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The world is entering a period of renewed nuclear peril, one in which the 

assumptions that underpinned Cold War crisis management can no longer be relied 

upon. This article argues that the multipolar, multi-domain, and technologically 

volatile strategic environment of the 2020s and beyond has rendered traditional 

crisis management increasingly fragile, if not illusory. Building on Richard Ned 

Lebow's early warning that crisis management was "a dangerous illusion," the 

article contends that contemporary dynamics—nuclear multipolarity, the 

entanglement of conventional and nuclear capabilities, the development of war-

fighting rather than purely deterrent weapons, the disruptive potential of artificial 

intelligence and quantum computing, and the corrosive effects of information 

overload and deep fakes—have combined to create a strategic context far more 

dangerous and unpredictable than that of the Cold War. Re-engaging with Cold 

War history, the article shows that empathy, restraint, and clear communication 

helped keep crises from tipping into nuclear war but argues that these conditions 

cannot simply be transplanted into a far more complex and ambiguous present. 

Because crisis management in this new era is likely to be both fragile and perilous, 

the article contends that the analytical and policy focus must shift decisively from 

managing crises towards preventing them. It proposes four guiding principles for a 

crisis prevention agenda: never cornering a nuclear-armed adversary; strengthening 

confidence in mutual nuclear restraint; cultivating and embedding Security 

Dilemma Sensibility before crises emerge; and treating communication as a vehicle 

for reassurance rather than coercive leverage. The article further argues for a 

revived and expanded architecture of Nuclear Risk Reduction Centres, including a 

new US-Russia-China channel, capable of tempering the escalatory pressures 

generated by AI-enabled decision-support systems. Ultimately, the article maintains 

that in an era of unmanageable complexity, survival depends less on managing 

nuclear crises well than on avoiding them altogether. 

Introduction 

The world is living through a period of renewed nuclear peril.  The inexorable movement of the 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists’ doomsday clock towards midnight, the slow but steady diffusion of 

                                                 
1 The authors express their deep appreciation and gratitude to Ken Booth, who has been a source of inspiration and 
guidance to them for many decades. Without Ken’s initial conceptualisation, drive, and commitment, this article would 
never have been written, and many of the ideas within it bear the hallmark of his trenchant and incisive comments. The 
authors also wish to thank Ching Wei Sooi for his comments on an earlier version of the article. 
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nuclear weapons, and the erosion–at least rhetorically–of long-held nuclear taboos all point to an 
increasing sense of danger.  The return of major power competition, the rise of new nuclear actors, 
the erosion of established arms control arrangements, and the emergence of new and disruptive 
technologies have created a volatile, complex, and deeply ambiguous strategic environment.  
Moreover, at both global and regional levels, intensifying geopolitical rivalries have increased both 
the likelihood and the volatility of nuclear crises. 

To suggest that traditional approaches to nuclear crisis management—developed and tested during 
the Cold War—will no longer suffice is not an original argument. In both a 1986 article and a 1987 
book, Richard Ned Lebow observed, very convincingly, that nuclear crisis management had become 
“a dangerous illusion” (Lebow, 1986; 1987).  He also claimed in his article that belief in crisis 
management was disturbingly similar “to the ancient art of alchemy’ and, like alchemy, was based 
on a false premise” (Lebow, 1986: 107).  The main reason for this was that pre-emption, loss of 
control, and miscalculation could singularly, or in combination, transform a crisis into war (Lebow, 
1986: 109-110).  Given the complex, multi-domain, multi-actor strategic environment within which 
nuclear crises will play out in the twenty-first century, Lebow’s critique of crisis management is even 
more compelling: the changed context not only accentuates long-existing dangers but also creates 
new ones.  Understanding the “illusion” of crisis management, therefore, is even more urgent now 
than when Lebow first highlighted it.  

Yet, there was a time when crisis management was very much in vogue. Former US Secretary of 
Defence, Robert McNamara, even claimed “there is no longer any such thing as strategy, only crisis 
management” (quoted in Bell, 1971: 2).  As McNamara’s views matured, however, his assessment 
became far more sober.  His experience of the Cuban Missile Crisis made him highly sceptical about 
crisis management, and he reportedly stated that “managing crises is the wrong term: you don’t 
manage them because you can’t manage them” (quoted in Blight, 1992: 192).  While this was perhaps 
an exaggeration during the Cold War, it is a compelling insight into the new geopolitical environment 
of the late 2020s.    

To address the question of whether the concept of nuclear crisis management is relevant to, let alone 
fit for, the multipolar nuclear system of the 2020s and beyond, it is essential to consider insights and 
lessons from the Cold War.  These include the importance of clear lines of communication between 
adversaries, empathy, trust-building, restraint, tacit codes of conduct, and an overriding desire to 
avoid nuclear war.  Unfortunately, the contemporary era introduces a new set of dangerous dynamics 
far surpassing those that dominated the Cold War years.  These include: nuclear multipolarity which 
significantly increases the number of nuclear dyads and creates a greater variety of potential 
participants in nuclear crises; how nuclear armed powers are increasingly risk acceptant and willing 
– rhetorically at least – to challenge the nuclear taboo; the development and deployment of smaller 
nuclear weapons that are designed less for deterrence than for war-fighting - a trend that began 
during the late Cold War; the increasing entanglement of long-range high precision conventional 
weapons with nuclear arsenals and command and control arrangements; the potentially disastrous 
impact of artificial intelligence (AI) and quantum computing on escalation and de-escalation 
dynamics on the one side and stressful decision-making under time pressure on the other; and 
finally, the complications that are likely to arise both from information overload and the emergence 
of deep fake audios and videos.  All these developments contribute to unprecedented complexity and 
ambiguity in the contemporary strategic environment, making navigation, let alone management, a 
formidable and perhaps impossible task.  In contrast, the Cold War had a degree of both solidity and 
simplicity that no longer exists.  This is not to ignore the flashpoints, the paranoia that all too often 
pervaded Washington, Moscow, and Beijing, or the military interventions and proxy wars that took 
countless lives.  It is simply to recognise that the dangers in the contemporary security environment 
are more pervasive, less well understood, and exponentially greater than those that existed during 
the Cold War.     

Against this background, this paper presents several core arguments:  (i) faith in crisis management 
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is no longer warranted in a geopolitical world characterized by unprecedented levels of complexity, 
ambiguity and uncertainty;  (ii)  traditional ideas of escalation dominance and using escalation to 
de-escalate are reappearing and being promoted without a full appreciation of the attendant dangers; 
(iii)  competing states are operating in a novel multi-domain environment that includes space and 
cyber-space, and in which AI and quantum computing increase the risk of triggering catastrophic 
miscalculation;  (iv)  given the increasing fragility of nuclear crisis management in today’s world, 
empathic communication––especially in the form of Security Dilemma Sensibility (SDS, Booth and 
Wheeler, 2008: 7)–becomes ever more critical while simultaneously more elusive; and (v) because 
crisis management in the late 2020s and beyond is likely to be deeply flawed and incredibly risky, 
the focus needs to be on crisis prevention.  Although crisis prevention was recognised by academics 
and sometimes practitioners as important during the Cold War, it never received the sustained 
attention and focus that it deserved. (George, 1983).  Today, this neglect is a luxury that humanity 
can no longer afford. 

By re-engaging with Cold War history and integrating insights from emerging scholarship on trust, 
emotion, and technology, this article seeks to offer a forward-looking roadmap for avoiding—and 
ideally preventing—nuclear crises in a transformed world. 

Crises and Nuclear Crises  

Crisis is an oft-overused word, and one used all too often to create alarmism, to mobilize support, 
and to generate headlines.  Yet crises are also very real phenomena that punctuate geopolitical 
competition, whether in antiquity, the Middle Ages, or the twenty-first century. They sometimes 
cascade in quick succession, while at other times they emerge as a single event that few foresaw.  
Their results can also be very different: the 1914 Sarajevo crisis resulted in a catastrophic war, while 
the Cuban Missile Crisis, dangerous as it was, helped to create a climate of détente between the 
United States and the Soviet Union. Whatever the outcome of crises, however, they are invariably 
highly dangerous, with immense consequences and enduring impact.  After the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
for example, the United States––despite détente––developed a sense of triumphalism that 
contributed to its disastrous military intervention in Vietnam.          

During the Cold War, a useful and widely accepted definition of an international crisis was “a 
confrontation between two or more states usually occupying a short time period, in which important 
interests are at stake, and in which the possibility of an outbreak of war between the participants is 
perceived to increase significantly” (Young, 1968: 15). Accompanying this was the notion of moving 
from what Bell (1971: 9) called “normal strain” to “breaking strain”. Moreover, an obvious 
characteristic of a superpower crisis was that it marked a significant change in the relationship 
between Cold War adversaries.  

An alternative articulation of crisis by Charles Hermann focused less on the concept per se and more 
on the characteristics that decisionmakers were compelled to confront. These included surprise, time 
pressure, and high levels of threat to important goals and objectives (Hermann, 1972).  While some 
critics objected to the inclusion of surprise, arguing that this was a contingent rather than a necessary 
condition, Hermann’s framework remains especially useful for the analysis of decision-making in 
nuclear crises.  In effect, the framework moves from the macro-level and the interactions of those 
involved to the choices that are made by policymakers faced with high levels of stress caused by time 
pressures, the stakes involved, and the costs of getting things wrong.  One of the virtues of crisis 
decision-making, however, is that extraneous considerations are often blocked out.  Awareness that 
decisions could have unintended and potentially disastrous consequences concentrates minds and 
places a premium on choices that are vigorously debated and carefully considered.  This is 
particularly the case where a crisis involves the risk of possible nuclear use and even escalation to a 
full-scale nuclear exchange.  

In this connection, Mark Bell and Julia Macdonald, drawing on the definition of crisis used by the 
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longstanding International Crisis Behaviour (ICB) project, make explicit the nuclear dimension of 
contemporary crises.  They define a nuclear crisis as “an interaction between two nuclear-armed 
states in which there is a “change in type and/or an increase in intensity” of disruptive or hostile 
behaviour with a “heightened probability of military hostilities” that “destabilizes their relationship” 
and begins with a “disruptive act or event” (Bell and MacDonald, 2019: 42; the multi-decade work 
and findings of the ICB are set out in Brecher and Wilkenfeld, 1997, see especially 4–5).  The addition 
of the nuclear component is especially significant as the number of nuclear armed states, including 
those in explicitly adversarial relationships, has steadily increased.  Bell and Macdonald also develop 
several models of crisis dynamics based on two factors: first-use incentives and crisis controllability.  
From this they identify four crisis types:  staircase (with high incentives and high controllability); 
stability-instability (with low incentives and high controllability); brinkmanship (low incentives and 
low controllability); and firestorm (high incentives and low controllability).  This is an important 
step forward in the theoretical understanding of different kinds of crises. The typology is incisively 
delineated and in many respects is both remarkably neat and highly compelling.2 Yet it also begs 
certain questions and in the real world could prove problematic.  For example, would policymakers 
know which kind of crisis they were in?  Even more important would the protagonist and antagonist 
have the same understanding of the crisis type?  In addition, it must be recognized that crises differ 
significantly from one another, with each crisis having its own dynamics and idiosyncrasies.  
Moreover, levels of controllability can diminish rapidly because of deliberate but inept decisions, 
“inadvertent escalation”,3 accidents,4 or bad luck. The assumption that nuclear weapons can be used 
in a rational and deliberate way without provoking counter-escalation is also highly dubious.  
Unfortunately, crises are messy, do not conform easily to the Bell and Macdonald categorization, and 
can morph very rapidly from one kind of dynamic to another.  Indeed, the possibility of inadvertent 
or accidental escalation is inherent in crises of whatever type.  This is not intended as being overly 
critical of what is a very original and important analytic framework, but it is to emphasize that––as 
discussed more fully below––optimistic assumptions of controllability are unwarranted and 
potentially dangerous in the contemporary strategic environment.   

