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Introduction

Regional nuclear orders function as distinct strategic ecosystems shaped by geography, historical
experience, alliance patterns, and political relationships. Understanding how “Strategic Asia” differs from
“Strategic Europe” is essential for evaluating contemporary stability risks, escalation pathways, and arms

control prospects.

While both regions involve nuclear deterrence dynamics among major powers, their structural
characteristics diverge in ways that produce fundamentally different security outcomes. Strategic Asia
refers to the interconnected network of nuclear relationships among Asian nuclear-armed states and
external actors operating in the region. Strategic Europe, by contrast, refers to the nuclear order historically
centered on transatlantic alliances and the deterrence competition between the United States and the Soviet

Union, and the evolving US-Russia relationship after the Cold War.

This paper focuses on what constitutes Strategic Asia, how it operates, and how its structure differs from
Strategic Europe, particularly regarding deterrence stability, arms control, and institutional development.
It argues that Strategic Asia is characterized by multipolar deterrence relationships, significant
asymmetries, and relatively weak institutionalization, whereas Strategic Europe developed under bipolar
rivalry and dense institutional frameworks. These structural differences generate distinct stability

dynamics and create different opportunities—and constraints—for arms control and risk reduction.

David Santoro
President and CEO
Pacific Forum International
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Historical Evolution of Regional Nuclear Orders

Emergence and Evolution of Strategic Europe

Modern nuclear deterrence theory and institutionalized
arms control first developed in Europe during the Cold
War.! At that time, Europe was the primary theater of
superpower confrontation, making nuclear weapons
central to regional security. The concentration of military
forces, ideological rivalry, and geographic proximity
created intense pressures for doctrinal innovation and
escalation management.

Alliance structures played a decisive role. The North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) integrated nuclear
deterrence into alliance planning through mechanisms
such as nuclear sharing and coordinated strategy
development. 2 These arrangements created extended
deterrence commitments on the part of the United States
and embedded nuclear strategy within a broader
institutional framework that promoted consultation among

and predictability for, NATO allies.

Doctrinal evolution followed changing strategic conditions.

Early reliance by NATO on massive retaliation against the
Soviet Union gradually shifted toward flexible response,
reflecting recognition that credible deterrence required a
spectrum of escalation options rather than binary choices.?
This
improvements in command and control, survivability, and
alliance coordination.

doctrinal refinement was accompanied by

Arms control agreements between the United States and
the Soviet Union further stabilized the European nuclear
order.* US-Soviet bilateral treaties introduced verification
regimes, transparency measures, and numerical limits that
reduced uncertainty and crisis instability. Even when
political relations deteriorated, arms control institutional
mechanisms persisted, reinforcing expectations of strategic
restraint.

The collapse of the Soviet Union transformed the European
security environment but did not eliminate nuclear
relevance. Tensions involving Russia, alliance enlargement,
and regional conflicts preserved deterrence dynamics,

! See Hedley Bull, The Control of the Arms Race (London and
New York: Weidenfeld and Nicolson/Frederick A. Praeger,
1961).

2 For a short history of NATO,
https://www.nato.int/en/about-us/nato-history/a-short-
history-of-nato

3 Jane E. Stromseth, The Origins of Flexible Response: NATO’s
Debate over Strategy in the 1960s (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1988).

4 John Lewis Gaddis, The Long Peace: Inquiries into the
History of the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1987).

visit

while legacy institutions continued to influence policy
approaches.® As a result, Europe developed a culture of
institutionalized deterrence and negotiated competition
that remains influential today, even though Russia’s
annexation of Crimea in 2014 and full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in 2022 has since put that culture under serious test.

Emergence and Evolution of Strategic Asia

Asia evolved along a different trajectory. Nuclear programs
in Asia emerged primarily from regional threat perceptions
rather than global bipolar rivalry. China pursued nuclear
capabilities to secure strategic autonomy and deter major
power coercion, while India and Pakistan developed
nuclear weapons largely in response to each other’s
capabilities and regional conflicts. Unlike Europe, Asia
never experienced a single dominant bipolar nuclear
Instead, multiple nuclear dyads developed
simultaneously, including China-India, India-Pakistan,

rivalry.

and later United States-China interactions in the regional
context. © These developments produced overlapping
deterrence relationships with varying doctrines, force
structures, and threat perceptions.

The emergence of North Korea as a nuclear-armed state
complexity. Rapid weapons
development, missile advancements, and opaque decision-
making structures also increased uncertainty and crisis
volatility. External actors, including the United States and

introduced additional

Russia, remained influential in the region, but their roles
differed significantly from Europe due to weaker alliance
integration and greater geopolitical diversity.

Importantly, Asia developed without strong arms control
traditions or institutionalized management
mechanisms comparable to those in Europe. Although
bilateral confidence-building measures exist in some cases,
the absence of comprehensive frameworks
contributed to contemporary concerns about escalation
risks and miscalculation.”

crisis

have

5 Angela E. Stent, The Limits of Partnership: US-Russian
Relations in the Twenty-First Century (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2014).

¢ For the first comprehensive overview of the Asian nuclear
landscape, see Stephen J. Cimbala, “Nuclear-Strategic Asia”
in Adam B. Lowther (ed.), The Asia-Pacific Century:
Challenges and Opportunities (Maxwell Air Force Base, AL:
Air University Press, 2013), pp. 211-230.

