflecting new geopolitical realities, 
emerging technologies, and the increasing willingness of states to normalize 
“limited” nuclear options. These shifts have blurred the line between nuclear and 
conventional conflict, undermining the clarity of past doctrines and accelerating 
the collapse of the nuclear threshold. 

2.1 The Evolution from Strategic to Tactical Nuclear Postures 
Historically, nuclear arsenals were dominated by high-yield strategic weapons 
aimed at cities and infrastructure—designed to annihilate, not maneuver. But 
beginning in the late Cold War and accelerating into the post-Soviet era, states 
began to consider battlefield or “non-strategic” nuclear options. These include 
lower-yield warheads, precision delivery systems, and weapons explicitly designed 
for use in limited regional conflicts. Tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) are now 
seen as tools to restore escalation dominance or deter adversaries in localized 
theaters. This doctrinal flexibility reintroduces the idea of use without 
apocalypse—a dangerous psychological and strategic shift. 

2.2 Russia’s Expanded Doctrine: Deterrence Through Ambiguity 
Modern Russian doctrine embraces ambiguity as a feature, not a flaw. While still 
grounded in deterrence, Russia’s official position allows for nuclear use not only in 
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response to nuclear attack, but also in cases where the existence of the Russian 
state is at risk—even from conventional forces. This includes threats to allied 
states like Belarus under the Union State framework. Further ambiguity lies in its 
deployment of dual-use missile systems (such as the Iskander) that can carry 
either conventional or nuclear warheads. Russia’s 2023 doctrinal update and its 
threats during the Ukraine war suggest a willingness to integrate nuclear signaling 
into active conflicts—normalizing the presence of nuclear options at lower levels 
of confrontation. 

2.3 U.S. Emphasis on Low-Yield, Precision Nuclear Options 
The United States has similarly shifted its posture. The 2018 Nuclear Posture 
Review under the Trump administration emphasized developing low-yield 
warheads (e.g., W76-2) and forward-deploying them on submarines for “flexible 
deterrence.” While marketed as a way to prevent escalation by providing more 
credible response options, critics argue this makes nuclear use more thinkable and 
more usable. The U.S. has also revived interest in intermediate-range missiles and 
dual-capable aircraft in Europe and Asia, further eroding the nuclear/conventional 
distinction. 

2.4 Proxy War, Hybrid Warfare, and the Decoupling of Conventional and Nuclear 
Domains 
Today’s conflicts increasingly operate in grey zones—cyber operations, irregular 
militias, drone strikes, and disinformation campaigns—that allow states to wage 
war without direct attribution. Nuclear doctrine has struggled to adapt. Proxy 
wars such as the Ukraine conflict test the assumption that nuclear deterrence 
applies when a nuclear power is being bled through intermediaries. The result is a 
dangerous decoupling: adversaries assume they can inflict strategic-level harm 
using conventional tools without triggering nuclear retaliation. But this decoupling 
is unstable. If a state perceives that proxy or hybrid warfare threatens its 
sovereignty or regime survival, it may reinterpret doctrine to include nuclear 
responses—especially if other options have been exhausted. 

This doctrinal evolution—toward ambiguity, flexibility, and integration with 
conventional force—marks a radical departure from the Cold War consensus. It 
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lays the foundation for a world in which nuclear weapons are no longer reserved 
for the unthinkable, but embedded in the logic of everyday warfare. 

 

3. The Ladder of Declining Thresholds 

As the psychological, doctrinal, and technological boundaries around nuclear use 
erode, the once-monolithic concept of “crossing the nuclear threshold” has 
splintered into a continuum of scenarios—each successively more casual, covert, 
or decentralized. This descent can be understood as a ladder of thresholds, each 
rung lowering the barrier to use, broadening the actors involved, and fragmenting 
the norms that once held. 

 

3.1 Strategic Nuclear War (MAD) as the Former Absolute Boundary 
The Cold War nuclear order was defined by a single boundary: any use of nuclear 
weapons would trigger massive retaliation, culminating in the destruction of both 
attacker and defender. This logic, known as mutually assured destruction (MAD), 
created a psychological firewall around nuclear use. The doctrine was brittle, 
terrifying, and paradoxically stabilizing. Its clarity was its greatest strength: any 
nuclear action meant total annihilation, and thus none occurred. That firewall is 
now cracked. 

