
To the Editors (Mark S. Bell writes):

Matthew Evangelista’s article questions the wisdom of bringing Ukraine into the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and under the U.S. “nuclear umbrella.”1 Such a
policy should indeed be subject to scrutiny. Yet Evangelista’s argument regarding nu-
clear deterrence is not wholly convincing.

Evangelista challenges the claim that “nuclear deterrence . . . preserved the peace in
Europe throughout the Cold War” (p. 7). He argues that nuclear deterrence is “fragil[e]”
(p. 39) and that “it is wrong to claim that deterrence worked” (p. 38). To support these
conclusions, Evangelista offers two main claims. First, nuclear deterrence was “not
tested in Cold War Europe” (p. 38): The Soviet Union had “no such intention” to invade
Western Europe and there was not “something to deter” (p. 7). Second, nuclear weap-
ons did not prevent crises and in fact made them more dangerous.

These claims cannot support the inference that Evangelista seeks to draw. The ªrst
(lack of Soviet aggressive intentions or invasion plans) does not support Evangelista’s
conclusion about the irrelevance of nuclear deterrence. Nuclear deterrence should be
expected to affect states’ calculations about what they can achieve in international poli-
tics. The Soviet Union was aware of NATO’s nuclear weapons, and those weapons may
have affected the scope of Soviet ambitions in Europe. As a result, little indication of
aggressive plans or intentions in the Soviet archives is perfectly consistent with the re-
straining power of nuclear deterrence. It does not, therefore, support a strong con-
clusion that nuclear deterrence was irrelevant.

Second, Evangelista argues that relying on nuclear deterrence during the Cold War
made crises more dangerous. This may be true, but it is not evidence for the irrelevance
or fragility of nuclear deterrence. It is the essence of nuclear deterrence to raise the con-
sequences of miscalculation in crises to catastrophic levels. The political effects of nu-
clear weapons cannot be decoupled from the consequences of their use; the latter is the
cause of the former. Indeed, a plausible explanation for the “willing[ness in the late
1960s] . . . to codify the status quo in a divided Europe” (p. 22) that Evangelista credits
with dampening dangers is that it emerged from leaders concluding that the crises of
the early 1960s were more dangerous than the political stakes merited—that “coming

Mark S. Bell is an Associate Professor of Political Science at the University of Minnesota.

Matthew Evangelista is President White Professor of History and Political Science at Cornell University.

1. Matthew Evangelista, “A ‘Nuclear Umbrella’ for Ukraine? Precedents and Possibilities for Post-
war European Security,” International Security, Vol. 48, No. 3 (Winter 2023/24), pp. 7–50, https://
doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00476. Subsequent references to this article appear parenthetically in the
text.

Correspondence: Nuclear Deterrence

Correspondence Mark S. Bell
Matthew Evangelista

Nuclear Deterrence—
What Is It Good For?

International Security, Vol. 49, No. 2 (Fall 2024), pp. 170–173, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_c_00499
© 2024 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

170

[1
32

.1
74

.2
52

.1
79

]  
 P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
24

-1
2-

07
 0

3:
29

 G
M

T
) 

 C
or

ne
ll 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 



so close to disaster jolted the leaders into a détente.”2 In other words, the settlement
that emerged, which Evangelista lauds, was partly the result of nuclear weapons.

Drawing lessons for current policy debates from history and social science requires
caution. Much uncertainty remains about answers to fundamental questions about the
nuclear era.3 Scholars should not dismiss this uncertainty. Just as Evangelista is rightly
wary of overly conªdent arguments about the simplicity of relying on nuclear deter-
rence, we should also be wary of overly conªdent arguments that nuclear deterrence is
fragile or irrelevant.