7 See Robert Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution:
Statecraft and the Prospect of Armageddon (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1989) or Graham Allison, Essence of
Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis (Boston: Little,
Brown, and Company, 1971).
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Defining Strategic Asia: Scope, Actors, and Relationships

Geographic and Political Boundaries

Asia encompasses multiple nuclear-armed states and
extended deterrence relationships involving both regional
and extra-regional actors. Core nuclear actors include
China, India, Pakistan, North Korea, Russia (as a Eurasian
power with significant Asian deployments), and the United
States. The United States, as mentioned, provides extended
deterrence to allies, including Japan, South Korea, and
Australia, further expanding the regional deterrence
network.

Compared with Europe, Asian alliances are less
institutionalized and considerably more geographically
dispersed. Bilateral security arrangements dominate rather
than multilateral integrated structures,
producing  greater  heterogeneity in  deterrence
relationships; the name of the game is the “hub-and-spokes”
system.® Political diversity across the region—including
democratic,

command

authoritarian, and hybrid systems—also
influences strategic decision-making processes and civil-
military relations.

Structural Characteristics

Several structural characteristics distinguish Strategic Asia
from Strategic Europe.

First is multipolarity. Multiple nuclear actors create
overlapping deterrence relationships rather than a single
dominant rivalry. This situation increases uncertainty
because
simultaneously when planning force
escalation strategies.

states must consider multiple adversaries

posture and

Second is territorial disputes. Active border conflicts and
contested land and maritime territories (e.g., the South
China Sea) raise the likelihood that conventional crises
could escalate into nuclear signaling or threats. Persistent
tensions create recurring flashpoints absent in much of
contemporary Europe.

Third is conventional asymmetries. Some states, such as
North Korea or Pakistan, rely on nuclear weapons to offset
perceived conventional inferiority, shaping doctrines that
emphasize early signaling or limited nuclear use options.’
These dynamics differ from the Cold War European
balance, where large conventional forces existed on both
sides.

8 Victor D. Cha, Powerplay: The Origins of the American
Alliance System in Asia (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2016).

Fourth is diverse political systems. Variation in governance
structures affects crisis behavior, risk tolerance, and

command authority. Decision-making timelines,
information flows, and escalation thresholds differ
substantially across  Asian  actors, considerably

complicating deterrence and stability predictability.

Key Nuclear Relationships and Triangles

Asia contains multiple dyadic deterrence relationships,
including China-India, India-Pakistan, United States-China,
and United States-North Korea, with Russia interacting
across several of these dynamics. These dyads are not
isolated: they form interconnected triangular relationships
such as China-India-Pakistan and United States-China-
Russia.1?

Triangular deterrence structures create interdependencies
in force development and escalation risks. A modernization
decision by one state may affect threat perceptions in
multiple relationships simultaneously, generating chain
reactions across the regional system. For example, missile
defense developments, hypersonic weapons programs, or
doctrinal shifts in one dyad may influence calculations in
others.

The resulting networked deterrence environment increases
complexity relative to European bipolar dynamics. Crisis
management becomes more difficult because escalation in
one relationship may spill over into others, either through
commitments, opportunistic behavior, or
misperception. Such interconnectedness represents one of
the defining features of Asia and a central challenge for
future stability.

alliance

The comparison between Asia and Europe highlights how
structural differences in polarity, institutionalization, and
historical development shape broad stability outcomes.
Europe’s experience demonstrates the stabilizing potential
of institutions, transparency, and negotiated limits via arms
control, while Asia’s multipolar environment presents
distinct risks requiring more tailored approaches.

Structural Elements of Regional Nuclear Orders

Nuclear Doctrines and Force Postures

Regional nuclear orders are shaped by the doctrines that
states adopt and the force postures they maintain to
implement those doctrines.

In Asia, nuclear doctrines display major diversity,
reflecting variations in threat perceptions, historical

° Vipin Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era: Regional
Powers and International Conflict (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2014).

10 David Santoro, US-China Nuclear Relations: The Impact of
Strategic Triangles (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2021).
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experiences, geographic constraints, and technological
development. Some states, such as India, emphasize
minimum deterrence, seeking only the capability to impose
unacceptable damage in retaliation after suffering a nuclear
strike.!! Others, such as China in recent years, appear to be
evolving toward more flexible deterrence strategies that
incorporate elements of counterforce targeting, damage
limitation, or escalation management. 2 Such diversity
complicates regional stability because it reduces the
likelihood that adversaries share common expectations
about thresholds or retaliation behavior.

The presence of tactical nuclear weapons in parts of South
Asia introduces additional complexity. Tactical systems
blur the boundary between conventional and nuclear
warfighting, potentially lowering the threshold for nuclear
use in a crisis. At the same time, survivability measures—
including hardened
underground facilities, and emerging sea-based deterrent

road-mobile missile systems,
forces—are increasingly central to force posture decisions.
These survivability investments aim to ensure credible
second-strike capabilities, but they also create uncertainty
for adversaries attempting to assess the effectiveness of
counterforce options. In some cases, efforts to increase
survivability may unintentionally fuel arms competition by
prompting rivals to expand targeting requirements or
improve intelligence and surveillance capabilities.

In contrast, European nuclear doctrines evolved earlier
within alliance-based that encouraged
coordination and integration. Over time, doctrines
developed in the context of negotiated parity and mutual
vulnerability, producing relatively stable expectations
about escalation thresholds and retaliation logic. Shared
planning processes contributed to
doctrinal convergence, while arms control agreements
reinforced mutual recognition of limits. Even during
periods of rivalry, the Western and Eastern Blocs
developed a degree of predictability about each other’s
behavior, which helped reduce incentives for preemptive
action.’®

frameworks

within alliances

Military Capabilities and Technologies

Military capabilities constitute another core structural
component of regional nuclear orders.