As well as thinking in terms of definitions and crisis attributes, however, it is also possible to think 
in terms of essence.  The essence of crisis is invariably a huge shift from the protean to the 
unexpected, from the normal to the abnormal, from the routine to the novel, and from low levels of 
tension to high levels of tension.  As Schelling pointed out, crises involve “competitions in risk-
taking” within the broader context of massive uncertainty and unpredictability (Schelling, 2008).  
Nerves, sustained strategic thinking, high stress, time pressures, the need to avoid humiliation and 
protect vital interests while avoiding catastrophic military actions, are all magnified in a crisis. 
Indeed, a crisis creates intensity of both decision-making and interactions–amid high levels of 
uncertainty–and with the awareness that things could go awry in several different ways.  Delineating 
options, articulating choices, and balancing the desire to enhance one’s position with the need to 
avoid disaster all involve difficult dilemmas and trade-offs.  Coercion is central but so is prudence. 
Indeed, Glenn Snyder and Paul Diesing contend that the essence of successful crisis management is 
to “coerce prudently” and to “accommodate cheaply” (1977: 207).  It is not surprising, therefore, that 
a crisis typically acts as an inflection point at which things can deteriorate significantly and rapidly 
or, in some instances, improve.  In essence, a crisis distils an adversarial relationship, requiring hard 
choices about what is happening and where the relationship goes next.  The key question is will 
strains and tensions between great powers be transformed into overt military hostilities or, in the 
event these are already underway, will there be a shift from conventional hostilities to nuclear 

                                                 
2 An innovative application of the typology in the context of the May 20025 conflict between India and Pakistan is 
McClafferty (2026). 
3 This is defined by Morgan et al. (2008) as “the mechanism that engages when a combatant deliberately takes actions that 
it does not perceive to be escalatory but are interpreted that way by the enemy” (xiii). 
4 The concept of “accidental escalation” is defined by Morgan et al. (2008: xiv) as occurring when “operators make mistakes, 
such as bombing the wrong targets or straying across geographical boundaries”. 
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exchanges that could hardly be anything other than catastrophic?   

During the Cold War these disastrous outcomes were avoided, partly through prudent and 
empathetic crisis management, partly because of luck, and partly because the crises were largely 
asymmetrical in terms of the balance of interests of the superpowers (Williams, 1976: 155-164).  
There was also a compelling simplicity about Cold War crises that is unlikely to be replicated.  It is 
crucial, therefore, to identify what is different about contemporary geopolitics and how this might 
feed into contemporary nuclear crises.  To suggest that such crises are dangerous and highly 
unpredictable is so blatantly obvious as to inspire ridicule. On the other hand, assuming that the 
future will be like the past is overly complacent.  Because crisis management––accompanied by good 
luck––worked during the Cold War does not mean that it will work in the future.  It is perhaps safer 
and more logical to acknowledge the fallacy of control and the futility of management in complex 
and chaotic environments.  Crisis management is obviously better than crisis mismanagement, but, 
even with the best will in the world, the potential for disaster is enormous. Before examining this 
new and very different context, however, it is worth exploring some of the things that helped to keep 
the Cold War cold.    

The Cold War and the Crisis Management Experience 

Geopolitical competition is not what it used to be and certainly not what it was during the Cold War.  
As John Lewis Gaddis observed, the Cold War was simple and straightforward and in a compelling 
analysis of why the Cold War stayed cold, Gaddis emphasized a mixture of structural and behavioural 
factors.  His structural analysis focused on bipolarity, noting that it was a simple structure “that did 
not require sophisticated leadership to maintain” (Gaddis, 1989: 46).  He also argued that because 
Russia and the United States were geographically distant from, and largely independent of, one 
another, there was no historical rivalry and, therefore, no pent-up sense of grievance between the 
two countries (Gaddis, 1989: 48-9).  In addition, although proxy wars and superpower military 
interventions generated increased risks and, in many instances, needless loss of lives, they also acted 
as safety valves.  Moreover, when one of the two superpowers was heavily invested in a conflict, the 
other tended to stay on the sidelines even while offering material and moral support to the country 
or countries struggling against its rival.  Asymmetries of interest and clear lines of demarcation 
minimised the impact of strategic ambiguity and the accompanying potential for miscalculation.   

In retrospect, the geographic buffer zone provided to the Soviet Union by the Warsaw Pact countries 
was probably more important than was recognized at the time.  During the Cold War, NATO and the 
Warsaw Pact butted up against one another particularly in a divided Germany, but even with the 
forward deployment of US forces in Europe, the Soviet Union itself enjoyed a reassuring buffer.  
There was a tacit acceptance by the superpowers of each other’s sphere of interest.  The notion of 
rolling back Soviet control over Eastern Europe received some attention in the United States in the 
1950s but did not go far beyond rhetoric (Keal, 1983).  This is not to imply that the arrangement was 
especially comfortable for the Soviet Union or for the states that had been integrated forcibly into 
the Warsaw Pact.  Indeed, Moscow was compelled to intervene in Hungary in 1956, and 
Czechoslovakia in 1968 to maintain control.  In 1980, in contrast, it relied on the Polish military to 
clamp down on the Solidarity movement.  Moreover, a divided Germany remained a flashpoint and 
potential war zone should deterrence fail.  Even so, the implication in terms of complexity theory, is 
that there was loose rather than tight coupling between the two superpowers––at least in terms of 
their strategic geography (for the concepts of tight and loose coupling see Perrow, 1984). The United 
States loudly condemned Moscow’s efforts to retain control of the Soviet bloc while acquiescing in 
Soviet actions.  In effect, this helped to limit turbulence, ensuring that a great power crisis did not 
cascade through the international system as it had done so dramatically in 1914. 

Another factor was that both the United States and the Soviet Union developed large intelligence 
agencies and early warning systems that, paradoxically, helped to reduce fears of a surprise nuclear 
attack.  Surveillance that began out of a sense of peril regarding the possibility of a surprise attack 
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became a source of reassurance (Gaddis, 1989: 54-5).  Bell in her 1971 work, The Conventions of 
Crisis argued that surveillance was one of those conventions accepted by each side that created 
confidence that the other was not seeking to break out of a relationship of mutual nuclear deterrence 
(1971: 53-9).  What began with suspicion––and even paranoia–– transformed into a form of 
transparency that contributed significantly to strategic stability.  Drawing on Marshal Shulman’s 
idea of the superpowers being simultaneously adversaries and partners (Bell 1971: 50 attributes the 
term “adverse partnership” to Shulman), Bell argued that conventions like surveillance and an 
acceptance of mutual vulnerability emphasised the cooperative element in the relationship––a 
cooperative element that came to the fore during a crisis. 

Perhaps the most important convention or tacit code of conduct concerned the need to avoid overt 
violence.  Coercion and threats were one thing; overt violence was quite another.  This was evident 
as early as the Berlin Crisis of 1948, when the Soviets imposed a blockade and placed the onus on the 
United States to use violence to resupply West Berlin. The United States simply went over the 
blockade with its airlift, thereby placing the onus for violence back on the Soviets. In the event, the 
airlift was subject to considerable interference. US Air Force officials “counted 733 incidents of 
harassment along the air corridors and in Berlin.  These included 103 cases where searchlights were 
directed at pilots to confuse them, 173 incidents in which Russian airplanes either buzzed transports 
or flew too close, and 123 cases in which transports were subjected to flak, air-to-air fire, or ground 
artillery fire” (Powell, 1998: 16).  Significantly, though, not one plane was shot down by the Soviets, 
a degree of restraint that some attributed to the US deployment of 90 B-29 bombers (Powell, 1998: 
15).  Whatever the precise reason, the absence of violence set a precedent that while coercion might 
be acceptable, a direct clash between US and Soviet military forces was to be avoided.  Equally 
important, neither superpower tried to push its rival into a corner where there was little option other 
than humiliation or escalation. There was also recognition that the superpowers needed to constrain 
the arms race and to take steps to develop confidence building measures in ways that would dampen 
the possibilities of surprise attack.  

This is not to ignore the dangers that existed; nor is it to diminish how close the United States and 
the Soviet Union came to military conflict and nuclear war during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  What 
was seen for many years afterwards as skilful and effective crisis management that proved a triumph 
for the United States was in fact a confrontation that came perilously close to an unintended and 
catastrophic nuclear war.  Daniel Ellsberg–who was involved in the crisis and took a hawkish 
approach at the time–noted many years later that the real lesson of the Cuban missile crisis was that 
“the existence of masses of nuclear weapons in the hands of leaders of the superpowers, the United 
States and Russia—even when those leaders are about as responsible, humane, and cautious as any 
we have seen—posed then, and still does, intolerable dangers to the survival of civilization” (2017: 
221).  Dean Acheson (former US Secretary of State in the Eisenhower Administration, who was a 
member of the Executive Committee (ExComm) that President Kennedy confidentially set up to 
manage the crisis was more succinct and described the resolution of the crisis as a “homage to plain 
dumb luck” (Acheson, 1969). 

Despite these words, luck is something that was given scant attention in Cold War crisis management 
scholarship.  Yet as a few recent works have recognised, it is present, pervasive, and works in ways 
that can both prevent disaster and contribute to it (Pelopidas, 2017; Sherwin, 2020; Lebow and 
Pelopidas, 2023; Scott, 2023).  This is not entirely new.  Machiavelli discussed the importance of 
luck and saw both good fortune and misfortune as sometimes having a decisive impact on the affairs 
of men (Machiavelli, 1998).  In a similar vein, H.A.L Fisher, an English historian writing in the 1930s 
noted that he could not discern “in History a plot, a rhythm, a pre-determined pattern. These 
harmonies are concealed from me. I can see only one emergency following upon another as wave 
follows wave; only one great fact, with respect to which, since it is unique, there can be no 
generalizations; only one safe rule for the historian: that he should recognize in the development of 
human destinies the play of the contingent and unforeseen” (1935: vii).  The word contingency is 
defined by Merriam-Webster as “something... that might or might not happen or that might happen 
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if something else occurs”. This captures the essence of uncertainty, the difficulties of predictability, 
and the possibility of “black swan” events that are both very rare and highly consequential in their 
impact (Taleb, 2007).   

The idea of the butterfly effect is very similar with minor actions cascading through space and time 
and having disproportionately large outcomes.  To bring this back to the overall theme of crises and 
their management, one of the most alarmingly compelling analyses of the Cuban Missile Crisis by 
James Blight and Janet Lang emphasizes that the peaceful outcome of the crisis was “a stroke of 
cosmic luck unlikely to be repeated in any future crisis” (2018: 59).  It is hard to disagree with such 
an assessment, not least because there were so many things that, with minor variations, could have 
sparked a series of events likely to precipitate a nuclear war.  The shooting down of another US U2 
on the most dangerous day of the crisis––Saturday 27 October––would have almost certainly 
precipitated US military escalation, as would a Soviet submarine captain failing to rescind the order 
he had given to fire a nuclear torpedo at US warships (Sherwin, 2020: 22-8; Scott, 2023: 137-44).  
Conversely, had US military hawks succeeded in pushing the civilian leadership into an invasion or 
airstrike on Cuba, this could have provoked a Soviet move against West Berlin.  Any one of these 
plausible alternative outcomes would likely have resulted in military hostilities, the possible use of 
nuclear weapons, and, potentially, a global conflagration.  Fortunately, these actions were avoided, 
allowing the flashpoints to be contained and escalation avoided.  Kennedy and Khrushchev’s prudent 
statecraft in not burning what Robert Kennedy later called “the bridges to escape” (Kennedy, 1969: 
96) was clearly crucial.  Yet, as Ellsberg later reflected, such restraint alone would not have been 
sufficient to avoid catastrophe without the benefit of good luck.   

Such luck, however, came not only from events. It also emanated from two very different kinds of 
learning experience that President Kennedy had in the eighteen months leading up to the Missile 
Crisis.  First, he had had both the naivety and misfortune to trust the military and intelligence 
agencies in the planning and implementation of the ill-fated attempt to overthrow Fidel Castro in 
the Bay of Pigs operation in April 1961.  The failure in the Bay of Pigs led to a far more cautious and 
considered approach in the missile crisis and to greater scepticism about military advice and 
recommendations.  Second, and fortuitously, in spring 1962, Kennedy read Barbara Tuchman’s Guns 
of August which maintained that the First World War had resulted from miscalculations on all sides.  
During the subsequent crisis he made clear that he wanted to avoid a similar post-mortem on the 
Missiles of October.  There is a fascinating irony here in that subsequent scholarship has highlighted 
Germany’s desire for war in 1914 (a strong exponent of this view is Copeland 2000) and rejected the 
thesis that the First World War was simply the result of multiple miscalculations.  In this connection, 
a Boston Globe article by Jordan Smith in 2012 even noted that Kennedy “pulled the world back from 
the brink on the basis of a book that misread history” and was an example of a leader coming “to the 
right decision for the wrong reason” (Smith, 2012).  Even so, it is arguable that, without both the 
direct and vicarious experiences, Kennedy might have been less circumspect and less cautious in his 
decision-making. Instead, both the Bay of Pigs disaster and Tuchman’s book fed directly into 
Kennedy adopting a wise, multiple-advocacy style of presidential decision-making (George, 1972, 
1980) during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  He judiciously avoided the perils of decision-making 
pathologies like “groupthink” that had been prevalent in the decision-making process leading to the 
Bay of Pigs fiasco (Janis, 1982).  Fortuitously, President Kennedy’s learning process–imperfect as it 
was–helped to prevent a far greater disaster during the Cuban Missile Crisis. In addition, President 
Kennedy relied heavily on the advice of Llewellyn Thompson who knew Khrushchev well and offered 
keen insights into both his political dilemmas and likely reactions to US moves (Williams, 1976: 105-
6).  It is arguable whether this was all about luck or learning.  Yet it is not a simple either or: the luck 
was in the learning and the learning facilitated luck.  We agree with the South African golfer Gary 
Player’s remark, “the more I practice the luckier I get”, which underscores the importance of 
developing crisis management skills but also acknowledges Acheson’s sobering reflection on the 
CMC that “one should not play one’s luck so far too often” (quoted in Scott, 2023: 173). 

