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Summary

The research reported here was completed in July 2023, followed by security review by the spon-
sor and the U.S. Army Office of the Chief of Public Affairs, with final sign-off in May 2025.

In an era of intensifying strategic competition, the issue of escalatory risk has become a lead-
ing concern for the United States. If rivalries produce a series of crises or even proxy or lim-
ited conflicts, the danger of confrontations escalating to higher levels of violence will be an 
ever-present concern for U.S. decisionmakers. Understanding the potential sources of escala-
tory risk is an increasingly important priority.

To support current planning, U.S. Army Space and Missile Defense Command and U.S. 
Army Pacific requested that the RAND Arroyo Center investigate potential sources of esca-
latory risk from U.S. policy actions and build a tool to assess such risk. We undertook var-
ious research approaches to accomplish this task, eventually developing a framework and 
an accompanying analytical tool to estimate the escalatory risk inherent in specific policy 
options. This report summarizes that work and concludes with the components of the frame-
work. In subsequent analyses, we used the tool to assess a variety of U.S. policy options in the 
realm of space and in the Indo-Pacific; those assessments were provided to the sponsors but 
are not included in this report.

Objective and Approach

In this report, we sought to define the factors that govern escalatory risk from U.S. policy 
options during periods of peace, crisis, or war. To do this, we used several mutually support-
ing lines of analysis:

•  We first surveyed the literature on escalation, including theoretical and empirical assess-
ments, and derived a set of factors that is common to many treatments.

•  We conducted six historical case studies of crises and wars in which escalatory dynam-
ics were present and derived lessons from each.

•  We then examined several trends and emerging technologies that have the potential to 
change the context for escalation and derived factors from that assessment.

•  Finally, we evaluated Chinese and Russian views of escalation and derived lessons for 
our understanding of factors that govern escalation.

In this effort, we relied on several previous RAND Corporation studies, some published 
and some unpublished but all unclassified, about the character of escalatory dynamics.



Understanding Escalation: A Framework for Evaluating the Escalatory Risks of Policy Actions

vi

Key Findings

These lines of research produced several primary findings. These findings speak both to the 
nature of escalation as a phenomenon and to the components of the assessment tool:

•  Escalatory risk is a nonlinear, perceptual, and subjective issue that cannot be reduced to 
a single number.

•  It is nonetheless possible to identify specific aspects of policy actions that are associated 
with higher escalatory risks.

•  We identified 15 such factors that vary from the character of the action itself to the 
larger geopolitical context and to the strategic positions of the two sides.

•  Several of those factors appear to be especially decisive in governing escalation. Our 
framework highlights those factors and gives them added weight in the calculations.

•  Identifiable packages of these factors—such as the existence of an urgent crisis atmo-
sphere or the perception by one side that its existential security is at risk—can pose 
unique escalation dangers.

Taken together, these insights—the general factors, the factors with particular risk, and the 
sets of factors that represent typical roads to escalation—provide the basis for assembling a 
tool to highlight the potential escalatory dangers of specific policies (see Table S.1). The tool 
does not generate predictions or promise to identify all potential escalatory dangers. It is an 
analytical support tool with the potential to aid policymakers in better understanding the 
implications of proposed actions.

Finally, from the perspective of the larger study, our application of the framework to a set 
of options in the realm of space and the Indo-Pacific produced specific findings about the 
escalatory potential of those options. Those findings have been conveyed to the sponsors in 
separate unpublished documents.

If this work has an overarching message, it is that escalatory pressures can be highly 
unpredictable and derive from many independent factors. The tool developed in this research 
can help decisionmakers think more broadly about such risks. But an actual crisis or wartime 
situation will involve a complex and nonlinear interaction of these and other factors, includ-
ing mistakes and accidents, that can be very difficult to control.
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TABLE S.1

Framework for Assessing the Escalatory Risk of U.S. Policy Options

Category Factor

Geopolitical context 1.	 Is the intensity of the rivalry very high in a persistent sense?

2.	 Is the rival engaged in a current crisis or conflict with the United 
States or others?

3.	Does the context create significant political stakes (e.g., credibility, 
domestic political issues) for one or both sides?

4.	Are there third parties (e.g., allies, partners, proxies) whose actions 
are exacerbating tensions and/or creating the basis for a wider war?

5.	Does the option depart from a proportional tit-for-tat series of 
responses to mutual behavior? Is it more than a response in kind but a 
significant step up from current interactions?

Rival’s perception of the 
severity of the threat posed 
by the option

6.	Objectively, but more importantly, as we understand the rival’s 
perceptions, does the option measurably increase the general or 
overarching U.S. threat to the rival, including serving as a possible 
prelude to wider U.S. offensive action?

7.	 Objectively, but also in the eyes of the rival, does the option imply a 
U.S. willingness to take preemptive action?

8.	Does the option threaten highly sensitive targets or capabilities in the 
rival, such as command and control or political leadership?

9.	 Does the option embody, or combine with other U.S. actions to 
appear to embody, the potential for a disarming strike against the 
rival, particularly its nuclear forces?

Rival’s perceived interests in 
the issue

10.	Does the option relate to an issue, region, or other aspect that 
engages significant rival interests?

11.	 Would the option produce human casualties for the rival in ways that 
would generate more intense political reactions and thus an urge to 
escalate?

Potential for resolution short 
of escalation

12.	 Is the option part of a larger plan or program that would, in the eyes 
of the rival, undermine the potential to achieve its goals without 
significant escalation?

13.	Does the option directly signal or carry any strong implication that the 
United States is now less willing to compromise or has adopted more 
absolute or expansive war or crisis aims?

14.	Could the option lead to inadvertent escalation?

Interactive escalatory effects 15.	Would the option destabilize the nuclear balance with the rival in some 
way?

NOTE: The risks of escalation that are inherent in any specific policy option are a complex outcome of many factors and 
their interrelationships. This analysis was designed to examine those factors and to generate a tool that can help assess and 
classify the different escalatory dangers in particular circumstances.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

In an era of intensifying strategic competition, the issue of escalatory risk has become a 
leading concern for the United States. If rivalries produce a series of crises or even proxy or 
limited conflicts, the danger of those confrontations escalating to higher levels of violence 
will be an ever-present concern for U.S. decisionmakers. Understanding the potential sources 
of escalatory risk is an increasingly important priority.

To support current planning, U.S. Army Space and Missile Defense Command and 
U.S. Army Pacific requested that the RAND Arroyo Center investigate potential sources of 
escalatory risk from U.S. policy actions and build a tool to assess such risk. We undertook 
various research approaches to accomplish this task, eventually developing a framework 
and an accompanying analytical tool to estimate the escalatory risk inherent in specific 
policy options. This report summarizes that work and concludes with the components of 
the framework.

In subsequent work, we used the tool to assess a variety of U.S. policy options in the 
realm of space and the Indo-Pacific. The purpose was to identify higher- and lower-risk 
policy options in those domains; those assessments were provided to the sponsors but are 
not included in this report. In this report, we focus on the general problem of escalation and 
use various analytical approaches to build a framework for evaluating escalatory risk with 
the goal of building a tool that is able to support multiple assessments over time. This report 
describes that process and describes the elements of the framework and the tool in Chapter 6.

Defining Escalation

A prior RAND Corporation study defined escalation as “an increase in the intensity or scope 
of conflict that crosses threshold(s) considered significant by one or more of the partici-
pants. . . . Escalation occurs only when at least one of the parties involved believes that there 
has been a significant qualitative change in the conflict as a result of the new development.”1 
Escalation can occur in many different forms. A crisis or conflict can give rise to geographic 

1	 Forrest E. Morgan, Karl P. Mueller, Evan S. Medeiros, Kevin L. Pollpeter, and Roger Cliff, Dangerous 
Thresholds: Managing Escalation in the 21st Century, RAND Corporation, MG-614-AF, 2008, pp. xi, 8. 
In this context, we consider believes to be synonymous with perceives.
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escalation, in which a conflict spreads from one area to another. A crisis or conflict can also 
become subject to an escalation in scope or objectives, in which once limited goals become 
more extreme or existential. A crisis or conflict can be susceptible to escalation in the level of 
violence, including the number of attacks or other actions, the nature of the targets of those 
attacks, and other determinants of kinetic effect. Finally, a crisis or conflict can be subject 
to escalation in the technologies, weapons, or techniques employed, with more-advanced or 
more-destructive systems or tactics being used.

Escalation can be intended and unintended. It can be part of a conscious strategy by 
one side to manipulate risk by creating dangers the other side will be compelled to manage. 
Escalation can also be gradual, emergent, and unplanned: The scholar Thérèse Delpech has 
argued that war is “notorious for its ability to acquire a momentum of its own.”2 Unplanned 
escalation can encompass at least two types. Inadvertent escalation typically arises when one 
actor unknowingly crosses some threshold for response held by an opponent and prompts 
a stronger reaction that either sought or anticipated. Still, the action itself is intentionally 
chosen; it is only the escalatory result that was not intended. Accidental escalation involves 
true accidents, such as the collision of competing nations’ aircraft, which was not intended or 
planned but produced some escalatory effect. Because our assessment dealt with factors that 
lead states to take actions that produce escalatory effects, we were not as concerned with the 
sources of truly accidental escalation.

With these definitions in mind, we sought to identify the factors that are capable of 
generating escalatory outcomes in crisis or war. By this we mean escalation to broader or 
more intense forms of competition or violence in any of the forms previously described—
geographic, scope or objective, level of violence, or instruments employed—occurring either 
intentionally or inadvertently. We sought to identify the factors that could lead one or more 
nations engaged in a crisis or conflict to take actions that would escalate the confrontation in 
the ways described.

Methodology: Approaches to Understanding Escalation

The process of escalation is a complex, multifaceted, and qualitative phenomenon that is not 
subject to easy analysis or to any sort of persuasive quantification. Our effort to identify the 
key factors that are capable of producing escalation relied on several sources of insight.

First, we reviewed the literature on escalation, including theoretical and empirical 
assessments, and derived a set of factors that is common to many treatments. The goal was 
to generate a comprehensive list of the factors highlighted by major theoretical treatments 
of escalation as a baseline for an eventual framework. A description of this work is provided 
in Chapter 2.

2	 Thérèse Delpech, Nuclear Deterrence in the 21st Century: Lessons from the Cold War for a New Era of 
Strategic Piracy, RAND Corporation, MG-1103-RC, 2012, p. 57.
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Next, we conducted five historical case studies of crises and wars in which escalatory 
dynamics were present and derived lessons from each case. These historical cases provided 
additional insight into the nature of escalation and provided additional factors to be consid-
ered for the framework. A summary of this work is included in Chapter 3, and the case stud-
ies appear in the appendixes.

Some of those classic treatments were completed before the advent of trends and technolo-
gies that are changing the context of escalation dynamics. Cyber tools, for example, can reach 
into an opponent’s territory and disrupt their society in ways that could drive special escala-
tory dangers that were not considered by previous theories. Therefore, an important part of 
our analysis and framework development was to assess trends and emerging technologies 
that have the potential to change the context for escalation and derive factors from that 
assessment that could inform the framework. Chapter 4 presents this analysis.

Finally, we evaluated Chinese and Russian views of escalation and derived lessons for 
our understanding of the factors that govern escalation from Chinese and Russian perspec-
tives. Chapter 5 summarizes this research.

Chapter 6 presents a summary of the primary findings of the research and outlines a 
framework for assessing the escalatory risks of specific national actions. Because of the 
abstract and qualitative nature of so many issues involved in escalation, the resulting tool 
cannot offer a precise measurement of escalatory risk. The tool can highlight the potential 
overall risk an action could pose in broad categories and identify specific factors that could 
contribute the most to such risk.
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CHAPTER 2

Patterns of Escalation in Conflict, Crisis, and 
Competition: Theoretical Perspectives

In this chapter, we consider the dynamics of escalation in international politics, which serves 
as a baseline for the more focused discussions that follow. We begin by focusing on escalation 
during interstate crisis or conflict because it is in those settings that the concept of escalation 
emerged and in which most past escalation research has concentrated.1 We look first at 
the rational logic of escalation and next at the psychological factors that could affect how 
escalation dynamics tend to play out in practice. In the penultimate section of this chapter, we 
expand our focus to include escalation and escalation-like dynamics during peacetime com-
petition among states. Our goal is to derive insights that can generate factors for a framework 
to evaluate escalation risks.

What Is Escalation?

A 2008 treatise on the subject defines escalation as “an increase in the intensity or scope of 
conflict that crosses threshold(s) considered significant by one or more of the participants.”2 
The concept can also be applied to crises and other sorts of contests and confrontations. 
Escalation in any of these situations involves a conflict becoming more extreme in some 
way that changes it into something different, such as a regional war becoming a world war, 
a regional war rising to new levels of violence, or a fistfight turning into a knife fight. Put 
simply, escalation in a geopolitical sense is about a significant leap in the intensity of a con-
frontation, although the precise nature of that leap—its significance and danger—can differ 
across cases.

As the definition indicates, the parties to escalation need not agree with each other (or 
with external observers) about where significant thresholds are located. One side might per-
ceive a conflict as having escalated when another does not, even when both sides have the 
same information about what events have occurred. This creates the potential for inadvertent 

1	 See Herman Kahn, On Escalation: Metaphors and Scenarios, Praeger, 1965; and Richard Smoke, 
War: Controlling Escalation, Harvard University Press, 1977.
2	 Morgan et al., 2008, p. 8.
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escalation, when one party takes an action that it does not consider to be escalatory but that 
its opponent perceives as a violation of an important threshold—and more likely than not 
presumes that the escalation was deliberate, especially in the context of a war or an intense 
crisis.3 This possibility makes it essential to understand how an opponent conceives of the rel-
evant strategic landscape to anticipate when and how actions could lead to escalatory results.4

Escalation can emerge as either an event or a process. Sometimes a specific action or event 
creates a discontinuity in the conduct of a conflict that changes its character from that point 
on, such as the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, Japan, or the start of the U.S.-led military 
coalition ground offensive in Operation Desert Storm. However, a conflict can also escalate 
as the cumulative result of a series of events, some or even all of which might not appear to 
be significant escalatory steps when considered in isolation. This was the case in one of the 
most consequential escalatory miscalculations in U.S. history: GEN Douglas MacArthur’s 
drive to the Yalu River, which borders North Korea and China, in late 1950 that led to China’s 
intervention in the Korean War.5 Therefore, estimating the escalatory potential of a prospec-
tive action can require more than simply judging whether the opponent would interpret a 
particular act as crossing a significant redline.

Most obviously in wartime, but also during crises and less-intense contests, escala-
tion typically involves an actor relaxing their restraint and taking an action or making a 
threat; the action or threat had previously been possible but the actor refrained from acting 
because doing so would have appeared dangerous, costly, premature, distasteful, or simply 
unnecessary. A notable exception to this pattern could occur in arms races when a new capa-
bility is demonstrated or deployed as soon as technically feasible; but even in those cases, 
a country rushing a new system into service is more the exception than the rule outside 
the context of major warfare, if for no other reason than because of competing demands on 
national resources.6

3	 Barry R. Posen, Inadvertent Escalation: Conventional War and Nuclear Risks, Cornell University Press, 
1991.
4	 Inadvertent escalation differs from accidental escalation, which we will largely ignore in this chapter. As 
the name suggests, accidental escalation occurs when an unintended action or event leads to an escalatory 
result, such as a weapon malfunction causing a bomb to strike the wrong target or a soldier using force in 
violation of orders. Planners should anticipate risks of such accidents, but avoiding accidental escalation 
depends less on understanding the enemy than on preventing the accidental actions. See Morgan et al., 
2008, pp. 26–28.
5	 Bernard Brodie, Escalation and the Nuclear Option, RAND Corporation, RM-4544-PR, 1965, p. 23.
6	 See Neil Sheehan, A Fiery Peace in a Cold War: Bernard Schriever and the Ultimate Weapon, Random 
House, 2009.
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The Logic of Escalation

An actor in a crisis or a belligerent in a war can increase the intensity or scope of conflict in a 
way that crosses an opponent’s escalatory threshold in a variety of ways. Escalation theories 
often distinguish between a conflict spreading geographically (horizontal escalation) or 
becoming more extreme in terms of numbers or types of weapons used or targets attacked 
(vertical escalation). This distinction can be useful but because some escalation does not fit 
easily into either category (such as increasing an actor’s war aims), and because many escala-
tory actions have aspects of more than one type, some analysts argue for additional dimen-
sions (see Figure 2.1).7 However, whether an action or a threat represents vertical, horizontal, 
or some other category of escalation only offers part of the story about the intentions and 
risks that are embodied in a specific form of escalation.

A more fundamental distinction among escalatory actions is motivation. Signaling or 
taking escalatory actions can have various goals, including seeking military advantage or 
other direct benefits and sending a strategic signal that will affect the opponent’s behav-
ior. States often escalate for straightforward instrumental reasons. Germany introduced gas 

7	 Kahn, 1965, pp. 4–6; Morgan et al., 2008, pp. 18–19.

FIGURE 2.1

Dimensions of Conflict Escalation

SOURCE: Reproduced from Morgan et al., 2008, p. 20.
NOTE: WWI = World War I.
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warfare during the First World War to win battles, began unrestricted submarine warfare in 
the hope of crippling the United Kingdom’s war economy, and invaded Belgium to march 
across it and outflank France’s army. Israel bombed the Osirak nuclear facility to impede 
Iraq’s efforts to build nuclear weapons and to signal its intention to obstruct the program, not 
because Israel expected to reduce Saddam Hussein’s desire for those weapons.8

On the other hand, states sometimes take escalatory actions because they are escalatory 
and with the intent of deterring or compelling an opponent by signaling a commitment to 
defend an interest or principle, the determination or ability to win, a willingness to suffer 
losses, or some other message. Freedom of navigation exercises, deployment of tripwire or 
flexible deterrent option forces before or during a crisis, and high-profile demonstrations of 
military capabilities, such as antisatellite (ASAT) weapons, seek to send such signals. Nuclear 
tests during a crisis also are intended to suggest that a state is prepared to use nuclear weapons 
in anger if pushed too far. When the United States began bombing North Vietnamese indus-
trial targets during Operation Rolling Thunder and ratcheted up the intensity of the air cam-
paign, part of the goal was to weaken the enemy war machine—but the escalation was pri-
marily designed to send a message to Hanoi that the costs of continuing to wage war against 
South Vietnam would become prohibitively high.9

Whether inadvertent, straightforwardly instrumental, or politically demonstrative, an 
escalatory act by one side in a conflict often provokes not merely a symmetric tit-for-tat 
response from the opponent (provided it can respond in kind) but also counter-escalation 
that can lead to a back-and-forth spiral of more-escalatory actions. Such counter-escalation 
can be intended to compensate for the effects of the original escalation on the real or 
metaphorical battlefield or to demonstrate an actor’s ability and willingness to meet fire with 
fire and refusal to allow the adversary to dictate the terms of the contest. The possibility of 
escalatory chain reactions is particularly worrisome if the escalator might ultimately lead the 
response to nuclear war, which could be difficult to stop.

Managing Escalation

Herman Kahn created the enduringly popular concept of a “ladder of escalation,” with each 
rung of the ladder representing a different level of escalation from the early precursors of 

8	 Karl P. Mueller, Jasen J. Castillo, Forrest E. Morgan, Negeen Pegahi, and Brian Rosen, Striking First: 
Preemptive and Preventive Attack in U.S. National Security Policy, RAND Corporation, MG-403-AF, 2006.
9	 In the end, the escalatory signal was muddled by a variety of operational factors (see Wallace J. Thies, 
When Governments Collide: Coercion and Diplomacy in the Vietnam Conflict, 1964–1968, University of 
California Press, 1980), making Operation Rolling Thunder a notable example of a state trying, but largely 
failing, to appear escalatory, the opposite of the inadvertent escalation problem. The threatened costs also 
did not actually turn out to be prohibitive as far as Hanoi was concerned (see Robert A. Pape, Bombing to 
Win: Air Power and Coercion in War, Cornell University Press, 1996, Chapter 6).
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international crisis up to and beyond the outbreak of conventional and then nuclear war.10 In 
principle, a state that possessed the ability to prevail in a conflict on any rung of such a 
ladder would enjoy “escalation dominance” because its opponent would not be able to achieve 
success by escalating the conflict to a different rung. However, the ladder concept is problem-
atic on multiple levels. It presumes that the opposing states perceive that the same rungs on 
the ladder exist, they agree about the ordering of the rungs, and they would be able to identify 
and agree about which rung they occupied at any given point. Most significantly, the ladder 
metaphor encourages the false impression that escalation is relatively easy to control because 
“you cannot fall up a ladder.”11

Escalation dynamics during conflict tend toward escalation; Carol von Clausewitz 
described this phenomenon as each side in a war driving its opponent toward extremes in a 
mutual effort to gain the upper hand.12 Since widening the scope or increasing the intensity of 
a conflict will generally improve one side or the other’s prospects for victory compared with 
the existing situation, a state will have an incentive to escalate accordingly if it has the means 
to do so, unless that state already expects to win as things stand or if the additional costs it 
would suffer from the escalation outweigh the expected benefit. In short, one side will usually 
have at least some interest in escalation.13 Moreover, short of ending the war altogether, it is 
difficult to reimpose a limit on a conflict once that particular escalatory threshold has been 
breached, creating an overall tendency toward escalation rather than de-escalation.14 Some 
of these factors also play a role in prewar crises; however, absent the high stakes and mount-
ing costs of armed conflict, this upward pressure toward escalation often tends to be less 
pronounced in situations short of war, in part because both or all parties are still trying to 
maintain limits to the destructiveness of the confrontation.

This is not to say that escalation is uncontrollable, and obviously, in practice, most crises 
or conflicts do not inexorably escalate to the highest possible level—if they did, there would 
be few people left to write about it. However, strategists should be very modest about their 
ability to control escalation in an interactive relationship and especially about their ability to 
use escalatory actions and threats with any degree of precision, even when facing a weaker 
opponent. On the whole, it seems more realistic to think in terms of escalation management 
rather than escalation control as a policy objective and effort of focus, as well as to recognize 
that seeking to manage escalation tends to be an ambitious goal.

