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Instructional Period 6412

Title: Deterrence Theory and Nuclear Weapons

Themes:

1. Impact of technology on strategy and doctrine

2. Influence of politics across the full spectrum of warfare

Introduction: The advent of nuclear weapons produced a vigorous debate on new concepts of stability and new approaches to security strategy. The strategic equation changed dramatically when both the US and the USSR possessed nuclear weapons and the means to deliver them. As other aligned and non-aligned nations attained nuclear capability and means of delivery, the advantages of the two-superpower deterrence idea grew less certain, and again the notion of deterrence as a strategic concept evolved. One can argue that deterrence, in its variations over the course of the Cold War, indeed worked—there were no nuclear detonations in anger during the Cold War and the great cataclysm that all feared did not materialize. Nor has it since the end of the Cold War, despite the changes in the world political, military, and technological order. From the mid-1990s, the United States has had to revisit its nuclear posture to adapt it to the changing world. This has not been an easy process. There are some who argue that deterrence as a security strategy is no longer applicable, while others argue with equal vehemence that deterrence theory is not dead and in fact may prove to be our salvation in these dangerous, proliferated times. We survived a Cold War of fifty years, one in which nuclear holocaust loomed each day. The question now is, can we achieve such success in a nuclear world of unfamiliar actors with unusual nuclear capabilities and uncertain strategic objectives?

Lesson Objective: Analyze the complexities and evolution of nuclear deterrence. PJELA: 1a, 1c, 2b, 3a, 3c, 6a. SAE: 6. DC: 1, 2, 3.

Desired Learning Outcomes:
1. Comprehend the essential aspects of a deterrent relationship.

2. Formulate an overview of the evolution of nuclear strategy and deterrence theory during the Cold War and post-Cold War periods.

3. Assess the strategic debate on nuclear policy and security objectives.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. What is the essential logic of nuclear deterrence?

2. How did the nuclear threat evolve during the Cold War?

3. How has the nuclear threat changed since the end of the Cold War, and how has US nuclear strategy responded to these changes?

4. Should US nuclear strategy be placed in the broader context of American policies toward arms control? Why?

5. Is nuclear deterrence enhanced or lessened in a proliferated world? Why? 
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