What though about bad luck?  What if some kind of accident occurred that resulted in escalation? 
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Operational mistakes, unauthorized actions, a mid-air or underwater collision, a faulty radar 
warning, or an accidental intrusion into adversary territory could have profound consequences when 
tensions are high.  “Accidental escalation” is a threat to successful crisis management, but it is 
difficult to prevent given the limits of command and control, as well as the inherent potential for 
things to go awry.  Military organizations can justifiably be understood as high reliability 
organizations (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001).  Yet even these organizations are susceptible to occasional 
accidents–what Charles Perrow (1984) appropriately and persuasively termed “normal accidents”.  
In this connection, Scott Sagan’s comprehensive analysis of nuclear accidents highlighted the limits 
of safety even in organizations that place a high premium on reliability, redundancy and resilience 
(Sagan, 1993).  Despite the emphasis placed on safety, accidents are inevitable. And should one occur 
during a nuclear crisis, luck could well run out.  

Good luck undoubtedly played a major role in the Cuban Missile Crisis, but as Ellsberg appreciated, 
so did the restrained approach of Kennedy and his Soviet counterpart, Nikita Khrushchev.  The two 
leaders found themselves in a unique position–the only two men capable of blowing up the world, 
but also of preventing such a catastrophe.  Holmes and Wheeler argue that from this position of 
shared vulnerability and fear, Kennedy and Khrushchev not only exercised SDS towards each other, 
but even developed a weak bond of trust that was a key factor in the peaceful resolution of the crisis 
(Wheeler and Holmes, 2021; Holmes and Wheeler, 2025, 2026).  Essential to the development of 
SDS were the letters exchanged between the two leaders–letters that were crafted to empathise with 
the adversary and avoid placing either side in a position where the only alternatives were a 
humiliating climbdown or an escalation of the crisis. 

Both leaders took from the crisis a key lesson: the need for a trusted channel of communication in 
de-escalating crises.  Despite the success of the textual communication in forging a degree of trust 
between the two leaders, the difficulties that arose in coding and decoding of letters (which took 
hours) fed into the recognition that ad hoc and relatively slow communications by written 
correspondence were inadequate.  Even during the crisis, several informal communication channels 
were opened, the most important of which were the conversations between Aleksandr Feklisov, a 
senior Soviet intelligence officer at the Soviet embassy in Washington who was using the name 
Fomin at that that time and John Scali, the diplomatic correspondent of the American Broadcasting 
Corporation (Williams, 1976: 190; Scott, 2023: 115-118).  Historians debate just how important these 
conversations were in making possible the compromise framework that ended the crisis, but what is 
more certain is that both leaders came out of the crisis convinced that improvisation was not enough.  
Less than a year later, therefore, the United States and Soviet Union established a Direct 
Communication Link (DCL) between the two capitals.  Whilst this was not the fabled “red telephone” 
of the movies, the DCL or Hotline as it soon became known ensured that US and Soviet leaders could 
instantly transmit messages (initially by teleprinter, later upgraded to a satellite link, fax, and in 
2008, fibre optic cables) to each other. The DCL agreement was quickly followed by the signing of 
the 1963 Partial Test Ban Treaty (PTBT) banning atmospheric nuclear testing and five years later, 
the United States and Soviet Union began negotiations on limiting the strategic arms competition 
(the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, (SALT)).  This culminated in the signing in 1972 of SALT 1 and 
the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABM).  Arms control was an important mechanism of reassurance 
between the two sides, predicated as it was on the idea that adversaries can share a common interest 
in restraint (Schelling and Halperin, 1961; Bull, 1961). 

Arms control was the foundation of the superpower détente of the 1970s but one of the ambitions of 
détente––that would remain unfulfilled––was to put in place a regime of crisis prevention.  The 1972 
Agreement on the Prevention of Incidents at Sea, for example, reduced the likelihood of clashes 
between US and Soviet naval forces.  Confidence building measures and negotiations on mutual and 
balanced force reductions in the European theatre also became part of what appeared to be an 
increasingly stable security environment.  If these were necessary conditions of strategic stability, 
however, they were not sufficient conditions.    
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Indeed, even with such measures in place, problems still occurred, revealing the fragility of existing 
managerial mechanisms.  During the early 1980s tensions between the Soviet Union and the United 
States increased significantly as the Reagan Administration focused on strengthening its strategic 
nuclear forces and developing an increased capacity for strategic defence.  Soviet decision-makers 
became preoccupied with the possibility of a surprise US nuclear attack.  This reached a peak in 
November 1983 during the Able Archer command post exercise simulating a nuclear release as part 
of NATO’s annual Reforger Exercise that deployed additional US troops to Europe.  The following 
year Fritz Ermarth, chairman of the National Intelligence Council was asked by the Reagan 
Administration to assess the war scare in the Soviet Union.  Ermarth concluded that the dangers 
were limited.  In his view, the fact that the Soviet Union and the United States had each other’s 
“cookbooks” in terms of preparing for hostilities significantly limited the prospects for 
miscalculation (Special National Intelligence Estimate, 1984).  More recently, a similar assessment 
by Austin Long has cast doubt on the notion that Able Archer was recognized as a “nuclear crisis” by 
the Soviet General Staff or the Politburo contending that “Soviet readiness was still apparently 
nowhere near that needed for actual nuclear use” (Long, 2025; earlier analyses making the same 
argument are Mastny, 2009; Barrass, 2016; Miles, 2020). 

Other observers, however, were less sanguine. The United States, largely oblivious to Soviet fears, 
participated in a nuclear exercise that had many of the characteristics of attack preparations. Not 
surprisingly some Soviet forces increased their alert status.  The dangers created by obliviousness on 
the one side and paranoia on the other were publicly acknowledged in 2012 when the US intelligence 
community declassified a 1990 assessment of Able Archer - something that Ermarth had encouraged 
even though it diverged significantly from his own conclusions.  This assessment challenged aspects 
of the 1984 report while also delineating more fully the kinds of responses made by the Soviet Union 
prior to and during Able Archer.  The analysis suggested the Soviets were genuinely and deeply 
concerned that the United States might be using the exercise as camouflage for a surprise nuclear 
attack (this thesis is strongly advanced in Jones, 2016 and Downing, 2019).  The Soviet response was 
to engage in “a major mobilization” to collect intelligence, using both technical and human sources 
(Presidents Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, 1990).  While some of the findings were likely 
reassuring to Moscow, Able Archer incorporated several innovations in procedures and messages 
regarding the transition to nuclear war that were different from previous years.  As such, these steps 
likely provoked alarm in the Soviet Union, leading to far more intense surveillance of the NATO 
exercise than in previous exercises.  The 1990 intelligence assessment noted that the Soviet military 
initiated several unusual measures, including transporting nuclear weapons from storage sites to 
delivery units by helicopter; a “standdown or suspension of all flight operations, from 4 to 10 
November -- with the exception of intelligence collection flights -- probably to have available as many 
aircraft as possible for combat” and ‘invoking a l0-minute, around-the-clock readiness time and 
assigning priority targets” (Presidents Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, 1990: 72). Although 
additional details of the Soviet response were mostly redacted the report noted “a number of other 
unusual Soviet military moves that, taken in the aggregate, also strongly suggest heightened concern” 
(Presidents Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, 1990: 73). In the event, the danger of a spiralling 
action-reaction sequence was averted when Lt Gen Leonard Perroots, US Air Force Deputy Chief of 
Staff for intelligence at the US Air Force European Headquarters in Germany decided to do “nothing 
in the face of evidence that parts of the Soviet armed forces were moving to an unusual level of alert” 
(quoted in Jones, 2016: 38).  This decision was described, rather harshly, in a 1990 study of the 
Soviet war scare by the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board as “fortuitous, if ill-
informed” (quoted in Jones, 2016: 38).  Nevertheless, it was a crucial decision reflecting the exercise 
of SDS, and one that, in retrospect, seems to have been critical to avoiding a direct confrontation and 
the possibility of war by miscalculation. 

As with the Cuban Missile Crisis, good luck clearly played into the Able Archer episode, not least with 
the reaction by Perroots.  But there were also two other pieces of good luck, one related to the 
participants in the exercise and the other to the timing of the Pershing II deployments in Europe.  In 
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the early discussion stages, President Ronald Reagan and Vice-President George W. Bush were 
expected to participate in the exercise alongside Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger. However, 
Don Oberdorfer writes in his book The Turn that according to Robert McFarlane, the new National 
Security Adviser who had been in his post for only two weeks “this part of the ‘war game’ was scaled 
down and most of the top-ranking civilian and military officials were taken out of the exercise 
because of concern about the high state of Soviet nervousness” (1991: 65).  Even though Margaret 
Thatcher and Helmut Kohl did participate in the exercise–albeit at different times–the addition of 
senior members of the Reagan Administration, including the President, would have made the 
exercise more realistic and even more alarming to the Politburo.  It is far from inconceivable that the 
Soviet leadership, fearing a NATO or United States attack, would have taken even greater 
precautions to ensure they were not caught by surprise.  The other element of luck was that the 
Pershing IIs were not deployed until a few weeks after Able Archer had ended. These missiles had a 
short flight-time––perhaps as little as 4 to 6 minutes––to Soviet territory and were erroneously 
believed to be capable of striking Moscow.  Had they been deployed prior to or during Able Archer 
then the alarm bells going off in the Politburo and military leadership would have been even louder 
and might have precipitated more far-reaching war preparations than occurred. Even though Able 
Archer proved to be a unilateral rather than a truly bilateral crisis, therefore, it was also a sobering 
experience and not without danger.   

 It was not surprising, therefore, that during the second Reagan Administration, the Soviet Union 
and the United States gradually moved from a confrontational stance towards cooperation as the 
centrepiece of the relationship.  Although there were still some bumps in the road, personal 
diplomacy—especially the evolving relationship between Reagan and Gorbachev—played a vital role 
in fostering a degree of mutual trust that played a key role in de-escalating tensions (Wheeler 2018; 
Holmes 2018).  Both leaders realized how pernicious the security dilemma had become––with each 
power regarding the adversary’s defensive actions as offensive in nature––and sought to transcend 
it.  They were motivated by fear of mutual annihilation. This led to an increased emphasis on off-
ramps, signalling, and rules of the game that, while never foolproof, contributed significantly to the 
end of the Cold War. 

For all its perils, the Cold War ended peacefully. It was followed by two decades when great power 
competition was in abeyance.  The United States sought to uphold the liberal international order, its 
primacy marred only by protracted and difficult counter-insurgency campaigns in Afghanistan and 
Iraq.  Debates about the end of history and the clash of civilizations seemed to suggest that traditional 
great power politics was a thing of the past. (Fukuyama and Huntington).  Such assessments were 
incorrect. The resurgence of Russia, the rise of China, and the slow but steady diffusion of nuclear 
weapons have all contributed to ending the unipolar moment as well as optimism about peace and 
stability. 