Across Asia, multiple nuclear-armed states are
simultaneously modernizing arsenals, expanding missile
inventories, and investing in emerging technologies such as

hypersonic glide vehicles, missile defenses, cyber

1 Yogesh Joshi and Frank O’Donnell, India and Nuclear Asia:
Forces, Doctrines, and Dangers (Washington, DC:
Georgetown University Press, 2018).

12 Emily Gill, The Evolution of China’s Nuclear Forces
(Montgomery, AL: China Aerospace Studies Institute,
2025).

capabilities, and advanced command-and-control
networks. 1 These developments are occurring outside
comprehensive arms control constraints, allowing for rapid
and sometimes opaque changes in force structure. The
absence of mutually agreed limits contributes to action-
cycles in
improvements by one actor can prompt compensatory
responses from others seeking to preserve deterrence

credibility.

reaction modernization programs, as

Technological asymmetries further complicate regional
dynamics. Some states, China in the lead, possess advanced
early-warning systems and space-based surveillance assets,
while others, such as North Korea, rely on more limited
capabilities, creating uneven perceptions of vulnerability
and decision time. The introduction of dual-capable
delivery systems—platforms that can
payloads—adds

ambiguity, increasing the risk that conventional operations

carry either

conventional or nuclear additional
could be misinterpreted as preparations for nuclear use. As
emerging technologies intersect with nuclear forces, the
boundary between nuclear and non-nuclear competition
also becomes less distinct, raising concerns about escalation

pathways that may not have existed in earlier eras.

European nuclear competition unfolded under more stable
technological conditions, particularly during periods when
negotiated arms limitations constrained the pace and scope
of modernization. systems,
verification

Early-warning satellite

reconnaissance, and other
evolved alongside arms control agreements, reinforcing
confidence in compliance and reducing incentives for
destabilizing Although  technological
innovation still occurred, it was moderated by institutional
that linked capability development to
negotiated frameworks. Such combination of technological
maturity and institutional oversight contributed to a more
predictable strategic environment than that found in many
parts of Asia today.

technologies

arms races.

mechanisms

Alliances and Security Architectures

Alliances play a decisive role in shaping nuclear order by
influencing deterrence credibility, strategic coordination,
and crisis management.

In Asia, security relationships rely primarily on bilateral
alliances centered on the United States. These alliances vary
significantly in their degree of institutionalization,
operational integration, and perceived reliability.
Geographic dispersion, historical tensions among regional

13 Raymond L. Garthoff, Détente and Confrontation:
American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan
(Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1994).

4 For more information on these issues, see the
forthcoming book by Andrew Futter on The Third Nuclear
Age: Strategic Competition and Disruptive Technology (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2026).
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actors (notably between Japan and South Korea), and
differing threat perceptions (Australia’s security outlook is
considerably different from Japan’s or South Korea’s, for
example) contribute to uneven levels of trust and
coordination.’® As a result, extended deterrence credibility
remains a recurring concern in the region, particularly
during periods of shifting geopolitical priorities or
domestic political change within alliance partners.

Some regional allies respond to these uncertainties by
strengthening conventional forces, investing in missile
defense systems, or exploring hedging strategies that
preserve the option of independent nuclear capabilities;
that's the case of South Korea. ® Such behaviors can
generate additional proliferation pressures and complicate
alliance cohesion. Moreover, the absence of multilateral
security institutions comparable to those in Europe limits
opportunities for collective consultation and shared
planning, increasing reliance on bilateral diplomacy during
crises.

Europe’s alliance architecture, by contrast, evolved into a
more institutionalized and integrated system characterized
by collective planning mechanisms,
procedures, and shared deterrence concepts. Integrated

standardized

military commands and regular consultation processes
reduced uncertainty among allies and reinforced collective
security commitments. Institutional density enabled
coordinated responses to crises and facilitated burden-
sharing arrangements, contributing to overall stability
within the regional nuclear order.

Arms Control and Confidence-Building Structures

The presence or absence of arms control frameworks
constitutes a major structural difference between regional
nuclear orders.

Asia lacks comprehensive, region-wide arms control
regimes comparable to those developed in Europe. Instead,
arrangements tend to be bilateral, informal, or narrowly
focused on specific confidence-building measures, such as
missile test
agreements. 7 While these mechanisms can reduce
immediate risks, they do not create the broader
transparency and predictability associated with formalized
regimes that
provisions.

notifications or crisis communication

include verification and enforcement

Europe developed extensive arms control and confidence-
building mechanisms over decades, including initiatives

15 South Korea worries primarily about North Korea,
whereas Japan is mostly concerned by China. Australia,
meanwhile, worries about both North Koera and China but
first and foremost about regional stability.

16 Victor Cha, “North Korea as It Is: The Case for a Cold
Peace,” Foreign Affairs, 2026.

17" A forthcoming Pacific Forum study on “Mitigating
Miscalculation: The Role of Pre-Launch Notifications in

associated with the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe. '® These mechanisms promoted
transparency through data exchanges, inspections, and
notification requirements, thereby reducing uncertainty
about military intentions and capabilities. Arms control
agreements also served important political functions by
institutionalizing dialogue and reinforcing norms of
restraint. The cumulative effect was to create an
environment in which competition persisted but was
bounded by mutually recognized rules and expectations,
reducing incentives for destabilizing behavior. In the wake
of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, however, that architecture
has been crumbling.

Nonproliferation Context

Regional nuclear orders are embedded within the broader
global nonproliferation which
legitimacy, cooperation, and institutional stability.

regime, influences

Asia includes several nuclear-armed states outside the
framework of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT),
generating asymmetries in legal status and obligations;
that’s the case of India, Pakistan, and North Korea. These
asymmetries complicate efforts to establish shared norms
and increase challenges for regional arms control initiatives,
as states operate under different institutional constraints
and expectations. Perceived inequities within the global
regime can also fuel skepticism about nonproliferation,
particularly when security concerns are acute.'