10	 Kahn, 1965. The majority of the 44 rungs that Kahn describes in his book involve the use of nuclear 
weapons, while only a handful feature conventional warfare below the nuclear threshold.
11	 Morgan et al., 2008, p. 17.
12	 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. by Michael Howard and Peter Paret, Princeton University 
Press, 1976, pp. 75–76.
13	 Smoke, 1977, pp. 23–26.
14	 This chapter gives little attention to de-escalation, an important topic but also a large one to which 
there is insufficient space to do justice here. See Fred Charles Iklé, Every War Must End, 2nd ed., Columbia 
University Press, 2005.
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Managing escalation depends heavily on understanding the thresholds that will appear 
significant to the adversary, which will vary from one state to another and with the stra-
tegic context. In a war to defend Taiwan against invasion, would Chinese leaders consider 
U.S. air strikes against mainland military targets in populated areas near the Taiwan Strait 
to be more or less escalatory than ASAT attacks against Chinese satellites? Would they 
expect Washington to regard the sinking of a U.S. aircraft carrier as highly provocative or 
as a normal matter of course in a war between major powers? During a prewar crisis, would 
relocating U.S. aircraft from vulnerable bases close to China to safer locations in the central 
Pacific appear to be an escalatory signal of preparation for war or a de-escalatory effort to 
improve strategic stability? Analysts can answer such questions with varying (though usu-
ally limited) degrees of confidence, but the insights that can be gleaned from general knowl-
edge about what average states typically do, or from what has happened most of the time in 
past conflicts involving other countries, should not be expected to provide a very firm basis 
for precise expectation setting in a particular confrontation. The best that such analysis can 
do—including the framework we present in this report—is to give warnings and indications 
of potential escalatory pressures, identify the specific kinds of actions most likely to produce 
them, and generate discussions and debates that force decisionmakers to confront the risks 
of escalation.

That being said, deductive reasoning and historical experience still offer a useful start-
ing point. In general, actions that appear seriously escalatory to the adversary should tend 
to involve types of effects that consequentially alter the situation as the opponent perceives 
it. Our reading of the historical evidence and theoretical treatments of escalation suggests 
several kinds of actions that can produce escalatory dynamics:15

•  an actor increasing the severity or extent of perceived threats to important interests by 
expanding the capabilities that are in play against the opponent or by introducing new 
capabilities into the contest (most potent when critical interests are involved, such as 
national survival, leadership or regime security, or the survivability of strategic deter-
rent forces)

•  an actor expanding operations, including hostile actions against areas or types of targets 
previously considered to be out of bounds in the contest

•  an actor altering the trajectory of the contest so that unless something changes, it is 
likely (or more likely) to lead to the opponent’s defeat, or to a more profound or costly 
defeat, than the opponent previously feared

•  an actor raising the stakes in the contest by signaling intentions that are more extreme 
or objectives that are broader than the opponent previously perceived

15	 These criteria represent our judgment on the basis of a review of the historical cases and theoretical 
literature cited.



Patterns of Escalation in Conflict, Crisis, and Competition: Theoretical Perspectives

11

•  an actor indicating an unwillingness to compromise or de-escalate, particularly if the 
opponent has acted in a way it considers to be moderate or conciliatory in the hope that 
the action would be reciprocated

•  an actor creating or increasing incentives to act preemptively because striking or cross-
ing a threshold first would provide a valuable military advantage

•  an actor opening temporary windows of opportunity for the opponent to gain an advan-
tage through escalatory actions or creating the appearance that a window of vulnerabil-
ity for the opponent will open in the future.

Nuclear, Space, and Cyber Escalation

Several forms of escalation are often treated as special cases, although the basic concepts and 
dynamics of escalation apply to those cases as they do to escalation in more traditional or 
commonplace contexts. The risk of nuclear escalation is the problem that originally drove 
the development of escalation scholarship and theory, and that risk differs from conventional 
military escalation less in terms of its fundamental nature than in its magnitude.16 Neverthe-
less, the maxim that quantity has a quality all its own very much applies to this arena: The 
enormous destructive power of atomic, and especially thermonuclear, weapons makes their 
use particularly significant and consequently, policymaking to prevent nuclear escalation—
and even merely thinking seriously about it—is often unhelpfully treated as a special respon-
sibility of a select (or marginalized) few. This concentrated policymaking process also leads 
to some of the distinctive features of nuclear strategy and escalation management, includ-
ing typically high degrees of centralization and control over the management and use of 
nuclear weapons, tendencies among decisionmakers and others to both underestimate and 
overestimate the effects of those weapons, and the unlikelihood of knowing in advance how 
contemporary leaders would actually respond if faced with circumstances in which nuclear 
use appeared to be a serious possibility because of a fortunate lack of familiarity and histori-
cal experience with nuclear warfare means.17 Many leading nuclear powers increasingly use 
dual-capable launch platforms (systems capable of possessing either conventional or nuclear 
warheads), which complicates escalation dynamics. Research from James M. Acton et al. has 
highlighted the potential risks of inadvertent escalation that could result from the “entangle-
ment” of nuclear and conventional weapons in a U.S.-China or U.S.-Russia context.18 Some 
analysts have argued that such entanglement could lead to an unintentional attack on nuclear 

16	 See, among many others, Brodie, 1965; Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence, Yale University Press, 
1966; Kahn, 1965; Charles L. Glaser, Analyzing Strategic Nuclear Policy, Princeton University Press, 1990.
17	 Smoke, 1977, p. 7.
18	 James M. Acton, ed., Alexey Arbatov, Vladimir Dvorkin, Petr Topychkanov, Tong Zhao, and Li Bin, 
Entanglement: Russian and Chinese Perspectives on Non-Nuclear Weapons and Nuclear Risks, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 2017.
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command, control, and communications (NC3) and nuclear command, control, communica-
tions, and intelligence (C3I) systems.19 Other researchers have argued that targeting specific 
types of satellites, such as communications and early warning satellites, could be interpreted 
as especially hostile provocations.20

Military escalation in space is a special case of a different sort.21 The nature of the orbital 
space domain and the uses to which it is put generate strategic characteristics that are very 
different from those produced by nuclear-armed ballistic missiles. The costs of nonnuclear 
escalation in space tend to be relatively low (in terms of loss of life versus satellites), and 
many kinetic actions occur slowly because of long distances. Additionally, the constraints 
of orbital mechanics can be problematic when analyzing and attributing unfriendly actions. 
Perhaps most significantly, the predictability of satellite movement and the difficulty of con-
cealing the locations and trajectories of satellites contribute to a relatively high degree of 
offense-dominance among space weapons, in which the incentives to strike first are likely to 
be unusually high in an escalating conflict between major space powers that possess substan-
tial counterspace capabilities.22

Finally, escalation in the cyber arena is a subject of rapidly growing importance. Cyber 
crises and warfare present a host of theoretical and practical challenges that often diverge 
considerably from other domains in which escalation occurs, although it is important to note 
that as with space, actions in cyberspace can elicit responses in other domains and vice versa; 
therefore, cyber escalation should not be treated as a subject that is isolated from other battle-
fields. However, because of its distinctive characteristics, including the unique challenges of 
attribution and retaliation in responding to enemy actions, we will not seek to address cyber 
conflict in this discussion.23

19	 James M. Acton, Inadvertent Escalation and the Entanglement of Nuclear Command-and-Control 
Capabilities, Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, Harvard Kennedy School, October 2018; 
U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2021 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China 
Economic and Security Review Commission, November 2021, p. 364.
20	 Acton et al., 2017.
21	 Karl P. Mueller, “The Absolute Weapon and the Ultimate High Ground: Why Nuclear Deterrence 
and Space Deterrence Are Strikingly Similar—Yet Profoundly Different,” in Michael Krepon and Julia 
Thompson, eds., Anti-Satellite Weapons, Deterrence and Sino-American Space Relations, Stimson Center, 
September 2013.
22	 Forrest E. Morgan, Deterrence and First-Strike Stability in Space: A Preliminary Assessment, RAND 
Corporation, MG-916-AF, 2010.
23	 For an expert discussion of these issues, see Martin C. Libicki, Crisis and Escalation in Cyberspace, 
RAND Corporation, MG-1215-AF, 2012; and Martin C. Libicki, Cyberdeterrence and Cyberwar, RAND 
Corporation, MG-877-AF, 2009.
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The Psychology of Escalation

The preceding section briefly described escalation dynamics in terms of the choices of essen-
tially rational state actors seeking to prevail in contests against their adversaries and to pro-
vide security and other benefits for themselves. However, escalation in practice is shaped 
profoundly by cognitive and other psychological factors.24 Escalation is always a function of 
human decisionmaking, whether by individuals or teams who choose whether to respond to 
an opponent’s actions or not and, if they respond, how to do so. Therefore, an exploration of 
various relevant psychological dynamics will help provide additional context for understand-
ing escalatory dynamics.

Understanding responses to escalation can be improved by understanding the team 
and individual dynamics that exist between the introduction of threat or stress and 
decisionmaking. Feelings of stress or threat can be introduced by various stimuli, includ-
ing compressed time horizons for decisionmaking, the presentation of unpleasant images 
or thoughts, and the introduction of physical threats. When such stimuli appear in inter-
national affairs, which is especially common during crises and armed conflict, the result-
ing stress or feelings of threat will influence sensitive group or individual decisionmaking, 
including decisions about how to respond to perceived escalation. How individual leaders 
and teams are affected by that stress has been a subject of extensive psychological study, 
from which have emerged many productive insights regarding communication patterns and 
information absorption.25

Researchers have found that feelings of stress and situations of increasing threat restrict 
information processing among team members; whether this is a good or a bad thing is subject 
to some debate, however.26 For instance, some scholars argue that the introduction of threat 
or stress reduces information communication to nothing but the essentials, more or less 
trimming the fat off communications as a whole.27 There is some intuitive sense to this: Up 
to a point, threats could cause individuals to focus their attention on pieces of information 
that matter the most and lead to concentration on key questions as opposed to extraneous 
noise. Nevertheless, there is a substantial amount of research that concludes that high levels of 
stress affect information processing among teams in an explicitly negative way. For instance, 
studies have shown that individuals who are operating on compressed time horizons usually 

24	 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics, Princeton University Press, 1976.
25	 Irving L. Janis and Leon Mann, Decision Making: A Psychological Analysis of Conflict, Choice, and 
Commitment, Free Press, 1977.
26	 Robert Jervis, How Statesmen Think: The Psychology of International Politics, Princeton University Press, 
2017.
27	 Deborah L. Gladstein and Nora P. Reilly, “Group Decision Making Under Threat: The Tycoon Game,” 
Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 28, No. 3, September 1985.
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perform less effectively and acquire less information when making decisions.28 This is 
consistent with other research that suggests that when placed under stress, both teams and 
individuals offer solutions to problems before considering all options; the team perspective 
is significantly narrowed by stress, which in turn degrades team performance; acute levels of 
stress can lead individuals to overestimate their current level of situational awareness, lead-
ing to riskier decisionmaking; and threat-related negative emotional states lead individuals to 
make choices that favor short-term gains at the expense of long-term success.29Among other 
sources of stress, psychological research tends to point toward the conclusion that teams and 
individuals who are faced with a sudden uptick in stakes—such as when a military opponent 
takes an escalatory measure that appears to substantially increase the threat it poses—are less 
likely to thoughtfully consider all available options and could be inclined to take the most 
obvious steps that result in perceived short-term advantage, even if it comes at the expense of 
longer-term success or stability.

Another central theme of psychological research is the dominant role that emotion can 
have on cognition when an individual is facing threat. For instance, scholars have demon-
strated that when people feel very threatened, their policy decision processes are dominated 
by emotion, whereas under minimal feelings of threat, emotion and logic play more balanced 
roles in the decision process.30 Related work shows that for individuals with higher vulner-
ability to anxiety, the disproportionate attention that is often paid to threats (as opposed to 
neutral stimuli) is an independent and unique factor that predicts a more anxious and fearful 
response to a stressor.31 The obvious implication for escalation management is the impor-
tance of anticipating the extent to which a particular escalatory measure is likely to be viewed 
by an opponent as very threatening or only mildly so. Similarly, research that examines 
low- versus high-threat scenario exposure finds that high-threat emotional stimuli impair 

28	 Niv Ahituv, Magid Igbaria, and Aviem Sella, “The Effects of Time Pressure and Completeness of 
Information on Decision Making,” Journal of Management Information Systems, Vol. 15, No. 2, Fall 1998; 
Peter Letmathe and Elisabeth Noll, “Effects of Time Pressure on the Amount of Information Acquired,” 
International Journal of Business Science and Applied Management, Vol. 16, No. 1, 2021.
29	 Giora Keinan, Nehemia Friedland, and Yossef Ben-Porath, “Decision Making Under Stress: Scanning 
of Alternatives Under Physical Threat,” Acta Psychologica, Vol. 64, No. 3, March 1987; James E. Driskell, 
Eduardo Salas, and Joan Johnston, “Does Stress Lead to a Loss of Team Perspective?” Group Dynamics: 
Theory, Research, and Practice, Vol. 3, No. 4, 1999; Tom Price, Matthew Tenan, James Head, William 
Maslin, and Michael LaFiandra, “Acute Stress Causes Overconfidence in Situation Awareness,” 2016 IEEE 
International Multi-Disciplinary Conference on Cognitive Methods in Situation Awareness and Decision 
Support, Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers, 2016; Jeremy R. Gray, “A Bias Toward Short-Term 
Thinking in Threat-Related Negative Emotional States,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, Vol. 25, 
No. 1, January 1999.
30	 Carol Gordon and Asher Arian, “Threat and Decision Making,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 45, 
No. 2, April 2001.
31	 William T. Nay, Geoffrey L. Thorpe, Roxann Roberson-Nay, Jeffrey E. Hecker, and Sandra T. Sigmon, 
“Attentional Bias to Threat and Emotional Response to Biological Challenge,” Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 
Vol. 18, No. 5, 2004.
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cognitive performance.32 This finding is consistent with experiments that have demonstrated 
the effects of emotions on how individuals make decisions, deliberate, and solve problems, 
with one study in particular illustrating that excessively low or high emotional states have a 
clear and degrading effect on reasoning performance.33 A theme that begins to emerge from 
this literature is that severe threats can drive more-emotional responses, which presents a 
barrier to logical reasoning. In particular, researchers find that when the intent of an action 
is perceived to be hostile, more-aggressive responses are predicted and that perceived threat 
is associated with “greater intergroup aggressive tendencies.”34

A third key psychological dynamic is status and reputation preservation, whether on the 
part of leaders, institutions, or nations. Scholars have argued that “when leaders engage their 
own status and that of their countries to an eventual success in a military intervention, per-
sistence in the war becomes the only solution to salvage their status.”35 In the context of 
escalation, this suggests that decisions involving crisis escalation or termination are heav-
ily influenced by concerns with reputation, including the effect that reputation can have on 
alliance formation. Scholars have found that states that make good on their word to honor 
commitments find it easier to establish alliances in the future, whereas those that renege 
on commitments find it much more difficult to do so.36 The effects of reputation can also 
have important implications with respect to domestic audiences. For example, one study has 
found that “empty threats and commitments expose the Chinese government to substan-
tial disapproval from citizens concerned about potential damage to China’s international 
reputation.”37 This can vary depending on the kind of institution or system of governance 
in question. Some scholars argue that leaders of democracies are better able to credibly issue 
threats because they can be voted out of leadership if they fail to make good on those threats, 

32	 Luiz Pessoa, Srikanth Padmala, Andrea Kenzer, and Andrew Bauer “Interactions Between Cognition 
and Emotion During Response Inhibition,” Emotion, Vol. 12, No. 1, February 2012.
33	 Nadine Jung, Christina Wranke, Kai Hamburger, and Markus Knauff, “How Emotions Affect Logical 
Reasoning: Evidence from Experiments with Mood-Manipulated Participants, Spider Phobics, and People 
with Exam Anxiety,” Frontiers in Psychology, Vol. 5, June 2014.
34	 Kenneth A. Dodge, Patrick S. Malone, Jennifer E. Lansford, Emma Sorbring, Ann T. Skinner, Sombat 
Tapanya, Liliana Maria Uribe Tirado, Arnaldo Zelli, Liane Peña Alampay, Suha M. Al-Hassan, Dario 
Bacchini, Anna Silvia Bombi, Marc H. Bornstein, Lei Chang, Kirby Deater-Deckard, Laura Di Giunta, 
Paul Oburu, and Concetta Pastorelli, “Hostile Attributional Bias and Aggressive Behavior in Global Con-
text,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, Vol. 112, No. 30, July 28, 2015; Katharina Schmid, 
Miles Hewstone, Beate Küpper, Andreas Zick, and Nicole Tausch, “Reducing Aggressive Intergroup Action 
Tendencies: Effects of Intergroup Contact via Perceived Intergroup Threat,” Aggressive Behavior, Vol. 40, 
No. 3, May–June 2014, p. 252.
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a fate that would likely not befall an authoritarian leader, although the latter might neverthe-
less be concerned about the opinions of a domestic audience.38 This research is consistent 
with findings that high domestic audience costs exist for U.S. leaders who do not appear to 
uphold commitments.39

Systems of governance and public opinion are not the only factors that affect the role 
of reputation. Individual leader characteristics also shape the role that reputation plays in 
making decisions about international conflict. For example, Keren Yarhi-Milo has argued 
that leaders who are high self-monitors—those who are “inclined to modify their behavior 
strategically in order to cultivate status-enhancing images”—tend to be more committed to 
protecting their reputation for resolve, a reputational concern that would obviously be tested 
in moments of crisis and potential escalation.40 Thus, the psychological profile of individual 
leaders and decisionmakers is also worth the attention of those who seek to anticipate adver-
sary behavior in escalatory situations.

This goes beyond the question of whether or not a leader is a high or low self-monitor. 
For example, research conducted for the Canadian defense community has argued that sev-
eral other traits are consistent with more-aggressive strategies in the domain of international 
affairs, including power motivation, low cognitive complexity, distrust in others, and a per-
ceived ability to control events.41 Power motivation is one of three forms of motivation articu-
lated by scholar David McClelland, who refers to individuals who are primarily motivated 
by the acquisition and exercise of power. Low-cognitive complexity leaders see events with 
limited nuance and have minimal capacity to integrate ideas. In contrast to these traits, lead-
ers who display affiliation and achievement motivation (McClelland’s two other forms of 
motivation, with the former being a motivation to win the approval and friendship of others 
and the latter being the motivation to attain as much success as possible), high integrative 
and conceptual complexity (the ability to apprehend the nuance of complex events), and a 
distinct pessimism about their ability to effect change appear more inclined toward coopera-
tive strategies.42

In many cases, including those involving concerns about reputation, actors’ perceptions 
of their relative position in a contest have a significant effect on individual conduct. This idea 
is the basis of prospect theory, which holds that rational expected-utility models provide an 

38	 Alexandra Guisinger and Alastair Smith, “Honest Threats: The Interaction of Reputation and Political 
Institutions in International Crises,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 46, No. 2, April 2002.
39	 Michael Tomz, “Domestic Audience Costs in International Relations: An Experimental Approach,” 
International Organization, Vol. 61, No. 4, Autumn 2007.
40	 As quoted in Christopher J. Fettweis, review of Who Fights for Reputation: The Psychology of Leaders in 
International Conflict, by Keren Yarhi-Milo, Perspectives on Politics, Vol. 17, No. 4, December 2019, p. 1141.
41	 Peter Suedfeld, Ryan W. Cross, and Michael Stewart, “Indicators, Predictors, and Determinants of Con-
flict Escalation and De-Escalation: A Review of the Psychological Literature,” DRDC Toronto CR 2009072, 
Defence R&D Canada—Toronto, 2009.
42	 David C. McClelland, The Achieving Society, Free Press, 1961.
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inadequate account of human behavior and decisionmaking.43 According to prospect theory, 
people frame choices around a baseline reference point. From that point, they tend to weigh 
perceived or anticipated loss more heavily than prospective gains, resulting in a tendency to 
be risk averse when they are in the “domain of gains” and to take greater risks when they per-
ceive that they are losing.44 Prospect theory’s emphasis on considering the reference points of 
conflict between two parties and understanding what would represent a significant loss is a 
critical aspect of understanding the potential cycles of escalation, such as when a belligerent 
state (like many a gambler) that is facing a deteriorating position resorts to more and more 
desperate measures in attempts to bring about a reversal of fortune and avoid disaster.

Another psychological aspect of escalation that relates to the issue of reputation is known 
as a baseline for resolve mechanism. This suggests that if states go into a crisis in a condi-
tion of active hostility, they have to sustain that condition or risk losing credibility—backing 
down and showing greater empathy or restraint during a crisis is doubly challenging. For a 
given party to avoid appearing weak, a “reluctance to use force during a crisis, despite com-
mitting precrisis hostility,” cannot be displayed.45 Such a mechanism is believed to interact 
with a second mechanism, known as “population fatigue,” which holds that the interrup-
tions to daily life caused by precrisis hostility cause a growing domestic desire for a decisive 
response to end an adversary’s harassing activities.46 Indeed, scholarship covering a variety 
of such crises finds that crisis escalation is, in fact, more likely after a hostile precrisis period.

There is no shortage of factors that make controlling escalation difficult, even if the par-
ties to a conflict believe that they are sending clear signals. Early research identified six topics 
that make escalation difficult to manage, of which several are based in psychological catego-
ries of perception and belief: the desire to win, or at least not to lose; an increase in perceived 
stakes as war goes on; crisis instability and escalation instability rooted in force postures; 
misunderstandings and misperceptions; fatalism and attitudes about the natural momentum 
of war; and poor communications.47 The desire to win can be measured to some extent by the 
level of willingness to accept greater risks under the belief that an absence of escalation will 
result in certain loss. An increase in perceived stakes means that because of the costs already 
incurred in a conflict, one party might desire a better outcome than they required before the 
conflict began; returning to the status quo could become unacceptable as an end point.

Misperceptions play a critical role, especially if countries have different understandings 
of the established limits (for example, one country increasing the alert status of its forces 

43	 Jervis, 2017, pp. 85–103.
44	 Jack S. Levy, “Loss Aversion, Framing, and Bargaining: The Implications of Prospect Theory for 
International Conflict,” International Political Science Review, Vol. 17, No. 2, April 1996, p. 182.
45	 Luba Levin-Banchik, “Precrisis Military Hostility and Escalation in International Crises,” Conflict 
Management and Peace Science, Vol. 38, No. 1, January 2021, p. 64.
46	 Levin-Banchik, 2021, p. 65.
47	 Charles L. Glaser and Paul K. Davis, Treatment of Escalation in the RAND Strategy Assessment Center, 
RAND Corporation, N-1969-DNA, 1983, p. v.
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unintentionally crosses a redline for an opponent). Fatalism is yet another meaningful psy-
chological dynamic and occurs when one or both parties “resign themselves to ‘fighting to 
the end.’”48 Such an attitude can override more subtle considerations when making decisions 
about escalation. The authors of this research note, however, that the importance placed on 
each of these categories is different for different nations.