—Mark S. Bell
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Matthew Evangelista Replies:

Mark Bell begins his response to my article by generously pointing to where we agree:
Proposals for bringing Ukraine into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and under
the supposed protection of the U.S. “nuclear umbrella” merit scrutiny. He does not
comment on either my advocacy of alternative non-nuclear approaches to Ukrainian
and European security once the war ends or the theoretical concepts that inform my
analysis, such as Robert Jervis’s elaboration of the security dilemma (p. 13) or Carol
Cohn’s critique of “technostrategic language” (p. 14). His criticism focuses instead on
my claims that nuclear deterrence should not be credited with preventing war in
Europe during the Cold War and that nuclear deterrence was never put to the test, “be-
cause the Soviet Union did not intend any of the aggressive actions that NATO feared”
(p. 38). The historical record does not support, for example, Winston Churchill’s dra-
matic assertion in 1950 that “nothing preserves Europe from an overwhelming military
attack [by the Soviet Union] except the devastating resources of the United States in this
awful [atomic] weapon.”1

Bell correctly paraphrases my view that “nuclear weapons did not prevent crises and
in fact made them more dangerous.” But he incorrectly attributes to me the view that
“nuclear deterrence was irrelevant.” If I claim that deploying or threatening to use nu-
clear weapons (“nuclear deterrence”) increases the danger of crises, then logically I do
not consider the strategy of nuclear deterrence irrelevant. To emphasize nuclear deter-
rence’s relevance, Bell writes that “the Soviet Union was aware of NATO’s nuclear
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weapons, and those weapons may have affected the scope of Soviet ambitions in
Europe.” I ªnd this claim uncontroversial. Even before the opening of Soviet archives,
scholars documented Soviet reactions to the United States deploying nuclear weapons
in Europe. The development of so-called tactical nuclear weapons stimulated a Soviet
effort to create similar weapons and integrate them into Soviet military operations
some ten years after NATO did so.2 By the 1961 Berlin Crisis, as I describe in the article,
Soviet plans envisioned preemptive nuclear strikes against NATO’s nuclear weapons if
NATO were to launch an invasion. That is why I cite both NATO’s plans to “employ
nuclear weapons selectively” (p. 20) and Paul Nitze’s advocacy of a strategic nuclear
ªrst strike against the Soviet Union (pp. 20–21) as examples of the dangers of attempts
at nuclear deterrence during crises.3

Regarding the scope of “Soviet ambitions in Europe,” and the impact of nuclear
weapons on those ambitions, historians beneªt from an impressive array of primary
materials: minutes of Politburo sessions, meetings of Soviet and foreign communists,
memoirs, interviews, and military plans.4 Bell claims that even if historians ªnd “little
indication of aggressive plans or intentions in the Soviet archives,” nuclear weapons
might nevertheless have restrained Soviet leaders from taking more aggressive actions.
I am not sure why Bell’s default assumption is Soviet aggressive intentions, when the
security dilemma suggests that even status quo powers can appear threatening to their
adversaries when they arm in self-defense. His claim that nuclear deterrence accounts
for Soviet restraint—rather than, say, fear of war in general after the devasting experi-
ence of World War II—reminds me of the technostrategic thinking that attributes
causality to weapons rather than humans.5

Bell seems to recognize that I am more struck by the counterproductive and danger-
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ous impact of nuclear weapons than by their stabilizing effects. Examples include the
Soviet Union accelerating its nuclear program under Joseph Stalin following the U.S.
atomic bombings of Japan, and the nuclear saber-rattling of his successor, Nikita
Khrushchev, not only over Berlin, but during crises over Suez, Iraq, and Taiwan, among
others.6 Leonid Brezhnev, who oversaw a massive buildup of Soviet nuclear weapons,
was generally cautious about their use. But even he—sleep-deprived and under the
inºuence of drugs, according to some sources—provoked a U.S. nuclear alert with his
threats of Soviet intervention during the 1973 Yom Kippur War.7 To the extent that nu-
clear deterrence otherwise made both superpowers careful about direct confrontations,
it gave them a free hand to intervene militarily elsewhere—including the Soviet use of
armed force against East Germany in 1953, as well as its invasions of Hungary in 1956
and Czechoslovakia in 1968.

Probably the core disagreement between Bell and myself comes in how we respond
to his claim that “it is the essence of nuclear deterrence to raise the consequences of mis-
calculation in crises to catastrophic levels (emphasis in original).” Bell seems to believe
that there are political beneªts that justify risking the catastrophic consequences of nu-
clear war by miscalculation. My reading of the history of nuclear accidents and close
calls, and my understanding of the impact of nuclear explosions on human life and the
environment, make me inclined to look for alternatives to nuclear weapons as sources
of security, as I sought to do in my article on postwar Ukraine and Europe.

—Matthew Evangelista
Ithaca, New York
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