 

3.2 Tactical Battlefield Use: Regional Deterrence and Military Desperation 
Tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) undermine the MAD doctrine by suggesting that 
nuclear weapons can be used without triggering global catastrophe. In this view, a 
low-yield strike could achieve localized military objectives—such as halting a 
conventional invasion or signaling strength—without escalating to strategic 
retaliation. This is especially relevant in regional conflicts (e.g., Russia-NATO 
tensions, India-Pakistan clashes) where nuclear-armed actors may face battlefield 
losses that threaten regime or state survival. The temptation to use "small nukes" 
to regain the initiative is growing. 
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3.3 Demonstration Strikes: Coercion Through Spectacle 
A further descent involves the deliberate detonation of a nuclear weapon not for 
destruction, but for spectacle—intended to shock an adversary into submission or 
negotiation. Such a strike might target a remote area, oceanic region, or upper 
atmosphere to avoid casualties while sending an unmistakable message. The logic 
resembles that of Truman’s 1945 warning to Japan, but in a world where every 
move is surveilled and publicized in real time. While less deadly, a demonstration 
strike would irrevocably shatter the nuclear taboo and invite copycat escalations. 

 

3.4 Proxy-Delivered Detonation: The Shadow War Turns Radioactive 
A more clandestine step is the use of proxies to carry out a nuclear attack. This 
could involve supplying a non-state actor with a crude device or engineering a 
detonation that can be plausibly blamed on a third party. Intelligence agencies 
with deep black budgets and access to fissile materials could orchestrate such 
operations under the umbrella of “deniable warfare.” The goal: to gain the 
strategic effect of a nuclear detonation without attribution, or to justify massive 
retaliation. This scenario is made more feasible by global instability and the 
erosion of trust in international media and investigative bodies. 

 

3.5 False-Flag Use and Internal Political Consolidation 
In extreme cases, a government or deep-state entity might carry out a nuclear 
attack on its own soil—or allow one to occur—then blame it on a foreign enemy 
or terrorist group. The intent would be to justify martial law, suppress dissent, 
consolidate power, or launch premeditated wars. Though once considered 
unthinkable, similar logic underpinned real historical proposals, such as Operation 
Northwoods. In a fragmented information environment where truth is malleable, 
such an event could achieve strategic objectives before its authenticity is 
questioned. 
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3.6 Criminal or Black-Market Deployment: Fissile Material in Non-State Hands 
As global governance weakens and fissile material stockpiles age or become 
unguarded, the possibility of nuclear weapons entering the black market 
increases. A wealthy oligarch, mafia network, or ideological group might obtain a 
crude device or assemble one from smuggled materials. While technically 
challenging, it is not impossible—especially if state actors turn a blind eye or 
covertly enable the process. In such a case, nuclear use would be entirely 
decoupled from doctrine, national interest, or rational deterrence. 

 

3.7 Autonomous or Accidental Use: AI, Cyberwar, and System Failure 
The automation of nuclear command-and-control systems—combined with the 
rise of offensive cyber capabilities—introduces the possibility of an accidental or 
unintended nuclear launch. An AI misreading sensor data, a cyberattack 
corrupting communications, or a machine learning model triggering escalation in 
response to false inputs could bypass human safeguards. As decision time 
compresses in high-speed conflicts, the risk of systems launching before human 
verification increases, turning nuclear use into a mechanical or algorithmic event. 

 

3.8 Eschatological and Nihilistic Motivations: The Death Cult Scenario 
At the lowest rung of the ladder lies the deliberate use of nuclear weapons by 
actors who seek destruction, not victory. This includes apocalyptic religious cults, 
transhumanist doomsday sects, and nihilistic ideologies that reject the moral 
legitimacy of civilization. Historically marginal, such groups could become more 
relevant in a world where advanced technologies are increasingly available and 
control is increasingly fragmented. A single nuclear detonation for symbolic or 
ideological purposes could provoke cascading chaos—and no existing doctrine is 
equipped to contain it. 

 

Each rung on this ladder is more dangerous than the one above—not only 
because it brings us closer to use, but because it normalizes use. Once the first 
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step is taken, each subsequent use becomes easier to justify, hide, or repeat. The 
descent of the nuclear threshold is not just theoretical—it is an active process 
already underway. 

 

4. Proliferation and the Collapse of Non-Proliferation Regimes 

The framework that once governed nuclear proliferation has begun to fracture 
under the weight of geopolitical fragmentation, double standards, and 
technological diffusion. The era in which a relatively small group of nuclear states 
restrained themselves and others through legal agreements and mutual 
surveillance is rapidly ending. What replaces it is a landscape of uncertainty—
where nuclear latency, breakout capability, and strategic ambiguity are 
increasingly normalized. As traditional treaties collapse and enforcement 
mechanisms erode, the incentives for nuclear acquisition rise, not fall. 