When taken together, these insights provide a baseline understanding of what kinds of 
actions would likely serve as psychological stressors with potentially negative reactive con-
sequences for escalation management. An important element of policy is an adequate evalu-
ation of how particular actions would be interpreted by an opponent, the environments in 
which that opponent operates, and the value the opponent assigns to different places and 
things (i.e., military bases, a country’s territory, weapon systems, critical infrastructure). For 
instance, what is the profile of a particular decisionmaker and to what extent are they sub-
ject to domestic or international audience costs? Would the introduction of a weapon system 
appear to threaten an adversary’s vital interests or more peripheral interests? To what degree 
would a particular move compress an opponent’s perceived time horizon for making a deci-
sion regarding a response? These are vital questions and point to several principles that are 
helpful to keep in mind regarding psychological dynamics in threat and escalation:

•  An action that introduces a sense of intense threat is likely to result in adversary decision 
processes that are more emotion-driven and consider less information. Thus, highly 
provocative steps that introduce such a sense of threat will likely increase the risk of 
miscalculation in the response than more moderate actions. This reinforces the factors 
in any framework of escalatory dynamics that deal with direct threats to deeply held 
values or interests, especially if regime security appears to be threatened.

•  Escalatory acts or conditions that leave adversaries with a sense of great urgency to 
respond will likely lead to less-informed and potentially more-aggressive responses. 
These can include actions that create perceived threats to critical systems, nuclear 
retaliatory forces, or regime stability.

•  When an adversary country or regime places a high value on its international or regional 
status and reputation, the way in which an escalatory action would likely affect that 
adversary’s reputation will likely shape its response. For instance, an escalatory action 
taken against an adversary that embarrasses it publicly is likely to prompt a more severe 
response than an action that is more hidden from public view. This factor would tend to 
exacerbate the escalatory implications of very public challenges to significant interests.

•  Similarly, the psychological profile of leaders and key decisionmakers can play a crucial 
role in determining the kind of response an adversary takes following an escalatory 
move. Leaders who are more mindful of their individual public image are likelier to 
respond more forcefully to harmful escalatory actions.

48	 Glaser and Davis, 1983, p. 11.
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•  Calculations about likely responses to escalatory actions should take prospect theory 
into consideration. In addition to the objective magnitude of the threats, the perception 
of relative gains or losses can dictate how strongly an actor responds to an escalatory 
action, with perceived losses tending to encourage risk-taking. This fact again reinforces 
the escalatory danger posed by policy actions that appear to place a rival into a severe 
domain of losses, thus enhancing the rival’s risk tolerance.

•  Finally, an opponent who has been more actively hostile prior to the escalatory action or 
event will likely be more aggressive in their response.

Clearly, there are a host of psychological dynamics that are in play in situations of escala-
tion, from the effect of stress and threat on cognition and reasoning to the individual traits 
of leaders and decisionmakers. A theme emerges from those dynamics wherein, generally 
speaking, moments of crisis result in less clear thinking, more emotionally driven responses, 
the protection of reputation, and more-aggressive responses. Policymakers should be keenly 
aware of the role these dynamics play when making decisions regarding escalation because 
these dynamics have the capacity to dominate decisionmaking processes in moments of per-
ceived crisis. Of course, general psychological patterns will not dictate specific scenario out-
comes. However, by fully appreciating the findings of this literature, decisionmakers will be 
better positioned to evaluate the wisdom of particular escalatory actions and the kinds of 
responses those actions might elicit from an opponent.

Escalation in Peacetime Competition

The study of escalation among states has concentrated on escalation during armed conflict or 
during crises that could lead to conflict. These are the escalation dynamics with the highest 
stakes (especially when the contenders possess nuclear weapons), and these are the conditions 
under which controlling or preventing escalation is likely to be the most difficult because of 
such factors as urgency, secrecy, and desperation. However, although the idea of escalation 
does require that there be an ongoing antagonism with the potential to become worse, escala-
tion dynamics are not limited to crises and wars. Rivalries, arms races, and many other types 
of interstate contests occur during normal peacetime politics between states, particularly, but 
not only, in uneasy relationships that we characterize as strategic competition.49

Competition does not need to involve escalation. Neighboring states or rival great powers 
can jockey for position or advantage to build armies, form alliances, spread ideologies or 
religions, achieve economic success, demonstrate technological prowess, or collect Olympic 
medals without crossing thresholds that change the game. But in each of these types of 

49	 Michael J. Mazarr, Jonathan S. Blake, Abigail Casey, Tim McDonald, Stephanie Pezard, and Michael 
Spirtas, Understanding the Emerging Era of International Competition: Theoretical and Historical 
Perspectives, RAND Corporation, RR-2726-AF, 2018.
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contests, there are also opportunities to violate existing norms of competition that cease to 
observe past patterns of restraint in behavior, geographic scope, or objectives in ways that 
create watersheds, after which things are no longer the same. Doing so can provoke counter-
escalation or alter the broader relationship among the states involved by changing impres-
sions about others’ motives or beliefs—or it might simply establish a new normal.

As with escalation in wars, it might not be clear where the thresholds that matter to 
the opponent are—even to the opponent in question—before the fact. Whether the Soviets 
placing ballistic missiles in Cuba represented a major escalation was a question debated 
within the Kennedy administration in October 1962. (U.S. leaders mostly decided that they 
did care very much about that threshold, although opinions varied as to what, if anything, 
Khrushchev’s gambit revealed about Soviet intentions in the Cold War.) Fewer questions were 
asked in Washington than political scientists might have expected about whether expand-
ing the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) into Eastern Europe in the 1990s was 
deeply escalatory when viewed from the Kremlin.50 Were the development of the Royal Navy 
battleship the Dreadnought or the hydrogen bomb acts of escalation or merely business as 
usual for interstate arms races? How much does the escalatory significance of killing expatri-
ate dissidents depend on the locations in which the attacks take place and how much on the 
choice of murder weapon?

As in intrawar escalation, motives for escalation in peacetime contests can involve 
expected direct effects or a desire to send signals or both, and escalation can be inadvertent 
rather than deliberate. Moreover, it is important to recognize that in peacetime competition 
as in war, the results of relatively mundane actions can add up over time to effects that cross 
escalatory thresholds. A gradual expansion of a state’s army or its missile arsenal could even-
tually shift an adversary from a position of feeling reasonably secure against attack to one in 
which state or regime survival appears to be in grave peril.

In other respects, escalation tends to have a different character outside wars and national 
security crises.51 Decisions made outside war and crisis are usually less urgent and allow for 
greater deliberation—being on the losing side in a contest that is not life-or-death makes 
leaders less desperate, and there is often greater opportunity for formal or informal commu-
nication with the other side to resolve misunderstandings. Backing down or compromising 
in a confrontation tends to be easier for leaders in peacetime for several reasons, not least 
because nonviolent contests generally do not involve a growing sense of obligation to the 
dead as casualty lists lengthen. As a result, the upward pressure of escalation in peacetime is 
typically less intense and opportunities for de-escalation tend to be easier to find or create.

Yet, even without panic and desperation getting in the way, psychological factors and 
misperception remain in play during peacetime escalation. Leaders are still affected by attri-

50	 James Goldgeier and Joshua R. Itzkowitz Shifrinson, “Evaluating NATO Enlargement: Scholarly Debates, 
Policy Implications, and Roads Not Taken,” International Politics, Vol. 57, 2020.
51	 See Richard Ned Lebow, Between Peace and War: The Nature of International Crisis, Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1981.
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bution bias that encourages opponents’ actions to be seen as deliberately malign, while imag-
ining that their own actions will be recognized as defensive in nature.52 An adversary’s inten-
tions could still be unclear and even be more opaque than during a war when the nature of 
victory and defeat is reactively unambiguous. Backing down in a confrontation still tends to 
be politically or psychologically unpalatable, even if less so than during conflict, and might 
still appear dangerous because of fears that doing so will be reputationally costly and encour-
age future aggression. Finally, psychological factors could play an important role in shaping 
actors’ perceptions about whether a contest is part of normal peacetime competition or if it 
has crossed into the realm of serious crisis.

Conclusion

This analysis defined several classical factors noted in escalation and deterrence literature 
that have the potential to affect escalatory dynamics. This body of literature offers several 
important considerations for escalation dynamics that will be included in the development 
of our escalation framework, found in Chapter 6. In Chapter 3, we examine case studies from 
the 20th century to consider how these theoretical dynamics influenced real-world events. 
The case studies also informed our development of the factors that govern escalatory risk.

52	 See Jervis, 1976, pp. 354–355.
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CHAPTER 3

Understanding Escalation: Lessons from 
Historical Cases

This chapter summarizes key escalation dynamics from six crises and conflicts in the 20th 
and 21st centuries. The findings from these studies are used to inform our escalation frame-
work in Chapter 6. The six cases we selected for our study are the 1950s crisis in the Suez 
Canal, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Vietnam War, the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, the Soviet-
Afghan War, and Operation Burnt Frost, when the U.S. Navy targeted a failing satellite with 
a ballistic missile defense system. These vignettes were selected because of their diversity 
in time, actors, geography, scale, longevity, and warfighting domains to draw conclusions 
from a broad set of cases. This chapter offers brief thumbnail summaries of the case studies 
and their primary lessons; the appendixes to this report lay out the case histories in much 
greater detail.

These cases were used to evaluate different escalation dynamics and identify which 
actions were believed to have been escalatory versus which actions contributed to escalation 
or de-escalation—from the view of the actors at the time and with the benefit of historical 
hindsight. The cases identified how each party perceived escalation risks and which specific 
actions, behaviors, or statements were viewed as escalatory by participants. The case studies 
were also used to highlight which specific mitigating actions or restrains the participants 
undertook to reduce escalation risks. Each case study concluded with the results of and les-
sons for escalation, which we summarize in this chapter.

In selecting the cases, we sought leading examples of international crises or conflicts that 
posed escalatory risk during the post–World War II period, on which there was robust avail-
able secondary literature and which involved the United States, directly or indirectly. There 
is no way to demonstrate that a given set of such cases represents an analytically sufficient 
representation of all escalation dynamics. But in covering these six cases, we have included 
some of the leading periods during the Cold War when escalation was a major risk. We have 
also included Operation Burnt Frost, which is in many ways very different from the other 
cases, because it is one of the few publicly reported cases involving the potential for escala-
tion from a confrontation over space assets.
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Crisis in the Suez Canal

The Suez Crisis of 1956 stands out as a formative event in the budding bilateral rivalry of 
Cold War era superpowers. Unlike other Cold War crises, this one often positioned the 
United States and the Soviet Union as spectators of, as one expert dubbed it, “a cauldron 
of troublesome protagonists.”1 Besides Egypt, these protagonists included the United King-
dom, France, and Israel. Neither the United States nor the Soviet Union became involved 
militarily in the crisis, largely because each was pursuing the same general outcome: a cessa-
tion of hostilities. Beyond this fundamental principle, however, the pursuit of broader stra-
tegic interests coupled with a series of misperceptions concerning the other’s true intentions 
resulted in a gradual escalation of threatening rhetoric that ultimately included the specter 
of nuclear war.

On July 26, 1956, three days after the United States withdrew an offer to provide financing 
to construct the Aswan Dam, Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser announced the 
nationalization of the Suez Canal to fund development of the dam.2 This resulted in imme-
diate condemnation from many Western nations, particularly the United Kingdom and 
France, who owned the lion’s share of stock in the Suez Canal Company. After multiple 
conferences failed to reach an agreement on the project, several allies reassured the United 
States that they would not engage in military hostilities.3 However, the United Kingdom, 
France, and Israel secretly colluded on an offensive in which Israel’s forces invaded Egypt 
through the Sinai Peninsula and advanced toward the Suez Canal on October 29. Two days 
later, the United Kingdom and France, feigning no prior knowledge of the Israeli attack, 
announced a preplanned ultimatum that called for both Israel and Egypt to retreat 10 miles 
from the canal, knowing that Nasser could not accept such a demand. The United Kingdom 
then initiated a bombing campaign against Egyptian airfields and landed forces at Port Said 
alongside French forces.4

President Dwight D. Eisenhower did not support the United States’ traditional allies 
during the crisis, instead responding “furiously and resolutely” by calling for a stop to the 
attacks and an immediate withdrawal of the invading forces.5 He even became personally 

1	 David A. Nichols, Eisenhower 1956: The President’s Year of Crisis—Suez and the Brink of War, 
Simon & Schuster, 2011, p. 259.
2	 Alexander M. Haig, Jr., Military Intervention: A Case Study of Britain’s Use of Force in the 1956 Suez 
Crisis, thesis, U.S. Army War College, April 8, 1966, pp. 8, 18.
3	 Richard J. Aldrich, “Intelligence, Anglo-American Relations and the Suez Crisis, 1956,” Intelligence and 
National Security, Vol. 9, No. 3, July 1994, p. 550.
4	 Peter G. Boyle, “The Hungarian Revolution and the Suez Crisis,” History, Vol. 90, No. 4, October 2005, 
p. 553.
5	 Pnina Lahav, “The Suez Crisis of 1956 and Its Aftermath: A Comparative Study of Constitutions, Use 
of Force, Diplomacy and International Relations,” Boston University Law Review, Vol. 95, No. 4, July 2015, 
p. 1304.
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involved in the drafting of a proposed United Nations (UN) resolution formally reinforcing 
the call for the withdrawal of international forces from the Suez Canal, which was submitted 
to the UN General Assembly on November 1.6 Washington initially expended considerable 
diplomatic effort to halt the hostilities and, when that failed, made a series of decisions that 
contributed to the eventual crisis.

While Soviet messaging gradually grew more dour and more frequent throughout the 
crisis, the most direct and threatening salvo came on November 5. Soviet Premier Nikolai 
Bulganin and Foreign Minister Dmitri Shepilov sent letters to the leaders of Israel, the United 
Kingdom, France, and the United States, as well as to the president of the UN Security Coun-
cil (UNSC). In all of these letters except one, Moscow threatened direct harm and insinuated 
that nuclear weapons could be used in that effort. In the letter to Washington, Moscow called 
for the United States to join the Soviet Union in a joint military operation to force the tripar-
tite forces from the region should they fail to abide by the ceasefire. Eisenhower was quick to 
reject this proposal and, in Washington’s most pointed rebuttal yet, made clear to Moscow 
that an attack on a U.S. ally would be met with a nuclear response. 7 The repositioning of U.S. 
military assets in and around the region and elevating those forces to a high alert status were 
necessary only because of the Soviet nuclear threat. The United States was both surprised and 
alarmed by the severity of the Soviet letters sent on November 5. Israel agreed to unilaterally 
stop its operations and accept the UN ceasefire; the United Kingdom and France followed 
after midnight the following day. UN forces were deployed to manage the ceasefire and the 
eventual withdrawal of UK and French forces shortly thereafter on November 21.8

In the end, despite persistent rumors of Soviet machinations to provide military support 
to Egypt and Eisenhower’s repositioning of U.S. military assets and placing them on high 
alert, neither Washington nor Moscow deployed forces to the region or otherwise fired a shot. 
Although the Suez Crisis never led to direct U.S. or Russian military involvement, it demon-
strated that escalation is in the eye of the beholder; even the faintest perceived threat in the 
context of the Cold War could generate a great deal of tension and lead to changes in mili-
tary readiness and posture. The United States was irritated with its allies for their operation, 
but when those allies were threatened by the Soviet Union, the United States moved forces 
in a show of resolve. For the Soviet Union, the Suez Crisis showed that Moscow could con-
test the West and presented a proof of concept of sorts for how it would continue to increase 
global influence. Scholar Francis Fukuyama argued that the Soviet Union used bluffing as 
a means of deterring opponents in the Middle East, writing that “since it has until recently 
occupied the weaker position politically and militarily after its first entry into the region in 

6	 Boyle, 2005, p. 561.
7	 O. M. Smolansky, “Moscow and the Suez Crisis, 1956: A Reappraisal,” Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 80, 
No. 4, December 1965, p. 598.
8	 Haig, 1966, p. 26.
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1955.”9 The Soviets also came away from the Suez Crisis with a broader blueprint for pursuing 
international interests, often at the expense of the United States and the West, while mini-
mizing the risk of military escalation through nuclear bluffing.10

Cuban Missile Crisis

The Cuban Missile Crisis stemmed from a decision by the Soviet leadership and Premier 
Nikita Khrushchev to clandestinely install nuclear missiles in Cuba in summer 1962 in an 
attempt to correct the imbalance of strategic nuclear power and to protect communist Cuba 
from a U.S. invasion, although the latter reason seems to have arisen after the crisis emerged.11 
The installation of the launch sites and the increase in Soviet activity in Cuba continued 
into the fall, which prompted the United States to raise concerns about the growing Soviet 
presence on the island. Moscow’s repeated assurances that the construction and activity did 
not include offensive weapons was meant to lull Washington into inaction.12 However, on 
October 16, President John F. Kennedy was presented with intelligence collected a few days 
prior that confirmed the presence of Soviet medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) and 
intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) in Cuba. 13 On October 22, Kennedy informed 
the U.S. public that Soviet missiles had been detected in Cuba. Kennedy and his advisors 
interpreted the crisis as a test of their resolve when presented with the Soviet objective of 
asserting dominance over the United States and altering the balance of power.14 Notably, 
Kennedy cast the crisis as a test of the country’s “courage and commitment” and announced 
that there would be a quarantine of Cuba starting on October 24 at 10:00 a.m.15 This public 
address coincided with increased U.S. force readiness across most services, including strate-
gic missile forces but excluding the Air Force in Europe.16 When the limited quarantine was 

9	 Francis Fukuyama, Soviet Threats to Intervene in the Middle East, 1956–1973, RAND Corporation, 
N-1577-FF, 1980, p. 2.
10	 Haig, 1966, p. 32.
11	 Bruce J. Allyn, James G. Blight, and David A. Welch, “Essence of Revision: Moscow, Havana, and the 
Cuban Missile Crisis,” International Security, No. 14, Vol. 3, Winter 1989–1990; Raymond L. Garthoff, 
“Cuban Missile Crisis: The Soviet Story,” Foreign Policy, Vol. 72, Autumn 1988.
12	 Richard Ned Lebow, “The Cuban Missile Crisis: Reading the Lessons Correctly, Political Science 
Quarterly, Vol. 98, No. 3, Autumn 1983.
13	 U.S. Department of Defense, “Notes Taken from Transcripts of Meetings of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
October–November 1962, Dealing with the Cuban Missile Crisis,” National Security Archive, George 
Washington University, 1993; Laurence Chang and Peter Kornbluh, eds., The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962, 
The New Press, 1992.
14	 U.S. Department of Defense, 1993.
15	 Lebow, 1983; Chang and Kornbluh, 1992.
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Understanding Escalation: Lessons from Historical Cases

27

enforced on October 24, 16 of 19 Soviet ships that were en route to Cuba changed course, and 
the remaining three ultimately stopped a few miles from the quarantine line. Khrushchev 
sent a letter to Kennedy promising to remove the missiles from Cuba in exchange for a U.S. 
commitment not to invade or otherwise attack Cuba.17 The U.S. acceptance of the Soviet 
offer was communicated in a meeting between Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy and 
Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobyrnin. In that meeting, Attorney General Kennedy stated 
that if there was no commitment to remove the missiles, then the United States would take 
action to remove them.18 On hearing this, Khrushchev immediately agreed and broadcasted 
his acceptance on Soviet airwaves. With an agreement reached, the crisis ended on Sunday, 
October 28, 1962.

Both the United States and the Soviet Union opted to plan for the worst-case assumptions 
about their counterparts as the crisis unfolded. This was the conclusion of the United States 
once Soviet actions were framed as tests of courage and conviction. Meanwhile, the Soviets 
recognized that the discovery of the missiles could create a conflict rather than improve the 
balance of strategic nuclear power in their favor and believed that they had made a U.S. inva-
sion or attack of Cuba inevitable. Given these preconceptions, both actors were operating 
under worst-case scenarios and, therefore, overestimated the bellicosity or risk propensity of 
their opponent. Those assumptions informed U.S. decisions to continue to mobilize and pre-
pare for an air strike and invasion, as well as the Soviet decision to accelerate the construction 
of nuclear missile bases.

As a consequence of this overestimation of bellicosity, each side underestimated the 
possibility that the crisis could be resolved without military engagement even though both 
sides had been tailoring their responses to be deliberately flexible or to exercise restraint (e.g., 
limited blockades from the United States, no counteraction on Berlin offered by the Soviets, 
no retaliation for the downing of U.S. U-2 plane over Cuba, the observation of the limited 
blockade by the Soviets). Those steps should have signaled some flexibility, but in isolation, 
those pieces of evidence did not lead either side to conclude that the other was open to a nego-
tiated resolution.

The Cuban Missile Crisis is one such case in which efforts to manage the risk of escala-
tion through the signaling of resolve, restraint, and the cultivation of off-ramps can be ren-
dered ineffective if the actors fail to perceive and act on those efforts. Failure to appreciate 
an off-ramp or a resolution that avoids conflict could lead to outcomes that no party desires. 
Even though the escalatory risks were perceived and addressed by both sides, the historical 
context between the United States and the Soviet Union made each believe that the other side 
was more likely to prefer escalation, and even conflict, to a resolution without conflict. The 

17	 David A. Welch and James G. Blight, “The Eleventh Hour of the Cuban Missile Crisis: An Introduction 
to the ExComm Transcripts,” International Security, Vol. 12, No. 3, Winter 1987–1988.
18	 Garthoff, 1988; Anatoly Dobrynin, “Dobrynin Cable to the Soviet Union Foreign Ministry, 27 October 
1962,” National Security Archive, George Washington University, 1962; Robert F. Kennedy, “Memorandum 
for the Secretary of State from the Attorney General,” Office of the Attorney General, October 30, 1962.
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implication is that actors can inaccurately assess their counterpart’s inclination to settle a 
crisis. Even though some actions are intended to signal restraint, the other party might not 
recognize those signals. Countries in a crisis should not count on their opponents correctly 
interpreting their restraint or signals—especially when preconceptions will be used to fill in 
gaps in understanding.

Vietnam War

In the mid-1960s, China and the United States debated how to support their respective 
Vietnamese proxy forces while avoiding direct confrontation with each other. The United 
States wanted to force North Vietnam to the negotiating table, dissuade China from fur-
ther supporting revolutionary movements abroad, and prevent a rapprochement between 
Beijing and Moscow. Chinese leaders escalated their involvement in Vietnam to bolster their 
own domestic political stature, challenge the Soviet Union’s leadership of the communist 
countries, and brandish Beijing’s global status as the most ideologically committed anti-
imperialist country.

