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The formulation and reception of nuclear winter is paradigmatic of how scientific predictions can 
work as stimuli for science diplomacy activities and, in turn, inflate or deflate these forecasts’ 
public resonance. Elaborated in the early 1980s, this theory predicted that the environmental 
consequences of a future nuclear conflict would have been catastrophic, rendering the whole 
earth uninhabitable and possibly leading to the extinction of humankind. This essay focuses on 
how the theory took center stage in competing science diplomacy exercises that, on the one 
hand, encouraged the sponsorship of new research in light of its policy implications for ridding 
the world of nuclear weapons and, on the other hand, actively sought to remove it because of 
the negative light it cast on organizations involved in nuclear deterrence. 
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By 1980, a number of new international collaborative projects 
either focused, or indirectly referred to, the environmental and 
climatic effects of nuclear explosions, especially given the 
circumstances of the Cold War and the renewed tensions 
between blocs. The hawkish stances of the UK Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher and the US President Ronald Reagan fueled 
the growth of nuclear arsenals to an unprecedented number of 
warheads. In this new landscape, climate and environmental 
experts began to consider what environmental effects a nuclear 
exchange could produce. 

Predicting a nuclear winter
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Cover page of Crutzen and Birks publication of January 1982 
in Ambio. Source: Uploaded by author John W. Birks to 
ResearchGate. 
www.researchgate.net/publication/236687098_The_Atmo-
sphere_After_a_Nuclear_War_Twilight_at_Noon
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By 1980, a number of new international collaborative projects 
either focused, or indirectly referred to, the environmental and 
climatic effects of nuclear explosions, especially given the 
circumstances of the Cold War and the renewed tensions 
between blocs. The hawkish stances of the UK Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher and the US President Ronald Reagan fueled 
the growth of nuclear arsenals to an unprecedented number of 
warheads. In this new landscape, climate and environmental 
experts began to consider what environmental effects a nuclear 
exchange could produce. 

Nuclear winter in the diplomacy 
and public arenas

Stakes: 
Nuclear winter freezing future global perspectives
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Promoting and demoting nuclear winter 
research
    

Protagonists: Knowledge-brokers 
pulling the strings of frosty diplomacy

The astronomer Carl Sagan eagerly embraced a new role as 
nuclear non-proliferation advocate, hence facilitating the 
transition of nuclear winter from the research laboratory to 
the corridors of power in Washington DC. By contrast, the 
physicist Robert Chabbal secretly sabotaged Paul Crutzen’s 
plans to bring nuclear winter research into the NATO 
science program due to concern about how it would impact 
on the alliance’s role in nuclear deterrence. His colleagues 
Antonino Zichichi and Edward Teller happily voiced their 
doubts about nuclear winter while being fully aware of how 
the resonance of these opinions would inform, as it did, the 
diplomatic arena. In particular, their brokerage lent further 
support to DoD and NATO views about the need to give 
furtherance to nuclear deterrence plans.

Cover image, Science Digest March 1985 issue. Source: 
Hearst Publications; www.slide-
share.net/Revkin/hard-facts-about-nuclear-winter-1985
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Aleksandrov’s depictions of predicted global temperature 
changes as presented to the Erice Seminar, 1984. Source: 
Director of Central Intelligence, 1984.
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From diplomacy to conspiracy 
(and back to diplomacy)

Source: iStock/nouskrabs
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Conclusions: The mobilization of science for diplomatic agendas
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This essay suggests that our understanding of science diplo-
macy can be deepened by focusing on the role of scientific 
predictions in world affairs. Similarly to scientific imaginaries 
(see the InsSciDE case study by Robinson), predictions cast a 
vision of our future that binds decision-making in the present.  
Because of this binding, predictions become key features in 
the arena of world affairs and they have been so especially 
during the 20th century (and beyond), all the more so as the 
number and significance of transnational organizations in the 
geopolitical landscape has grown considerably. 

In facing old and new predictions about worldwide catastro-
phes, whether due to nuclear winter or global warming, there 
is a tendency to connect science to diplomacy and policy in a 
linear fashion by assuming that once these predictions gain 
attention or even consensus in the worldwide scientific 
community, their study will receive further support. In turn, 
the results of international collaborative scientific efforts will 
be ready for use in world affairs to address global problems. 

But the case discussed herein shows that there is no linearity 
in the relationship between patronage of international collab-
orative research, the exercise of expertise on world affairs, 
and global decision-making. What this case shows instead is 
that some officials within national and transnational organiza-
tions routinely mobilize scientific evidence that aligns to their 
own worldviews and political ambitions in order to strength-
en their diplomacy agenda. In turn, sponsorship offers an 
opportunity to align scientific predictions to diplomatic goals.

Those at NATO, for instance, sought to shape the scientific 
debate on nuclear winter through promoting studies that 
diverted attention to other scientific topics. Removing the 
prospect of a global catastrophe aimed to reduce the criticism 
towards the alliance’s strategic posture, and thus used the 
science NATO promoted as a vehicle for public diplomacy too. 
This essay has displayed the two-pronged diplomacy 
approach that demoted nuclear winter. On the one hand, 
NATO officials avoided commenting on the controversial 
scenarios while offering support to competing research that 
dampened the environmental consequences of nuclear war. 
On the other, the Erice seminar cast doubts on the predicted 
environmental consequences of nuclear war. 

In this case, furthermore, key policy decisions followed this 
skewed endorsement of diplomatically viable research. The 
official endorsement of Erice’s conclusions by the DoD, as 
well as the displaying of the SDI as a persuasive security 
solution to the nuclear winter scenario, was a decisive factor 

in persuading NATO officials to offer a commentary on nuclear 
winter in the NATO report on nuclear deterrence (and in Lord 
Carrington’s 1986 speech) while, at the same time, removing 
nuclear winter from the set of studies sponsored by the 
alliance.

A Titan II intercontinental ballistic missile. Source: US DOD.

In revising a simplistically linear understanding of what 
connects, via the practice of science diplomacy, scientific 
patronage and expertise in global affairs, it is equally import-
ant that we consider the key role that  knowledge-brokers play 
(Raj, 2009) in shaping science-diplomacy-policy iterations. 
These are hybrid figures often crossing the boundaries 
between science and diplomacy practices through activities 
set to align sponsorship and diplomacy objectives and, in turn, 
give greater resonance to or deflate scientific forecasts. 

The history of nuclear winter has thus opened an important 
window to better view determinants and processes that science 
diplomacy operations materialize. In particular, it allows light to 
be shed on some of its key actors as hybrid figures putting to 
profit their scientific knowledge in the diplomacy realm by 
selecting research that aligns to diplomatic imperatives and, in 
turn, justifies and supports policy objectives. Understanding 
their influence opens a door to better understanding how past 
and present science predictions have shaped and will shape 
world affairs. 
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Study Questions
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• What other scientific predictions you can think of have previously or
currently gained significance in world affairs? How have they shaped diplo-
macy and policy initiatives?

• In particular, how does the prediction of irreversible changes to be derived
from 1.5 degrees of global warming shape current science diplomacy initia-
tives and global policy responses?

• Given how knowledge-brokers play a role in connecting science/diploma-
cy/policy realms, should their role be weakened or strengthened?

• Does nuclear winter belong to the past or is it still “haunting” us?
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