 

4.1 The Unraveling of Trust in the IAEA and Global Arms Control 
The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has long served as the institutional 
backbone of nuclear non-proliferation. Yet its authority is increasingly undermined 
by politics. Its perceived partiality, especially in relation to Western-aligned states, 
has eroded its credibility among emerging powers. Moreover, its technical 
limitations and reliance on voluntary access have made it increasingly ineffective 
in the face of determined concealment or ambiguous compliance. As states 
observe how some actors evade consequences while others are punished for far 
less, trust in the agency’s neutrality and deterrent value continues to decay. 

 

4.2 Iran’s Nuclear Limbo and the Normalization of Brinkmanship 
Iran represents the most visible failure of the non-proliferation regime. After years 
of negotiation, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) briefly stabilized 
the region—only to be unilaterally abandoned by the United States in 2018. Since 
then, Iran has oscillated between restraint and defiance, gradually accumulating 
enriched uranium and reducing IAEA access. The cycle of sanctions, 
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assassinations, and retaliatory enrichment has produced a normalized state of 
nuclear brinkmanship, where Iran remains just short of weaponization. This quasi-
nuclear posture may now serve as a model for other states: reap the deterrent 
benefits without crossing the line into full weapon status. 

 

4.3 Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan as Near-Threshold States 
Asia’s advanced industrial states increasingly question the reliability of extended 
U.S. deterrence. Japan and South Korea both possess the technical expertise, 
fissile stockpiles, and delivery systems to produce nuclear weapons rapidly—if 
political conditions change. Taiwan, facing existential threats from mainland China, 
is another potential candidate for nuclear latency. While all three currently refrain 
from developing arsenals, regional instability and perceived U.S. retrenchment 
may shift their calculations. The mere presence of latent capability exerts pressure 
on rivals, incentivizing preemption or counter-proliferation, and further 
destabilizing the regional balance. 

 

4.4 The Devaluation of Treaties: INF, New START, and Moratorium Breakdowns 
Major arms control treaties have either collapsed or been allowed to expire. The 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, once a cornerstone of U.S.-Russia 
stability, ended in 2019 amid mutual accusations of violations. The New START 
Treaty, the last remaining limit on U.S. and Russian strategic arsenals, is set to 
expire without a clear successor. Voluntary moratoriums on nuclear testing, long 
held as a normative ceiling, are being re-evaluated—particularly by Russia and 
China. In this vacuum, arms races are no longer restrained by law but driven by 
speed, fear, and opportunism. Without enforceable constraints, nuclear 
modernization proceeds unchecked and opaque, reviving a multipolar arms race 
with no clear rules. 

 

In sum, the collapse of non-proliferation regimes has not merely failed to prevent 
the spread of nuclear capability—it has actively incentivized it. As legal 
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frameworks lose meaning and strategic deterrence becomes fragmented, 
proliferation becomes a rational choice for states under pressure. What emerges 
is not a world of rogue states breaking the rules—but a world where there are no 
rules left to break. 

 

5. Intelligence Agencies and Strategic Ambiguity 

Intelligence agencies operate in the shadows, shaping the world beneath the 
surface of official statecraft. As the nuclear threshold descends, these 
organizations increasingly become central actors—not in delivering nuclear strikes 
directly, but in blurring the lines around nuclear use, attribution, and escalation. In 
an age where deception, narrative control, and deniability matter as much as 
force itself, intelligence networks hold unprecedented power to influence the 
conditions under which nuclear weapons might be used, or appear to be used. 
Strategic ambiguity is not a flaw of this system—it is its intended outcome. 

 

5.1 Historical Covert Operations and Nuclear-Adjacent Actions 
From the earliest days of the Cold War, intelligence agencies have shaped nuclear 
realities indirectly. The CIA orchestrated coups in nuclear-ambitious nations like 
Iran (1953) and monitored the Soviet missile buildup in Cuba (1962). Israel’s 
clandestine development of nuclear weapons at Dimona went largely 
unchallenged due to U.S. intelligence complicity. Soviet and American spies 
penetrated one another’s nuclear programs to maintain balance, but also to 
exploit weaknesses. Covert sabotage, such as Stuxnet’s attack on Iran’s centrifuges 
(likely a joint U.S.-Israeli operation), represents a more recent example of 
intelligence-driven nuclear disruption—non-explosive, but nuclear in strategic 
effect. 

 

5.2 Plausible Deniability in a World of Information Warfare 
In the 21st century, intelligence agencies no longer merely gather secrets—they 
manufacture narratives. In a world saturated by disinformation, deepfakes, and 
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competing realities, a nuclear incident could be obscured, reframed, or blamed on 
a third party with strategic precision. The fog of information warfare allows for 
“plausible deniability” at a level never before seen. A suitcase nuke in a city could 
be blamed on terrorists, a dirty bomb could be traced to black-market uranium, or 
a high-altitude detonation could be written off as a satellite malfunction. The 
ability to use or simulate nuclear use while avoiding attribution is a powerful tool 
in the intelligence playbook. 