European actors, by comparison, are more closely aligned
with global nonproliferation institutions, reinforcing rule-
based stability. Participation in shared regimes contributes
to predictability by establishing common standards for
behavior, verification, and compliance. The stronger
alignment between regional and global institutions in
Europe thus supports a more cohesive nuclear order, while
divergences in Asia create additional structural complexity.

There is an important difference between the two regions,
however. Unlike Europe, Asia includes nuclear-weapon-
free zones (NWFZ), notably the Bangkok Treaty, which
covers Southeast Asia. Two other zones in the greater
“Indo-Pacific” are the Rarotonga Treaty, which covers the
South Pacific and the Semipalatinsk Treaty, which covers
Mongolia. These agreements legally prohibit the research,
possession, and stationing of nuclear explosive devices
within their respective territories, while also banning the
dumping of radioactive waste. Yet despite these

Strategic Stability” details several of these mechanisms
currently in place and in force in Asia.
short history of the
https://www.osce.org/history

1 Nina Tannenward, “Justice and Fairness in the Nuclear
Nonproliferation Regime,” Ethics and International Affairs,
vol. 27, no. 3, Fall 2013, pp. 299-317.

8 For a OSCE, visit
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commitments, the zones face ongoing challenges, such as
the incomplete endorsement of treaty protocols by all five
recognized nuclear-weapon states.?

Strategic Dynamics: How the Systems Operate

Deterrence Behavior and Strategic Interaction

Beyond structural elements, regional nuclear orders are

shaped by patterns or dynamics of interaction among states.

In Asia, deterrence relationships often rely heavily on
ambiguity and uncertainty. States China
deliberately maintain opaque doctrines or ambiguous red
lines to enhance deterrence flexibility, but such ambiguity
can also increase the risk of misinterpretation during crises.
Strategic cultures emphasizing resolve and credibility may
encourage risk-taking behavior, particularly when leaders
perceive reputational stakes to be high. Asymmetric

such as

escalation strategies—where weaker actors such as North
Korea or Pakistan threaten disproportionate responses to
offset conventional disadvantages—further complicate
deterrence dynamics.

The diversity of doctrines and the absence of strong
institutional constraints mean that signaling practices are
less standardized,
misperception. Misunderstandings about intent, capability,
or escalation thresholds can arise more easily in such

increasing the potential for

environments, particularly during periods of heightened
tension. This dynamic creates a deterrence environment
characterized by both instability risks and resilience, as
uncertainty can deter aggression while simultaneously
increasing the likelihood of miscalculation.

European deterrence interactions historically displayed
greater predictability, largely due to bipolar stability and
well-established signaling mechanisms. Over time,
adversaries developed shared understandings of escalation
thresholds response patterns, which
uncertainty even amid intense rivalry. Communication
channels and diplomatic routines contributed to mutual
learning, allowing deterrence relationships to stabilize
despite ongoing competition. Of course, since Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine and deteriorating relations between
the West and Moscow, questions have emerged as to
whether such stability can endure.

and reduced

Crisis Dynamics and Escalation Pathways

Crisis behavior represents one of the most consequential
aspects of nuclear order.

In Asia, geographic proximity among rivals, short missile
flight times, and ongoing territorial disputes create
compressed decision timelines that can heighten escalation

20 Alvin Chew, “Rethinking the Efficacy of the SEANWEFZ
Treaty, RSIS Commentary, March 5, 2024.

risks.?! Think of India and Pakistan, for example. National
leaders may face pressure to respond rapidly to perceived
threats, reducing opportunities for deliberation or
diplomatic intervention. Domestic political pressures—
including nationalism, leadership legitimacy concerns, and
civil-military dynamics—can further intensify crises by
limiting leaders’ willingness to compromise or de-escalate.

The coexistence of conventional and nuclear competition
across multiple disputes increases the danger that localized
conflicts could escalate unexpectedly. Military operations
intended to achieve limited objectives could be interpreted
as preparations for broader escalation, especially in
environments characterized by mistrust and limited
communication. The presence of new technologies such as
cyber capabilities or counterspace operations adds further
uncertainty, as attacks on information systems could be
misinterpreted as attempts to degrade nuclear command
and control.

Europe developed more structured crisis management
practices during periods of intense rivalry. Communication
mechanisms such as hotlines, diplomatic backchannels,
and established negotiation forums provided tools for de-
escalation. Repeated interactions over time also generated
institutional memory, enabling policymakers to draw on
prior experiences when managing new crises. Although
risks remained significant (and are now increasing again
since the Russian invasion of Ukraine), these mechanisms
helped moderate escalation pathways and contributed to
crisis stability.

Effects of Multipolarity

The distribution of power within a region significantly
influences deterrence dynamics.

Asia’s emerging multipolar environment creates complex
interaction patterns in which rivalries are interconnected.
Strategic developments between two actors can trigger
adjustments by others, producing chain reactions in force
modernization Multipolarity
complicates deterrence signaling because messages
intended for one adversary may be interpreted differently
by another, increasing uncertainty and the risk of
unintended escalation.

and  doctrine. also

In  multipolar alliance relationships and
partnerships may shift more fluidly, adding further
complexity to deterrence calculations. States must consider
not only bilateral deterrence relationships but also the
potential involvement of third parties, which can alter
escalation incentives. This interconnectedness can amplify
instability if crises in one rivalry spill over into others,
creating cascading risks across the region, and potentially

even beyond.

systems,

2 Narang, op. cit.
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Europe’s historical bipolar structure simplified deterrence
relationships by concentrating competition primarily
Bipolarity bounded
escalation dynamics by limiting the number of strategic
interactions that required simultaneous management.
Although alliances added complexity, the overarching
bipolar framework provided a degree of structural clarity
that contributed to stability.

between two dominant actors.