Transformed Geopolitics and the New Context 

Perhaps the most dramatic changes came from Russia under President Vladimir Putin who chafed 
at Russian ignominy, was disturbed at NATO expansion, and had revisionist aspirations to restore 
some variant of the old Russian and Soviet empires.  Assumptions about European peace and 
stability were challenged with the seizure of Crimea and destroyed by the invasion of Ukraine.  Naval 
competition in the Pacific between the United States and China also increased tension and 
encouraged a rapprochement between China and Russia that few had foreseen.  While the return of 
geopolitical competition was both natural and inevitable, however, it was accompanied by other 
trends and developments that have not only made the world much more dangerous but also rendered 
crisis management far more problematic than it was during the Cold War.  As we discuss below, 
higher levels of complexity, a novel mix of recurring and innovative forms of geopolitical 
competition, emerging and disruptive technologies, the addition of space and cyberspace to existing 
strategic domains, the tight coupling of security alliances, and pervasive strategic ambiguity all 
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contribute to what might be described as an architecture of peril that makes crisis management a far 
more demanding challenge than in the Cold War. 

High levels of Complexity  

What distinguishes the contemporary period from the Cold War era is not simply the presence of 
more nuclear powers, but the transformation in the structure and logic of crisis dynamics. Those 
dynamics were initially underpinned by a shared strategic culture––what Coral Bell termed a 
“common strategic ideology” (1971: 52), the simplicity and predictability of dyadic rivalry, and a tacit 
understanding of red lines.  Today, those foundations have eroded.  Strategic competition is now 
embedded in a dense network of entangled deterrence relationships.  The simplicity of the Cold War 
has been superseded by levels of complexity that pose unprecedented challenges to global stability.  
A complex international system is one that is greater than the sum of its parts, primarily because of 
emergent behaviour, which is not only impossible to predict but also can lead to unexpected, and 
potentially disastrous, outcomes (Jervis, 1997).  Moreover, the system is one in which small changes 
in the context lead to highly variable developments and scenarios, thereby confounding 
predictability and, in effect, unleashing uncertainty.  Another closely related challenge has been best 
articulated– albeit in a different context– by David Snowden, who has noted that a complex situation 
or environment can all too easily tip into chaos (Snowden and Boone, 2007).  Although Snowden 
and Boone were making their comments in terms of business management, their analysis has much 
broader applicability with considerable relevance to crises and war.  Despite all the efforts to cultivate 
strategic wisdom, even minor military hostilities can rapidly degenerate from controlled violence 
into the fog of war.  The same is true of crises where even seasoned and highly professional decision-
makers almost invariably have an incomplete grasp of events and can rarely close the gap between 
intention and implementation. In effect, crises and military conflicts have the capacity to tip rapidly 
from a complex environment to a chaotic one (Snowden and Boone, 2007).  Managing complexity is 
hard enough; trying to bring order out of chaos is even harder.  In a chaotic environment, there are 
few constraints, few guideposts, few standard operational procedures, and few rules.  Decisions 
become both more difficult and more consequential as information is limited, fragmentary, 
contradictory, and often erroneous.  There is pressure to take bold and decisive action, yet high levels 
of uncertainty and risk make indecision look more attractive.  Adversarial relations amid chaos do 
not readily contribute to high-level strategic thinking, to common understandings of unilateral 
actions or to defusing tensions.  On the contrary, chaos can reduce strategy to wishful thinking, 
prudent judgment to irrelevance, and bold initiative to dismal failure.  In a chaotic environment, 
friction is ubiquitous, fortune is random, and non-linearity helps to determine outcomes.  Both 
complex and chaotic security environments pose enormous and perhaps insurmountable challenges 
for crisis management and military strategy alike.   

Recurring and Novel Forms of Geopolitical Competition 

Among the dimensions of complexity that lead to emergent behaviour are novel forms of traditional 
geopolitical rivalry in a world where nine states have nuclear weapons with at least one other state–
–Iran–-seeking their development.  While the juxtaposition of novel and traditional behaviours 
might appear paradoxical, they co-exist, albeit uneasily. Expectations of a tripolar world were 
confounded as China and Russia became tacit allies and “co-leaders” of a new authoritarian axis.  
The United States, which expected to be the dominant power in a tripolar world, now faces two near 
peer competitors that are tacitly and, in some ways, explicitly aligned with one another.  Beijing has 
been supporting Moscow in a variety of ways, including through the supply of items on the Western 
sanctions list.  The implications of this are uncertain but potentially chilling.  Is it possible, for 
example, to have a Sino-American crisis in which Russia is on the sidelines, or a US-Russia 
confrontation in which China is not involved? The answer is far from clear, complicating both 
strategic calculations and diplomatic initiatives.  In effect, we have a structure of bipolar competition, 
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with three great powers.  

For all, its novelty, however, the current international system also resembles that prior to the 
Sarajevo crisis and the outbreak of the First World War.  In 1914, the alliance systems and the 
commitments they embodied created an escalatory or ratchet effect that allowed the assassination of 
the archduke Franz Ferdinand to snowball into confrontation between the Triple Alliance and the 
Triple Entente.  The dynamics of a rapid mobilization race, and the rigidity of the German General 
Staff’s Schlieffen Plan also contributed to making large scale war unavoidable.  A situation in which 
German offensive success was succeeded by the dominance of the defence simply perpetuated 
hostilities for four years.  With the trenches and machine guns ruling the battlefield, the Western 
Front turned into a battle of attrition. There are no exact parallels, to the Sarajevo crisis well over a 
century later.  Nevertheless, the crisis provides a salutary warning of how events can rapidly and 
uncontrollably spiral into open war.  Indeed, in the current context, the possibility of a crisis 
involving at least three and possibly more major nuclear powers certainly cannot be ruled out. 

Another manifestation of this increased complexity is the emergence of the strategic chain—a web of 
interlinked nuclear rivalries in which interactions between two actors can ripple or even cascade 
through the international system.  Rabia Akhtar’s concept of a “nuclear tetraplex” (Ahktar 2025a) 
captures this with the example of India, Pakistan, China, and the United States.  A crisis between 
India and Pakistan, for example, could easily escalate if China perceives a threat to its strategic 
interests, potentially prompting the United States to respond.  Strategic actions, in other words, 
never take place in isolation.  As in 1914 the possibility of a regional crisis provoking wider military 
contagion cannot be excluded.    

Emerging and Disruptive Technologies (EDTs) 

Another feature of the current environment is an intense technological competition that transcends 
what in retrospect were relatively simple arms races prior to 1914 and during the Cold War.  The 
major technologies of the twenty-first century are predominantly civilian in nature. Nevertheless, 
they will have significant impact on how future conflicts are fought and how future crises are 
resolved. The two most important of these technologies are artificial intelligence (AI) and quantum 
computing, both areas in which the United States and China are vying for superiority.   

In November 2024, President Xi Jinping and his US counterpart Joe Biden agreed at a summit 
meeting in San Francisco that artificial intelligence “should never be empowered to decide to launch 
a nuclear war” (quoted in Renshaw and Hunnicutt, 2024).  While this is an important agreement, it 
does not preclude either government from treating AI as a source of competitive advantage that could 
be moulded into a novel––albeit possibly unwarranted––sense of strategic superiority.  Moreover, 
this competitive dynamic is likely to prove incompatible with efforts to regulate and control AI to 
ensure that, intentionally or unintentionally, it does no harm.  Since AI is the new battleground for 
competitive advantage in geopolitical competition, regulations, guardrails, and safety mechanisms 
are relegated in importance.  Winning the AI race has become more important than ensuring the 
safety and integrity of AI systems––with potentially dire consequences.  Indeed, in June 2025, 
Yoshua Bengio, a prominent AI pioneer, warned that “current models are displaying dangerous 
traits’ including deception, cheating, lying, hacking, self-preservation, and more generally, goal 
misalignment’ (quoted in Nolan, 2025).  He contended that these were “early warning signs” of what 
he termed “unintended and potentially dangerous strategies AI may pursue if left unchecked ” 
(quoted in Nolan 2025). There is a parallel here with the evolution of cyberspace where expansion 
and commercialisation were paramount and security was little more than an afterthought.  In this 
instance, however, the stakes are dramatically higher.    

The multiple impacts of AI on geopolitics and strategy will be profound.  They will also be mixed, 
with AI undermining strategic stability in some ways while enhancing it in others. For example, AI 
machine learning tools are predicted to enhance the capacity of states to track each other’s mobile 
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strategic nuclear forces––especially ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs)––that have been seen as 
invulnerable platforms for decades.  Mobile nuclear systems could be targeted with highly precise 
conventional counterforce weapons supported by AI enabled cyber weapons that could also threaten 
a state’s nuclear command and control systems. AI enabled weapons of this kind risk gravely 
undermining the confidence that others who are in possession of these weapons can be relied upon 
to show restraint in a crisis (Johnson, 2023). 

On the other hand, AI could also be used to enhance the opacity of a state’s nuclear assets by 
improving stealth technologies, thereby making SSBNs and other mobile weapons systems 
increasingly hard to target. In effect, the race between increased vulnerability and enhanced 
invulnerability of nuclear systems will continue but with greater intensity, a more competitive edge, 
and the possibility that the advantage will swing decisively, albeit temporarily, in one direction or 
the other.  There is a further twist here: a nuclear-armed state believing (perhaps mistakenly) that it 
has secured first-mover advantage in weaponized AI systems holding at risk an adversary’s nuclear 
assets might be significantly more willing to engage in a “competition in risk taking” (Schelling, 
2008: 91) in a crisis.  If Russia, China, or the United States believes that AI enabled weapons provide 
a meaningful military advantage––or what is, in effect, a new form of “escalation dominance” (the 
concept and its shortcomings and dangers are discussed in detail below) ––then decision-makers 
who see themselves in the ascendency are likely to believe they could dominate the escalation 
process.  If such perceptions are prevalent on all sides in a crisis, the result could be what James 
Johnson calls “A Dangerous Algorithmic Game of Chicken” (Johnson, 2023).  What makes this even 
more dangerous is the possibility that the AI will hallucinate at a time when wisdom and prudence 
are most needed.  Even more alarming is the prospect that AI will engage in rogue behaviour. 

Even without such glitches, worries, and complications, the integration of AI into both strategic 
planning and operational implementation could have unintended and unforeseen consequences on 
the battlefield.  Moreover, the danger is that subtlety and nuance will be lost along with efforts to 
keep a crisis or conflict under control.  And if AI contributes significantly to military success, then it 
is possible that decision-making would be delegated to AI––with potentially catastrophic 
consequences.  Even if this does not occur, it is highly probable that what Chernavskikh and Palayer 
termed “AI integration in conventional systems with counterforce potential” will blur rather than 
raise the nuclear threshold (2025: 6).  The result could all too easily become a worst-case scenario 
with an increased possibility of miscalculation resulting in rapid and potentially uncontrollable 
escalation.   

Quantum computing is typically given less prominence than AI, but in the era of intense geopolitical 
competition might be equally consequential.  Like AI it is a transformative technology with far-
reaching implications for national and international security.  Quantum computing also resembles 
AI in that it promises enormous benefits and creates huge risks. The risks come from the likelihood 
that quantum computers will be so powerful that they will be able to break encryption that is 
currently highly secure.  Indeed, China has been harvesting massive amounts of encrypted data in 
the expectation that, in a few years this data will be decrypted.  It also seems likely that quantum 
computing will enhance cyberattacks in ways that could undermine commerce, break open secure 
systems and create extensive new vulnerabilities in cyberspace. This could also accentuate fears 
about the vulnerability of nuclear command and control systems to a pre-emptive strike during a 
crisis.  Quantum computing similarly looks set to increase the stakes of a cyberwar and make it 
potentially far more damaging than anticipated.  At the very least we will see a novel arms race 
between offensive quantum decryption capabilities and defensive quantum-resistant encryption 
technologies.  This is likely to become a defining aspect of future conflict landscapes 

It should also be acknowledged, however, that quantum computing can provide considerable 
advantages for decision-makers involved in crises.  Quantum computing allows rapid analysis of 
highly complex data, and during a great power crisis could offer real-time intelligence enabling a 
comprehensive assessment and understanding of the adversary’s capabilities and intentions.  The 
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qualification of course, is that whereas in past crises, information was limited and incomplete, in a 
quantum world the information could be overwhelming.  Some of it could also be false––and while 
quantum computing might be able to recognize and flag deep fakes, it might be equally good at 
camouflaging them.  The inability of decisionmakers to discriminate between what is real and what 
merely looks and sounds real creates enormous potential for uncertainty and confusion at a time 
when clarity and understanding are most needed.  