 

5.3 The Role of Elite Intelligence Networks in Redrawing Thresholds 
Elite intelligence agencies—not just the CIA and FSB, but also Mossad, MI6, DGSE, 
MSS, and IRGC-affiliated units—have become global actors in their own right. 
These organizations often operate beyond the constraints of democratic oversight, 
and in some cases, beyond the reach of their own governments. They cultivate 
proxies, control infrastructure, and exploit fissile material markets under layers of 
compartmentalization. Through these capabilities, they can shift the nuclear 
threshold from official policy to operational possibility—effectively redrawing the 
conditions under which nuclear effects are pursued, whether by explosive or 
psychological means. When the public believes an attack is nuclear—even if it 
isn’t—the strategic threshold has already been crossed. 

 

5.4 Scenarios Where Nuclear Use Is “Enabled” but Not Directly Commanded 
The most dangerous terrain lies in gray zones—where intelligence agencies enable 
nuclear-capable scenarios without directly issuing launch orders. Examples 
include: 

• Allowing fissile material to “leak” to trusted non-state proxies. 

• Facilitating the transfer of engineering knowledge under the guise of 
deniability. 

• Orchestrating a false-flag event to provoke nuclear retaliation from an 
adversary. 
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• Embedding command-and-control vulnerabilities within rival systems 
(cyberwarfare) to trigger accidental launch. 

These actions don’t require presidential authorization or military protocols—they 
occur under the radar, in layers of cutouts, deniable funding, and private actors. In 
these scenarios, nuclear war is not declared—it is allowed to happen. 

 

Intelligence agencies now sit at the fulcrum between doctrine and chaos. As 
nuclear weapons become entangled with information warfare, covert networks, 
and strategic ambiguity, the risk is no longer just that nukes will be launched—it is 
that no one will know who did it, or why, until it’s too late. 

 

6. Psychological and Media Normalization 

The descent of the nuclear threshold is not only geopolitical—it is psychological. 
One of the most insidious factors in making nuclear use more likely is the gradual 
normalization of nuclear imagery, rhetoric, and scenarios within the collective 
imagination. Through entertainment, disinformation, fragmented news cycles, and 
algorithmic content curation, society has been numbed to the gravity of nuclear 
war. The consequence is a profound erosion of the cognitive barrier that once 
separated nuclear weapons from all other forms of violence. The nuclear taboo, 
once reinforced by fear and memory, is now undermined by simulation and 
saturation. 

 

6.1 Desensitization to Nuclear Risks in Popular Culture 
In the mid-20th century, films like Dr. Strangelove, Threads, and The Day After 
evoked widespread fear and political debate. By contrast, today’s entertainment 
features nuclear explosions as visual spectacle rather than existential threat. 
Video games, action films, and television series routinely use mushroom clouds as 
backdrops to heroic narratives. Nuclear war is portrayed as survivable, even 
cinematic. This shift, especially among younger generations with no lived memory 
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of the Cold War, has desensitized audiences to the unique horror of nuclear 
conflict. The weapon that once symbolized the end of all things is now treated as 
a set piece. 

 

6.2 AI-Generated Simulation, Disinformation, and Confusion Over Real Events 
The rise of generative AI and synthetic media has radically blurred the boundary 
between real and fictional nuclear events. Deepfakes, AI-generated news reports, 
and fabricated satellite imagery can simulate a nuclear detonation—or hide one. 
This creates two dangers: false panic from simulated events, and dangerous 
skepticism of real ones. In a world of algorithmic information, where truth is 
customized and curated by feeds, an actual nuclear incident may not break 
through the noise. Worse, adversaries could exploit this environment to carry out 
or simulate nuclear action with minimal accountability. Strategic ambiguity 
becomes epistemic chaos. 

 

6.3 Collapse of the “Nuclear Red Line” in Public Imagination 
Once, the concept of a "nuclear red line" signified an unambiguous threshold 
whose violation would provoke global condemnation, possibly retaliation, and 
certainly moral horror. Today, that line has faded. Repeated political threats, such 
as “all options are on the table,” have cheapened the language of nuclear 
deterrence. The frequent invocation of nuclear rhetoric—by North Korea, Russia, 
or even NATO planners—has normalized its presence in discourse. The public 
hears of nuclear threats but no longer reacts to them. This psychological flattening 
creates a permissive environment in which a first use of nuclear weapons may not 
provoke the outrage necessary to prevent a second. 