Role of Major Powers in Regional Stability

Major powers play a central role in shaping regional

nuclear  stability = through  extended  deterrence
commitments, strategic balances, and geopolitical
relationships.

In Asia, the credibility of extended deterrence provided by
the United States is a cornerstone of regional security
arrangements. Assurance of allies depends not only on
military capabilities but also on political signaling, forward
deployments, and consultation mechanisms. Perceived
fluctuations
proliferation incentives and alliance cohesion.

in commitment can influence regional

Evolving strategic relations between China and Russia
introduce additional uncertainty, as cooperation or tension
between these powers can influence regional calculations.?
Interactions among major powers shape threat perceptions
across the region, affecting decisions about force posture,
modernization, and diplomatic alignment.

European stability historically depended heavily on the
strategic balance between major nuclear powers and the
cohesion of alliance structures. The interaction between
superpower rivalry and alliance commitments created both
risks and stabilizing effects, as escalation between major
powers could have global consequences, incentivizing
caution. Over time, institutionalized cooperation and
negotiated
contributing to a relatively stable nuclear order despite
persistent geopolitical competition. The loss of such
cooperation and limits in the wake of Russia’s invasion of

limits helped manage these dynamics,

Ukraine is now concerning, however.

Comparing regional nuclear orders thus reveals that
structural elements and strategic dynamics interact in
mutually reinforcing ways. Institutional density, alliance
integration, arms control frameworks, and doctrinal
convergence contribute to predictability and stability,
while fragmentation, rapid modernization, and multipolar
rivalry increase uncertainty and escalation risks. Asia’s
evolving nuclear landscape both growing
deterrence complexity and the absence of stabilizing
institutions that historically moderated competition in
Europe.

reflects

2 Alexander Gabuev, The Mirror and the Hammer: China,
Russia, and the New Global Order, forthcoming.

Understanding these differences is essential for assessing
future trajectories of nuclear competition and identifying
opportunities to reduce risks through confidence-building
measures, institutional innovation, and sustained strategic
dialogue.

Comparative Analysis: Strategic Asia Versus Strategic
Europe

This section synthesizes the structural and behavioral
differences identified earlier to explain why the two regions
exhibit distinct patterns of deterrence stability and arms
control feasibility.

The comparison highlights how historical evolution,
polarity, institutions, doctrine, geography, and regional
conflict environments interact to shape nuclear risk. While
both regions contain nuclear-armed actors operating under
deterrence conditions, the interaction of these variables
produces markedly different outcomes in terms of
predictability, crisis management, and prospects for
cooperative
provides insight into why arms control initiatives have
historically progressed further in Europe than in Asia and

restraint. Understanding these contrasts

why strategic stability challenges remain more pronounced
in Asia.

Polarity and System Structure

The most fundamental difference lies in polarity. Europe
historically operated under a bipolar structure dominated
by the rivalry between the United States and the Soviet
Union (and later Russia). Bipolarity simplified deterrence
relationships by concentrating strategic competition within
a single primary dyad. This concentration reduced the
number of escalation pathways, clarified adversary
perceptions, and made signaling more interpretable.
Decision-making authority was in two
dominant actors, which facilitated negotiations and
enabled reciprocal adjustments in posture over time.
Repeated interactions also allowed each side to develop
relatively accurate models of the other’s strategic behavior,
contributing to long-term predictability despite ideological
hostility.

centralized

Asia, by contrast, is characterized by multipolar deterrence
involving China, India, Pakistan, North Korea, Russia, and
the United States. Multipolarity introduces
interdependence  across  rivalries, meaning that
developments in one bilateral relationship can influence
others simultaneously. Military modernization by one state
may trigger reactions from multiple neighbors, producing
cascading security dilemmas that are difficult to manage
through bilateral arrangements alone. States must therefore
consider multiple contingencies rather than focusing on a



David Santoro

single adversary, increasing uncertainty and complicating
strategic planning.

This structural complexity weakens incentives for restraint.
In bipolar systems, restraint toward one adversary often
produces reciprocal benefits, but in multipolar systems
concessions toward one rival may create vulnerabilities
Consequently, multipolar
environment generates persistent ambiguity and greater
potential for miscalculation, contributing to lower overall
deterrence stability compared to the historically bipolar
European system.

relative to others. Asia’s

Institutional Density and Arms Control Traditions

Europe developed dense institutional frameworks that

significantly contributed to predictability and transparency.

Formal alliances, consultative mechanisms, and negotiated
arms control agreements created repeated interactions that
fostered trust-building over time. Institutions also
provided mechanisms for information exchange, crisis
communication, and verification, reducing uncertainty
regarding adversary capabilities and intentions. These
arrangements reinforced norms of cooperation even during
gradually
embedding expectations of restraint into the strategic

environment.

periods of intense political competition,

In contrast, Asia lacks comparable regional institutions
with equivalent authority or depth. Security institutions
exist but generally possess limited mandates, weak
enforcement mechanisms, or narrow membership.?> Arms
control arrangements are often bilateral and modest in
scope, lacking the comprehensive verification systems seen
in Europe. Without strong institutional support, states rely
more heavily on unilateral military capabilities to ensure
security, reinforcing competitive dynamics and reducing
incentives for cooperative risk reduction.

The absence of robust institutions also affects crisis
management. Communication channels may exist but are
frequently activated only during emergencies rather than
maintained continuously. Such a reactive approach
increases the risk of misinterpretation or escalation caused
by delayed signaling. Furthermore, political mistrust and
historical grievances complicate efforts to establish new
cooperative mechanisms, creating a self-reinforcing cycle in
which institutional weakness perpetuates insecurity and
insecurity discourages institutional development.