The United States financed South Vietnam’s economy, increased security cooperation, 
deployed advisors, and, by 1965, began operations against North Vietnam. China also pro-
vided extensive financial assistance and military equipment to North Vietnam and bol-
stered its own forces that were positioned geographically closer to the war. In contrast to 
China’s enthusiastic support for South Vietnam and the Viet Cong, the Soviet Union was 
much more cautious. Following the Cuban Missile Crisis, Khrushchev adopted a less con-
frontational policy toward the United States, focusing the Soviet Union’s foreign policy on 
Central and Eastern Europe rather than on Asia. Moscow provided material and political 
support to North Vietnam (officially the Democratic Republic of Vietnam or DRV) but this 
was limited by two factors: naval logistics and the erosion of the Sino-Soviet relationship.19 
China controlled land-based access to Vietnam and denied the transit of Russian equipment 
and supplies through its territory, citing ideological differences.20

Both China and the United States saw escalation as necessary to achieving their political 
and strategic objectives, not just in Vietnam but also within the broader great-power com-

19	 David C. Humphrey, Charles S. Sampson, and David S. Patterson, eds., Foreign Relations of the United 
States, 1964–1968, Volume XIV, Soviet Union, U.S. Department of State, 2001, “107. Telegram from the 
Embassy in the Soviet Union to the Department of State.”
20	 East German Embassy in Hanoi, “Note by the East German Embassy in Hanoi on a Conversation of 
Comrade Jarck with the Attaché of the Czechoslovak Embassy, Comrade Freybort, on 2 June 1965, from 
10:00 a.m. to 10:30 a.m., in the East German Embassy [Excerpts],” History and Public Policy Program, 
Digital Archive, Wilson Center, June 3, 1965; Otto Winzer, “Letter from East German Foreign Minister 
Otto Winzer to [Politburo Members] Comrade Walter Ulbricht, Comrade Willi Stoph, Comrade Erich 
Honecker, and Comrade Hermann Axen [Excerpts],” History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, 
Wilson Center, March 8, 1966.
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petition. Chairman Mao Zedong in particular gained domestically from confrontation with 
both the United States and the Soviet Union, which also bolstered his stature among parts 
of the communist world and with revolutionary and independence movements. Washing-
ton had to balance the benefits of de-escalation (e.g., reduced financial and military outlays, 
greater support for other security partners) with the costs (e.g., domino theory potentially 
driving the Soviet Union and China back together under a more belligerent foreign policy). 
Escalation in Vietnam was in some sense the price for better relations with Moscow and 
greater stability in Europe. Both China and the United States intensified their military and 
financial support for their proxies.

Ceasefire and settlement negotiations did not occur during this period, and the chief 
communication channel between Beijing and Washington (the Cabot-Wang talks) failed to 
prevent escalation.21 However, both countries avoided direct military confrontation with 
each other. The United States did not cross the Chinese redline of attacking its territory, and 
Beijing kept its forces close to the northern Vietnam border and generally in support roles.

This case study provides several important insights on conflict escalation. First, the 
United States and China avoided direct escalation against one another, and each side con-
veyed redlines through communication channels. Escalation against proxies nonetheless 
occurred because the two countries had fundamentally different objectives and targets for 
military and political coercion. These differences limited the negotiation space and left inten-
sified operations as the only viable option to change their adversary’s behavior. Although the 
DRV and the Soviet Union were inclined to negotiate, China controlled physical access to the 
region and vetoed negotiation efforts.

Israeli-Arab War of October 1973 (Yom Kippur War)

The 1973 October War (also known as the Yom Kippur War or the Ramadan War) started on 
October 6, 1973, when both Syria and Egypt attacked Israeli positions in the Sinai Peninsula 
and the Golan Heights. In the days that followed, Israel would engage with both parties 
in Syria and Egypt and would lose territory as well.22 This war posed the risk of super-
power conflict between the United States, allied with Israel, and the Soviet Union, allied 
with Egypt and Syria.

21	 The United States suspected that Poland and Russia might have been listening in on the Cabot-Wang 
talks, so this communication channel could have cemented communist European sentiment against 
China, as revealed in later interactions. The U.S. Department of State considered this a useful develop-
ment and instructed Cabot to “gear [his] presentations to the Poles and Russians” (Harriet Dashiell Schwar 
and David S. Patterson, eds., Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXX, China, U.S. 
Department of State, 1998, “130. Letter from Secretary of State Rusk to the Ambassador to Poland”).
22	 Kenneth M. Pollack, Arabs at War: Military Effectiveness, 1948–1991, University of Nebraska Press, 2002, 
p. 120.
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Each superpower took steps to avert the conflict and also to end it once it began. Both 
the Soviet Union and the United States worked to establish a ceasefire through diplomatic 
efforts that included engagement with their allies and three United Nations Security Council 
Resolutions (UNSCRs) calling for a ceasefire, although actions on the ground by Israel and 
Egypt did not stop on the agreed ceasefire date. The Soviet Union viewed Israel’s actions as 
a failure of the United States to apply pressure on Israel to abide by the ceasefire.23 However, 
according to Israeli sources, the Soviets did not intend to intervene and did not believe that 
their message would be taken seriously by their U.S. counterparts. If this is accurate, the 
Soviets miscalculated because the United States did take the threat quite seriously.24 When 
the Soviet Union escalated by threatening military intervention, the United States responded 
by placing its forces on defense readiness condition 3 (DEFCON 3).25 Additionally, Washing-
ton deployed the United States Ship (USS) John F. Kennedy and the USS Franklin D. Roosevelt 
to the eastern Mediterranean to join other U.S. assets.26 The U.S. reaction to the Soviet threat 
was perceived as an overreaction by Moscow. However, it was at this moment that the Soviet 
Union and the United States sought to de-escalate; the Soviets chose to de-escalate after the 
implementation of DEFCON 3 status and the United States pressured Israel into abiding by 
the ceasefire. The United States and the Soviet Union agreed to a UN peacekeeping force that 
did not include personnel from either country to maintain the ceasefire.27

There were aggravating factors, however, that threatened to escalate the conflict or at least 
prolong it. First, the Soviet Union wanted to demonstrate that it was supportive of its allies 
and debunk perceptions that it was not, given its growing competition with China over global 
leadership of the communist movement.28 The United States was interested in gaining influ-
ence in the Middle East and also sought to prevent Israel from a larger defeat or collapse 

23	 Victor Israelyan, Inside the Kremlin During the Yom Kippur War, Penn State Press, 1995, pp. 152–154.
24	 Israelyan states that, in general, General Secretary of the Communist Party Leonid Brezhnev believed 
that the United States would not engage in confrontation with the Soviet Union because of the ongoing 
Watergate scandal. This misperception could have driven Soviet miscalculations on the U.S. response. For 
more, see Israelyan, 1995, p. 132.
25	 The U.S. armed forces have five DEFCON: 5 is the lowest and 1 is the highest. The alert status is updated 
depending on how U.S. military and civilian leadership interpret the threat landscape. For more, see Joint 
Publication 1-02, Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, U.S. Department of 
Defense, February 15, 2016, pp. 149–150.
26	 Henry Kissinger, Years of Upheaval, Little, Brown & Company, 1982, pp. 588–589.
27	 Lyle J. Goldstein and Yuri M. Zhukov, “A Tale of Two Fleets—A Russian Perspective on the 1973 Naval 
Standoff in the Mediterranean,” Naval War College Review, Vol. 57, No. 2, Spring 2004, p. 52.
28	 William B. Quandt, Soviet Policy in the October 1973 War, RAND Corporation, R-1864-ISA, 1976. The 
Soviet Union was worried that China might seek to take advantage of any perception that Moscow was not 
fully supporting the Arab states as an opportunity to make inroads in the Middle East and North Africa. 
For more, see Israelyan, 1995, p. 97.
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that would prompt U.S. involvement.29 Israel had its own objectives: attacking neighbors that 
threatened its national survival.

Both the United States and the Soviet Union saw the Yom Kippur War as a significant 
risk for escalation. Some U.S. and Soviet officials believed that the conflict would threaten a 
relationship that had improved during the détente period and serve as a potential catalyst for 
a direct war between the superpowers.30

This case offers important lessons about the management of escalation in such crises. It 
indicates that escalation risks are heavily dependent on the larger context of great power rela-
tions and that participants in a crisis can take various actions to signal a desire for restraint 
and to mitigate escalatory risks. It also exposes how states are limited in their ability to con-
vince allies to undertake actions they do not wish to; how escalation can be used to achieve 
a desired outcome; how a threat, serious or not, can motivate a serious reaction by an oppo-
nent; and how constant engagement throughout a conflict can allow for de-escalation and 
cooperation between adversaries, as long as they each seriously engage in such dialogue.

The Soviet-Afghan War and U.S. Support, 1979–1989

On December 25, 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan to uphold a fractious communist 
government that was facing insurgency from largely pro-Islamic, anticommunist groups 
known collectively as the mujahideen. The invasion escalated into the Soviet-Afghan War, 
which lasted for nearly ten years. In response to the invasion, U.S. President Jimmy Carter 
authorized the covert supply of weapons through Pakistan to assist the Afghan insurgents.31 
Throughout the Soviet-Afghan War, the United States covertly supported the mujahideen with 
increasingly lethal military assistance via the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate 
(ISI).32 By 1986, the United States was supplying the mujahideen with U.S.-made Stinger man-
portable air-defense systems (MANPADS) that inflicted heavy losses on Soviet airpower.33

The Soviet decision to intervene in Afghanistan followed several years of hesita-
tion. When Afghan President Nur Mohammad Taraki was overthrown by his second-in-
command, Prime Minister Hafizullah Amin, the Soviet Union began to consider deploying 
troops for several reasons.34 The Soviets feared that Amin would either strengthen ties with 

29	 Kissinger, 1982, p. 468.
30	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 32–33; Kissinger, 1982, p. 459.
31	 Alan J. Kuperman, “The Stinger Missile and the U.S. Intervention in Afghanistan,” Political Science 
Quarterly, Vol. 114, No. 2, Summer 1999, p. 221.
32	 Oliver Roy, Lessons of the Soviet/Afghan War, Elsevier, 1991, p. 35.
33	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 234.
34	 Aleksandr Antonovich Lyakhovskiy, Inside the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan and the Seizure of Kabul, 
December 1979, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Cold War International History 
Project, Working Paper No. 51, January 2007, p. 3.



Understanding Escalation: A Framework for Evaluating the Escalatory Risks of Policy Actions

32

tribal insurgents and the West, adopting a more neutral policy toward the Soviet Union, 
or he would be overthrown himself, which would lead to more instability along the Soviet 
border.35 The Soviet Union was increasingly concerned about its strategic standing in the 
Middle East in the late 1970s after such events as the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel, 
a military coup in Iraq, and the Islamic Revolution in Iran took place.36 Additionally, the 
United States was making diplomatic overtures to China—perceived by the Soviet Union 
as a potential adversary—in such areas as trade and military relations.37 Finally, the Soviets 
believed that they had evidence Amin was collaborating with the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA), which has not been proven.38 All of these factors provided an incentive for 
Moscow to intervene.

The United States also had its reasons to be involved. Carter viewed the Soviet invasion 
as an escalation that was detrimental to the U.S. interests of containing the Soviet Union and 
communism and the defense of sea lanes in the Indian Ocean.39 The United States perceived 
the Soviet invasion as escalation, and within two weeks, Carter authorized the covert supply 
of lethal aid to Afghan insurgents via the CIA through the Pakistani ISI.40 Initially, expecta-
tions for the Afghan insurgents were low, and many in the U.S. administration thought that 
the best they could do with the weapons was “harass” Soviet forces.41 Several agencies were 
worried that a Soviet retaliation for the weapons might include a tit-for-tat response elsewhere 
against U.S. interests; other parts of the interagency worried that the supplies would derail 
arms control or a diplomatic settlement for Afghanistan.42 U.S. President Ronald Reagan 
and his administration went further than Carter. They adopted the “roll-back” policy, which 
posited that communist regimes in the developing world could be overthrown with U.S. sup-
port to insurgents.43 The goal was to keep costs on the Soviets high while their occupation 
continued. The Reagan administration policy was to escalate assistance gradually, inflicting 
higher costs on the Soviets and convincing them that the war was unwinnable. The introduc-
tion of Stingers under Reagan resulted in the loss of Soviet aircraft and helicopters. Rather 
than escalate, the Soviet air force changed operating patterns to reduce the impact of the 
Stingers.44

35	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 5.
36	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 13.
37	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 26.
38	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, pp. 5–6.
39	 Roy, 1991, p. 15.
40	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 221.
41	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 221.
42	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 224.
43	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 226.
44	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 249.
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Ultimately, the Soviet withdrawal happened for many reasons. The termination of the 
war was the result of a negotiated settlement signed in 1988. Cover assistance was therefore 
provided in tandem with an overt policy, such as reinstating diplomatic relations, conduct-
ing trade, or removing sanctions, to achieve desired ends. The case offers two primary les-
sons for escalation management: In an escalating crisis, escalation dynamics can be mitigated 
if military assistance is covert and nontraceable (although other cases, such as Soviet sup-
port to North Vietnam, suggest that this is a useful but unnecessary condition of escalation 
control). Second, whether covert or overt, it is also best if assistance is provided in tandem 
with an overt policy, such as reinstating diplomatic relations, conducting trade, or removing 
sanctions, to achieve desired ends.

Operation Burnt Frost (2008)

Operation Burnt Frost provides a more recent example of escalation and crisis management 
in the space domain. In 2008, a U.S. Navy-guided missile cruiser fired a missile and destroyed 
a defunct U.S. spy satellite in low earth orbit (LEO) in an operation code-named Burnt Frost. 
The satellite and toxic fuel onboard posed a unique hazard because the spacecraft was on 
track to reenter earth’s atmosphere.45 The event prompted Russian and Chinese accusations 
that the United States was actually developing and demonstrating ASAT capability. U.S. offi-
cials vehemently denied this accusation and provided detailed information before and after 
the event. In the years that followed, Russian and Chinese ASAT testing ramped up as both 
countries expanded their development and fielding of counterspace weapons.

Between 1985 and 2007, no tests in space of ASAT capabilities were carried out by any 
country. That changed in 2007, when China shot down a nonworking meteorological satellite 
named Fengyun-1C (FY-1C) using a ground-launched missile believed to be a modified ver-
sion of the DF-21 ballistic missile, labeled SC-19 by the United States.46 This event created 
thousands of pieces of space debris that threatened space assets and human spaceflight. After 
this event, many in the international community criticized China’s strike as reckless behavior.

The following year, in 2008, the United States determined that a U.S. spy satellite 
(USA-193) that had been unresponsive since its launch posed a unique risk. The satellite was 
on a trajectory to reenter the atmosphere at an unknown location and time, and the plunge of 
a bus-sized satellite posed a risk of substantial damage or injury if the spacecraft, with a full 
hydrazine fuel tank that could expose animal and plant life to toxic gases, were allowed to 
fall unimpeded back to earth.47 U.S. officials decided that the best course of action would be 
to destroy the satellite using a modified version of the Navy’s Aegis ballistic missile defense 

45	 Dwayne A. Day, “Burning Frost, the View from the Ground: Shooting Down a Spy Satellite in 2008,” 
Space Review, June 21, 2021.
46	 Zachary Keck, “China Conducted Anti-Satellite Missile Test,” The Diplomat, July 29, 2014b.
47	 “Endangered Birds,” The Economist, December 11, 2010, updated October 25, 2018.
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(BMD) system. The United States initiated a proactive media campaign that announced the 
goals and anticipated actions for Operation Burnt Frost.

After the Navy successfully destroyed the satellite using upgraded Standard Missile 3 
(SM-3) BMD interceptors launched from surface ships, Russian and Chinese officials were 
quick and consistent in criticizing the operation, which they publicly decried as an obvious 
response to China’s 2007 ASAT test.48 They also criticized Washington for not providing 
other countries with more detailed information about the mission. In the years following 
Operation Burnt Frost, Russia and China continued to develop a variety of ASAT capabilities 
and tested them several times.49 After Operation Burnt Frost, Russian military sources pub-
lished justifications for Russia’s development of ASAT weapons. The argument proposed that 
if agreements to prevent an arms race in space could not be reached, Russia maintained the 
right to develop a variety of ASAT capabilities to defend its national security interests. With-
out an international agreement, Russia, along with other countries, would continue to move 
toward technological capabilities that could be used as ASAT weapons.50

In publicly announcing Burnt Frost beforehand, the U.S. government attempted to allay 
fears about the satellite interception and reassure the public that the mission was needed to 
ensure public safety and that the space debris would burn up on reentry soon after the strike 
mission was conducted.51 However, because of their own assumptions and counterspace pro-
grams, China and Russia assigned other motives completely to the Burnt Frost event. While 
both countries did find the capability threatening, they also believed that the United States 
conducted the operation as retaliation for China’s 2007 direct-ascent antisatellite (DA-ASAT) 
weapon test or that the United States was seeking to dominate space and demonstrating a spe-
cific capability to its adversaries. We also cannot rule out that China and Russia used Burnt 
Frost as a justification for their own counterspace programs, which were already ongoing, 
according to public testimony by senior U.S. officials.52 Burnt Frost was a harbinger of future 
competition with Russia and China, particularly with respect to the deliberate misinterpreta-
tion of U.S. intentions and disingenuous messaging from adversaries.

48	 John A. Tirpak, “Pentagon Doesn’t Plan to Shoot Down Spent Chinese Booster,” Air & Space Forces 
Magazine, May 6, 2021.
49	 Zachary Keck, “China Secretly Tested an Anti-Satellite Missile,” The Diplomat, March 19, 2014a; Gabriel 
Dominguez, “US Intelligence Chief Concerned over Russian, Chinese Pursuit of Anti-Satellite Weapons,” 
Jane’s Defence Weekly, February 14, 2018.
50	 Theorist Andrei Kokoshin continued to reference the Russian and Chinese draft convention to prevent 
the further militarization of space. He claimed that the United States had the most to lose from greater 
ASAT proliferation and development given U.S. military and economic dependencies on space assets 
(Victor Ruchkin [Виктор Ручкин], “For Space Without Weapons” [“За Космос Без Оружия”], Red Star 
[Красная Звезда], No. 43, March 2009).
51	 Brian Weeden, Through a Glass, Darkly: Chinese, American, and Russian Anti-Satellite Testing in Space, 
Secure World Foundation, March 17, 2014.
52	 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Annual Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence 
Community, February 2022.
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This case offers several lessons on escalation dynamics. The first is that U.S. officials 
should expect the deliberate misinterpretation of U.S. intentions and disingenuous messag-
ing from adversaries, as well as actions that can harm efforts to mitigate escalatory risks. U.S. 
decisionmakers should also carefully consider the application of dual-use capabilities that 
can offer operational benefits but also create unintended escalatory pressures. Finally, the 
United States can mitigate escalation risks in crises by pursuing agreements that enhance ele-
ments of negotiated stability before escalation begins.

Conclusions

These historical case studies helped identify several variables that contribute to escalation and 
de-escalation during a crisis or conflict that will be incorporated into our escalation frame-
work. Our analysis identified the escalation factors discussed in the following paragraphs.

During the Suez Crisis, factors that contributed to escalation included the presence of 
third parties (in this case, allies) whose actions exacerbated tensions between the two super-
powers (the United States and the Soviet Union). A second factor was how the superpowers 
used nuclear threats and posturing for the first time and set new norms of escalation behavior 
that would repeat throughout the Cold War, thus signaling to each other less room for com-
promise and willingness to expand the risk of future conflicts. Factors that contributed to 
de-escalation included the absence of vital interests to engage the United States or the Soviet 
Union because it took place in the Middle East and was at its root a dispute over a critical 
infrastructure project. Furthermore, neither the United States nor the Soviet Union wanted 
to use force in this dispute.

During the Cuban Missile Crisis, factors that contributed to escalation included the cre-
ation of significant political and military risks by and for both actors and an increased nuclear 
threat to U.S. territory—a vital national interest—that gave the appearance of bolstering 
Soviet first strike capabilities in a region immediately adjacent to the United States. In so 
doing, the Soviet Union would destabilize the nuclear balance from the perspective of the 
United States. Factors that contributed to de-escalation included very limited involvement 
from third parties and an off-ramp diplomatic solution that would achieve other Soviet goals 
(U.S. promises not to overthrow the Cuban government) short of conflict.

In the Vietnam War, factors that contributed to escalation included multiple actors with 
competing agendas—North and South Vietnam, China, the Soviet Union, and the United 
States. The political stakes and national interests of major players in the war extended well 
beyond Vietnam to domestic concerns in China, global jockeying for leadership of the 
communist movement (the Soviet Union versus China), and clashes between ideologies (the 
spread of communism versus containment). Factors that contributed to de-escalation included 
the lack of nuclear weapons in the conflict or the possibility of their basing in Vietnam, a 
strong desire by the Soviet Union not to enter into another standoff with the United States, 
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and China and the United States’ desire not to engage in open conflict. Redlines were clearly 
communicated and understood by both parties.

In the Yom Kippur War, factors that contributed to escalation included the superpowers 
trying to constrain their allies and proxies, and not always successfully. The Soviets sent a 
threatening letter to Washington about military intervention—and were surprised when 
Washington did not recognize the message for the bluff that it was. This misperception could 
have easily led to an escalatory spiral. The Soviets also believed that the United State’s response 
to their letter (moving to DEFCON 3) was disproportional. Factors that contributed to de-
escalation included a lack of desire to escalate on the part of the United States and the Soviet 
Union, even though there were clear instances when each perceived the other as escalating the 
conflict. Furthermore, the intensity of the rivalry between the two superpowers was somewhat 
lowered because of détente and thus decreased the proclivities of both to escalate.

During the Soviet-Afghan War, factors that contributed to escalation were the Soviet 
Union’s surprise that the United States would become involved, given that it was coping with 
the overthrow of the Iranian Shah and the Iran hostage crisis. Toward the end of the war, the 
United States crossed a threshold that it perceived might elicit an escalatory response from 
the Soviet Union—the provision of Stingers to the mujahideen via ISI. Such lethal aid was 
responsible for Russian soldiers’ deaths—a serious escalation concern. Factors that contrib-
uted to de-escalation included Soviet efforts to keep the conflict at a low-intensity level by cap-
ping soldiers at 120,000 and prohibiting cross-border raids into Pakistan, thereby attempt-
ing to lower the stakes for themselves and their neighbors. Premier Mikhail Gorbachev also 
attempted to de-escalate the conflict through direct communication, writing to Reagan to 
claim that he did not intend to stay in Afghanistan and would support a political solution. But 
this call seems to have done little to change U.S. perceptions.53

For Operation Burnt Frost, factors that contributed to escalation included the sensitive 
and shared nature of kinetic events in LEO that had the potential to affect the critical space 
architecture of several countries. Furthermore, China and Russia, feeling vulnerable with 
respect to U.S. capabilities in 2008, viewed the successful destruction of the satellite as proof 
the SM-3 missiles could attack targets at that altitude and, while not articulated, could reflect 
their sensitivities about BMD interception of nuclear weapons. Other factors that contributed 
to escalation were China and Russia’s domestic interests in developing counterspace pro-
grams, which created a powerful incentive to falsely accuse the United States of risky space 
behavior to justify those programs. China and Russia continue to conduct their own ASAT 
tests in secrecy. Factors that contributed to de-escalation included an information campaign 
by the U.S. government to share details about the Burnt Frost event and its purpose.