Multiple Interdependent Strategic Domains 

Another source of complexity over the last 30 years is the introduction into the equation of two new 
strategic domains––space and cyberspace––that have become additional loci of intense and 
endemic competition.  Moreover, both space and cyberspace would inevitably be inextricably 
involved in any future great power confrontation.  Indeed, it is possible that a crisis might start in 
cyberspace but would not stay there.  Alternatively, a crisis or a limited conventional conflict between 
great powers would almost certainly be accompanied by cyber-attacks––especially against nuclear 
command and control structures (NC3).  In any future great power crisis, therefore, what has been 
termed cross-domain escalation is highly probable (Manzo, 2011).  Even if cyber-attacks are not 
directed at NC3, because of the escalatory potential, attacks directed against elements of critical 
infrastructure in the homeland of a great power could also be interpreted as a major escalation––
even if they are not intended as such.  As one of the co-authors observed a decade or so ago, “to the 
extent that the homeland provides a fundamentally important territorial, political, and psychological 
threshold that has hitherto had a de facto sanctuary status, such a move might be seen as a far more 
significant and dangerous escalation than, for example, crossing the line between coercion and 
violence in a military clash at sea or in a remote area” (Williams, 2016: 593).  The attribution 
problem––although less challenging with large cyber-attacks that coincide with a crisis or even 
hostilities––creates a degree of uncertainty about the source of the cyber-attack. The corollary, of 
course is that a state or non-state actor not directly involved in the conflict but seeing an opportunity 
to further its own interests could also engage in a cyber-attack. Such a development could result in a 
cyber-version of what during the Cold War was termed catalytic war.  It is also possible that cyber-
attacks could be seen as a major threat to conventional capabilities and logistics.  This concern could 
place a premium on speed in deployments and precipitate a ‘war by computer’, a twenty-first century 
equivalent of what A.J.P. Taylor commenting on 1914 termed “war by timetable” (1969).  Critics 
might argue, of course, that such analogies are misleading and that the dangers are exaggerated.  Yet 
these scenarios are far from implausible, and they highlight the potential for unwanted and 
unanticipated escalation.  

The addition of space to the equation adds another difficult set of management problems and 
potential instabilities.  Space has become increasingly crowded, commercialized, and competitive.  
Space debris is a major problem, while efforts to establish rules of the road and determine what is 
acceptable and unacceptable behaviour in space have made little progress.  Moreover, it is not always 
easy to distinguish between accidents and aggressive actions.  All this makes space a potential 
flashpoint for a crisis.   

The United States retains a position of dominance in space but is increasingly challenged by Russia, 
and China.  In early 2024, General Stephen Whiting, commander of US Space Command warned, 
the PRC was “moving breathtakingly fast in space” and that the United States had to respond 
accordingly to retain its advantage (quoted in Chen, 2024).  China first demonstrated an ASAT 
capability in 2007 and subsequently expanded its capacity for actions in space in ways that could 
also complicate and degrade US military operations in the three traditional strategic domains of land, 
sea, and air.  Indeed, for the United States, dependence on space is both an asset and a liability.  
Satellites have become a major enabler of communications and intelligence and are integrated into 
military command structures.  They act as force multipliers, but they are also vulnerable to anti-
satellite weapons.  Should US satellites be targeted and destroyed by an adversary or adversaries, 
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this could create a decisive disadvantage and might even determine the outcome of a crisis or 
hostilities.  If both sides engage in such attacks, command and control will be significantly degraded 
resulting in less discriminate attacks, a breakdown of communication, and possible escalation.  
Signalling and coercive diplomacy will also become much more difficult.  This, in turn, would 
significantly degrade the capacity for effective crisis management and the control of hostilities.  In 
other words, satellites––that were so critical to Bell’s notion of surveillance as a stabilising 
convention––have become a potential source of destabilising pre-emptive actions during a crisis.   

Set against this, there might be a tendency on all sides to think that military actions can be taken in 
space with little impact on other strategic domains.  This is wishful thinking. Each strategic domain 
has a high degree of entanglement and interdependence with other more traditional domains, 
something that reduces predictability, creates added layers of complexity, facilitates emergent 
behaviour, and undermines efforts to maintain control over events.  In this connection, a Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) report warned as early as 2010 that deterrence signaling 
becomes more ambiguous when threats span multiple domains––conventional, cyber, and space 
(Lewis, 2010).  A precautionary move in one domain might even be interpreted as preparation for 
escalation in another. The prospects for escalation through misunderstanding or misperception, 
therefore, are very real. 

There is of course, an alternative view that cross-domain escalation can restore deterrence and 
inhibit prospects of an escalatory spiral (Borghard and Lonergan, 2019).  What cross-domain 
optimists ignore, however, is that aggressive actions in both space and cyber-space have cascading 
effects on other domains and will almost certainly impact the homelands of the great powers.  For 
example, a successful cyber-attack on the US power grid could bring a crisis or conflict home in an 
unprecedented way.  Furthermore, without a functioning power grid, social unrest and economic 
collapse could happen very quickly.  Not surprisingly, this could well be a preferred strategy for 
Russia or China since it has maximum impact but with lower risks than launching a kinetic attack.     

Homelands are also very vulnerable to space-based weapons.  Indeed, it is impossible to ignore the 
potential use of electro-magnetic pulse (EMP) weapons.  A high-altitude nuclear detonation, for 
example, could destroy electronic systems over large areas.  This, in turn, would lead to the 
decapitation of command, control and communication systems and cascading failures in power 
grids, resulting in the deterioration and even collapse of other infrastructure systems, including 
transportation networks.  An EMP attack would also have a profound impact on society crating 
widespread disruption and looting, the collapse of public health systems, and the breakdown of law 
and order.  In addition, an EMP attack would disrupt business and commerce, rendering digital 
platforms and wire transfer systems such as Fedwire, CHIPS and SWIFT unworkable and ultimately 
causing massive global economic dislocation.  In this connection, it is worth noting that Russia, while 
lagging both the United States and China in space, has developed space weapons such as EMP that 
could pose an enormous threat to the United States.  In sum, the use of EMP weapons in a great 
power crisis or conflict would create a level of chaos that would render moot not only crisis 
management but also social and economic management. 

Tightly Coupled Security Systems 

The contemporary security system is also characterized, at least in some places, by what Mauro 
Guillén, describing the global economic and financial system, termed “the architecture of collapse” 
(Guillen, 2015).  Despite his focus on economics, Guillén’s analysis has considerable relevance to 
global and regional security challenges, especially in Europe.  The essence of his argument is that 
while “complexity by itself is not necessarily conducive to higher risk and can be shock absorbing ... 
the combination of complexity and tight coupling... leads to higher risk” and is likely to be “shock 
diffusing” (Guillén, 2015: 16).  The concept of tight coupling developed by Perrow (1984) highlights 
how problems can cascade through the system whether a plane, a nuclear power plant, or a 
geopolitical system.  Acknowledging the importance of non-linear interactions in complex systems, 
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Guillén observes that “under conditions of tight coupling every problem, every deviation from 
normal circumstances, and every calamitous event becomes difficult to overcome because of the lack 
of buffers, cushions, and degrees of freedom” (2015: 74).  It is only necessary to think back to 
European alliance systems and military mobilization mechanisms in 1914 to see the relevance of this 
description to contemporary international security.  Moreover, the European security system with 
an extended NATO alliance that borders on Russia, is clearly characterized by tight coupling, a lack 
of buffer zones, and potentially incompatible commitments and policy constraints that could limit 
freedom in a crisis.  As Barry Posen once noted, “geography could be a critical problem among future 
competitors sharing common borders” (1991: 16).  Although written over a quarter of a century ago, 
these words have a chilling relevance to the current situation in Europe.  

Yet there is an added complication.  The Trump Administration has not consistently embraced the 
essence of Article V of the North Atlantic Treaty, which notes that “The Parties agree that an armed 
attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against 
them all’ (NATO, n.d.).  On the contrary, President Donald J. Trump at times has suggested that 
Putin could attack whichever members of the Alliance he chose, and unless these countries were 
clearly and fully meeting their obligations to increase defence spending, the United States would 
simply stand by and do nothing (Nicols, 2024).  Although the 2025 Nato Summit alleviated some of 
these concerns, it has not completely dispelled them.  As Vice President J.D. Vance demonstrated in 
2025 at the Munich Summit and Trump reaffirmed at Davos in January 2026, there is considerable 
antipathy in Washington towards those European members of NATO who are perceived as free 
riding on US goodwill and resources (Chazan, 2025).  In any future crisis between Russia and the 
West, therefore, it is plausible that the European allies would not have the full weight of the United 
States behind them.  Consequently, it is uncertain whether a future crisis would be between NATO 
and Russia, or between Europe and Russia, with the United States on the sidelines.  In some respects, 
this could reduce the tight coupling described above.  Yet the ambiguities could also encourage 
Russian decision-making to be more adventurous and less risk averse. Indeed, the worst of all worlds 
might be a complex mix of tight coupling and strategic ambiguity.  In fact, strategic ambiguity is 
potentially a major problem requiring deeper examination.  

The Rise of Strategic Ambiguity 

A major characteristic of the current strategic environment is pervasive strategic ambiguity.  In fact, 
there are multiple forms of strategic ambiguity and more pervasive uncertainty than in the past. In 
The Conventions of Crisis, Bell extolled the virtues of strategic ambiguity as something that could be 
exploited for unilateral gain (1971: 74-75).  The converse of this, however, is that ambiguity can all 
too easily feed into miscalculation.  This is particularly likely where there is uncertainty about where 
spheres of interest begin and end.  If there is no clear and common understanding of what is at stake 
in a great power confrontation, then asymmetries of interest that help to determine the relative 
propensity for risk-taking will be weak or absent–providing little guide to the participants.  

Uncertainty about the stakes and the relative interests of the competing states, could increase 
significantly and result in serious miscalculation.  Mutual brinkmanship, a reluctance to back down, 
an unwillingness to make concessions, could all too easily precipitate an uncontrollable crisis.  A 
possible Taiwan crisis is an obvious example.  It is very clear that China places a high premium on 
the re-integration of Taiwan.  But what about the US commitment? Does the US nuclear deterrent 
umbrella extend to Taiwan?  Indeed, this raises a regional variation of the old question about whether 
the United States would sacrifice New York, for London, Paris, or Bonn.  In the Sino-American 
context, the question perhaps needs to be reformulated as “would the United States sacrifice Texas 
for Taiwan?”  The problem is that there is no obvious or unequivocal answer.  Nor will there 
necessarily be one in the future.  As the United States becomes more proficient and innovative in 
computer chip production, then the value of Taiwan as a commercial asset–and by extension, 
strategic asset and ally––inevitably goes down.  In summary, stakes and commitments that were 
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relatively clear and unequivocal in the Cold War are increasingly qualified and ambiguous.   

To compound this, there is increasing fuzziness over the ways in which weapons systems are 
categorized, with a renewed emphasis on smaller nuclear weapons on the one hand and more precise 
conventional long-range missiles on the other.  Contemporary strategists–notably recent work by 
James Acton–have drawn attention to what Acton calls the problem of “Nuclear Entanglement” or 
“how militaries’ nuclear and non-nuclear capabilities are becoming dangerously intertwined” (2019).  
There are multiple dimensions to this issue: conventional weapons targeting an adversary’s nuclear 
weapons or nuclear command and control capabilities can be seen as an attempt to undermine the 
targeted state’s retaliatory capabilities, and in one sense have unilaterally crossed the nuclear threshold 
by taking out nuclear assets.  Such strikes would also likely create “use them or lose them” dilemmas. 

While contemporary illustrations of this problem draw on precision conventional strike, space, and 
cyber systems, the problem of entanglement and blurred thresholds––disturbing as it is––is not 
new.  During the 1980s there was a growing emphasis on precision-guided conventional munitions, 
some of which were long range.  Although this was widely seen as a means of raising the nuclear 
threshold, it more likely blurred the threshold.  The possibility that incoming conventional missiles 
would be dismissed as conventional and not provoke an escalatory response was unconvincing to say 
the least.  Furthermore, in the early 1980s the US maritime strategy with forward deployment of 
hunter-killer submarines into the Barents Sea also threatened the Soviet SLBM bastions and was 
another example of how conventional forces could threaten nuclear systems.  John Mearsheimer 
observed that “using American attack submarines (SSNs) to strike at Soviet ballistic missile 
submarines (SSBNs) so as to shift the strategic nuclear balance at the start of a conventional war, is 
destabilizing in a crisis and potentially escalatory in a conflict, and therefore is a dangerous strategy” 
(Mearsheimer, 1986: 5).  In a similar vein, Barry Posen warned that conventional warfare between 
nuclear powers could easily spill into a nuclear exchange due to what he called “inadvertent nuclear 
escalation”.  He explained that “direct conventional attacks on critical nuclear forces, attacks that 
degrade strategic early warning or command and control systems, or even attacks on general-
purpose forces that protect strategic nuclear forces, could all produce strong reactions from the party 
on the receiving end” (Posen, 1991: 20).  

