
THE ASIA-PACIFIC LEADERSHIP NETWORK � 

REDUCING THE RISK OF NUCLEAR WEAPON USE IN NORTHEAST ASIA 

NUCLEAR USE CASES FOR 

CONTEMPLATINC CRISIS 

AND CONFLICT ON THE 

KOREAN PENINSULA 

PAULK. DAVIS AND BRUCE W. BENNETT 



 
 
 
 
 

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S  
 

This is a special report prepared for the project “Reducing the Risk of Nuclear Weapon 

Use in Northeast Asia.” The research described in this paper was co-sponsored by the 

Research Center for Nuclear Weapons Abolition, Nagasaki University (RECNA), the Asia-

Pacific Leadership Network for Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament (APLN), and 

the Nautilus Institute for Security and Sustainability, with collaboration from the Panel 

on Peace and Security of Northeast Asia (PSNA). 





https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
mailto:apln@apln.network


NUCLEAR USE CASES FOR 
CONTEMPLATING CRISIS 
AND CONFLICT ON THE 
KOREAN PENINSULA 

Paul K. Davis, Ph.D. & Bruce W. Bennett, Ph.D. 

Pardee RAND Graduate School 

Reducing the Risk of Nuclear Weapon Use in Northeast Asia 

December 2021 

ABSTRACT 

This paper motivates and sketches a set of nuclear-use cases involving 

conflict on the Korean peninsula. The cases reflect a wide range of ways that 

nuclear weapons might be brandished or used in a Korean crisis. We 

identify possible cases by using two different lenses: a "logical" or taxonomic 

lens and a decisionmaking lens that asks how an actual national leader 

might decide to use nuclear weapons first. We then select cases from the 

space of possibilities to reflect that range usefully. The use cases consider 

mistakes, unintended escalation, coercive threats, limited nuclear use to 

reinforce threats, defensive operations, and offensive operations. They also 
consider the potential role of fear, desperation, responsibility, grandiosity, 

indomitability, and other human emotions. Some use cases are far more 
plausible than others at present, but estimating likelihoods is a dubious 

activity. The real challenge is to avoid circumstances where the use cases 
would become more likely. 
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