 

6.4 News Cycles and the Dilution of Existential Gravity 
In the era of 24/7 media and infinite scroll, even the most alarming stories are 
reduced to transient content. A tactical nuclear strike today would compete for 
attention with celebrity scandals, political outrage, and trending memes. Unless it 
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instantly kills millions, it may not dominate the discourse for long. This attenuation 
of gravity reflects a broader societal condition: information overload and 
emotional burnout. As a result, the public may no longer be capable of sustained 
engagement with existential issues. This disengagement, in turn, reduces pressure 
on leaders to uphold nuclear restraint. The signal is drowned in noise. 

 

Together, these psychological and media dynamics contribute to the unraveling of 
the nuclear taboo not by overt policy, but by passive erosion. As minds adjust to a 
world in which nuclear war seems imaginable, explainable, even tolerable, the 
final defense against its reality—human horror—is compromised. Once the 
imagination surrenders, strategy follows. 

 

7. Toward a Post-Deterrence World 

We are witnessing the gradual obsolescence of a doctrine that once underpinned 
global stability: nuclear deterrence. The strategic logic that governed the Cold 
War—premised on rational actors, symmetric power, and unambiguous 
thresholds—is collapsing under the pressures of multipolar fragmentation, 
technological acceleration, and decaying political legitimacy. The post-deterrence 
world is not one in which nuclear weapons are gone, but one in which their 
restraining power no longer holds. In this emerging order, nuclear use becomes 
thinkable—not necessarily common, but no longer inconceivable. 

 

7.1 Why the Return of Great-Power Rivalry Increases Nuclear Volatility 
The Cold War involved two major nuclear-armed blocs with tightly controlled 
command structures and mutually reinforcing fears. Today, rivalry exists not just 
between the U.S. and Russia, but also between China, India, NATO-aligned Europe, 
and smaller nuclear aspirants. Strategic competition now unfolds across multiple 
domains—cyber, space, finance, and supply chains. Each of these friction points 
increases the risk of miscalculation or coercive overreach. In a world with more 
players and fewer rules, nuclear weapons shift from being ultimate deterrents to 



15 
 

potential instruments of leverage. More rivalry means more scenarios in which 
leaders might reach for the unthinkable. 

 

7.2 Conventional Wars as Unstable Platforms for Nuclear Insertion 
Deterrence assumes a firewall between conventional and nuclear warfare. But 
modern conflicts—like those in Ukraine, the Taiwan Strait, and South Asia—blur 
that line. As adversaries escalate through economic warfare, drone strikes, 
cyberattacks, and long-range missile deployments, the possibility grows that a 
nuclear power might view a conventional loss as an existential threat. Tactical 
nuclear options—intended to stop a defeat rather than start a war—become 
thinkable. Worse, the success of such a move by one actor could encourage others 
to adopt similar thresholds. This dynamic undermines the binary distinction 
between “war” and “nuclear war,” creating a more fluid and dangerous spectrum 
of escalation. 

 

7.3 The Growing Irrelevance of International Consensus 
International institutions like the United Nations, the IAEA, and arms control 
regimes once provided a normative framework for nuclear restraint. Today, they 
are increasingly ignored or bypassed. The U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA, 
Russia’s suspension of New START participation, and the erosion of the Non-
Proliferation Treaty’s authority all signal a deeper trend: the breakdown of global 
consensus. As power becomes more distributed and diplomacy more 
performative, collective decision-making gives way to unilateralism and informal 
blocs. Without shared norms, deterrence is no longer global—it becomes 
localized, transactional, and subject to rapid shifts. 

 

7.4 Is Deterrence Still Viable in the Face of Threshold Collapse? 
Classical deterrence theory rests on credibility, clarity, and proportionality. But as 
the nuclear threshold collapses, these elements deteriorate: 
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• Credibility erodes when leaders frequently invoke nuclear threats without 
action, or when states threaten others while struggling to maintain internal 
cohesion. 

• Clarity is lost in an environment of disinformation, AI-generated noise, and 
strategic ambiguity. Who used a weapon, and why, may no longer be 
knowable in real time. 

• Proportionality fails when small nuclear uses are met with uncertainty—
should a tactical use prompt massive retaliation, or diplomatic 
recalibration? 

In such a world, deterrence does not disappear—but it mutates. It may survive 
not through fear of annihilation, but through unpredictable consequences, 
decentralized chaos, and mutual vulnerability to miscalculation. This is not 
stability—it is a new kind of balance, where the price of restraint is confusion, and 
the cost of clarity may be war. 

 

The post-deterrence world does not mean nuclear weapons are everywhere. It 
means they no longer anchor the system. Once they are perceived as useful—in 
any form—the final safeguard of civilization is no longer doctrine, but luck. 