The risk of “inadvertent nuclear escalation” is salient in the context of on-going tensions between 
India and Pakistan.  A report in the India media (Sharma, 2025) in the aftermath of the May 2025 
India-Pakistan conflict claimed that India was modifying its Agni-V ICBM for conventional 
counterforce missions, replicating capabilities possessed by the United States, Russia, and China.  In 
a powerful and compelling analysis Akhtar observed that these missiles “could neutralise hardened 
enemy sites such as command centres, missile silos and other critical infrastructure buried deep 
underground in countries like Pakistan and China”.  She claimed that “India is developing 
a conventional weapon that can hold at risk the nuclear command bunkers and missile storage sites 
of its regional rivals”.  Akhtar persuasively contends that this development is highly destabilizing, 
arguing that “deploying conventional missiles against a nuclear-armed adversary’s strategic forces 
creates a classic nuclear-conventional entanglement that could lead to miscalculation and rapid 
escalation” (Akhtar 2025b). 

The Implications  

All of this suggests not only that nuclear crises in the current context might be more difficult to 
manage than in the past, but also that they could prove impossible to manage.  Much of the analysis 
here is focused on what could go wrong in a crisis.  An alternative focus, however, might be to 
consider what must go right for effective and successful crisis management. Adopting this 
perspective requires considering the demands of decision-making under intense time pressure and 
stress, the problems of misperception and misunderstanding, the difficulties of managing large 
military organizations and ensuring they are responsive to decision-makers, and the dangers of 
accidents and unauthorized actions.  This list of problems highlights just how daunting the tasks 
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associated with crisis management really are. This is especially the case if there are major 
asymmetries in the way participants approach a crisis. Coercing prudently is one thing; coercing 
imprudently is quite another.  The problem is that it only requires one country to opt for recklessness 
rather than caution and to accept nuclear risk rather than engage in nuclear risk aversion for crisis 
management to fail.  An additional concern is that the risk averse country might ultimately feel 
compelled to stand up to nuclear bullying–which can either surprise the adversary and lead to 
greater caution or be dismissed as mere posturing when it is very real.  The result could be mutual 
misperception and misunderstanding, leading to increased risk.  Even without such developments, 
technology and the rapidity of communications have increased the speed of events and could make 
the challenges of control and resolution of a nuclear crisis even more problematic.  As Johnson noted, 
“In the digital age, the confluence of increased speed, truncated decision-making, dual-use 
technology, reduced levels of human agency, critical network vulnerabilities, and 
dis/misinformation inject more randomness, uncertainty, and chance into crises” (Johnson, 2023).  
As in 1914, with the great power mobilization race, a crisis in the twenty-first century could see states 
rushing into war, which could prove even foggier and more chaotic than it has in the past.   

Having discussed how so many pillars of the new geostrategic context are more complex and 
dangerous than in the past and create unprecedented potential for things to go awry in a crisis, it is 
important to explore more fully how these challenges might play out in an actual crisis where 
decision-makers experience the look and feel of nuclear confrontation.  

Crisis Mismanagement and the Dangers of Escalation 

The conceptual underpinnings of crisis management are no longer adequate for the complexity, 
speed, and unpredictability of contemporary nuclear crises. Despite this, crisis managers across 
adversarial dyads continue to operate with assumptions inherited from the Cold War—that crises 
can be controlled, escalation carefully calibrated, and strategic advantage gained.  Such thinking is 
dangerously misguided and in the current environment continued faith in crisis management is a 
liability.  There are four reasons for thinking that today’s crisis managers will struggle to meet the 
new challenges of complexity and uncertainty that dominate the changed context outlined above: (i) 
the cognitive and emotional dynamics that fuel escalation; (ii) the ambiguity of crisis signalling; (iii) 
the complex dynamics of escalation and the mythology of escalation control and dominance; and (iv) 
the fragility of crisis communications. 

Cognitive and Emotional Dynamics that fuel Escalation 

Cold War crisis management scholarship identified the heightened emotion of fear as generating 
levels of stress and anxiety that could lead to miscalculation and inadvertent escalation.  A good 
example of this was the US political psychologist Ole Holsti’s conclusion to his 1972 book, Crises, 
Escalation and War.  Holsti’s thesis was that crises are not managed by rational agents operating in 
cool deliberation; they are navigated by human beings under intense stress.  As he wrote, “There 
would be little consolation in learning that a nuclear holocaust was not the result of malice but of 
another human trait––our limited ability to perform at peak effectiveness under intense and 
sustained stress” (Holsti, 1972: 238).  The stress levels that crisis managers experienced in the Cold 
War––especially during the Cuban Missile Crisis––were considerable, though Holsti cited the 
Cuban case as one where decision-makers performed well under high levels of stress comparing this 
to 1914.  This led him to argue that there might be significant individual differences in how leaders 
respond to stress. However, the levels of stress that Kennedy and Khrushchev experienced––though 
considerable––pale by comparison with those that would be experienced in a multidomain, fast-
breaking nuclear crisis between the United States and China and/or Russia.  Moreover, the longer 
the crisis lasts the more likely it is that stress will become pernicious rather than enervating.  
Moderate levels of stress for short periods can improve cognitive performance; high levels of stress 
that are prolonged have a profoundly debilitating impact.  
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Holsti’s emphasis on the dangers of irrational decision-making under the pressure of stress is 
compounded by the worry that crisis managers might be driven by emotions such as anger and a 
desire for revenge.  One of the most underappreciated dimensions of crisis dynamics is the role of 
emotion. In their study of the psychology of nuclear brinkmanship, Reid Pauly and Rose McDermott 
argue, “it is indeed irrational to carry out a nuclear threat if massive nuclear retaliation is expected 
... a human decision-maker acting on emotion or psychological bias might do so anyway” 
(2022/2023: 9).  Fortunately, we do not have a real-world test of this hypothesis.  However, the 1983 
Proud Prophet simulation, involving senior US officials, showed how rapidly anger and a desire for 
revenge could escalate limited nuclear use on both side into a full nuclear exchange—even when 
communication channels remained open (Langewiesche 2024). 

Orchestrated by Phillip Karber and observed by Paul Bracken, veterans of the US national security 
community, the simulation “was unique in that by design it was largely unscripted, involved the 
highest levels of the U.S. military and its global warfighting commands and used actual 
communication channels, doctrines and secret war plans ... unlike any other war game involving the 
possibility of small-yield nuclear weapons, it ... was allowed to play out to its natural conclusion: 
global devastation” (Langewiesche, 2024) Although a “hotline was in daily use during the game” it 
was far from sufficient to avoid highly “opaque” hostilities that resulted in all-out nuclear war 
(Langewiesche, 2024). The participants were dealing with high levels of uncertainty and struggling 
with emotions, including anger.  Indeed, the later stages of the simulation witnessed increased levels 
of nuclear destruction on West-European cities.  By this stage, the participants had “grown genuinely 
angry” and highly distrustful of the adversary, with the simulation ending in mutual destruction–the 
teams’ hurling curses and epithets at one another (Langewiesche 2024).  

In this connection, it is perhaps worth recalling that when he was informed that Khrushchev had put 
missiles in Cuba, Kennedy’s initial reaction was, “He can’t do this to me” (quoted in Dobbs, 2008: 
6)–his anger resulting from what he saw as a personal betrayal by Khrushchev.  This gradually 
morphed into a more moderate stance with Kennedy proving remarkably cautious in his decision-
making and developing a weak bond of trust with his Soviet counterpart (Wheeler and Holmes, 2021; 
Holmes and Wheeler 2025, 2026).  Yet there is no guarantee that this will be replicated in future 
crises which could all too easily generate the negative emotions of revenge and anger that were seen 
in the Proud Prophet simulation. Emotions can drive worst-case assumptions and reactive policies.  
In a crisis between nuclear adversaries, one leader's sense of betrayal or insult may short-circuit 
deliberative judgment. While empathy can humanise adversaries and open pathways to de-
escalation, anger does the reverse—it dehumanises and hardens resolve.  The crucial lesson is that 
emotions are not epiphenomenal to crisis dynamics; they are central drivers.  Yet the dominant 
models of crisis management still ignore them. 

Closely related to this, an initial escalation could back the opponent into a corner where an 
intensification of the conflict becomes the only conceivable option.  This is even more likely if 
decisionmakers feel that they are no longer in a cost-gain situation but have entered the world of 
prospect theory where they face a cost-cost situation.  In such a situation one or even both sides could 
shed their aversion to high risk (Levy, 1997). It is possible that decision-making in such a stressful 
situation will be determined less by rational calculation about potential gains than by fear and anger 
about potential losses.   

The Ambiguity of Crisis Signalling 

Effective crisis management presumes that signals are received accurately.  However, in crisis 
settings, the interpretation of a signal is not decided by the sender—it depends on the receiver.  What 
matters is not the message sent, but the message received.  Strategic ambiguity, cultural misreading, 
and divergent conceptions of escalation thresholds often ensure that signals are misunderstood.  A 
signal intended to demonstrate restraint might be interpreted by an adversary as an escalatory one, 
while a signal meant to show resolve might be interpreted as weakness or hesitation. This is 
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especially dangerous in a complex, multipolar system with competing narratives and contested 
domains.  

A worrying example of the problems of signals being understood correctly occurred during the May 
2025 nuclear crisis between India and Pakistan. Following an attack on 22 April against Indian 
civilians by a militant group India believes is strongly aligned to the Pakistani state near Pahalgam 
in Indian-administered Kashmir, India launched limited military strikes against what it claimed 
were terrorist bases in Pakistan.  India framed Operation Sindoor as calibrated and proportionate, 
designed to punish without provoking uncontrolled escalation.  It communicated to Pakistan 
through a military hotline that having retaliated for the attack, it was now ready to cease hostilities.  
However, Pakistan interpreted India’s conventional missile strikes (Indian aircraft fired missiles 
from outside Pakistani airspace) as an initiation of armed hostilities that demanded an equivalent 
Pakistani response.  Pakistan, using the same military hotline, indicated that its response would be 
forthcoming. How far India was surprised by the scale of Pakistani’s subsequent missile and drone 
attacks is unclear, but the crisis shows how, even when kinetic action is limited, adversarial crisis 
managers can misread signals in ways that risk spiralling escalation (Clary 2025; McClafferty 2026). 

The emergence of cyber and space as new battlegrounds complicates the clarity of strategic 
messaging.  In a cyber incident, for example, attribution is difficult and misperception likely.  The 
other fundamental challenge in the cyber domain is the problem of offence-defence differentiation–
–distinguishing between whether cyber operations are intended for offensive or defensive purposes 
since network intrusions can be used for both. The offence-defence differentiation problem also 
operates in relation to outer space since satellites that serve civilian purposes can also be used for 
military ones.  Even when technologies are intended for defensive purposes, the fact that they also 
have offensive potential means that adversaries invariably interpret such capabilities as indicative of 
hostile intent.  Similarly, as noted above, AI, which might be intended to enhance military readiness 
or support better decision-making, can also be a tool for improving precision and the effectiveness 
of strikes.  When offensive and defensive capabilities appear indistinguishable, decision-makers are 
more likely to assume the worst about an adversary’s intentions.  The ambiguity surrounding the 
intended use of EDTs and the inability to distinguish between offensive and defensive roles makes 
signalling peaceful intent very difficult. 

