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dissipate for several years, blocking sunlight and lowering temperatures that could eventu-
ally destroy crops and potentially cause the starvation of millions across Asia and beyond.3

Presumably, therefore, no nation’s leadership wants even one of these weapons to be 
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That was then. Today’s nuclear setting poses challenges and creates complexities that 
leave the relevance of the Cold War concept of strategic stability questioned even in the core 
U.S.-Russian nuclear relationship and in its new adjunct, the increasingly fraught U.S.-Chi-
na nuclear relationship. And, if that is true in these cases, what notion in other two-way and 
often three-way nuclear relationships can serve to approximate strategic stability between 
and among them? Or is the future an unregulated matrix of states locked in competitive 
relationships, preoccupied with preventing the other side or sides from achieving a nuclear 
advantage, constrained only by economics and the technological barriers not yet breached, 
and indifferent to standards, mechanisms, or concepts blocking the pathways to inadvertent 
nuclear war in a proliferating number of contexts? 

The American Academy of Arts and Sciences as part of its project on “Meeting the 
Challenges of the New Nuclear Age” asked a small group of senior experts (see Appendix I) 
to wrestle with these questions. What follows is not a report of their deliberations, let alone a 
consensus document, but one person’s exploration that addresses key themes raised during 
their discussions and exploits many of the insights generated by the participants.
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with massive destructive force even after absorbing the first blow. In contemporary discus-
sions of strategic stability, including the Academy’s Working Group on Strategic Stability—
discussions that usually privilege the U.S.-Russian nuclear relationship—mutual deterrence 
based on a secure second-strike capability remains the point of departure. It should, some 
in the group maintained, form the core of any meaningful concept of strategic stability. 
The State Department’s International Security Advisory Board (ISAB), when in 2016 con-
sidering the requirements for “multilateral strategic stability,” took as its starting point the 
“U.S.-Russia Cold War construct” and then weighed ways of “extending strategic stability 
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be to increase the risk of inadvertent large-scale nuclear war would appear to depend on, 
first, the ability of the adversary to correctly identify where vital U.S. interests begin and, 
second, the likelihood that the use of weapons intended to control escalation is instead seen 
as a precursor to a massive nuclear assault. 

Official U.S. nuclear doctrine does operate on the assumption that Russia has lowered 
the nuclear threshold by embracing a strategy of “escalating to de-escalate,” that is, at a crit-
ical, perhaps early phase of a conventional conflict that it plans to use nuclear weapons to 
constrain an opponent’s options and dictate the course of the war, and is assembling an ar-
senal permitting it to do so. Whether this, in fact, is Russian nuclear strategy is disputed,10 
but that U.S. defense planners believe it is and Moscow fails to remove the ambiguity means 
that one or both countries are advancing the moment when nuclear weapons would be used 
with no guarantee that executing so-called “limited nuclear options” would not inadver-
tently lead to uncontrolled nuclear escalation.11 Moreover, in a perverse interaction, Russia 
argues that the United States is the side lowering the nuclear threshold by developing low-
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a regime that largely eliminates the possibility of inadvertent nuclear war appears unlikely 
until change begins at a more fundamental level.17 

If understanding the role and prospects for strategic stability in key nuclear relation-
ships in this vastly more complex many-sided nuclear world requires broadening the con-
cept or at least the factors favoring it, thoughts on how this might be done ought also to 
change and become more wide-ranging. Several suggestions emerged from the working 
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Apart from whether these are plausible scenarios and/or what others should be con-
sidered, the urging is that defense planners in all nuclear-weapons possessing states, if they 
care to see strategic stability enhanced rather than eroded, should incorporate into their 
calculations escalation risks as well as aspects of their weapons programs and nuclear strat-
egy that could lead to inadvertent nuclear war. Ultimately, real progress along these lines 
would require that peer competitors engage one another, share perspectives on where the 
risks are, and try to find common ground. However, when relations among all key nuclear 
actors are deteriorated or deteriorating, as they are now, that would seem a reach too far.

Second, strategic stability even in its most classic form, can be promoted by unilateral 
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between countries for whom a secure second strike may be beyond reach any time soon. 
Others are expressly intended to remove the “incentive to be the first to use nuclear weap-
ons in the event of conventional conflict,” and, therefore, lose force as major powers, includ-
ing the United States and Russia, place increasing emphasis on “limited nuclear options” to 
enhance strategic deterrence against a widening array of threats. But, at a minimum, all the 
remaining steps would move a multivariate nuclear world in a more stable direction. 

They are divided into four categories: those focused on policy and doctrine; those on 
force structure and posture; those on safety (of nuclear stockpiles); and those on security 
(of nuclear weapons). 

In the first category, policy and doctrine, they include:

•	



contemplating strategic stability in a new multipolar nuclear world

american academy of arts & sciences 14

policy-making communities in the major nuclear-weapons possessing states need to ad-
dress—four, in particular. 

Is the quest for an overarching definition of multipolar strategic stability feasible or 
likely to be productive? The answer for most in the group is probably not. If strategic sta-
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