 

8. Policy Implications and Strategic Reckonings 

As the nuclear threshold collapses and deterrence decays into ambiguity, the 
strategic and moral foundations of international security must be re-examined. 
The policies of the nuclear age—crafted for a bipolar world of formal war and 
rational calculus—are no longer fit for purpose in a multipolar, proxy-saturated, 
and psychologically desensitized world. The new challenge is to forge frameworks 
that recognize the fluidity of nuclear risks without surrendering to their 
inevitability. This requires both strategic restraint and innovative re-legitimization 
of nuclear norms, alongside psychological preparedness for an era in which the 
unthinkable may soon be real. 
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8.1 Restoring Credible Deterrence Without Overreach 
Credibility in nuclear deterrence hinges on both capability and restraint. To restore 
it, nuclear powers must resist the impulse to brandish threats recklessly or to 
lower their use thresholds under the guise of tactical flexibility. Instead, states 
should: 

• Recommit to minimal deterrence postures, reducing reliance on first-use 
doctrines. 

• Draw clearer lines between conventional and nuclear domains. 

• Re-establish confidence-building measures (CBMs) and crisis de-escalation 
hotlines, especially among rival blocs. 
These steps would reduce ambiguity and raise the political cost of 
irresponsible signaling. Deterrence, to be credible, must be believable and 
constrained—anchored not in panic, but in discipline. 

 

8.2 Proposals for New Nuclear Norms in the Proxy War Era 
The rise of proxy warfare demands new norms for nuclear restraint. Traditional 
treaties focus on state-to-state dynamics, but today’s conflicts blur those lines. 
Emerging norms might include: 

• Formal declarations that nuclear retaliation will not be justified by proxy 
attacks unless state sponsorship is irrefutable. 

• Agreements to insulate nuclear infrastructure from hybrid war tactics—such 
as cyberattacks on power grids supporting command-and-control systems. 

• Multilateral codes of conduct regarding AI-enabled escalation or cyber 
intrusions into nuclear decision systems. 
New norms won’t eliminate risk—but they could restore predictability to an 
increasingly erratic environment, establishing guardrails even where trust is 
absent. 
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8.3 Technological Safeguards and the Limits of Control 
Technological solutions are often touted as answers to nuclear risk: improved 
sensors, more robust early warning systems, or AI-assisted decision-making. 
However, these tools have limits: 

• AI cannot replace judgment. The compression of decision time by 
automation increases the risk of overreaction or algorithmic escalation. 

• Cyber vulnerabilities multiply. As command-and-control systems grow more 
complex, they also grow more penetrable. 

• Dual-use ambiguity persists. Many delivery systems and platforms are 
indistinguishable in peacetime from conventional use, complicating threat 
assessment. 
Thus, while technical safeguards are essential, they must be paired with 
human oversight, doctrinal transparency, and the deliberate slowing of 
escalation chains. 

 

8.4 Preparing the Public and Leadership for a Post-Threshold Scenario 
Perhaps the most underdeveloped area of nuclear policy is psychological and civic 
preparedness. Most citizens—and many political leaders—lack the mental 
framework to process nuclear use that falls short of total war. To avoid chaos or 
paralysis: 

• Public education must evolve beyond Cold War-era "duck and cover" 
toward nuanced awareness of limited-use scenarios. 

• Political leaders must be briefed on nuclear ambiguity, attribution 
complexities, and disinformation risks in the fog of a low-yield detonation or 
false-flag event. 

• Psychological resilience strategies—similar to those used in climate 
adaptation or mass trauma preparation—should be explored to prevent 
societal collapse in the wake of a tactical or demonstrative strike. 
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This is not fear-mongering; it is realism. In a world where the nuclear threshold 
has become fractured, the survival of democratic institutions and rational 
governance depends not on assuming the taboo will hold—but on preparing for 
when it doesn’t. 

 

Ultimately, policy must move beyond the Cold War binary of peace or 
annihilation. In this new landscape, the threat is not just destruction—but misuse, 
confusion, and normalization. Strategic reckoning begins not with new weapons, 
but with a new awareness. 

 

9. Conclusion: The Casual Bomb 

The term “nuclear bomb” once summoned absolute finality—apocalypse, 
obliteration, and the end of all rational politics. That psychological magnitude, 
held in the global imagination for generations, has now eroded. Today, we stand 
on the edge of a dangerous new paradigm: the casual bomb—a nuclear weapon 
no longer tethered to existential stakes, but deployed in the name of tactical 
advantage, coercive messaging, or strategic ambiguity. The nuclear threshold, long 
considered sacred, is no longer fixed. It is pliable, rhetorical, and already fraying 
under the weight of proxy wars, hybrid conflict, and declining political restraint. 