Institutional asymmetry, therefore, is one of the most
significant barriers to arms control progress in Asia. Europe
benefited from institutional feedback loops in which
agreements helped build confidence and confidence
enabled further agreements. Asia faces the opposite

2% The annual report Asia-Pacific Regional Security
Assessment produced by the International Institute for

challenge: limited cooperation reduces trust, and low trust
inhibits institutional growth.

Doctrinal Integration and Transparency

European nuclear doctrines evolved within alliance
frameworks, particularly through planning processes
associated with NATO, producing relatively high levels of
doctrinal transparency and integration. Shared planning
and consultation fostered mutual understanding among
allies, while adversaries gradually developed clearer
of each other's strategies through
negotiations, intelligence assessments, and repeated crisis
interactions. Over time, both sides acquired familiarity
with escalation thresholds and strategic intentions,
reducing uncertainty despite persistent rivalry.

interpretations

Asian doctrines are more diverse and less transparent.
Differences in threat perceptions, technological capabilities,
and political systems lead states to adopt varying
deterrence strategies. Some emphasize minimum
deterrence and assured retaliation, while others pursue
escalation dominance or incorporate tactical nuclear
options into warfighting concepts. The coexistence of these
approaches complicates deterrence relationships because
adversaries may interpret similar force developments
differently depending on their doctrinal assumptions and
strategic cultures.

Transparency challenges are compounded by limited
institutional dialogue. Without regular exchanges on
nuclear posture and doctrine, states must infer intentions
from observable military behavior, often leading to worst-
case assumptions. Domestic political considerations may
further discourage transparency, as leaders seek to
maintain ambiguity for deterrent credibility or prestige
purposes. In cases,
structures and civil-military dynamics also contribute to
uncertainty about command authority and escalation
thresholds.

some opaque decision-making

Doctrinal integration thus represents another area where
Europe historically achieved greater stability through
shared understanding, while Asia’s diversity and opacity
create persistent uncertainty that complicates deterrence
management and arms control negotiations.

Geography and Warning Time

Geography plays a critical role in shaping strategic stability
by influencing warning times, survivability,
deployment patterns. During the Cold War, European
geography allowed somewhat longer warning times for
intercontinental supported deployment
strategies designed to preserve second-strike capabilities.
Although risks remained severe, physical distances

and

strikes and

Strategic Studies since 2024 gives updated overviews of the
Asian security institutional landscape
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between major nuclear forces created decision-making
buffers that reduced incentives for immediate preemption
and allowed for more deliberate crisis assessment.

In Asia, shorter distances between adversaries compress
warning times. Regional nuclear powers are often
separated by relatively small geographic spaces, meaning
missile flight times may be measured in minutes rather
than tens of minutes. This compression places immense
pressure on command-and-control systems and reduces
leaders’” confidence that they could absorb an attack
without losing retaliatory capability. As a result, states may
adopt more alert postures or decentralized command
arrangements, which can introduce additional risks of
accidental or unauthorized use.

Short warning times also intensify crisis instability by
encouraging “use-or-lose” calculations. Decision-makers
may fear that delaying retaliation could result in their
decapitation, creating incentives for rapid escalation under
uncertainty. These pressures are particularly acute in
regions with contested borders or forward-deployed forces,
might be
misinterpreted as preparations for nuclear strikes. Think of

where conventional military movements

the Korean Peninsula, for example.
The interaction between geography and technology,
therefore, magnifies escalation risks in Asia compared to

Europe’s historical experience.

Role of Regional Conflicts

Europe’s nuclear order evolved around
superpower competition rather than active territorial wars
among nuclear-armed states. Although crises occurred,
direct conventional conflict between nuclear powers was
avoided, allowing deterrence relationships to mature
without constant battlefield pressures.
absence of ongoing war reduced the likelihood that
conventional escalation would cross the nuclear threshold
and provided opportunities for diplomatic stabilization
during crises.

largely

This relative

Asia contains multiple ongoing territorial disputes and
periodic conventional confrontations, particularly in South
Asia and on the Korean Peninsula. The coexistence of
nuclear weapons and active conflicts significantly increases
escalation risks. Military incidents can emerge quickly from
local disputes, and nationalist pressures may constrain
leaders” willingness to compromise during crises. Political
signaling intended for domestic audiences may also
intensify international tensions, narrowing diplomatic
space for de-escalation.

Conventional asymmetries further complicate stability.
States facing perceived disadvantages in conventional
forces may rely more heavily on nuclear signaling to deter
adversaries, blurring the boundary between conventional
and nuclear deterrence. This dynamic increases the

probability that escalation pathways could cross the
nuclear threshold unintentionally, especially during
rapidly evolving crises where misperception is likely.

Repeated confrontations also create opportunities for
accidental escalation, particularly when communication
channels are limited or political trust is low.

Therefore, the presence of unresolved territorial disputes
under nuclear deterrence conditions represents a major
Asia and Europe,
perceived  instability

structural difference between
contributing to  higher

complicating arms control efforts.

and

Nonproliferation Alignment

European nuclear actors are largely integrated into global
nonproliferation frameworks, reinforcing norms and
institutional cooperation. Participation in agreements such
as the NPT contributes to shared expectations regarding
safeguards, responsible
stewardship. Even when disagreements arise, common
membership provides
dialogue and cooperation, supporting broader stability and

transparency, and nuclear

institutional mechanisms for

reinforcing international legitimacy.