53	 Mikhail Gorbachev, Memoirs, Doubleday, 1996, p. 406.



37

CHAPTER 4

Trends and Technologies That Are Changing 
the Context for Escalation

As tensions with such strategic competitors as the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and 
Russia grow in the economic, military, and diplomatic domains, an understanding of emerg-
ing trends that could influence escalatory dynamics is necessary for great-power competi-
tion in a 21st century context. While the broader U.S.-China relationship has continued to 
worsen in recent years, several government officials and observers in the Indo-Pacific and the 
United States have expressed growing concerns about a potential military crisis over Taiwan.1 
Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine and the pattern of war crimes that Russia has inflicted on 
the Ukrainian population present a significant threat to global norms and stability. Improve-
ments in the China-Russia relationship in recent years presents a challenge to the prevailing 
rules-based international order.2

In the context of strained U.S.-China and U.S.-Russia ties, scholars and analysts are 
studying different types of crises and escalation dynamics that the United States could find 
itself involved in during strategic competition and crisis. Scholars have also studied adversary 
views of crisis management and escalation, and some publications thoroughly analyzed his-
torical U.S.-China crises to identify patterns.3 Furthermore, some researchers have assessed 
the utility of crisis management mechanisms and their applicability for a future military 
crisis in the context of worsening bilateral ties with China.4

1	 Demetri Sevastopulo, “China Warns of Risk of Military Conflict with US over Taiwan,” Financial Times, 
January 28, 2022; Bonnie S. Glaser and Zack Cooper, “Nancy Pelosi’s Trip to Taiwan Is Too Dangerous,” 
New York Times, July 28, 2022.
2	 Edward Wong, “U.S. Officials Repeatedly Urged China to Help Avert War in Ukraine,” New York Times, 
February 25, 2022; Andrea Kendall-Taylor and David O. Shullman, “Best and Bosom Friends: Why China-
Russia Ties Will Deepen After Russia’s War on Ukraine,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, 
June 22, 2022.
3	 Michael D. Swaine and Zhang Tuosheng, eds., and Danielle F. S. Cohen, Managing Sino-American 
Crises: Case Studies and Analysis, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2006; Morgan et al., 2008; 
Wu Xinbo, Managing Crisis and Sustaining Peace Between China and the United States, United States 
Institute of Peace, April 2008.
4	 Jacob Stokes and Zack Cooper, “Thinking Strategically About Sino-American Crisis Management 
Mechanisms,” War on the Rocks, September 30, 2020; Lyle J. Morris and Kyle Marcrum, “Another ‘Hotline’ 
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Developments in U.S., Chinese, and Russian military and technological capabilities are 
adding new diversity and complexity to escalation dynamics. Advances in such areas as 
cyberspace, artificial intelligence (AI), and nuclear weapon capabilities could alter crisis 
dynamics and contribute to deliberate or inadvertent escalation that could raise the risk of 
a military conflict. Provocative actions taken in the midst of a crisis, especially those that 
might be viewed as opportunistic, can also lead to escalation. With these emerging—and 
in some cases issue-specific—dangers, the question remains as to how such developments 
could influence crisis decisionmaking and escalation in a future U.S. military crisis with 
either China or Russia.

In this chapter, we seek to examine these emerging or shifting trends and technologies 
that could shape escalation risks in ways that differ from earlier periods. The factors identi-
fied can inform the construction of a framework for assessing the escalatory risk of specific 
policies in a U.S.-China or U.S.-Russia context. The factors that we discuss in this chapter 
include cyberspace capabilities, developments in the information domain, nuclear weapons, 
AI, space capabilities, and opportunistic foreign policy behavior. This chapter concludes with 
guiding principles to govern escalation derived from this research.

Emerging Technologies That May Increase Escalation Risks

Published analyses of escalatory dynamics and challenges in U.S.-China and U.S.-Russia 
security relationships note several emerging factors that could change escalation dynamics. 
To identify these factors, we reviewed previous research on drivers of escalatory behavior in 
past crises, current areas of tension in the United States’ security ties with both China and 
Russia, and relationships between emerging technologies and inadvertent escalation. This 
section describes these factors in detail: We assess how technological developments in cyber-
security, information campaigns, nuclear forces, AI, and outer space could influence current 
bilateral tensions and escalatory dynamics with countries such as China and Russia.

Tensions in Cyberspace as an Escalatory Risk
Tensions in cyberspace between the United States, China, and Russia are increasing. As China 
aims to become a cyber superpower, it continues to launch state-sponsored cyberattacks 
against the U.S. government and private U.S. companies, such as Microsoft, all while arguing 
that China is a “staunch defender” of cybersecurity and “one of the victims of cyber attacks.”5 
Russia has launched cyberattacks against U.S. government agencies, and these attacks remain 

with China Isn’t the Answer,” PacNet 41, Pacific Forum, July 27, 2022.
5	 Emily Feng, “The White House Blamed China for Hacking Microsoft. China Is Pointing Fingers 
Back,” NPR, July 20, 2021; Wenbin Wang, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Wang Wenbin’s Regular Press 
Conference on July 31, 2020,” transcript, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 
July 31, 2020.
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a significant threat to potential targets, such as U.S. infrastructure and the private sector, in 
the aftermath of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.6 These growing tensions and developments 
require consideration of whether and how cyber issues could be changing the nature of esca-
lation in a future U.S.-China or U.S.-Russia crisis.

In the literature on escalation in the cyber domain, some scholars and analysts have 
suggested that cyberattacks might influence escalatory dynamics because of difficulties 
making attributions to cyber actors. This especially could be the case as countries such as 
China use advanced cyber capabilities that make it more difficult for other countries to attri-
bute and detect incoming attacks.7 The difficulty of immediately assessing and understand-
ing the effect of an initial cyberattack could also contribute to growing tensions and escala-
tion.8 Research also suggests that while the United States, China, and Russia have all made 
significant developments in their cyber capabilities in recent years, the growing use of cyber 
capabilities by state and nonstate actors also presents ambiguities and challenges in cyber 
operations that could contribute to conflict escalation.9

Another common theme from the literature is that cyberattacks conducted by the United 
States, Russia, or China could heighten the possibility of miscalculation or misunderstand-
ing through inadvertent escalation. For example, some researchers have considered whether 
states could use their offensive cyber capabilities to attack targets like the NC3 systems of an 
adversary.10 Analysis of cyber conflict in the context of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine suggests 
that escalation could occur if an offensive cyberattack inadvertently hits a country’s critical 
infrastructure.11 Human error in cyberattacks and technical mistakes also have the potential 
to contribute to escalation in the cyber domain.12

6	 David E. Sanger, “Russian Hackers Broke Into Federal Agencies, U.S. Officials Suspect,” New York Times, 
December 13, 2020, updated May 10, 2021; James Rundle, “Russian Cyber Threats Remain High, U.S. 
Officials Say,” Wall Street Journal, June 7, 2022; Jason Healey, “Preventing Cyber Escalation in Ukraine and 
After,” War on the Rocks, March 9, 2022.
7	 Kelli Vanderlee, “China’s Capabilities for State-Sponsored Cyber Espionage,” testimony before the U.S.-
China Economic and Security Review Commission, Panel II: China’s Goals and Capabilities for Cyber 
Espionage, February 17, 2022.
8	 Herbert Lin, “Escalation Dynamics and Conflict Termination in Cyberspace,” Strategic Studies Quarterly, 
Vol. 6, No. 3, Fall 2012, p. 58.
9	 Lin, 2012, p. 61.
10	 Ariel E. Levite, Lyu Jinghua, George Perkovich, Lu Chuanying, Xu Manshu, Li Bin, and Yang Fan, China-
U.S. Cyber-Nuclear C3 Stability, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, April 2021; James M. Acton, 
“Cyber Warfare & Inadvertent Escalation,” Dædalus, Vol. 149, No. 2, Spring 2020a; Kurt M. Campbell 
and Ali Wyne, “The Growing Risk of Inadvertent Escalation Between Washington and Beijing,” Lawfare 
Institute, August 16, 2020.
11	 Jacquelyn Schneider, “The Biggest Cyber Risk in Ukraine?” Foreign Affairs, March 7, 2022.
12	 Andrew A. Szarejko and John Arquilla, “Accidents and Escalation in a Cyber Age,” War on the Rocks, 
December 22, 2021.
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Research has also indicated that cyber capabilities could serve as off-ramps that countries 
could take advantage of to de-escalate tensions in the midst of a crisis, depending on how 
they are used. For example, research published by the Atlantic Council indicates that “[c]yber 
operations appear less as instruments of escalation and more as signaling mechanisms that 
provide crisis offramps and help states shape adversary behavior short of armed conflict.”13

In these ways, increasing reliance on information attacks and disruption can complicate 
the challenge of escalation management. Most importantly, if cyberattacks appear to threaten 
one or both sides’ capacity to observe events, communicate effectively, command their forces, 
or protect the security of critical infrastructure, they can create substantial incentives to act 
urgently. Great powers in crisis or war have not faced the prospect of large-scale disruption 
of these functions, and the effect on crisis stability and escalatory risks could be profound.

Escalatory Risks in the Information Domain
The growing use of information and information operations (IOs) in peacetime and military 
conflict could also influence escalatory dynamics in new ways. In recent years, China and 
Russia have launched elaborate campaigns against rival countries to spread disinformation 
that aims to threaten U.S. credibility and further each country’s own national security objec-
tives. Modern technology allows the rapid or viral spread of disinformation in ways that are 
different from those used in the past. IOs and disinformation, using modern tools, enable 
governments of such countries as China and Russia to attempt to alter informational nar-
ratives in ways that better align with their national security interests but also spread false 
information that encourages consumers to question the United States’ legitimacy and com-
mitment in the event of a future military crisis. These kinds of operations in the information 
domain have become especially common since the beginning of the coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) pandemic in 2020, as the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and Russian govern-
ment use social media to spread false information about the origins of the virus and the U.S. 
government’s response to the pandemic.14 According to previous RAND analysis, China is 
likely to use IOs prior to and during a future military conflict with the United States.15

Research suggests that IOs could lead to escalation if policymakers and the public are 
heavily reliant on social media to gather information in the time before or during a mili-
tary crisis. James Johnson has argued that “during, in anticipation of, or to incite a crisis 
or conflict, an actor could employ subconventional information warfare campaigns to sow 

13	 Benjamin Jensen and Brandon Valeriano, What Do We Know About Cyber Escalation? Observations from 
Simulations and Surveys, Atlantic Council, November 2019, p. 7. See also Healey, 2022.
14	 China Power Team, “Is China Succeeding at Shaping Global Narratives About Covid-19?” China Power, 
March 17, 2022; Miriam Matthews, Katya Migacheva, and Ryan Andrew Brown, Superspreaders of Malign 
and Subversive Information on COVID-19: Russian and Chinese Efforts Targeting the United States, RAND 
Corporation, RR-A112-11, 2021.
15	 See Scott W. Harold, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, and Jeffrey W. Hornung, Chinese Disinformation 
Efforts on Social Media, RAND Corporation, RR-4373/3-AF, 2021.
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division, erode public confidence, and delay an effective official response.”16 Such operations 
could also lead to confusion and disagreements between decisionmakers, directly affecting 
decisionmaking and crisis management efforts.17

Disinformation campaigns that target U.S. allies could also increase escalation risks and 
complicate allied responses to aggression from an adversary. In these cases, such disinforma-
tion operations could have a significant effect on U.S. planning and crisis management for 
a future military crisis, particularly if allies and partners in key regions were to have diver-
gent perceptions of the situation. For example, influence operations launched by adversaries 
might negatively affect allied collective action or potentially affect U.S. basing or access.18 
These operations could also have consequences on U.S. military operations abroad. RAND 
research on China and disinformation operations has suggested that social media manipula-
tion could affect nations hosting U.S. service members, potentially negatively affecting views 
of U.S. operations in the country.19

In these and other ways, increasingly sophisticated IOs can change the context for 
escalation-related decisions. They can create added urgency if one or both sides believe that 
the public or international foundation for their policy is being eroded and that they need 
to act quickly. IOs can potentially backfire and exacerbate nationalist sentiment, thereby 
provoking more extreme reactions. Especially if generated by a third party, IOs can spread 
false reports that spur escalatory dynamics. In these and other ways, more effective IOs can 
destabilize the context of public opinion during a crisis in ways that feed escalatory spirals.

Artificial Intelligence and Escalation Risk
An additional factor that has been suggested by the literature on future capabilities and 
escalation is the relationship between AI and escalatory dynamics. CCP and Russian officials 
have stated that a goal of their respective countries is to be a world leader in AI by 2030 or 
beyond, and both countries have devoted resources to strengthening AI capabilities.20 The 

16	 James Johnson, “Escalation to Nuclear War in the Digital Age: Risk of Inadvertent Escalation in the 
Emerging Information Ecosystem,” Modern War Institute, October 13, 2021.
17	 Rebecca Hersman, Eric Brewer, Lindsey Sheppard, and Maxwell Simon, Influence and Escalation: 
Implications of Russian and Chinese Influence Operations for Crisis Management, Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, November 2021, p. 22; Johnson, 2021.
18	 Hersman et al., 2021, pp. 4, 20, 22.
19	 Harold, Beauchamp-Mustafaga, and Hornung, 2021, p. 129.
20	 Paul Mozur, “Beijing Wants A.I. to Be Made in China by 2030,” New York Times, July 20, 2017; 
Margarita Konaev and Tate Nurkin, Eye to Eye in AI: Developing Artificial Intelligence for National Security 
and Defense, Atlantic Council, May 2022; Elsa B. Kania, “AI Weapons” in China’s Military Innovation, 
Brookings Institution, April 2020; Alina Polyakova, Weapons of the Weak: Russia and AI-Driven Asymmetric 
Warfare, Brookings Institution, November 15, 2018.
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relationship between AI and escalation suggests that this factor could have the potential to 
shape escalation risks in ways that are different from those seen in earlier periods.21

The literature on AI and escalation suggests that the technological limitations in weapon 
systems that are enhanced by AI could increase escalation risks during a military cri-
sis.22 Machines that are enhanced by AI might not fully understand rivals’ efforts to de-
escalate a conflict in ways that humans can.23 AI could also strengthen a country’s cyber and 
disinformation abilities in ways that worsen escalatory dynamics in a military conflict. For 
example, James Johnson and Eleanor Krabill have argued that such cyber capabilities that 
target nuclear systems “would be almost impossible to detect and authenticate, let alone attri-
bute, within the short timeframe for initiating a nuclear strike.”24

The speed of rapid technological developments in AI capabilities could also increase the 
possibility of escalation in a U.S.-China or U.S.-Russia context. Research has highlighted how 
countries might feel pressured to be the first to deploy specific AI systems.25 For example, 
Michael C. Horowitz and Lauren Khan note that “there is fear that competitive pressures to 
be first in deploying AI systems could overshadow safety and ethics efforts, incentivizing 
militaries to take ‘short cuts’ that could increase the risk of lethal accidents, unintentional 
conflict . . . and inadvertent escalation.”26 The literature also suggests that weapons enhanced 
by AI can shorten the decisionmaking time frame and compel leaders to make policy deci-
sions that could be seen as escalatory. RAND research on AI and deterrence suggests that 
a desire to use AI-enhanced weapons systems early increases the potential for first-strike 
instability in a protracted military conflict.27 Some AI enhancements to weapon systems, 
such as intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), might make those systems more effective 
at targeting complex or hidden targets or help them better evade missile defenses, according 
to some Russian strategists.28

21	 For an overview of Chinese perspectives on AI in a military context, see Ryan Fedasiuk, Chinese 
Perspectives on AI and Future Military Capabilities, Center for Security and Emerging Technology, 
August 2020, pp. 2, 17.
22	 Herbert Lin, “Escalation Risks in an Artificial Intelligence-Infused World,” in Nicholas D. Wright, ed., 
Artificial Intelligence, China, Russia, and the Global Order, Air University Press, 2019, p. 148.
23	 Yuna Huh Wong, John Yurchak, Robert W. Button, Aaron B. Frank, Burgess Laird, Osonde A. Osoba, 
Randall Steeb, Benjamin N. Harris, and Sebastian Joon Bae, Deterrence in the Age of Thinking Machines, 
RAND Corporation, RR-2797-RC, 2020, p. xiii.
24	 James Johnson and Eleanor Krabill, “AI, Cyberspace, and Nuclear Weapons,” War on the Rocks, 
January 31, 2020.
25	 Michael C. Horowitz and Lauren Kahn, “Leading in Artificial Intelligence Through Confidence Building 
Measures,” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 44, No. 4, 2021.
26	 Horowitz and Kahn, 2021, p. 93.
27	 Wong et al., 2020, p. xii.
28	 Dara Massicot, Lengthening the Bridge: The Role of Current Weapons and Emerging Technologies in 
Expanding the Pre-Nuclear Phase of Conflict, Russian Studies Series 4/21, NATO Defense College, July 29, 
2021.
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Escalatory Dynamics from Advancements in Space 
Capabilities

Developments in space technology as a domain for great-power competition could increase 
the potential for miscalculation and accidents in space. This factor has the potential to 
reshape escalatory risk in a 21st century context as countries such as China allocate signifi-
cant resources toward enhancing their space capabilities for commercial and military uses. 
China’s military reforms, significant investments in space programs through military-civil 
fusion initiatives, and growing interest in space as a “new domain for contemporary military 
conflicts” demonstrate the CCP’s growing commitment to protect its security interests in 
outer space.29

Notable improvements in adversary counterspace capabilities, such as ASAT capabilities, 
demonstrate the greater role that space could play in a future conflict as U.S. ties with such 
competitors as China and Russia worsen. For example, the U.S. Department of Defense’s 2021 
report Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China specifi-
cally notes that the establishment of the Strategic Support Force “may also improve the PLA’s 
[People’s Liberation Army’s] ability to manage and provide space-based reconnaissance to 
the CMC [Central Military Commission] and Eastern Theater Command, improving the 
PLA command staffs’ situational awareness of Taiwan’s military units and facilities.”30 Russia 
also maintains a robust arsenal of terrestrial and space-based counterspace capabilities.31

The high dependence on space-based communication and sensing assets creates a highly 
escalatory dilemma for future combatants. To leave such systems intact would be akin to 
granting the enemy a sanctuary for command, control, and reconnaissance, but to attack 
them would deprive the enemy of systems that are essential to nuclear warning and national 
survival. U.S. scholar Frank Rose has written that “were China or another potential adversary 
to use an anti-satellite weapon against a US satellite that was part of its NC3 system, it could 
escalate a conventional conflict in a direction that neither side anticipates nor desires.”32 Any 
such interference could be viewed as the prelude to a preemptive strike. As Chapters 5 and 6 
note in greater detail, China and Russia hold similar views about protecting their own space-
based NC3 architecture.

29	 Tianliang Xiao, ed., In Their Own Words: Science of Military Strategy 2020, China Aerospace Studies 
Institute, January 2022, p. 142; Mark Stokes, Gabriel Alvarado, Emily Weinstein, and Ian Easton, China’s 
Space and Counterspace Capabilities and Activities, U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 
March 30, 2020.
30	 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 
China: 2021, U.S. Department of Defense, 2021, p. 118.
31	 Defense Intelligence Agency, Russia Military Power: Building a Military to Support Great Power 
Aspirations, 2017.
32	 Frank A. Rose, “US Perspective,” in Patricia M. Kim, ed., Enhancing U.S.-China Strategic Stability in an 
Era of Strategic Competition: U.S. and Chinese Perspectives, United States Institute of Peace, Peaceworks, 
No. 172, April 2021, p. 34.
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The proliferation of different types of systems in the space domain could also increase 
the likelihood of inadvertent escalation in a U.S.-China or U.S.-Russia context. For example, 
a report from the Center for Strategic and International Studies suggests that the dual-use 
nature of many space systems increases the potential for inadvertent escalation. The report 
also emphasizes that “disaggregating attacks on military and non-military systems may be 
difficult or impossible for many actors in the second space age.”33

The Influence of Opportunistic Behavior on Escalatory Dynamics
A final trend that is shifting the context for escalatory risks is the growing tendency of 
revisionist powers to pursue opportunistic and potentially escalatory foreign policy actions. 
Previous RAND research has suggested that in earlier conflicts, countries’ perceptions of 
having a strategic opportunity to “attack, escalate, or take some other action” has influenced 
decisionmaking over whether to escalate a conflict.34 In a contemporary security context, 
such considerations have become increasingly common in China and Russia, where there are 
perceptions that U.S. influence in the international system is declining.

Research in recent years has also studied whether perceptions of a power transition in 
the U.S.-led international system could also be contributing to opportunistic foreign policy 
actions from such competitors as China and Russia. Such considerations are especially 
important as more Chinese sources study the potential decline of the United States’ hege-
mony and leadership in the international system, particularly after the period of the early 
2000s.35 Although the COVID-19 pandemic is unlikely to be one of the primary drivers 
behind China’s assertive foreign policy behavior, Chinese scholars and officials have increas-
ingly argued that the pandemic has accelerated great changes unseen in a century (百年未有

之大变局)—a phrase that suggests perceptions of a potential strategic shift between China 
and great powers like the United States in the international system by Chinese sources.36 
Meanwhile, Russia under President Vladimir Putin has become increasingly risk tolerant and 
willing to engage in opportunistic provocations as part of an effort to challenge U.S. power. 
Russia’s invasions of Ukraine in 2014 and 2022 and interference in the 2016 U.S. presidential 
election have demonstrated Russia’s determination to take advantage of what it perceives as 
weaknesses in the U.S.-led international order. These actions have taken place alongside Rus-

33	 Todd Harrison, Zack Cooper, Kaitlyn Johnson, and Thomas G. Roberts, Escalation and Deterrence in the 
Second Space Age, Center for Strategic and International Studies, October 2017, p. 30.
34	 Morgan et al., 2008, p. 40.
35	 Rush Doshi, “Beijing Believes Trump Is Accelerating American Decline,” Foreign Policy, October 12, 
2020.
36	 For more on the phrase “great changes unseen in a century,” see Rush Doshi, The Long Game: Chi-
na’s Grand Strategy to Displace American Order, Oxford University Press, 2021; and Michael D. Swaine, 
“Chinese Views of U.S. Decline,” China Leadership Monitor, No. 69, Fall 2021.
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sian leadership statements characterizing the United States as a declining hegemon.37 Such 
perceptions of U.S. weakness and a changing balance of power in the international system 
have emboldened the Russian leadership to pursue assertive policies that directly challenge 
U.S. leadership.

