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Discussions focus on legal, ethical and operational 
implications

What about strategic stability??? 

Does autonomy in weapon systems 
… undermine strategic stability? 
… lead to an arms race and escalation? 
… increase the risk of a nuclear launch? 

Impact on strategic stability 
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§ 3 reports, last one out in 2020

§ Find on SIPRI’s website

SIPRI mapping study
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Autonomous weapon systems

Autonomy in weapon systems 

Definitions: AWS
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Definitions: strategic stability
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§ ”A state of affairs in which countries are confident that 
their adversaries would not be able to undermine 
their nuclear deterrent capability using nuclear, 
conventional or other non-conventional means” 

§ Achieved by mutually assured destruction (MAD) 

§ Depends on 
1) the possession of second-strike capability
2) that the capability are credible, effective and survivable



Application of autonomy in nuclear 
deterrence architecture
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§ Connection between conventional and nuclear arms

§ Autonomy in weapon systems driver

§ Easier to hold nuclear assets at risk 

§ Willingness to counter conventional attacks with nuclear

Entanglement
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§ Reinforce asymmetry between states

§ Incentives to respond with destabilising measures 
- arms race
- modernize nuclear arsenals
- renounce NFU policy
- increase alert status
- automate launch 

§ Issue of perception 

§ Speed of warfare

§ Lower threshold of war 

Destabilising effects on strategic stability
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§ Accidental escalation
- less time for decision-making
- brittleness in systems 
- operation unknown 

§ Inadvertent escalation
- issue of perception 

§ Deliberate escalation 
- AI generated information

Escalation
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§ Mutual vulnerability

§ Better prepared to deal with crisis

(Stabilising effects on strategic stability)
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§ Autonomy in weapon systems alone is not 
enough to trigger escalation 

§ Other key factors

How serious is the risk? 
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How serious is the risk? 
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How serious is the risk? 
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Key takeaways 
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§ Autonomy in weapon systems a driver for 
entanglement 

§ Perception can be destabilising 

§ Key to agree on regulations 
+ share information 
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Thank you!
Website: www.sipri.org

Email: moa.peldan@sipri.org

http://www.sipri.org/
http://sipri.org