During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union understood each other’s military 
preparations and red lines.  However, it is not clear that today’s nuclear adversaries share a similar 
common understanding.  Indeed, in the contemporary strategic landscape, the answer is almost 
certainly that they do not.  The shared strategic grammar that enabled mutual understanding during 
Cold War crises has largely eroded. In its place is a fractured system, marked by doctrinal opacity 
and contested red lines heightening the risk of inadvertent escalation.  This is not the only pathway 
to escalation that can arise out of misinterpretation of another state’s actions. “Accidental escalation” 
(Morgan et al., 2008: xiv) can occur if decision-makers interpret genuine accidents as something 
more sinister. A good example of this is India’s claim in March 2022 that one of its missiles 
malfunctioned. The Russian made missile that is capable of carrying a nuclear warhead–though 
India claims only to operate the BrahMos as a conventional system–was not carrying any warhead 
when it was fired from a testing range in Sirsa but unexpectedly changed its flight path and entered 
Pakistani airspace before landing harmlessly in Mian Channu in the Khanewal District in Punjab.  
Despite the Indian Air Force (IAF) sacking three officers for not following standard operating 
procedures, there is strong evidence that senior Pakistani military officials and some members of the 
expert community believe that India was using the claimed malfunction to test Pakistan’s air 
defences (Sultan, 2022).  Imagine if India’s missile had been launched during a more intense crisis 
and Pakistan feared that India was launching a conventional or even nuclear de-capitation strike 
against its command-and-control facilities or key strategic assets.   
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The Illusion of Escalation Control: From Brinkmanship to the Crisis Slide 

The crisis management literature has long emphasized escalation as a rational, controllable tool of 
statecraft.  Schelling’s idea of the “threat that leaves something to chance” relies on a belief that 
decision-makers could engage in the manipulation of shared risk to secure strategic advantage over 
an adversary.  The argument is that by deliberately increasing the risk of war, the adversary can be 
made to back down, but in so doing, the escalating actor cannot know whether “brinkmanship” of 
this kind will produce disaster for all parties involved.  Proponents of brinkmanship contend that the 
willingness to move towards the brink of war is sometimes a necessary step in simultaneously 
avoiding war and protecting national interests.  Herman Khan, a contemporary of Schelling, posited 
an “escalation ladder” which decision-makers move rationally up to exert pressure on an adversary.  
Kahn argued that advantage in a crisis–what he called “escalation dominance”–went to the side 
willing to ‘face the consequences of being on the escalation ladder” (1965: 15; see also 290) and 
convince its adversary it could move to higher rungs of escalation if needed.  More recently such 
thinking has morphed into the concept of escalating to de-escalate.  The problem is that all this 
assumes a highly rationalistic world in which states can move up and down escalation ladders at will.  
The metaphor was and is over-simplistic and has led to mechanistic conceptions that have created a 
spurious and highly dangerous faith in the controllability of escalation.  Moreover, there is an 
inherent tendency to treat escalation simplistically when in fact it is multifaceted and largely 
unpredictable.  

The concept of an escalation ladder relies not on inadvertent or accidental escalation but on 
‘deliberate escalation’ that Morgan et al. (2008: xii) defined as occurring when a “combatant 
deliberately increases the intensity or scope of an operation to gain advantage or avoid defeat”. In 
effect, escalation is an integral part of the competition in risk taking that Schelling wrote about so 
eloquently.  An inherent difficulty, however, is the inescapable gap between the intention of the 
protagonist and the interpretation of the antagonist. Divergence of assessment about the strategic 
significance of an escalatory move could provoke a very different response than the one intended and 
ratchet up rather than defuse the crisis.  This is even more likely if policymakers feel compelled to 
respond vigorously because of the pressures of domestic politics. 

However, for all of Schelling’s and Kahn’s theories about the rational manipulation of nuclear risk in 
a crisis, what is striking is that US-Soviet crisis management during the Cold War was predicated on 
the firm conviction of leaders that any use of direct force between the two sides would escalate to a 
full-blown nuclear exchange.  Such a belief stands opposed to the rational manipulation of risk, and 
the moving up and down ladders of escalation.  Yet, it is the latter conception that appears to be 
shaping nuclear crisis thinking in the 2020s.  Recent analysis of Russian nuclear doctrine suggests 
that Moscow may be internalising its own version of the escalation ladder—one that differs 
significantly from Western expectations. Russia’s approach blends conventional and nuclear 
signalling across multiple rungs, with an emphasis on using limited nuclear use to ‘de-escalate’ a 
conflict.  This concept dangerously flips the Cold War logic of escalation: rather than seeing nuclear 
weapons as a last resort, they become tools to regain initiative.  In a NATO–Russia crisis, what 
Western decision-makers might interpret as unacceptable nuclear risk-taking, Russian planners 
could see as signalling resolve and a willingness to escalate.  In effect, there are divergent strategic 
cultures accompanied by divergent conceptions of escalation and its control.    

This is also relevant when it comes to the United States and China. Indeed, several American scholars 
have explored Chinese concepts of escalation.  What they have found could best be described as 
Hermann Kahn with a Chinese flavour. As Lyle Morris observed, “China’s military strategists believe 
that if a crisis breaks out, it can be “controlled” and escalation can be “managed’ by applying scientific 
principles and advanced military technology” (2025).  He also suggested that the PLA’s conceptual 
framework for managing crises called “effective control” could encourage overconfidence and even 
escalation.  The difficulty is that PLA planners emphasize restraint and control while advocating 
“escalatory actions early in a conflict––using space and cyber activities, and, in some cases, 
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preemptive conventional attacks––to degrade an adversary’s command and control” and weaken its 
resolve (Morris, 2025).  The implicit assumption is that effective escalation can lead to de-escalation. 
The fundamental problem with this is that escalation of a crisis or conflict cannot be understood in 
linear terms: there might, for example, be a ‘tipping point’ that once crossed moves the interactions 
into uncharted territory where escalation becomes exponential and uncontrollable.  

Perhaps most worrying is the PLA’s belief that US decision-makers know that China’s nuclear 
strategy is defensively motivated–omitting in Morris’s words “how China’s behaviour may be 
perceived–or misperceived––by an adversary” (Morris, 2025).  In a stunning lack of SDS, senior 
Chinese decision-makers fail to understand how any escalatory actions in the domains of cyber 
and/or space may be viewed as threatening.  As Morris also points out, “this mismatch could be the 
basis for unintended escalation between the United States and China” (2025). 

In both the Russian and Chinese cases, deliberate escalation is intended to be de-escalatory.  
However, risk manipulation strategies of this kind depend on the adversary perceiving them as 
defensive and not offensive, and this is a risky bet during a crisis that all too easily could lead to 
inadvertent escalation.  Indeed, far from escalation being conceived as a ladder that decision-makers 
can rationally control and ascend or descend at will, it is better to follow Richard Smoke in 
conceptualising the process of escalation as a slide (Smoke, 1978).  Once in motion, the ability to stop 
escalation is severely limited: if you are on a slide going towards a precipice, it is hard, if not 
impossible, to get off. 

The dangerous belief that escalation dominance is achievable–and that crises are winnable–is 
further reinforced by the expectation that AI could deliver a lasting advantage in strategic 
competition.  While proponents argue that AI can enhance early warning systems and reduce 
decision time, its integration into crisis decision-making introduces new risks.  The worry is that 
decision-makers who are seeking advantage in a crisis could design AI to support the pursuit of 
escalatory strategies that they would not have contemplated without the AI’s input.  Machine-speed 
interpretation of threats could outpace human judgment, and opaque algorithms may fail to 
recognise the strategic nuances or intentions behind an adversary’s actions.  Using AI as a decision 
support tool to gain a strategic edge echoes the perilous logic of escalation dominance—where speed 
and surprise are valued over caution and comprehension.  This pursuit undermines the foundations 
of crisis stability and violates a core Cold War lesson: that slower, human-centred decision-making—
grounded in empathy, restraint, and reflection—is essential to preventing catastrophe. 

As if this were not enough cause for concern, there are also some indications that AI is more 
susceptible to escalation than to de-escalation.  According to Jacquelyn Schneider, the director of the 
Hoover Wargaming and Crisis Simulation Initiative at Stanford University, most of the crisis 
simulations she has managed involving AI reveal a “preference to escalate aggressively, use firepower 
indiscriminately and turn crises into shooting wars–even to the point of launching nuclear weapons” 
(quoted in Hirsh, 2025).  Noting that “The AI is always playing Curtis LeMay”, Schneider suggested 
that it is “almost like the AI understands escalation, but not de-escalation” and “we don’t really know 
why that is” (quoted in Hirsh, 2025).  Nor is the problem confined to the United States.  According 
to a CSIS commentary, “China’s foundation models, particularly DeepSeek, show concerning 
escalatory tendencies in national security settings” (Jensen and Atalan, 2026).  The authors also 
observed that in a follow up study comparing 7 US and Chinese AI models, “DeepSeek stood out. In 
crisis scenarios, the model recommended the use of nuclear weapons more than 10 percent of the 
time. Short of actual nuclear use, the models were also given the option of threatening to use nuclear 
weapons. The top two models that chose this nuclear threat option, at around 20 percent of the time, 
were DeepSeek and Qwen” (Jensen and Atalan, 2026; see also Payne 2026 who identified high 
nuclear escalatory behaviours in the AI models he tested).  Clearly, this is a bias in artificial 
Intelligence models that urgently needs to be rectified or neutralized.  It also highlights the need for 
massive scepticism by decision-makers about AI recommendations in a crisis.   
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The Erosion of Crisis Communication: From Hotlines to Dead Ends 

It might be argued that crisis communication is the key factor that can enable today, and tomorrow’s 
crisis managers navigate the escalatory pressures that make managing nuclear crises such a risky 
endeavour.  After all, the critical lesson that Kennedy and Khrushchev took away from the Cuban 
Missile Crisis was the importance of having a reliable and effective system of communication 
between leaders.  Schelling described the “Hotline” as “The best single example” of a measure that 
increased confidence on both sides. Because leaders had access to a trusted communication channel, 
it built confidence in mutual restraint, ruling out what he called the “anxiety to strike first” (Schelling, 
1984: 56).  

The Cold War lesson that empathic communication between political leaders could defuse nuclear 
confrontations––as it did most spectacularly in Cuba–-remains profoundly relevant.  However, the 
1983 Proud Prophet simulation cautions against placing faith in communication as a brake on the 
escalatory pressures that will operate in future nuclear crises.  The existence of a hotline between the 
two sides did nothing to de-escalate the conflict which became hot with anger and feelings of revenge 
as each side wanted to hit back harder at the other as the losses from nuclear strikes mounted. 

In addition to the problem that empathic communication may break down during a crisis as 
emotions of anger and revenge take over, there is the worry that such channels may be used for 
deceptive purposes.  US and Soviet leaders in the Cuban Missile Crisis, and earlier in the Berlin Crisis 
of October 1961, operated on the basis that the other’s top-level crisis messaging was sincere.  While 
it remains inevitably speculative how far today’s leaders would be similarly assured during a crisis, 
they would have to contend with an environment saturated with mis/disinformation, deepfakes, 
cyber manipulation, and doctrinal opacity. Communication channels are “cheap talk” unless the 
receiver believes in the sender’s credibility.  Hotlines can convey threats as easily as reassurances.  
In an era of strategic rivalry, any message can be dismissed as a trick, a cover for imminent 
aggression, or a test of readiness.  The fear of being deceived undermines the very utility of crisis 
messaging.  Indeed, there are two inextricably linked challenges that already exist but will likely be 
exacerbated by AI and quantum computing: data overload rather than paucity of information and 
the problem of discriminating what is real from what is not.  As one analysis noted: “abundance 
comes with a paradox: with more data—even data shared by heads of state themselves, for signaling 
or other purposes—there is also an increase in noise, deception, and potential misperception that 
could have crucial consequences in managing nuclear crises.  In that regard, the challenge for the 
next decade isn’t just managing nuclear weapons; it’s managing how nuclear realities are perceived, 
misperceived, and twisted in the information environment’ (Fayet, 2026: 424). 

A further problem facing today’s crisis managers–and one that did not arise in Cold War crises–is 
that communication cannot succeed if one side refuses to pick up. In February 2023, after a Chinese 
balloon was downed over US territory, US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin attempted to reach his 
Chinese counterpart, only to be rebuffed.  Beijing’s silence was itself a message: for Beijing, engaging 
in crisis communication was seen as legitimising what it perceived to be as US provocation.  China 
felt disrespected by the United States in how Washington had handled the balloon incident.  In such 
instances, hotlines become dead ends. 

In sum, the challenges facing crisis management in the contemporary security environment make it 
highly unlikely to be successful.  Such a conclusion, of course, is neither new nor original.  In this 
connection it is appropriate to return to Lebow who noted “there is unlikely to be any such thing as 
good nuclear crisis management.  The only good strategies are those designed to prevent crises” 
(Lebow, 1987: 167).  It is not going too far to suggest that in the contemporary world, the very concept 
of crisis management, with its illusions of competence and control, is a dangerous fallacy.  
Accordingly, the final and concluding section of this paper explores some of the ways in which crisis 
prevention arrangements and mechanisms could be established and strengthened.   
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Towards an Agenda for Crisis Prevention 

The central implication of the analysis developed in this article is therefore stark: the safest way to 
survive nuclear crises is not to manage them better, but to avoid entering them at all.  Elevating crisis 
prevention to the prominence it should have enjoyed during the Cold War requires a significant shift 
in both scholarly and policy thinking. For much of the nuclear age, the focus has been on how 
decision-makers can control escalation once a crisis is underway.  Yet as this article has argued, many 
of the assumptions underpinning crisis management have become increasingly fragile. The 
contemporary strategic environment is characterised by unprecedented levels of complexity, speed, 
interconnectedness, and uncertainty.  Under such conditions, confidence in the ability of leaders to 
calibrate escalation, correctly interpret signals, and maintain control over events becomes 
increasingly difficult to sustain. 