This opportunistic behavior or assessment that U.S. power is declining is paired with 
another perception on the part of revisionist states that has intensified in recent decades—
the fear that the United States is seeking to overthrow their regimes. In the wake of the Iraq 
War, the Arab Spring, and the color revolutions throughout Eastern Europe, senior officials 
and analysts in China and Russia have come to see a long-term plan at work—one directed 
at regime change against certain types of government. This perception tends to imbue rival-
ries with a level of existential stakes that magnify the implications of individual clashes to a 
degree that is out of proportion. This sense of threat to regime survival on the part of one 
party to a dispute can impel highly escalatory actions.

Conclusions and Guiding Principles for the United States

This analysis defined several classic or emerging factors that have the potential to affect 
escalatory dynamics in a 21st century context. These emerging factors must be considered 
when building a modern escalation framework. Advances in cyber, disinformation, nuclear 
weapon, and AI capabilities are more likely to be used in a military conflict in the future and 
have the potential to significantly influence the nature of escalation in ways that are different 
from those seen in earlier periods. Adversaries’ perceptions of waning U.S. power and influ-
ence could also influence leaders’ decisionmaking when deciding whether to initiate foreign 
policy actions that could be viewed as escalatory. A summary of these escalation factors can 
be found in Table 4.1.

37	 Georgi Kantchev and Thomas Grove, “Russia’s Putin Challenges U.S. Leadership, Asserts Military 
Might,” Wall Street Journal, June 30, 2021.
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TABLE 4.1

Emerging Factors Likely to Affect Conflict Escalation Dynamics

Category Escalation Considerations

Cyber capabilities •	 Difficult to immediately assess damage and attribute actors after an 
attack

•	 Inadvertent attacks on nuclear systems

Information domain •	 Significant influence over high-level decisionmaking and public 
opinion

•	 Challenges in coordinating allied responses

Emerging nuclear weapons 
or capability

•	 Lack of clarity on the rival’s intentions to use weapons

AI •	 Malfunctions lead to unintended outcomes
•	 Could speed up and compress decisionmaking during a crisis or 

conflict
•	 Difficult to communicate and understand the rival’s intentions

Space capabilities •	 Dual-use space systems complicate targeting
•	 Space is a warfighting domain but also houses critical and highly 

escalatory national systems

Opportunistic behavior •	 Growing perceptions of U.S. decline causing increasingly coercive 
behavior by adversaries

•	 Fear of a U.S.-led regime change operation could exacerbate 
incidents and raise escalation
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CHAPTER 5

Chinese and Russian Views of Escalation

This chapter discusses Chinese and Russian theories of escalation management and applies 
these theories to how China and Russia might theoretically perceive different types of posture 
modifications in the Indo-Pacific, space, or cyberspace.

Chinese Thinking on Escalation

As China’s comprehensive national power grows, one of the pressing challenges facing the 
United States and the international community is whether the PRC can be incorporated into 
the existing international system while minimizing the potential for conflict.1 Should an inad-
vertant or deliberate crisis occur, a more materially consequential question is how China and 
its leaders might control and manage a crisis so that it does not spiral out of control.

The potential for a clash with China is arguably increasing. China is locked in territorial 
disputes with its neighbors and has repeatedly clashed with key U.S. allies and partners. 
Japan, Australia, and other countries are remilitarizing or building up military capabilities 
to counter China.2 Cross-strait tensions have increased, and the PLA has resorted to increas-
ingly coercive behavior near Taiwan.3 In South Asia, nuclear-armed India has an unsettled 
border dispute with China, and the two countries recently initiated a bloody and protracted 
clash along their border.4 Not only do tensions exist between China and its neighbors, but 

1	 Kurt M. Campbell and Jake Sullivan, “Competition Without Catastrophe: How America Can Both 
Challenge and Coexist with China,” Foreign Affairs, September/October 2019. See also Avery Goldstein, 
“First Things First: The Pressing Danger of Crisis Instability in U.S.-China Relations,” International 
Security, Vol. 37, No. 4, Spring 2013.
2	 “Aukus: UK, US and Australia Launch Pact to Counter China,” BBC, September 16, 2021.
3	 Oriana Skylar Mastro, “The Taiwan Temptation: Why Beijing Might Resort to Force,” Foreign Affairs, 
July/August 2021.
4	 Ethirajan Anbarasan, “China-India Clashes: No Change a Year After Ladakh Stand-Off,” BBC, June 1, 
2021. See also Chidanand Rajghatta, “Nuclear Weapons: India Keeps Pace with Pakistan, but Focuses on 
China,” Times of India, June 4, 2013.
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also as some U.S. scholars note, some U.S. military operational concepts to counter Chinese 
aggression and defend U.S. allies and partners could worsen dangerous situations.5

The historical record does not provide an abundance of material for Western analysts to 
draw from regarding the PRC’s views of escalation. For one, the PRC has had limited war-
fighting experience in recent decades—China’s war with Vietnam in early 1979 was the last 
time it used military force abroad. China has only experienced one nuclear crisis—the 1969 
Sino-Soviet border conflict. China’s lack of military experience, and particularly its inexperi-
ence dealing with military crises, increases the danger of escalation should the United States 
find itself in a military confrontation with China. China might be less capable of managing 
military escalation than it believes, and the United States, having no recent examples from 
which to assess Chinese combat performance, could have an insufficient understanding of 
what China might do in practice versus what China preaches in its military texts.

To compensate for its lack of military experience, China has paid significant attention 
to the military experiences of other countries. Chinese strategic thinking has traditionally 
placed great weight on learning from history and “using history as a mirror” (以史为鉴).6 
Chinese literature on “war control” and other key authoritative documents on military strat-
egy, such as The Science of Military Strategy, suggest that Chinese experts think of military 
issues from a systematic and “scientific” perspective.7 Chinese strategists ultimately believe 
that the PRC can exert sufficient control over military escalation and craft a sound military 
strategy if all the various factors and dynamics can be adequately accounted for. This is a 
fairly large assumption. Chinese analysts pay close attention to historical crises and conflicts 
to draw out key factors and lessons learned, as well as to create their own theory for escalation 
control and dominance that implies a high degree of confidence in the PRC’s ability to con-
trol escalation during times of crisis.8

Drawing from authoritative Chinese sources, PLA strategists, and Western scholarship, in 
this chapter we seek to assess PRC thinking on military escalation and war control, including 
specific categories of U.S. actions that the PRC might view as especially escalatory in a con-

5	 For a discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of the United States’ current operational concepts rela-
tive to China, see Elbridge A. Colby, The Strategy of Denial: American Defense in an Age of Great Power 
Competition, Yale University Press, 2021; David C. Gompert and Terrence K. Kelly, “Escalation Cause: How 
the Pentagon’s New Strategy Could Trigger War with China,” Foreign Policy, August 2, 2013.
6	 See Jianping Yao and Lianying Gong [姚建平 龚连英], “Learning History as a Mirror: The Spiritual 
Magic Weapon of the CCP’s Governance” [“以史为鉴：中共执政的精神法宝”], People’s Forum [人民论坛], 
No. 11, 2011.
7	 PLA Academy of Military Science [军事科学院], The Science of Military Strategy [战略学], 3rd ed., 
Military Science Press, [军事科学 出版社], 2013, p. 114. See also Tianliang Xiao, On War Control, National 
Defense University, 2002.
8	 The cases included Kosovo, the Falkland Islands/Islas Malvinas, the Iran-Iraq War, the Gulf War, U.S. 
Pacific Command contingencies, U.S. counterinsurgency operations in Afghanistan, and Russian small 
wars and counterinsurgency operations. See Andrew Scobell, David Lai, and Roy Kamphausen, eds., 
Chinese Lessons from Other People’s Wars, Strategic Studies Institute, 2011.
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flict with the United States. We also investigate circumstances in which escalation could lead 
to an inadvertent escalation or escalation that spirals out of control with the United States.

Chinese Conceptual Thinking on Crisis and Escalation

Although written more than a decade ago, a 2008 RAND report provides one of the most 
authoritative Western analyses of PRC views of escalation management. That study, along 
with a 2017 study by RAND researcher Burgess Laird, an academic article by scholars Fiona 
Cunningham and M. Taylor Fravel, and an unpublished 2021 RAND study on managing the 
challenges of limited conflict under escalatory risks, provide the intellectual starting point 
for understanding the PRC’s perspectives on crisis management and escalation outlined in 
this chapter.9 Complementing these studies are a series of PLA doctrinal texts, most impor-
tantly the Academy of Military Science’s The Science of Military Strategy (hereafter abbrevi-
ated as SoMS), that offer authoritative PRC interpretations of how the PLA might approach 
escalation and conflict with potential adversaries.10

PLA strategists have developed a framework for conceptualizing and managing crisis 
called “effective control” (有效控制).11 Effective control is a flexible, graduated tool to guide 
political and military actions that the PRC can employ during times of tension and crisis. 
PRC strategists argue that the international system is increasingly defined by crises rather 
than war and that despite the inherent uncertainty and complexity of crisis and conflict, 
PRC decisionmakers can rely on the effective control logic to lead the PRC to satisfactory 
outcomes during crises.12

Effective control has four components:13 (1) effectively shape the situation (有效塑造态

势), (2) control crisis (管控危机), (3) curb war (遏制战争), and (4) win war (打赢战争) (see 
Figure 5.1). This concept has been present in authoritative PLA doctrinal writings and most 
importantly, was used by Xi Jinping in his 19th Party Congress Report in 2017—one of Xi’s 
most important speeches as General Secretary of the CCP.14

9	 Morgan et al., 2008; Burgess Laird, “War Control: Chinese Writings on the Control of Escalation in 
Crisis and Conflict,” Center for a New American Security, March 30, 2017.
10	 PLA Academy of Military Science, 2013, p. 114.
11	 “On Control and Management of Military Crises” [“论军事危机的管控”], China Military Science [中国
军事科学], July 2, 2013. The differing interpretations of the definition of crisis between U.S. and PRC schol-
ars can be seen in Michael D. Swaine, “Sino-American Crisis Management and the U.S.-Japan Alliance: 
Challenges and Implications,” in Michael D. Swaine and Zhang Tuosheng, eds., and Danielle F. S. Cohen, 
Managing Sino-American Crises: Case Studies and Analysis, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
2006, pp. 84–85.
12	 Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2021, p. 155.
13	 “On Control and Management of Military Crises” [论军事危机的管控], 2013.
14	 Xi, 2017, pp. 23–25. In the 2013 SoMS, the authors define effective control in this way: “This will need 
and require the armed forces to always conduct activities under the overall situation, place safeguarding 
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The concept of effective control can be broadly understood as the need to reduce the risks 
and damage caused by warfare, limit escalation, and terminate war on terms favorable to the 
PRC. Controlling a war situation requires that “war commanders seize the initiative in war; 
be able to control war aims, means, scale, rhythm, time, and scope; and strive to achieve, at 
a relatively low cost, a favorable war outcome.”15 Effective control involves war avoidance, 
fighting only when prepared, ensuring that military goals do not subsume political goals, 
and terminating a war to ensure the stability of the postwar situation.16 The concept focuses 
more on the overall context in which a war is fought, especially the prevention or contain-
ment of war and crisis management. It also suggests a highly scripted, scientific approach to 
escalation, in which the PRC is able to manipulate escalation dynamics throughout the stages 
of crisis and conflict. When paired with the military operational imperatives and doctrinal 
writings on winning wars under informatized conditions, effective control can be viewed as 
a useful framework for understanding how the PRC would approach escalation during the 
precrisis, crisis, war, and war termination stages of conflict.17

Effective Control: Effectively Shaping the Situation
The first component—to “effectively shape the situation”—seeks to actively manipulate the 
peacetime environment to prevent crises from escalating while maximizing PRC leverage 
over external conditions. For the PLA, this includes comprehensive planning ahead of time 
for a wide array of contingencies during peacetime and using military and nonmilitary tools 

national sovereignty and security first, resolutely maintain the country’s core security and core interests, 
strive to shape a peaceful and stable security environment, attach importance to crisis prevention, conflict 
resolution, and war containment, and when necessary, dare to stop a war with a war, control the war situa-
tion, and win the war” (PLA Academy of Military Science, 2013, p. 102).
15	 Fiona S. Cunningham and M. Taylor Fravel, “Dangerous Confidence?: Chinese Views on Nuclear 
Escalation,” International Security, Vol. 44, No. 2, Fall 2019, p. 82.
16	 Cunningham and Fravel, 2019.
17	 Cunningham and Fravel, 2019, p. 12.

FIGURE 5.1

Chinese Views of the Continuum of Escalation Management

SOURCE: Adapted from Xi Jinping, “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All 
Respects and Strive for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era,” speech delivered at 
the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, October 18, 2017, pp. 23–25.
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to establish advantageous strategic conditions that are conducive to internal and external sta-
bility.18 Tools of manipulation include information operations, strategic deterrence signaling, 
diplomatic messaging, public statements, and peacetime mobilization efforts to prepare for 
crisis scenarios.19 The concept of shi (势), or momentum, is a vital component of this phase 
of crisis. PRC strategists believe that creating and maintaining positive momentum can lead 
to victory without having to use military force against an opponent.20 The overall goal of the 
“shape the situation” component within effective control is to minimize risk and prevent a 
crisis from taking shape, while preparing the domestic population and military for crisis, 
should one break out.

Effective Control: Controlling Crisis, Curbing and Winning Wars
If a crisis occurs, the effective control concept attempts to minimize risk and achieve limited 
strategic aims by leveraging all elements of national power, including deterrence and non-war 
military activities. Effective control during crisis is meant to prevent war, exploit opportu-
nities, and prepare the PLA for potential escalation.21 As Laird describes, “Chinese writers 
recognize containment and control of crises as critical aspects of military strategy that func-
tion to prevent small crises from escalating into larger ones and large ones from escalating 
into wars.”22 Laird correctly emphasizes the fact that the PLA views crises as something that 
must be controlled, so as not to jeopardize the “‘nation’s development in the period of strate-
gic opportunity.’”23 If not appropriately handled, a crisis could “‘create serious interruptions 
and damage to the nation’s development and the security grand situation, and even influence 
the nation’s rise and the course of history.’”24

The emphasis during the second stage of the effective control continuum is on the dip-
lomatic, political, informational, and economic means of control escalation, while mobiliz-
ing the military in preparation for conflict and enhancing intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance (ISR) and situational awareness activities. Military posture enhancements, 
such as heightened exercise and training activities and the prepositioning of mobile assets, 
would also commence during this period.

18	 Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2021, p. 155.
19	 Xixin Wang, “Further Discussion on War Control” [“再论控制战”], China Military Science [中国军事科
学], April 15, 2014, p. 60.
20	 Jin Kai, “How Sun Tzu Would Understand the China-India Doklam Standoff,” The Diplomat, August 7, 
2017.
21	 M. Taylor Fravel, “China’s Changing Approach to Military Strategy: The Science of Military Strat-
egy from 2001 and 2013,” in Joe McReynolds, ed., The Evolution of China’s Military Strategy, Jamestown 
Foundation, 2016, p. 16.
22	 Laird, 2017, p. 9.
23	 Laird, 2017, p. 9.
24	 Laird, 2017, p. 9.
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As PRC strategists move into the third component of effective control—“curbing war,” or 
as the 2013 SoMS states, “controlling war situations” (控制战局)—a tension surfaces in PRC 
doctrine regarding the means of controlling escalation. On the one hand, PRC strategists 
seek to pursue political and military goals without causing destructive escalation and in ways 
that leave open the potential for a stable peace.25 On the other hand, PLA doctrine highlights 
the need to “seize the initiative” early in a conflict, viewing crises as “windows of opportu-
nity” to resolve contradictions in the external security environment.26

There is therefore an inherent tension in these directives: control or manage escalation 
and, yet, also deliberately accelerate war to achieve decisive effects. Cunningham and Fravel 
highlight the PLA concept of “using war to prevent war,” using the “threat of a war to prevent 
the outbreak of war,” and using the “threat of escalation in a war to deter further escalation.”27 
The 2013 SoMS, for example, calls for China to “both prevent crises from becoming conflicts” 
and “dare to use war to stop war, unifying deterrence and actual fighting.”28 Once a war has 
broken out, PLA writings stress that a military should strive to seize the battlefield initiative 
(夺取战争主动权) as quickly as possible or risk losing control of the war.

In fact, PLA writings assert that the single most decisive factor in controlling and winning 
a war is the ability to seize the initiative early in a conflict and to maintain this initiative 
throughout.29 To seize the initiative early in a war, the PLA must attack an opponent’s strate-
gic strongpoints quickly and decisively. The 2013 SoMS, for example, argues that

[a]s soon as preparation is sufficient, and it can truly be grasped, concentrate on a rapid, 
quick and violent attack. In the relatively short opening period, strive to catch the enemy 
unaware, seize control of the battlefield initiative, completely destroy the enemy’s opera-
tional system, intimidate the enemy’s will to wage war.30

A central component of seizing the initiative early includes the use of cyber and space 
attacks to neutralize an adversary’s command and control structure (C2), a potentially highly 
escalatory action. For example, some PLA analysts argue in favor of precision air and space 
first strikes early in a conflict to deter the enemy from continuing the fight.31 The same 
PLA analysts believe that such actions as crippling the adversary’s cyber capabilities and con-
ducting electromagnetic interference against their space-, aerial-, land-, and sea-based net-
work systems would provide the PLA with “escalation dominance” early in a conflict that 

25	 Laird, 2017; Cunningham and Fravel, 2019, p. 82.
26	 Laird, 2017, pp. 14, 22.
27	 Cunningham and Fravel, 2019, p. 82.
28	 PLA Academy of Military Science, 2013, p. 113.
29	 Alison A. Kaufman and Daniel M. Hartnett, Managing Conflict: Examining Recent PLA Writings on 
Escalation Control, Center for Naval Analyses, February 2016, p. 66.
30	 PLA Academy of Military Science, 2013, p. 69.
31	 Kaufman and Hartnett, 2016, p. 68.
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would not provoke an adversary to escalate to war.32 This assessment is in direct opposition 
with how the United States and Russia view these assets, given how critical they are to U.S. 
and Russian nuclear systems and national C2, and how Russia’s declared nuclear policy lists 
attacks on these assets as a nuclear use condition.33

RAND’s Jeffrey Engstrom comes to similar conclusions in his analysis of PLA concepts of 
system confrontation warfare. He finds that

[i]n general, system destruction warfare seeks to paralyze the functions of an enemy’s 
operational system. According to this theory of victory, the enemy “loses the will 
and ability to resist” once its operational system cannot function. Paralysis can occur 
through kinetic and nonkinetic attacks, as either type of attack may be able to destroy 
or degrade key aspects of the enemy’s operational system, thus rendering it ineffective. 
Paralysis can also occur by destroying the enemy’s morale and will to fight.  .  .  . [This 
includes] strikes that degrade or disrupt the flow of information within the adversaries’ 
operational system.34

The 2013 SoMS also suggests that the PLA views “brinksmanship” (战争边缘) as an effec-
tive deterrent during certain conflict scenarios. It states, for example, that “when necessary, 
we should adopt appropriate brinkmanship operations, and through this adoption of limited-
yet-effective warning [shot] kinetic attacks and information attacks, compel the adversary to 
retreat-to-avoid-defeat, to see the danger and halt.”35

When the operational imperative of “seizing the initiative” early in a conflict that involves 
seemingly escalatory actions is paired with the concept of “curbing war” and “winning war” 
within the effective control framework, a fundamental contradiction surfaces between the 
ends, ways, and means of PRC escalation control theory. PLA planners advocate on the one 
hand the need to exercise restraint and control escalation, while on the other hand, they 
advocate for escalatory actions early in a conflict using space and cyber activities—and in 
some cases, preemptive conventional attacks—to degrade an adversary’s C2 architecture and 
will to fight. Such a tension could paradoxically lead to tit-for-tat escalation dynamics that 
PRC leaders seek to avoid.

32	 Kaufman and Hartnett, 2016, p. 65.
33	 Dmitry Trenin, “2014: Russia’s New Military Doctrine Tells It All,” Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, December 29, 2014.
34	 Jeffrey Engstrom, Systems Confrontation and System Destruction Warfare: How the Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army Seeks to Wage Modern Warfare, RAND Corporation, RR-1708-OSD, 2018, pp. 15–16.
35	 In assessing the PLA’s response during the 1958 artillery bombing of Jinmen, the 2013 SoMS goes on to 
state that “our military succeeded in the usage of brinkmanship, achieving [the twin goals of] striking Jiang 
and deterring American intentions. [As] Mao Zedong once noted, ‘They’re on the brink of war, and we’re 
also on the brink of war. We use [our] “the brink of war” to counter [their] “the brink of war,” [and] as a 
result, they don’t dare to advance, just leave it at the brink of war’” (PLA Academy of Military Science, 2013, 
p. 119).
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As the PLA moves to the “winning war” component of effective control, the center of grav-
ity for PRC war planners shifts to achieving victory on the battlefield without overstepping 
overall political objectives and limiting escalation in the nuclear domain. Such activity 
includes setting the terms of war termination, enabling mass mobilization of the population, 
and ensuring the survival and legitimacy of the CCP during the post-conflict phase of war.

Summary: Chinese Thinking on Escalation
At their core, PRC military writings stress a defensive, cautious approach to escalation and 
crisis prevention with the overall goal to avoid war and crisis with foreign countries that 
might arrest PRC economic development. If crises do breakout, PRC military strategists 
believe that they can be “controlled” and that escalation can be “managed” by applying scien-
tific principles and advanced military technology to manipulate adversary risk assessments.

Because of an overreliance on the theoretical underpinnings of escalation management, the 
PRC believes that it can control key facets of military escalation. This approach could lead PRC 
policymakers to be overconfident in their ability to prevail in a conflict with the United States, 
particularly as they have no recent combat experience or even experience in lower intensity 
contexts to draw on to know how their forces will perform in this high-stakes context.

Our analysis notes that there is a fundamental tension in PRC writings between the 
doctrinal imperatives of exercising restraint and controlling escalation with the correspond-
ing doctrinal and operational imperatives of taking action early in a conflict or using space 
and cyber activities to degrade an adversary’s C2 architecture. With the pairing of the opera-
tional imperative of “seizing the initiative” early in a conflict that involves seemingly escala-
tory actions with the concept of “curbing war” and “winning war” within the effective control 
framework, a fundamental contradiction surfaces between the ends, ways, and means of PRC 
escalation control theory. Such a tension could, paradoxically, lead to tit-for-tat escalation 
dynamics that PRC leaders seek to avoid. For example, the potential for an adversary to view 
PRC actions early in the conflict, such as actions in space or cyberspace, as provocative and 
grounds for counterescalatory actions is absent from PRC writings. Therefore, the potential 
for both sides to misperceive strategic intent or misinterpret tactical actions as strategic sig-
naling remains a risk to be guarded against.