 

9.1 Revisiting the Taboo—What Remains, and What’s Already Gone 
The nuclear taboo—the unwritten global norm against first use—was upheld for 
nearly eight decades not by treaties alone, but by fear, memory, and moral clarity. 
Today, that moral boundary has been blurred. Tactical warheads are discussed 
openly. Political leaders use nuclear threats as bargaining tools. Public discourse 
fails to distinguish between survivable explosions and civilization-ending ones. 
What remains of the taboo is vestigial: a symbolic remnant, invoked more than 
internalized, eroded by repetition and media fatigue. The world may not yet have 
seen the next nuclear use—but the mental, doctrinal, and institutional walls that 
once prevented it are crumbling. 
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9.2 The Risk of Normalization: When “One-Time Use” Becomes Policy 
The most dangerous illusion is that a single, “limited” nuclear strike could remain 
isolated. A tactical detonation—justified as a last resort, a show of strength, or a 
retaliatory message—may be framed as a one-off, but it would redefine global 
precedent. Future actors, emboldened by the first use, might see nuclear 
weapons as merely another rung on the escalation ladder. Once use is normalized, 
the burden of restraint no longer falls on taboo but on real-time strategic 
calculation—subject to misinformation, panic, and political instability. A world 
with occasional nuclear strikes is not just more violent—it is fundamentally 
unpredictable. 

 

9.3 Historical Irony: The Bomb Meant to Prevent War Now Risks Becoming Part of 
It 
Nuclear weapons were supposed to be so horrific, so absolute, that their mere 
existence would suppress warfare among major powers. And for a time, they did. 
But as the memory of Hiroshima fades, and as war becomes digitized, outsourced, 
and abstracted, the original logic of deterrence inverts. The weapon that once 
prevented great-power war is now being woven into its strategic logic. It is no 
longer unthinkable to use the bomb without total war resulting. That is the 
ultimate irony: the instrument designed to ensure peace now threatens to 
become a normalized component of conflict. 

 

9.4 Final Question: Can Civilization Re-Establish a Nuclear Boundary—or Has It 
Already Crossed It? 
The final question is not merely strategic but civilizational: Can the world draw a 
new line—one that reasserts nuclear use as unacceptable under any conditions? 
Or has the descent already occurred, silently and incrementally, while the world 
was distracted? The nuclear future will not be shaped solely by states or treaties. 
It will be shaped by public will, collective memory, and political imagination. If the 
threshold is to be rebuilt, it must happen before the first modern detonation—
because afterward, the precedent will be too powerful to reverse. 
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We still live in the prelude. But not for long. 
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Appendices 

The following appendices provide supporting detail for the arguments presented 
in this paper. They offer concrete timelines, comparative analysis, geopolitical 
intelligence, and primary source material that contextualize the descent of the 
nuclear threshold. Together, they illustrate not only the formal doctrinal shifts but 
also the informal rhetoric and real-world signals that suggest the taboo is 
collapsing. 

 

Appendix A: Timeline of Key Nuclear Doctrine Changes 

Year 
Country / 
Organization 

Event / Policy Shift Description 

1945 United States Hiroshima & Nagasaki 
First and only wartime use of 
nuclear weapons; sets global 
precedent. 

1962 U.S. & USSR Cuban Missile Crisis 
Near-nuclear war reinforces 
deterrence logic and arms control 
urgency. 

1968 NPT Signed 
Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons 

Establishes framework for limiting 
spread of nuclear weapons. 

1980s USSR & NATO 
“Flexible Response” 
doctrines 

Introduce tactical nuclear options in 
defense planning. 

1991 USSR collapse 
Soviet nuclear arsenal 
fragmented 

Raises global fears of loose nukes 
and proliferation. 

1998 
India & 
Pakistan 

Nuclear tests and 
declarations 

Formalizes new nuclear dyad in 
South Asia. 
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Year 
Country / 
Organization 

Event / Policy Shift Description 

2002 U.S. 
Nuclear Posture 
Review 

Lowers threshold for preemptive 
nuclear use against rogue states. 

2018 U.S. W76-2 deployed 

First low-yield warheads on 
submarines since Cold War; signals 
renewed emphasis on limited-use 
scenarios. 

2023 Russia 
Revised nuclear 
doctrine 

Expands conditions under which 
Russia may use nuclear weapons, 
including threats to allied states. 

2025 Global 
Multiple states revisit 
doctrines 

Increased nuclear signaling from 
China, North Korea, and NATO 
states; New START destabilized. 