This does not mean that crisis management has become irrelevant.  If crises occur, efforts to reassure 
and de-escalate through empathically–SDS–motivated communication will remain indispensable 
(Wheeler et al. 2026).  However, the increasing fragility of crisis management means that greater 
attention must be devoted to preventing crises from emerging in the first place. Here, we argue that 
effective crisis prevention requires both agency and structure: it demands responsible leaders who 
have the vision to recognise the strategic imperative to prevent crises and the creation of a new 
institutional architecture that enables the cultivation of practices and processes that reduce the risks 
of their occurrence. 

To this end, we identify four principles that should guide both the theory and practice of crisis 
prevention: (i) the importance of avoiding actions that leave nuclear adversaries feeling cornered or 
humiliated; (ii) the need to strengthen confidence in mutual nuclear restraint and promote 
acceptance of mutual vulnerability; (iii) the cultivation of Security Dilemma Sensibility (SDS) as a 
means of mitigating spirals of mistrust and hostility before crises emerge; and (iv) the importance of 
preserving communication as a source of reassurance and restraint rather than coercive leverage. 
Together, these principles provide a framework for reducing the likelihood that geopolitical 
competition escalates into nuclear crisis in an increasingly dangerous century. 

Principle 1: Never Corner a Nuclear-Armed Adversary 

Preventing nuclear crises depends on adversaries not being pushed into situations where 
manipulating the risks of nuclear war is believed to be preferable to backing down.  One of 
Khrushchev's chief motivations for deploying missiles in Cuba was the fear that the United States 
might seek to exploit its nuclear superiority for coercive purposes against the Soviet Union, including 
an invasion of Cuba.  The Soviet leader sought recognition from Kennedy as a “co-equal” (Markwica, 
2018: 178, see also 173-4) in managing the nuclear order.  Instead, he increasingly felt humiliated by 
what he saw as Kennedy's public displays of US nuclear superiority.  The origins of the most 
dangerous crisis of the nuclear age cannot be separated from the emotions of humiliation, anger, and 
resentment that shaped Khrushchev's thinking.  The lesson for crisis prevention is not that leaders 
should avoid competition with their adversaries. Rather, it is that they should avoid creating 
circumstances in which adversaries come to believe that a crisis offers the least bad option available 
to them.  Operationalising this principle will be especially challenging in relationships characterised 
by deep ideological antagonisms, bad-faith models of the adversary, and strongly ingrained 
peaceful/defensive self-images.  In such circumstances, leaders often underestimate the extent to 
which their own actions generate fear, insecurity, and resentment on the other side.  Nevertheless, 
effective crisis prevention requires sustained attention to preserving political and diplomatic off-
ramps. The alternative is a situation in which leaders, motivated by humiliation, fear, or desperation, 
come to view the dangerous uncertainty of a nuclear crisis as preferable to the available alternatives. 
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Principle 2: Strengthen Confidence in Mutual Nuclear Restraint 

Preventing nuclear crises depends on adversaries maintaining confidence that their opponents 
remain committed to nuclear restraint.  Writing in 1984 in International Security, at a time when 
fears of a surprise nuclear attack were particularly acute, Schelling argued that the most important 
way to reduce the risks of nuclear conflict was for each side to increase the confidence of its adversary 
that it saw no advantage in launching a pre-emptive strike. “Confidence-building”, he wrote, “is 
deadly serious business ... because nothing is more threatening to the nuclear fate of the world than 
the loss of confidence on each side in the other's restraint, patience, and security” (1984: 57).  By 
extrapolation, we argue that avoiding nuclear crises depends on ensuring that adversaries remain 
committed to restraint under contemporary conditions of complexity, unpredictability, and 
uncertainty.  Yet as we have shown, restraint is becoming increasingly difficult to sustain. 
Conventional-nuclear entanglement blurs thresholds, making it harder for decision-makers to 
identify red lines and distinguish between conventional and nuclear signalling.  At the same time, 
AI-enabled military systems, advanced counterforce capabilities, cyber operations, and 
improvements in missile defence create growing incentives to believe that strategic advantages can 
be gained through technological innovation. 

Particularly troubling in this regard is the re-emergence of ideas associated with escalation 
dominance.  If decision-makers come to believe that mutual nuclear vulnerability can be escaped, 
then they are likely to be more willing to enter a crisis, believing that their capacity to control and 
dominate the process of escalation places them in a superior bargaining position.  Whether in the 
competition between the United States and Russia, between the United States and China, or in 
regional adversarial dyads such as India-Pakistan, the erosion of confidence in restraint encourages 
precisely the kinds of worst-case assumptions that make crises more likely.  Schelling's warning 
remains as relevant today as it was four decades ago: “Improvising confidence in a crisis”, he 
observed, “is no substitute for preventing crises by structuring the nuclear forces so that neither side 
has cause for anxiety about the likelihood of the other side's desperation” (Schelling, 1984: 66).  If 
adversaries fear that their strategic forces are vulnerable to a disarming first strike, anxiety, fear, and 
desperation are likely to shape decision-making, driving adversaries into crises that might have been 
prevented had nuclear forces been structured differently. 

Crisis prevention depends on each side continuing to believe in the other’s restraint and accepting 
mutual nuclear vulnerability as an enduring condition of strategic life. The latter should shape force 
posture, doctrine, arms control considerations, and responses to emerging technologies.  The pursuit 
of strategic invulnerability may appear attractive, but history suggests that it is far more likely to 
increase insecurity and make nuclear crises more probable. 

Principle 3: Cultivate and Embed Security Dilemma Sensibility Before Crises Occur 

The third principle recognises that nuclear crises may begin not out of predatory intent, but through 
processes of mutual fear, misperceptions, and miscalculation.  The key corrective to these cognitive 
dynamics is SDS which exists when decision-makers recognise that their adversaries may be acting 
out of fear and insecurity rather than malign intent and, crucially, appreciate how their own 
behaviour may have contributed to those fears.  Crisis prevention requires cultivating SDS at the 
highest levels of diplomacy as well as among diplomats and officials.  Leaders and diplomats who 
have reflected on how their actions appear from the adversary's perspective will be cognitively 
equipped to resist worst-case assumptions if tensions rise. 

Yet cultivating SDS in adversarial relationships cannot depend solely upon the agency of leaders who 
might no longer be in power when the decisions are being taken that will determine whether a crisis 
occurs or not.  A robust crisis prevention regime requires institutionalising and embedding SDS 
across all levels of the national security decision-making bureaucracy.  Educational diplomatic and 
military training programmes, crisis simulations/wargaming, track 1.5 and track 2 dialogues are all 
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mechanisms to help political and military officials and diplomats develop SDS.  Crisis simulations 
and wargaming enable individuals to mitigate security dilemmas by recognising how defensively 
motivated actions can all too easily be perceived as threatening by others.  Track 2/1.5 processes 
create opportunities in adversarial contexts to reflect on how signals were (mis)interpreted leading 
to past crises.  The purpose of such dialogues, such as the work Wheeler has been engaged in with 
BASIC in the India-Pakistan context (Cervasio et al. 2024; Repussard et al. 2025; Wheeler et al. 
2026), is to develop new proposals that could contribute to new policies at the government-to-
government level aimed at reducing the occurrence of future crises. These mechanisms create 
opportunities in a safe space for practitioners to challenge bad-faith models of adversaries before 
they become entrenched and to identify how apparently defensive actions may be interpreted as 
threatening by others.  Institutionalising and embedding SDS in decision-making processes in these 
ways will not eliminate geopolitical competition, nor can it guarantee that crises will be prevented. 
What it can do is reduce the danger that misperceptions and mutually reinforcing worst-case 
assumptions generate crises that neither side intended.  In this sense, SDS is not only a tool of de-
escalation; it is a foundational principle of crisis prevention. 

Principle 4: Communication should be a source of Reassurance and not Leverage  

It is a mistake –and a commonly made one– to assume that communication is always a tool of de-
escalation: rather, than conveying reassurance, communication channels can be used to make 
threats and deceive an opponent.  What is needed, as a recent report co-authored by Wheeler argued, 
is communication that is grounded in the exercise of SDS.  The letters exchanged between Kennedy 
and Khrushchev during the Cuban Missile Crisis de-escalated the crisis because they created a new 
social bond predicated on an appreciation of their shared vulnerability to nuclear ruin.  The challenge 
is not to wait for a future crisis for this kind of bond and shared responsibility to emerge between 
leaders, but to put in place communication channels and mechanisms that can help leaders and 
diplomats reassure their counterparts that they place a common value on security.  Indeed, there is 
a compelling argument for developing a new architecture for crisis prevention. 

Crisis Prevention Structures and Modalities 

An integral part of a new crisis prevention architecture is the revival of existing Nuclear Risk 
Reduction Centres (NRRC) and the creation of new ones. The only NRRC that currently exists is the 
one between the United States and the Soviet Union/Russia that was originally established as the 
Cold War thawed and that has operated as a channel of transparency and reassurance that both sides 
can utilise to prevent or manage a crisis (Gottemoeller and Zhukov, 2023).  In a balanced assessment 
of the success of the US-Russia NRRC, veteran US arms control negotiator Rose Gottemoeller and 
Daniil Zhukov argued that it has “been effective in minimizing the risk of miscalculations or 
misunderstandings. That function is particularly crucial in today’s difficult environment, when any 
misperception or an unfavourably misinterpreted signal can spiral into a crisis” (2023: 5).  Several 
proposals have been put forward for creating new NRRCs between India and Pakistan (Khan, 2004) 
and extending this to also include China (Khan, 2022).  The US-Soviet/Russian NRRC has worked 
best when political relations have been cooperative but have proved much less effective as US-Russia 
relations deteriorated in the twenty-tens.  New NRRCs would likely exhibit the same dynamic, setting 
up the paradox that such institutions are likely to be least effective in preventing crises when they 
are most needed.  While breathing new life into the US-Russian NRRC is an important step forward, 
the growing US fear that it could face a threat from both China and Russia in a future crisis, 
emphasises the value of establishing a new NRRC between the three great nuclear powers.  Such an 
institution would move beyond the existing US-Russia and US-China political and military crisis 
communication channels by providing regularised channels through which high-level officials could 
address emerging concerns, clarify ambiguous military activities, and discuss new technological 
developments that could create new pre-emptive temptations in a fast-breaking cross-domain 
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environment.   

The emerging technology where a centre of this kind would be especially valuable is in providing 
human reassurance when decision-makers are faced with AI generated assessments and predictions 
that interpret adversary behaviours as hostile.  A NRRC would provide a mechanism by which US-
Russia-China leaders could seek reassurances that such machine-generated probabilistic 
assessments are not a reliable indicator of adversarial intentions.  However, as we have discussed, 
communication can be used to deceive as well as reassure and Chinese leaders have shown a deep 
reluctance to engage in any kind of crisis communication dialogue that might embolden the United 
States to take what Beijing perceives as more provocative behaviours (Swaine, 2024).  Thus, human 
decision-makers would have to weigh up AI generated recommendations predicting malign actions 
against what their human counterparts in the adversary state(s) were telling them.  Nevertheless, the 
risk that AI decision-support systems could lead decision-makers to biased assessments of the 
adversary that trigger a process of inadvertent escalation underlines the value of a NRRC that might 
serve as a dampener on such escalatory pressures in a strategic environment where complexity, tight 
coupling, growing ambiguity, and chronic uncertainty will necessitate increased reliance on AI 
decision support systems 

These modalities share a common logic. They do not assume that nuclear adversaries can escape 
security competition or abolish nuclear weapons, though we recognise that in the final analysis, 
nuclear crises occur because nuclear weapons exist.  Instead, the principles stem from the 
recognition that in a tightly coupled, technologically shifting, and highly complex strategic 
environment with multiple nuclear adversaries that distrust one another, nuclear crises themselves 
are the principal danger to be feared.  Enduring survival cannot depend on the expectation and hope 
that leaders will always succeed in managing escalation. It depends instead on ensuring that such 
crises are avoided altogether. 
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