China assumes hostile intent behind most U.S. military activities in the Indo-Pacific 
region. While U.S. policymakers can likely assume a negative Chinese reaction to most U.S. 
military activities in the region, few U.S. actions will surpass a level that directly threat-
ens PRC core national interests and prompt a major escalatory response from the PRC. 
U.S. actions suspected to cross PRC redlines—such as posture enhancements near Taiwan 
or Japan, particularly with respect to long-range precision fires, and capabilities that directly 
threaten PRC C2, nuclear forces, or regime stability—are likely to elicit the strongest PRC 
military response. How the PRC might respond would be determined by the dynamics of the 
specific crisis or conflict.
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Russian Conceptual Thinking on Crisis and Escalation

Russian military science literature and strategy documents discuss concepts of escala-
tion management during a crisis and conflict with a peer competitor, such as the United 
States or NATO.36

The key to Russian escalation management theory is an understanding of four broadly 
defined echelons of war. Each echelon contains different political and military risks to the 
state and different response options to manage escalation from crisis to conflict. The four 
conflict echelons are

•  armed conflict: an armed clash of a limited scale between states or opposing sides in the 
territory of one state

•  local war: a war between two states with limited military-political objectives that affects 
mainly the interests of the states involved

•  regional war: war between a group or coalition of states with “important” military-
political objectives

•  large-scale war: occurs in multiple geographic areas against blocs of countries and major 
states pursuing radical political objectives, which would require the mobilization of all 
physical resources available.37

In general, Russian escalation management theory seeks to use the appropriate amount of 
force and tool type at each level of escalation to prevent uncontrolled or inadvertent escala-
tion. The theory does not assign deliberate escalation motives to Russia itself in most cases, 
although it is implicitly discussed.

Among Russia’s first three conflict echelons, any could escalate into a large-scale war. In 
most writings, the regional and large-scale war echelons include the possibility of tactical 
and strategic nuclear weapon use. Russia’s nonstrategic (tactical) nuclear forces are intended 
to be a limited warfighting tool, while the country’s strategic nuclear forces maintain a global 
reach and stand ready to perform retaliatory strike missions and mutually assured destruc-
tion.38 Since the early 2000s, Russia has been trying to expand its conventional capabilities 
(including conventional long-range precision strikes and other tools of strategic nonnuclear 
deterrence) to engage in a high-end conventional conflict before resorting to nuclear threats 

36	 Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation [Министерство Обороны Российской Федерации], 
Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation [Военная Доктрина Российской Федерации], Rossiyskaya 
Gazeta [Российская газета], December 26, 2014.
37	 Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, 2014.
38	 Yu. A. Pechatnov [Ю. А. Печатнов], “Analysis of Domestic and Foreign Approaches to the Forma-
tion of the Concept and Mechanisms of Deterrence from Unleashing Military Aggression” [“Анализ 
отечественных и зарубежных подходов к формированию концепции и механизмов сдерживания 
от развязывания военной агрессии”], Armament and Economy [Вооружение и экономика], Vol. 3, 
No. 11, 2010.
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or use.39 If Russia fails to contain a conflict conventionally and the conflict has the potential 
to threaten the very existence of the Russian state, the Kremlin’s declared nuclear policy dis-
cusses Russia’s willingness to use tactical and strategic nuclear weapons to end the conflict on 
terms that are favorable to Russia.40

Chief of the General Staff Valery Gerasimov published an overview of the different 
conflict phases and associated tasks of military and nonmilitary measures, reproduced in 
Figure 5.2. In this diagram, Gerasimov notes the following four main stages of escalation 
in Russian doctrinal thinking—stages that could theoretically apply to any of the echelons 
noted previously:

•  “potential military threat” or the transformation of differences into contradictions and 
the recognition of those contradictions by the military-political leadership

•   “targeted military threat” that deepens contradictions between Russia and an adversary
•  “direct military threat” during a crisis in which military force appears imminent
•  “military conflict.”

All phases of competition, crisis, acute crisis, and war have affiliated military and 
nonmilitary measures and tasks.41 In 2020, researchers at the Center for Naval Analyses 
studied current Russian debates on escalation management in contemporary Russian mili-
tary science and found that in a crisis or pre-conflict stage, Russian strategic deterrence 
forces (conventional and nuclear) would have a variety of tasks to demonstrate resolve and 
would threaten the use of force indirectly and directly.42 They noted that these activities 
could vary from increasing nonmilitary measures politically, economically, or via informa-
tional actions to conducting demonstration tests of advanced capabilities and new weapon 
systems to increasing combat readiness.43 During a “direct military threat,” when the 
threat of military force appears imminent, Russian forces would potentially launch a single 
precision strike on an enemy target or threaten to damage enemy critical targets, along 
with other demonstration actions.

As stated previously, Russian escalation management theory seeks to use the appropri-
ate amount of force and type of tool at each level of escalation to prevent the conflict from 

39	 Massicot, 2021.
40	 Katarzyna Zysk, “Escalation and Nuclear Weapons in Russia’s Military Strategy,” RUSI Journal, Vol. 163, 
No. 2, 2018.
41	 Valery Gerasimov, “The Value of Science is in the Foresight: New Challenges Demand Rethinking the 
Forms and Methods of Carrying Out Combat Operations,” trans. by Robert Coalson, Military Review, 
January–February 2016.
42	 Michael Kofman, Anya Fink, and Jeffrey Edmonds, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management: 
Evolution of Key Concepts, Center for Naval Analyses, April 2020.
43	 Kofman, Fink, and Edmonds, 2020; A. V. Muntyanu and Yu. A. Pechatnov, “Challenging Methodological 
Issues on the Development of the Mechanism of Strategic Deterrence Through the Use of Military Force,” 
Strategic Stability, No. 3, 2010.
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FIGURE 5.2

The Role of Military and Nonmilitary Measures in Russia’s Resolution of 
Interstate Conflicts

SOURCE: Reproduced from Gerasimov, trans. by Charles Bartles, 2016, p. 28.
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escalating further. This escalation control is possible if Russia maintains ready conventional 
forces, such as nonkinetic cyber tools and information confrontation tools, at the highest 
intensity levels, and can inflict scalable attacks using tactical and strategic nuclear weapons. 
If one stage of escalation begins to fail and it appears that the conflict could expand or that 
current levels of effort cannot be sustained, Russia theoretically will signal readiness and 
resolve using tools that belong to the next phase of conflict.

Key writings in Russian military science note that at the armed conflict or local war 
echelon, Russia could use limited precision strikes and other actions of its General Purpose 
Forces. At the regional war echelon, Russia envisions the massed use of conventional preci-
sion strikes, the single or grouped use of nonstrategic nuclear weapons (NSNW) on adver-
sary forces, or a demonstration of NSNW or strategic nuclear weapons (SNW). At the large-
scale war echelon, Russian strategies discuss the potential for the massed use of NSNW on 
adversary forces, the single or grouped use of SNW, or the single use of SNW or NSNW on 
military economic targets of the adversary, which likely would culminate in a retaliatory 
strategic nuclear war.44

 However, there are some challenges with Russia’s demonstration strategies, in that they 
assume the adversary will be not only able detect certain demonstrations but also will be able 
to correctly place those demonstrations at their intended place along the Russian escalation 
spectrum. For example, signaling with silo-based ICBMs or road-mobile ICBMs is a fairly 
distinct signal. However, as scholar James M. Acton notes, some signals of resolve or dem-
onstration, such as patrols or launches by dual-use platforms like Russian strategic bombers, 
might not be entirely clear in crisis or during the fog of war or even post-launch and, there-
fore, misinterpretation is possible.45 Likewise with space or cyber actions, the United States 
and Russia might not be able to discern whether a temporary effect on satellites or C2 is an 
isolated event or part of a much more permanent or damaging attack.

Russian Escalation Theory in the Space Domain
What does Russian theory consider to be critical targets within an enemy’s space system? 
Russia’s military doctrine from 2014 and a related 2020 presidential decree explicitly state that 
two of Russia’s four declared conditions for nuclear use have a space component.46 The first 
condition is an enemy attack on critical government and military facilities, of which “the dis-

44	 Kofman, Fink, and Edmonds, 2020.
45	 James M. Acton, Is it a Nuke?: Pre-Launch Ambiguity and Inadvertent Escalation, Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, April 9, 2020b.
46	 Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, 2014; President of the Russian Federation, On the Fun-
damentals of the State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Field of Nuclear Deterrence [Об Основах 
государственной политики Российской Федерации в области ядерного сдерживания], Decree of the 
President of the Russian Federation, No. 355, June 2, 2020, p. 5.
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ruption  .  .  . would undermine Russian nuclear forces retaliatory response measures.”47 The 
second condition is “reliable data on a launch of missiles attacking the Russian Federation 
or its allies.”48 These two conditions relate to aspects of Russia’s terrestrial and space-based 
ballistic missile early warning system and other vital communication and navigation systems 
required for Russian nuclear forces, as well as their related terrestrial downlinks and C2 cen-
ters.49 In 2018, Putin explained that Russia has a nuclear “launch under warning” policy—if 
Russia receives reliable information that a missile is inbound, particularly one that is ballistic, 
it will launch a retaliation strike before waiting to see if the detonation is nuclear or conven-
tional.50 To maintain this awareness, Russia must have a functioning space-based and terres-
trial ballistic missile early warning system, therefore implicitly linking the destruction of this 
type of target with the damage or incapacitation of Russia’s nuclear deterrent.

According to the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency, Russian strategy specifies that 
“gaining and maintaining supremacy in space has a decisive impact on the outcomes 
of future conflicts.”51 Scholar Jaganath Sankaran summarized two key motivations for 
Russia’s counterspace capabilities: The first is to respond to what Russia believes is the U.S. 
weaponization of space, and the second is to offset the U.S. dominance of space-enabled 
capabilities (such as standoff precision strike or ISR).52 Russia’s wartime counterspace tasks 
include “disrupting [the] foreign military C2 or information support” of its enemies and lev-
eling the playing field to allow Russia better control over escalation.53 Russia maintains one 
of the most robust counterspace programs in the world that includes, according to some 
estimates, LEO DA-ASAT capability (the Nudol system), LEO co-orbital capability, directed 
energy counterspace weapons, space electromagnetic warfare weapons, inspector satellites, 
and extensive space monitoring capabilities.54 Some Russian writings have suggested that tar-
gets to attack an enemy’s space capabilities include satellite or orbital control centers or head-
quarters elements and backup locations, satellite networking hubs, and information storage 

47	 President of the Russian Federation, 2020, p. 5.
48	 President of the Russian Federation, 2020, p. 5.
49	 Anthony Barrett, False Alarms, True Dangers?: Current and Future Risks of Inadvertent U.S.-Russian 
Nuclear War, RAND Corporation, PE-191-TSF, 2016.
50	 President of Russia, “Meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club,” transcript, Presidential 
Executive Office, October 18, 2018.
51	 Defense Intelligence Agency, 2017, p. 36.
52	 Jaganath Sankaran, “Russia’s Anti-Satellite Weapons: A Hedging and Offsetting Strategy to Deter 
Western Aerospace Forces,” Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 43, No. 3, 2022.
53	 Defense Intelligence Agency, 2017, p. 36.
54	 Brian Weeden and Victoria Samson, eds., Global Counterspace Capabilities: An Open Source Assessment, 
Secure World Foundation, 2022; Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2019 Missile Defense Review, 
U.S. Department of Defense, 2019; Joseph Trevithick, “A Russian ‘Inspector’ Spacecraft Now Appears to Be 
Shadowing an American Spy Satellite,” The Drive, February 4, 2020.
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or fuel cells on satellites.55 Russia conducted a Nudol DA-ASAT test in November 2021 when 
it targeted an old and defunct satellite, generating more than 1,500 pieces of orbital debris in 
the process. Russia claimed that all the fragments would incinerate in the earth’s atmosphere 
and that the test promoted strategic stability because it would prevent the United States from 
achieving a “comprehensive space advantage” in the space domain.56

Escalation Lessons from Russia’s 2022 War on Ukraine
As of September 2022, seven months into Russia’s war on Ukraine, Russia has kept its attacks 
localized to Ukraine despite a growing belief in Moscow that the United States and NATO 
are “active participants” in the conflict.57 Russia has responded with threats and small pos-
ture enhancements in response to Sweden and Finland’s 2022 bid to join NATO but has 
not yet taken additional steps.58 Russian and Belarusian forces also did not respond to U.S. 
Army deployments to Poland in the opening days of the conflict. The lack of strong Russian 
response to NATO activity can be explained in a few different ways. The majority (80 percent 
according to U.S. officials as of July 2022) of Russia’s land-based power projection forces have 
been operationally deployed to the war effort as of May 2022, and Russia might not have 
the bandwidth to make additional posture enhancements near NATO.59 Russian strategic 
bomber aircraft are also participating in strikes against Ukraine and might not be able to 
divert to harass U.S. or NATO airspace or the Kremlin might be making the deliberate deci-
sion not to escalate tensions.

In six months of waging war in Ukraine, Russia has not reached for any counterspace 
tools from its toolkit. For example, to disable or impede Ukrainian communications in the 
early phases of war, Russia launched damaging cyberattacks against Ukrainian communica-
tion satellites.60 No publicly available information suggests that Russia used counterspace 
capabilities to do this. Furthermore, as of August 2022, Russia has not engaged in any pub-
licly known counterspace attacks against U.S. ISR or space-based assets. This lack of activ-
ity against U.S. ISR, even to create temporary effects, suggests that Russia does not have the 
capacity to attack U.S. ISR (which is unlikely given the body of assessments of Russian coun-

55	 Kofman, Fink, and Edmonds, 2020, citing “Combat with Infrastructures as a Form of Confrontation 
in the Conditions of Global Technosphere,” in A. A. Kokoshin, ed., Impact of Technological Factors on 
the Parameters of Threats to National and International Security, Military Conflicts, and Strategic Stability, 
Moscow State University, 2017, p. 48.
56	 “New Russian System Being Tested Hit Old Satellite with ‘Goldsmith’s Precision’—Shoigu,” TASS, 
November 16, 2021.
57	 “Ukraine War: Russia Accuses US of Direct Role in Ukraine War,” BBC, August 2, 2022.
58	 Sravasti Dasgupta, “Russia Says It Has Deployed State-of-the-Art Hypersonic Missiles to Kaliningrad,” 
The Independent, August 19, 2022.
59	 Tara Copp, “Has Ukraine Broken the Russian Military?” Defense One, May 26, 2022.
60	 Jakub Przetacznik and Simona Tarpova, Russia’s War on Ukraine: Timeline of Cyber-Attacks, PE 733.549, 
European Parliamentary Research Service, June 2022.
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terspace capabilities), that Russia can attack U.S. ISR but chooses not to, or that it has decided 
that the situation does not yet warrant such a response. A decision not to act against U.S. 
ISR implies that Moscow attaches a high escalatory value to attacks against U.S. space-based 
assets. This decision might also reflect Russia’s own military doctrine, which considers most 
Russian space-based assets to be of high national value and their damage or disruption to be 
a highly escalatory action.
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CHAPTER 6

Conclusions: Lessons and a Proposed 
Framework for Assessing Escalation 
Dynamics

The analysis of escalation dynamics in this report sought to enhance our understanding 
of potential escalatory dynamics in U.S. rivalries with other great powers and to develop 
a framework for assessing the escalatory risks of specific policy options. We pursued this 
goal through several complementary lines of analysis: a review of the theory and empirical 
understanding of escalation and escalation control and of closely related areas, such as crisis 
management and the psychological dynamics of crisis behavior; a survey of trends that 
are changing the context for escalation in the 21st century; a close look at China’s views 
of escalation, the dominant rival of the United States; and a series of historical case stud-
ies dealing with the modern behavior of great powers in crises. While the analyses sought 
to identify general factors and trends (and considered both Russian views of escalation and 
escalation risks with the Soviet Union during the Cold War), our primary regional interest 
was ultimately the Indo-Pacific and escalatory risks with China.

Each of these lines of analysis generated specific findings that informed our development 
of an assessment framework. The general survey of the theory and empirical understanding 
of escalation pointed to several classic factors that govern escalatory behavior, including the 
level of national interest on the part of the competing parties; the degree to which a given 
option is perceived as a dramatic shift from established procedure; the level of mutual threat 
perceptions (both general and during the crisis), including the sensitivity of the targets that 
are threatened by a given option; and the degree to which one or both sides signal a desire to 
constrain the escalatory spiral of a crisis. More specifically, critical factors to consider when 
judging the escalatory risk of a defense option are as follows:

•  the value of the issue at stake and the interests involved for each side, including national 
survival, leadership or regime security, and the survivability of strategic deterrent forces

•  the perception of one or both sides of the risk of larger war and beliefs about the likely 
impact of that war

•  the intensity of the larger rivalry, including its domestic political salience and the degree 
of national emotion surrounding it
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•  the severity of perceived threats that are represented by a policy option, as a function of 
the degree to which that policy option increases a rival’s capabilities or indicates more 
aggressive intent or a refusal to resolve existing disputes peacefully

•  whether an option expands operations, including hostile actions against areas or types 
of targets previously considered out of bounds

•  whether an option creates a contest trajectory that appears likely to lead to the oppo-
nent’s defeat or to a worse or costlier defeat than the opponent previously feared

•  whether an option raises the stakes by signaling broader objectives or more extreme 
intentions than the opponent previously perceived

•  whether an option opens temporary windows of opportunity for the opponent to gain 
an advantage through escalatory actions.

Our assessment of trends in technologies and geopolitics that have bearing on the dynam-
ics of escalation offered other lessons. Some of those lessons were related to the nature of 
emerging technologies. Certain forms of cyberattacks and interference with space assets can 
create perceived risks of catastrophic outcomes that generate highly escalatory behavior from 
great powers determined to send signals that will end their rivals’ attacks in these domains. 
In general, this assessment found dangerous new escalatory risks in many forms of emerging 
military options in the information and space domains. Our assessment also identified a risk 
factor in shifting geopolitical trends: As China becomes more self-assured, it could become 
increasingly determined to achieve desired outcomes in its region. This could make China 
more risk-prone and more willing to undertake escalatory behavior to achieve its goals in 
crises. It could also make Chinese leaders unwilling to tolerate U.S. options that Beijing per-
ceives as part of an effort to create an anti-China cordon throughout the Indo-Pacific.

More specifically, the factors that emerged from our assessment of emerging technologies 
and the character of the current rivalry that can help judge escalatory risk are as follows:

•  the special escalatory risk of the space domain because of the significant U.S. reliance on 
space assets for so many critical military operations

•  the potential for an inadvertent, but very rapid, escalatory spiral fueled by cyberattacks 
and attacks on space assets, undertaken in the hope that those attacks would be seen as 
limited moves

•  cyberattacks, which pose unique and poorly understood escalatory risks
•  China’s conception of the geopolitical situation, which could both dampen and 

exacerbate escalatory risks; its degree of overconfidence and missionary zeal could 
reduce its urgency to escalate any one crisis or convince China’s leaders that it will 
prevail in an escalatory spiral.

The historical case studies emphasized other factors that are important to escalatory 
outcomes, such as the role of third parties in either dampening or accelerating escalatory 
pressures, the risks of misperception, and the role of inadvertent escalatory perceptions 
and actions during peacetime or crisis. The case studies also emphasized, like the theoreti-
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cal assessment, the importance of perceived interests that are at stake in an issue or crisis 
and the degree to which one or both sides signaled a desire to resolve any issues short of 
further escalation.

While this study was underway, other RAND researchers were engaging in a parallel 
effort for the U.S. Air Force to examine the potential escalatory risks of U.S. options (espe-
cially in the air domain) in the Indo-Pacific.1 We consulted with the leads of that project and 
reviewed their proposed framework of factors.2 The essential drivers of escalation are consis-
tent between the two studies. The framework proposed here extends somewhat beyond the six 
broader issues discussed in the parallel study, but on the basis of our insights, we developed 
a framework of factors that can govern the escalatory risk of specific U.S. policy options. 
We did this through multiple phases of internal development. First, we built an initial draft 
from the factors identified in the theoretical and historical research and conducted several 
internal peer review sessions with project staff, including RAND subject-matter experts who 
have conducted decades of research on escalation dynamics. Next, we continued to hone the 
framework against the continuing research and comments of RAND experts and shared the 
proposed framework with our project sponsors for comment. Finally, we performed test runs 
on possible U.S. policy options and, on the basis of the results from trying to code the frame-
work, made one last set of relatively minor adjustments.

Table 6.1 presents the resulting framework. It is not designed to predict escalatory out-
comes in any given situation; contingent factors will exercise too strong of an effect for that. 
(The framework does capture one very general situational variable, the existence of a severe 
crisis or war at the time the option is implemented. In actual cases, however, many more 
situational variables will be at work.) Instead, the framework allows decisionmakers to gener-
ate a general snapshot of the escalatory qualities of a given option. Its purpose is to provide a 
broad risk assessment and to empower further discussions by identifying the specific factors 
that generate the most escalatory risk.3

1	 Bryan Frederick, Kristen Gunness, Bonny Lin, Cortez A. Cooper III, Bryan Rooney, James Benkowski, 
Nathan Chandler, Cristina L. Garafola, Jeffrey W. Hornung, Karl P. Mueller, Paul Orner, Timothy R. Heath, 
Christian Curriden, and Emily Ellinger, Managing Escalation While Competing Effectively in the Indo-
Pacific, RAND Corporation, RR-A972-1, 2022.
2	 The study’s six determinants of the escalatory potential of U.S. actions are China’s perceptions of the 
potential military threat from U.S., allied, and partner capabilities; China’s perceptions of U.S., allied, and 
partner hostile intent; China’s perceptions of threats to its regime legitimacy; China’s perceptions of threats 
to its economic development; China’s perceptions of threats to its regional influence; and China’s percep-
tions of U.S. commitment to the defense of U.S. allies or partners (Frederick et al., 2022).
3	 The framework incorporates the discussion in Chapter 2 of the psychology of escalation in several fac-
tors. That discussion stressed the psychological prominence of steps that directly challenge a government’s 
reputation or credibility, a theme incorporated in several of the geopolitical context factors that identify 
actions that pose a significant threat to such values. The discussion of psychological factors stressed the 
effect of severe threat perceptions, which form the basis of factors 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 through 9 in the frame-
work. Chapter 2 also argued that steps that create a sense of urgency or panic intensify psychological pres-
sures for escalation and the issue of urgency emerges in factors 7 and 13, outlined in Table 6.1.
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TABLE 6.1

Framework for Assessing the Escalatory Risk of U.S. Policy Options

Category Factor

Geopolitical context 1.	 Is the intensity of the rivalry very high in a persistent sense?

2.	 Is the rival engaged in a current crisis or conflict with the United 
States or others?

3.	Does the context create significant political stakes (e.g., credibility, 
domestic political issues) for one or both sides?