Asia includes three nuclear-armed states outside the NPT
framework (India, Pakistan, and North Korea), creating
asymmetries in legitimacy and obligations that complicate
arms control initiatives. Divergent legal statuses influence
perceptions of fairness in negotiations, particularly
regarding disarmament responsibilities and access to
civilian nuclear technology. These differences can generate
political friction that extends beyond nuclear issues into
broader geopolitical relationships.

The absence of universal adherence also weakens

normative pressure for restraint. States outside
institutional ~frameworks may prioritize strategic
autonomy over cooperative risk reduction, limiting

opportunities for multilateral agreements. Additionally,
varying export control practices and verification standards
contribute to mistrust, further impeding collaboration.
These factors collectively produce a fragmented normative
environment that contrasts sharply with Europe’s
relatively cohesive nonproliferation alignment.

Escalation Management Mechanisms

Europe developed communication channels, confidence-
building measures, and arms control verification regimes
that supported management. Hotlines,
notification agreements, and inspection protocols created
mechanisms for clarifying intentions reducing
uncertainty during crises. Over time, these arrangements
predictability helped prevent
misinterpretation of military activities, contributing to
deterrence stability even during periods of heightened
tension.

escalation

and

fostered and
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Asia relies more heavily on ad hoc diplomacy and informal
signaling. While bilateral communication channels exist in
some cases, they are often limited in scope or politically
fragile. Crisis management frequently depends on rapid
diplomatic intervention rather than standing institutional
processes, which may be less reliable under conditions of
intense conflict or domestic political pressure. The absence
of deeply institutionalized mechanisms increases the risk
that misunderstandings could spiral into confrontation
before diplomatic intervention occurs.

Military exercises, missile tests, or troop movements may
be interpreted as offensive preparations rather than routine
activities, particularly when transparency is limited.
Without  established
frameworks, reassurance becomes more difficult to achieve
quickly.

verification or  notification

Consequently, escalation management in Asia remains
more uncertain and potentially unstable than the
historically institutionalized European model.

Implications for Arms Control and Nonproliferation

Arms control strategies must thus be tailored to regional
structural conditions rather than transplanted from one
region to another. Historical experience demonstrates that
successful arms control frameworks emerge from specific
geopolitical
institutional models developed under fundamentally
different strategic conditions risks failure or unintended
destabilizing effects. Recognizing structural variation
between regions is essential for designing effective policies.

environments. Attempting to replicate

Limits of the European Model

European arms control success depended heavily on
bipolarity, relative parity, and deep institutionalization.
Negotiations during the Cold War occurred primarily
between two dominant actors—the United States and the
Soviet Union—whose shared interest in strategic stability
created incentives for some level of pragmatic cooperation
despite strong ideological rivalry. Institutional frameworks,
alliance cohesion, and decades of negotiated experience
reinforced compliance and predictability.

These enabling conditions do not exist in Asia. The
presence of multiple nuclear actors with divergent threat
perceptions, asymmetric capabilities, and unresolved
territorial disputes complicates efforts to establish
comprehensive arms reduction agreements. Strategic
competition involves overlapping rivalries among China,
India, Pakistan, Russia, and the United States, creating
incentives for hedging rather than cooperative limitation.

Attempts to replicate European-style restraint treaties
without addressing these structural differences would thus
likely fail produce
unintended—yproblematic—consequences. For example,

or, worse,
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agreements perceived constraining one rivalry
disproportionately could shift competitive pressures

as

elsewhere, undermining regional peace and stability. It is
imperative, therefore, that arms control models reflect
regional realities, including multipolar deterrence and
institutional fragmentation.

Incremental Risk Reduction as a Realistic Path

Given these constraints, risk reduction measures may be
more feasible than formal arms limitation treaties in Asia.
Mechanisms such as crisis communication channels,
transparency initiatives, and notification agreements offer
practical avenues for reducing misperception without
requiring major concessions on force structure. These steps
can improve predictability and help prevent accidental
escalation during crises.

Incremental approaches also carry political advantages.
Governments may be more willing to adopt limited
technical measures that do not threaten national security
autonomy or domestic prestige. Over time, repeated
cooperation on narrowly defined issues can generate trust
and establish habits of communication, even cooperation,
that support more ambitious agreements in the future.

Importantly, risk reduction initiatives can deliver tangible
stability benefits even in the absence of formal arms
reductions. information reduces
adversary
communication channels allow rapid clarification during
crises. Such measures represent pragmatic steps toward
stability comprehensive

agreements remain politically unrealistic.

Improved sharing

uncertainty  about intentions, while

in environments where

Managing Multipolar Deterrence

Multipolar deterrence requires new conceptual approaches
to arms control that account for triangular and networked
relationships. Traditional bilateral frameworks assume that
strategic competition occurs primarily between two actors,
but Asia’s security environment involves interconnected
rivalries in which decisions by one state influence several
others simultaneously. designed  without
recognizing these interdependencies would risk triggering
destabilizing chain reactions.

Policies

Agreements involving multiple actors thus need to be
flexible, modular, issue-specific than
comprehensive. For example, states might pursue targeted
arrangements addressing missile testing notifications,
nuclear risk reduction centers, or doctrinal transparency
without attempting sweeping force limitations. Such
modular approaches allow progress in specific domains
while accommodating divergent strategic interests.

or rather

Understanding cross-domain interactions is also essential.
Military developments intended to deter one adversary
may alarm another, producing unintended escalation
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dynamics. Effective multipolar arms control must therefore
incorporate broader strategic awareness and mechanisms
for inclusive dialogue, even among states that maintain
adversarial relationships.