 

Appendix B: List of Near-Threshold States and Estimated Timelines for Breakout 

Country 
Technical 
Capability 

Fissile Material 
Access 

Estimated Time 
to Breakout 

Strategic 
Motivation 

Iran 

Advanced 
centrifuge 
network, missile 
program 

Yes (HEU 
stockpile) 

1–3 months (if 
decision made) 

Regime survival, 
deterrence against 
U.S. and Israel 

Japan 
Advanced reactor 
and enrichment 
tech 

Yes (stockpiled 
plutonium) 

6–12 months 
Deterrence against 
North Korea, China 
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Country 
Technical 
Capability 

Fissile Material 
Access 

Estimated Time 
to Breakout 

Strategic 
Motivation 

South 
Korea 

Advanced 
infrastructure, 
latent designs 

Possible (via 
reprocessing) 

12–24 months 
Strategic 
autonomy, North 
Korean threat 

Taiwan 

Historical weapons 
program (1970s), 
nuclear research 
base 

Possibly under 
international 
surveillance 

1–2 years 
(clandestine) 

Deterrence against 
Chinese invasion 

Saudi 
Arabia 

Developing nuclear 
infrastructure, 
potential to buy 
warheads 

No current 
fissile material 

Unknown (if 
outsourced or 
acquired) 

Counterbalance to 
Iran, regional 
prestige 

Brazil 
Suspended 
program, latent 
capacity 

Some uranium 
enrichment 
capacity 

2–3 years 
Regional influence, 
energy security 

 

Appendix C: Summary Table of Nuclear Threshold Descent Scenarios 

Scenario Type Description 
Actors 
Involved 

Threshold 
Position 

Risk Profile 

Strategic Deterrence 
(MAD) 

Full-scale 
retaliation 
posture 

U.S., Russia, 
China 

High 
Catastrophic if 
triggered, low 
likelihood 

Tactical Battlefield Use 
Limited-use in 
regional war 

Russia, 
India, 
Pakistan 

Moderate 
High risk of 
escalation 
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Scenario Type Description 
Actors 
Involved 

Threshold 
Position 

Risk Profile 

Demonstration Strike 

Non-lethal 
explosion as 
coercive 
message 

Any nuclear 
state 

Lower 
Medium 
strategic shock 
value 

Proxy Delivery 
Covert use via 
non-state 
actor 

Intelligence-
backed 
proxy 
groups 

Low 
High ambiguity, 
high global 
tension 

False Flag 

Self-inflicted 
or disguised 
use to justify 
response 

Rogue state 
actors, 
deep-state 
factions 

Low 
High domestic 
destabilization 
risk 

Black Market Use 
Unauthorized 
non-state 
nuclear use 

Criminal 
networks, 
oligarchs 

Very low 

Extremely 
destabilizing, 
unlikely but 
growing 

Autonomous/Accidental 
AI or system-
based error 

Any 
advanced 
state 

Variable 
Technologically 
driven, hard to 
attribute 

Eschatological/Nihilist 

Ideological or 
religious use 
without 
strategic goal 

Cults, 
apocalyptic 
actors 

Nonexistent 
Existential 
threat to all 
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Appendix D: Excerpts from Public Statements by Military and Political Leaders on 
Nuclear Use 

Vladimir Putin (2022): 
"If the territorial integrity of our country is threatened, we will certainly use all 
means at our disposal to protect Russia and our people—this is not a bluff." 
—Context: Statement during escalation in Ukraine, interpreted as a veiled nuclear 
threat. 

Donald Trump (2017): 
"North Korea best not make any more threats to the United States. They will be 
met with fire and fury like the world has never seen." 
—Interpreted as potential nuclear threat during North Korea missile testing. 

Joe Biden (2022): 
"We are not encouraging Ukraine to strike outside its borders. But we will defend 
every inch of NATO territory." 
—Implied that escalation could bring NATO into direct conflict with nuclear-armed 
Russia. 

Kim Jong-un (2023): 
"Our nuclear arsenal is no longer a bargaining chip—it is our national sword, and 
we will wield it if provoked." 

Emmanuel Macron (2023): 
"France’s nuclear deterrent must be understood as independent and European. No 
one will dictate its use to us." 

Xi Jinping (2024): 
"China maintains a no-first-use policy, but will not hesitate to respond decisively to 
any encroachment on its sovereignty—including over Taiwan." 

 

These appendices offer clear evidence that the nuclear threshold is not an 
abstract concern—it is being tested in doctrine, speech, posture, and proxy 
engagements across multiple domains. The final collapse may not be a singular 
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moment, but a series of subtle acceptances until the unacceptable becomes 
routine. 
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