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nuclear weapons52 – if only because advocacy of using them for an unprovoked offensive war is politically and 
morally unacceptable – and in debates on nuclear weapons it is an area where nuclear weapons proponents and arms 
control advocates find they can compromise.53 However, it is striking how widely accepted nuclear deterrence is, 
given the paucity of real evidence in support of it.54  
 
The proponents of nuclear weapons claim two different levels of legitimization. The maximalists see the weapons as 
a near-infallible shield that is strictly defensive: the misleading notion of ―nuclear umbrella.‖ Nuclear weapons are 
even seen as valuable in the anticipation of surprises; they are claimed to be an ―insurance against the 
unforeseeable.‖55 This idea of the perfect weapon makes abolition seem both impossible and undesirable – although 
it should be noted that few advocate the widespread uptake of these excellent useful weapons. Almost all believers 
in nuclear deterrence also support nuclear nonproliferation.56 
 
However, prudent proponents of nuclear weapons would not hold such positions. They understand and recognize 
the ―limits of validity‖ of nuclear deterrence.57  Back in 1965, the ―stability-instability paradox‖58 was posited. If a 
nuclear weapons state has sufficient numbers of nuclear weapons to survive a first strike and is able to execute an all-
out second strike, then two nuclear-armed states might be said to have strategic nuclear deterrent stability. It has 
been believed – up until now – that neither state would have enough incentive to strike first in this bilateral 
relationship. All of this was imagined, of course, and relied on a great deal of common understanding between the 
two enemies. However, this ―strategic stability‖ implied that nuclear threats to deter lower levels of aggression, 
with say conventional weapons, would lose credibility and a stronger incentive to low-intensity attacks would result 
as nuclear weapons were deployed for a first-strike-second-strike configuration. Nuclear strategists have considered 

                                            
 

52 Freedman, Deterrence, op. cit. 
53 Jeffrey Knopf shows that it was the case for the deterrent strategy as a whole, not only at the nuclear level, during the Cold 

War. Critiques from the right favoring rollback over containment and deterrence as well as proponents of disarmament and 

accommodation of the Soviet concerns as an effort to preserve the World War II alliance ended up backing deterrence, which 

at first sight, had few strong allies. ―Three Items in One: Deterrence as Concept, Research Program and Political Issue‖ in 

T.V. Paul, Patrick Morgan and James Wirtz, eds., Complex Deterrence: Strategy in the Global Age, Chicago, University of Chicago 

Press, 2009, pp. 32, 46.  
54 See, for example, Ward Wilson, ―The Myth of Nuclear Deterrence,‖ Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 15, No. 3, November 

2008. 
55 Pierre Gallois, Nuclear Weapons: Insurance Against the Unforeseeable , Paris, Cahiers du Centre d‘Etudes d‘Histoire de la 
Défense, 1997 [in French]. 
56 With the exception of course of Kenneth Waltz and his school. See Kenneth Waltz, ―The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More 

May Better,‖ Adelphi Papers, Number 171, London, International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1981. 
57 One of the major French nuclear strategists, Lucien Poirier explained in a France Culture interview on 13 November 2008 

how he had always rejected the idea that nuclear weapons were able to prevent any kind of war. (In his view, it was only the 

best possible way to prevent a nuclear attack in a probabilistic way. See Lucien Poirier, Des strategies nucléaires, Paris, Hachette, 

1977 p. 156). However, Charles Hernu had to use the argument of the ―weapon against war‖ to convince his fellow socialists 

to adopt the weapon. 
58 Glenn Snyder, ‗‗The Balance of Power and the Balance of Terror,‘‘ in Paul Seabury, ed., The Balance of Power, San Francisco, 
Chandler, 1965. 
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