Emerging Technologies and Stability

Emerging technologies —including hypersonic weapons,
missile defenses, cyber capabilities, and space systems—
pose challenges in both regions but may be particularly
destabilizing in Asia’s multipolar environment. These
technologies can alter perceptions of vulnerability by
threatening second-strike capabilities or compressing
decision timelines. For example, advanced missile defenses
might create fears of disarmament, while cyber operations
targeting command-and-control systems could undermine
confidence in retaliation.

Technological innovation also complicates arms control
verification. Rapid development cycles and dual-use
capabilities make it difficult to define clear limits or

monitoring mechanisms. In multipolar  contexts,
technological competition among several actors
simultaneously increases uncertainty and reduces

incentives for restraint.

At the same time, early engagement on emerging
technologies offers opportunities to shape norms before
destabilizing arms races fully emerge. Confidence-building
measures, initiatives, and informal
agreements on responsible behavior could help mitigate

risks even in the absence of binding treaties.

transparency

Strengthening Nonproliferation Norms

Regional dynamics in Asia create incentives for additional
proliferation. security
commitments may encourage some states to consider
independent nuclear capabilities as a hedge against future

Perceived uncertainty about

threats.

Strengthening global nonproliferation norms is thus critical.

Security diplomatic engagement, and
confidence-building measures can help reassure non-
nuclear-armed states that their security needs will be met
without acquisition. Regional cooperation
mechanisms, including NWEFZs, may also reinforce
nonproliferation commitments, especially if they are

embedded within broader security dialogues.

assurances,

nuclear

Maintaining credible deterrence guarantees while

promoting nonproliferation norms requires careful balance.

Policies perceived as weakening deterrence could
inadvertently encourage proliferation, while overly
aggressive deterrence postures may heighten regional
tensions.
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Recommendations

Policymakers should advance solutions based on structural
realities rather than aspirational models derived from
European experience. Tailored strategies that prioritize
achievable stability gains are more likely to succeed than
attempts  to
prematurely.

impose comprehensive frameworks

Prioritize Crisis Stability Mechanisms

Governments should focus first on measures that reduce
the
Communication hotlines, crisis management protocols,
and incident prevention agreements can significantly lower
escalation risks at relatively low political cost. These
mechanisms provide immediate practical benefits by
improving situational awareness and enabling rapid
clarification of intentions during crises. Investing in such

risk of accidental or unintended escalation.

mechanisms is particularly important in regions with
compressed warning times and ongoing disputes, where
misinterpretation could quickly lead to confrontation.

Emphasize Risk Reduction Before Arms Control

Formal arms limitation agreements may be premature in
Asia. Instead, policymakers should pursue transparency
notifications, confidence-building
arrangements that gradually build trust. Examples include

measures, and
advance notification of military exercises, exchanges of
doctrinal information, or agreements
dangerous military encounters. These steps can create
conditions conducive to future arms control negotiations
by reducing suspicion and demonstrating the feasibility of
cooperation.
sustainable than ambitious but politically unattainable
agreements.

on avoiding

Incremental progress may prove more

Strengthen Extended Deterrence Credibility

The credibility of US extended deterrence is central to
regional stability. Clear commitments, visible reassurance
measures, and consistent strategic messaging can reduce
incentives for allied proliferation while maintaining
deterrence against adversaries. Assurance efforts may
include joint exercises, consultations, and deployment
decisions designed to demonstrate commitment. Balancing
reassurance with escalation risks will remain a key
challenge. Excessive military signaling could provoke
adversary responses, while insufficient reassurance might
undermine allied confidence. Effective policy must
therefore calibrate deterrence posture carefully.

Address Triangular Deterrence Risks

Policies should account for interdependencies among
rivalries, particularly those involving China-India-Pakistan
and United States-China-Russia relationships. Dialogue
mechanisms that include multiple actors —even in informal
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or track-2 formats—can help mitigate competitive
dynamics and prevent cascading instability. Recognizing
that actions directed at one adversary can influence others
is essential for avoiding unintended escalation pathways.
Multilateral awareness should therefore inform strategic
planning and diplomatic engagement.

Promote Emerging Technology Governance

Confidence-building measures related to new technologies
could reduce instability before competition intensifies.
Norms governing cyber operations affecting nuclear
systems, transparency regarding missile defense
deployments, or agreements on responsible space behavior
represent potential starting points. Early engagement is
particularly valuable because technological competition
often evolves faster than diplomatic frameworks.
Establishing expectations of responsible conduct may help
prevent destabilizing arms races and reduce uncertainty.

Conclusions

The comparison between Strategic Asia and Strategic
Europe demonstrates that nuclear stability is shaped as
much by regional structure and institutions as by weapons
themselves.

Europe’s experience reflects historically contingent
conditions—bipolar rivalry, alliance cohesion, and arms
control traditions—that cannot be assumed elsewhere.
Successful arms control emerged not simply from political
will but from structural incentives that favored cooperation.
By contrast, Asia’s multipolarity, weaker
institutionalization, and ongoing regional conflicts create
distinct deterrence dynamics and escalation risks. These
differences require tailored approaches to risk reduction,
arms control, and nonproliferation rather than direct
transplantation of European models. Incremental measures,
flexible frameworks, and attention to interconnected
rivalries offer more realistic pathways toward stability.

Future research should focus on developing theoretical
frameworks for multipolar deterrence, understanding the
interaction between emerging technologies and nuclear
stability, and exploring mechanisms for managing
interconnected regional rivalries. As global power
distributions evolve, insights from Asia’s strategic
environment also become increasingly relevant beyond the
region.

Recognizing the uniqueness of regional nuclear orders is
essential for designing effective policies that reduce nuclear
risks in the twenty-first century. Durable stability will
depend not on universal models but on context-sensitive
strategies grounded in the structural realities of each region.
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