4.	Are there third parties (allies, partners, proxies) whose actions are 
exacerbating tensions and/or creating the basis for a wider war?

5.	Does the option depart from a proportional, tit-for-tat series of 
responses to mutual behavior? Is it more than a response in kind 
but a significant step up from the current interactions?

Rival’s perception of the 
severity of the threat posed 
by the option

6.	Objectively, but more importantly, as we understand the rival’s 
perceptions, does the option measurably increase the general or 
overarching U.S. threat to the rival, including serving as a possible 
prelude to wider U.S. offensive action?

7.	 Objectively, but also in the eyes of the rival, does the option imply a 
U.S. willingness to take preemptive action?

8.	Does the option threaten highly sensitive targets or capabilities of 
the rival, such as C2 or political leadership?

9.	 Does the option embody, or combine with other U.S. actions to 
appear to embody, the potential for a disarming strike against the 
rival and particularly the rival’s nuclear forces?

Rival’s perceived interests in 
the issue

10.	Does the option relate to an issue, region, or other aspect that 
engages significant interests of the rival?

11.	 Would the option produce human casualties for the rival in ways 
that would generate more intense political reactions and thus an 
urge to escalate?

Potential for resolution short 
of escalation

12.	 Is the option part of a larger plan or program that would, in the eyes 
of the rival, undermine the potential to achieve its goals without 
significant escalation?

13.	Does the option directly signal or carry any strong implication that 
the United States is now less willing to compromise or has adopted 
more absolute or expansive war or crisis aims?

14.	Could the option lead to inadvertent escalation?

Interactive escalatory effects 15.	Would the option destabilize the nuclear balance with the rival in 
some way?

NOTE: The risks of escalation inherent in any specific policy option are a complex outcome of many factors and their 
interrelationships. This analysis was designed to examine these factors and to generate a tool that can help assess and 
classify the different escalatory dangers in particular circumstances.
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Each of these factors was derived from specific lessons outlined in previous chapters. They 
are necessarily a compilation of variables that attempt to capture the essential insight of the 
points derived from the literature and cases. The result is a somewhat subjective distillation 
rather than a direct representation of unique variables. Nonetheless, the framework embod-
ies the critical factors that crop up again and again in the theoretical and historical research—
the variables that accumulated in the previous chapters and were summarized at the begin-
ning of this chapter. These variables are as follows:

•  the perceptions of threat and significance concerning the specific issue or policy and of 
the broader geopolitical context

•  the sense of urgency about the general situation or the specific policy issue (including the 
degree of overall crisis or hostility)

•  the degree of uncertainty, fear, or confidence about the risks that are embodied in higher 
levels of crisis or conflict

•  the signals that are read into a policy option about the intentions, objectives, and level of 
aggressiveness of the state undertaking that option

•  the effect on material capabilities and the resulting implications for escalation of a policy 
option, including whether that option embodies an apparent desire for preemptive capa-
bilities or creates an ability to hit new classes of critical targets

•  what the policy option says about the trajectory of the crisis or conflict as relates to victory 
or defeat.

Each of the factors in the framework reflects one or more of these essential drivers of 
escalatory potential. Some major power perceptions that cropped up in the earlier cases or 
during research—such as Russian or Chinese concerns for regime legitimacy and fears of U.S. 
support for color revolutions—are not mentioned specifically in the framework, but their 
spirit is embodied in several of the factors. The phrasing of the factors in the framework is 
designed to bring out particularly important themes from those country assessments.

Finally, it is important to note that the specific effect of any action is context-specific and 
that some very provocative actions can in fact be de-escalatory. Actions that would meet 
several of the criteria already noted, such as the threat of preemptive military action against 
valued assets, can de-escalate a situation if those actions end up deterring rather than pro-
voking the target into action. For example, increasing the U.S. military posture in Europe 
would meet several factors in the framework, but there is reason to believe that an increase 
would help de-escalate elements of overall confrontation by ruling out Russian aggression.4 
The framework could imply that any aggressive action will push a situation closer to war 
when, in fact, strong steps that deter could have the opposite effect.

4	 Stephen Watts, Bryan Rooney, Gene Germanovich, Bruce McClintock, Stephanie Pezard, Clint Reach, 
and Melissa Shostak, Deterrence and Escalation in Competition with Russia: The Role of Ground Forces in 
Preventing Hostile Measures Below Armed Conflict in Europe, RAND Corporation, RR-A720-1, 2022.
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The framework nonetheless offers a viable means of assessing escalatory risk. Broadly 
speaking, actions that meet many of these criteria will carry significant escalatory potential; 
whether they also have some capacity to restrain and deter must be addressed in each specific 
case. Moreover, the specific factors have been phrased in terms that are designed to high-
light the provocation risks involved in the actions: Steps that signal risks to the most highly 
valued interests, steps that threaten preemptive action, and steps that take place against the 
background of ongoing crises or wars certainly risk escalation. That was the purpose of this 
exercise: To build a tool that highlights the escalatory risk of individual policy actions. Such 
analysis can then provide input to a larger judgment about the comprehensive risk, or benefit, 
involved in the step.
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APPENDIX A

Crisis in the Suez Canal

Introduction

The Suez Crisis of 1956 stands out as a formative event in the budding bilateral rivalry of 
Cold War–era superpowers. U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower was an avowed anticom-
munist who made thwarting the expansion of Soviet influence, particularly in the oil-rich 
Middle East, a national security priority. Near the end of his first term in office, Eisenhower 
had engaged in some elements of international power politics, bolstered by the U.S. nuclear 
arsenal, that would become hallmarks of the era. The Soviet Union, on the other hand, was 
led by a relatively unknown Nikita Khrushchev and was still forging its post-Stalin political 
path. Nevertheless, the Soviets were becoming increasingly assertive on the global stage, and 
Egypt had already proven to be a target of both strategic interest and opportunity.

The events of the Suez Crisis were not, however, driven by actions carried out by either 
Washington or Moscow. Unlike other Cold War–era crises, this one often saw the United 
States and the Soviet Union as spectators in, as one expert dubbed it, “a cauldron of trouble-
some protagonists.”1 Besides Egypt, these protagonists included U.S. allies the United King-
dom, France, and Israel, who conspired to abruptly escalate a diplomatic crisis into a military 
one. This placed Washington, who was adamantly against hostilities, into the unenviable 
position of intermittently pleading with, scolding, and even intimidating its friends, all while 
remaining aware of the need to avoid escalation with a chief rival, who was motivated to exac-
erbate the tension and pursue its own aims.

Neither the United States nor the Soviet Union became involved militarily in the crisis, 
largely because each was pursuing the same general outcome: a cessation of hostilities. Beyond 
this fundamental principle, however, the pursuit of broader strategic interests coupled with a 
series of misperceptions concerning the other’s true intentions resulted in a gradual escalation 
of threatening rhetoric that ultimately included the specter of nuclear war. How the United 
States and the Soviet Union deliberated on and managed this event would set a precedent for 
similar regional confrontations throughout the Cold War period.

1	 Nichols, 2011, p. 259.
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Summary

The seeds for what grew into the Suez Crisis were planted back in 1950. Increasingly inter-
ested in expanding its international influence, Moscow advised Cairo that it could not trust 
either the United Kingdom or the United States to defend the Suez Canal. If Egypt were 
willing to declare its neutrality, however, the Soviet Union would help it train and equip an 
army of 2 million troops with the benefit of East German advisers and Skoda armaments.2 
Unwilling to risk breaking off its longer-standing relationships with Western partners, Egypt 
rejected this initial offer. Nevertheless, throughout the period leading up to the tripartite 
intervention, Soviet activity in Egypt was extensive and persistent.3

Meanwhile, the United States had already established a cooperative relationship with 
Egypt. By the early 1950s, the CIA was providing extensive intelligence support to Egypt’s 
internal security forces.4 This mutually beneficial relationship endured even after a military 
coup brought Gamal Abdel Nasser to power in 1954. By 1955, the Soviets had increased the 
size of their diplomatic staff in Cairo and later that year exploited an opportunity when the 
United States declined a request from Nasser for a military aid package. That fall, Moscow 
signed an agreement for a substantial amount of arms to be transferred to Egypt (using 
Czechoslovakia as a thinly veiled conduit). Deliveries of these arms were made “with alarm-
ing promptness,” and throughout the intervening year, the Soviet vessels were offloaded at a 
rate of one per week and their value totaled between $200 and $300 million.5

After suffering a heart attack in October 1955, Eisenhower spent most of the remaining 
year convalescing. After returning to his regular schedule in January 1956, Eisenhower had 
concerns about Soviet expansion in the Middle East and, in particular, Egypt. On March 29, 
1956, Eisenhower penned a letter to former UK Prime Minister Winston Churchill, calling 
the region “the most important and bothersome of the problems that currently confront 
our nations.”6

Often referred to as the diplomatic phase of the crisis, the period from late July through 
October 1956 saw the Soviet Union attempting to exploit the situation to bolster its status as 
a power in the Middle East. Its strategy involved conveying vocal criticism of Western “neo-

2	 Haig, 1966, p. 30.
3	 Haig, 1966, p. 29.
4	 Aldrich, 1994.
5	 Haig, 1966, p. 31. According to Haig (1966), the equipment associated with this agreement included 50 
heavy tanks (Stalin III), 150 medium tanks (T-34), 200 armored troop carriers, 100 self-propelled guns, 120 
MiG-15 fighters, 50 twin-engine jet bombers (IL 28), 20 transport aircraft (IL 14), two Skory class destroy-
ers, 15 minesweepers, two submarines, 200 57-mm antitank guns, 50 122-mm guns, 150 general trucks, 400 
scout cars, a consignment of radar equipment with 85-mm guns, 1,000 recoilless rifles, and thousands of 
Russian and Czech automatic rifles and landmines.
6	 Nichols, 2011, p. 92.
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colonialism” and championing developing nations in Africa and Asia.7 On July 26, three days 
after the United States withdrew an offer to provide financing to construct the Aswan Dam, 
Nasser announced the nationalization of the Suez Canal, ostensibly to fund development of 
the dam.8 This move resulted in immediate condemnation from many Western nations and 
particularly from the United Kingdom and France, who owned the lion’s share of stock in the 
Suez Canal Company. The Soviets defended Egypt’s right to proceed with the effort as long 
as shareholders were compensated.

The following months saw a f lurry of diplomatic activity to resolve the crisis. From 
August 16–23, 1956, the multinational London Conference was held and attended by 22 
participants. The majority of conference participants approved a proposal put forward by 
U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles to place canal operations under the management 
of an international board. Unsurprisingly, Nasser refused this proposal, and the Soviets 
criticized it because it “contradicted the principles of the United Nations and the basic 
tenets of international law.”9

A second London Conference was held from September 19–21, 1956. Confidence in the 
prospects of the second conference were already diminished, at least from Washington’s per-
spective. A National Intelligence Estimate issued prior to the start of the conference surmised 
that “at least for the immediate future, the UK [United Kingdom] and France will almost 
certainly seek to keep the way open for the use of force” and that U.S. opposition was the 
primary obstacle to the outbreak of war.10 The majority of conference participants endorsed 
the establishment of the Suez Canal Users’ Association, but once again, this proposal failed 
to get off the ground.

Despite the warning signs, in late October, Eisenhower and Dulles remained confident 
that conflict in the region could still be averted. This optimism was bolstered by their trust 
in Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion’s assurances that he would avoid war and a belief 
that the United Kingdom and France would refrain from hostilities, at least until after the 
impending U.S. election in November.11

Notwithstanding such assurances, the United Kingdom, France, and Israel secretly col-
luded to plan an offensive in which Israel’s forces invaded Egypt on October 29 through the 
Sinai Peninsula and advanced toward the Suez Canal. Two days later, the United Kingdom 
and France, feigning no prior knowledge of the Israeli attack, announced a preplanned 
ultimatum that called for Israel and Egypt to retreat 10 miles from the canal, knowing that 
Nasser could not accept such a demand. The United Kingdom then initiated a bombing 

7	 Smolansky, 1965, pp. 583–584.
8	 Haig, 1966, pp. 8, 18.
9	 Smolansky, 1965, p. 584.
10	 Nichols, 2011, p. 169.
11	 Aldrich, 1994, p. 550.
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campaign against Egyptian airfields and landed forces at Port Said alongside French forc-
es.12 Heavy casualties resulted, particularly on the Egyptian side.

Countering the expectations of many of the primary actors, Eisenhower did not come 
to the support of Washington’s traditional allies. Instead, he responded “furiously and res-
olutely” and called for a stop to the attacks and an immediate withdrawal of the invad-
ing forces. He even became personally involved in the drafting of a proposed UN resolu-
tion formally reinforcing the call for the withdrawal of international forces from the Suez 
Canal.13 Privately, Eisenhower warned the United Kingdom and France of severe economic 
sanctions at a time when Western Europe was confronted with severe oil shortages and 
rapid currency devaluations.14

On November 1, 1956, the United States publicly called for a ceasefire and submitted the 
draft resolution to the UN General Assembly. The resolution was approved the following day, 
and the United States and the Soviet Union somewhat awkwardly endorsed it.15

While Soviet messaging gradually grew more dour and more frequent throughout the 
crisis, the most direct and threatening salvo came on November 5. On this day, Soviet Premier 
Nikolai Bulganin and Foreign Minister Dmitri Shepilov sent letters to the leaders of Israel, 
the United Kingdom, France, and the United States, as well as to the president of the UNSC. 
In the letters to the three instigators of the conflict, Moscow threatened direct harm and 
insinuated that nuclear weapons could be used in that effort. The letter to Washington, on 
the other hand, called for the United States to join the Soviet Union in a joint military opera-
tion to force the tripartite forces from the region should they fail to abide by the ceasefire. 
Eisenhower was quick to reject this proposal and, in Washington’s most pointed rebuttal yet, 
made clear to Moscow that an attack on a U.S. ally would be met with a nuclear response.

On November 5, Israel agreed to unilaterally stop its operations and accept the UN cease-
fire; the United Kingdom and France followed just after midnight the following day.16 The 
deployment of UN forces to manage the ceasefire and the eventual withdrawal of UK and 
French forces occurred shortly thereafter on November 21.17 In the end, despite persistent 
rumors of Soviet machinations to provide military support to Egypt and Eisenhower’s repo-
sitioning of U.S. military assets and placing them on high alert, neither Washington nor 
Moscow deployed forces to the region or otherwise fired a shot.

12	 Boyle, 2005, p. 553.
13	 Lahav, 2015, p. 1,304.
14	 Boyle, 2005, p. 555.
15	 Boyle, 2005, p. 561.
16	 Matthew Walker, The Lost Art of Interdependency: United Nations Leadership in the Suez Crisis of 1956 
and Its Ramifications in World Affairs, dissertation, Department of History, University of Nebraska—
Lincoln, December 2010, p. 252.
17	 Haig, 1966, p. 26.
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Finally, the Suez Crisis overlapped considerably with an uprising in Hungary that was 
brutally crushed by the Soviets on dates that nearly mirror the climactic events of the Suez 
Crisis; the events in Hungary had an effect on Soviet deliberations pertaining to Egypt.

Managing Escalation

Perceptions of Escalation Risk
As the Suez Crisis unfolded, the respective leaders of the United States and the Soviet Union 
approached the events with varying global perspectives and experience, wielding their 
influence on an international stage. Eisenhower was adamant about limiting the spread 
of communism internationally, yet reluctant for the United States to become involved in a 
minor conflict that could lead to major confrontation. Thus, his New Look national secu-
rity policy embraced rhetorical escalation, in that it aimed to use nuclear threats to deter 
local aggression. As Dulles explained, the United States “would depend primarily on a great 
capacity to retaliate, instantly, by means and at places of our own choosing.”18 By this time, 
the tactic had been used with some success. According to David Holloway, Eisenhower had 
learned this method from the Korean War and had exercised it on three occasions prior to the 
Suez Crisis (at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 and on the islands of Jinmen and Mazu in March 1955).

The Soviet Union at this time found itself in a transitional phase. A power struggle fol-
lowing the death of Josef Stalin in 1953 saw the unlikely emergence of Nikita Khrushchev as 
First Secretary of the Communist Party. Initially focused on enacting comparatively liberal 
domestic reforms tied to his “de-Stalinization” efforts, Khrushchev was relatively untested 
on the world stage prior to the Suez Crisis. Unlike Eisenhower, Khrushchev had yet to play 
the proverbial nuclear card in a diplomatic setting. However, the available literature indi-
cates that this appears to be because of a lack of appropriate opportunity rather than an 
escalatory risk calculation.

From a macro foreign policy standpoint, Moscow at this time was keenly focused on 
maintaining unity among Warsaw Pact countries in its near-abroad while establishing itself 
as a supporter of developing countries, particularly those emerging from Western colonial-
ism in Asia and Africa. The arms deal signed with Egypt in 1955 is perhaps the clearest 
example of the latter objective and indicative of Moscow’s novel efforts, not unnoticed by 
Eisenhower, to use tools other than militaristic coercion to establish its international influ-
ence. The opportunism exercised by Moscow with the arms deal also had its fingerprints on 
Nasser’s subsequent nationalization of the Suez Canal. Aside from military support, Cairo 
now had an alternative source of potential assistance for the Aswan Dam project to compli-
cate Western deliberations on how to react. It does not appear that the Soviets viewed either 

18	 David Holloway, “Nuclear Weapons and the Escalation of the Cold War, 1945–1962,” in Melvin P. Leffler 
and Odd Arne Westad, eds., The Cambridge History of the Cold War, vol. 1, Cambridge University Press, 
2010, p. 21.
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move as necessarily escalatory, even though Moscow remained cognizant that the moves 
could be conceived by others as such. Thus, Smolansky identifies the Soviet objectives during 
the diplomatic phase of the Suez Crisis as twofold: (1) exacerbate tensions while avoiding the 
outbreak of open hostilities and (2) oppose any resolution that might exclude Moscow.19

With concerns about the Middle East and the tenuous stability of the Arab-Israeli 
dynamic already apparent, Washington viewed the 1955 Soviet arms deal with Nasser as a 
clear escalation in the rivalry. According to one scholar, Eisenhower perceived the arms deal 
to be “a fire bell in the night,” a tactical shift by the Russians to adopt “economic weapons” 
in an expanded struggle for global influence at the expense of Washington.20 Dulles warned 
that new Soviet offers of economic assistance to countries in the Middle East and South Asia 
could become a “Trojan horse to penetrate and then take over independent countries.”21 CIA 
Director Allen Dulles voiced concern that the Soviets were poised to become “merchants of 
death” in the region who would also provide arms to Syria and Saudi Arabia, thus shifting the 
regional power dynamic against Israel.22

In October, a National Security Council report assessing U.S. strategy in the Middle East 
declared that because of the introduction of Soviet weapons in the region “the risk of major 
armed conflict in the Near East is now more acute and more immediate.”23 The follow-
ing month, a new National Intelligence Estimate echoed this sentiment, declaring that the 
Soviet arms deal to Egypt “substantially increased the risk of Egyptian-Israeli hostilities.”24 
For their part, the Soviets adopted a somewhat indifferent tone. Soviet Foreign Minister 
Vyacheslav Molotov saw “no grounds for any disturbance or concern on this” and pointed 
out the West’s provision of arms to other regional actors, such as Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Saudi 
Arabia, and Israel.25

With this backdrop, Eisenhower took Moscow’s efforts to expand its global reach seriously 
and was quick to apply such concerns to the Suez Crisis as it grew more ominous during 
summer 1956. He was particularly concerned that the use of aggression by Western powers 
to regain control of the canal would effectively cede much of the developing world to Soviet 
influence.26 Responding to a senior adviser who suggested that he was taking Soviet actions 
too seriously, Eisenhower snapped that the Soviet offensive “to secure the allegiance of the 
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uncommitted and underdeveloped nations” might cause U.S. leaders to “wake up some morn-
ing and find that Egypt, for instance, has slipped behind the Iron Curtain.”27

The military phase of the Suez Crisis elevated the stakes and the risks associated with 
potential actions or, in some cases, inaction. Smolansky argues that, while unwilling to risk 
its own annihilation for the sake of Egypt, once Moscow supported Nasser’s right to nation-
alize the canal, it had no choice but to “seek by means of diplomatic and moral pressure 
to prevent the Western powers from crushing Nasser” and, if aggression did take place, to 
“transform the attack . . . into a political defeat for the Western powers and Israel.”28 Thus, the 
potential loss of prestige in the region (and perhaps worldwide) by backing down and allow-
ing Nasser to be defeated was an outcome Moscow wanted to avoid at some, but not all, cost. 
While not conclusive in the literature, Khrushchev might have taken on more perceived risk 
as he ratcheted up the threatening rhetoric after the onset of hostilities in Egypt.

Despite Washington’s public protestations of the tripartite invasion, Soviet leadership 
remained unconvinced that such opprobrium was genuine. This skepticism was demon-
strated during a pivotal Kremlin meeting on October 31 in which the dual crises playing out in 
Hungary and Egypt were discussed. With the fate of both crises very much undecided, Soviet 
leadership reportedly assumed, mistakenly, that the United States would back the recently 
initiated allied invasion in the Suez Canal. The following day, the UK and U.S. ambassadors 
to Moscow each reported that both the Russian press and Soviet officials were openly stating 
such postulations.29 This sentiment appears not to have been confined to Moscow. Walker 
argues that the United Kingdom and France both misperceived U.S. willingness to partici-
pate in the London Conference the previous August as Washington’s “support for military 
operations if diplomacy failed.”30

There appears to be consensus in the available literature that it was Washington’s clear 
declaration that it would side with Nasser and not with its traditional allies during the military 
phase of the crisis that gave Moscow the confidence to escalate its rhetoric so abruptly and 
significantly. As Smolansky argues, the Soviets were aware that without U.S. backing, the 
tripartite effort to take over the canal would ultimately fail, and the strong support voiced 
by Washington in the UN General Assembly on November 4 for a UN Emergency Force to 
facilitate and manage the cessation of hostilities made clear where Eisenhower stood. Among 
the collective and “reassuring signals that the Anglo-Franco-Israeli invasion would cease of 
its own accord,” Fukuyama includes the unconditional opposition of the United States, dem-
onstrated by its actions at the UN; the Israeli acceptance of a unilateral cessation of opera-
tions and of the UN ceasefire on the morning of November 5 (prior to the Soviet notes); and 
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the weakening resolve of UK Prime Minister Anthony Eden, who in principle agreed to a 
ceasefire and police action organized by the UN.31

Overall, Soviet actions during this period appear to have been more reactionary, insofar 
as decisions to initiate or escalate its threatening rhetoric were made after other actors, par-
ticularly the United States, were known and the inherent risk therefore muted. As Fukuyama 
contends, referencing the multiple Cold War–era crises in the Middle East between 1956 
and 1973, “the single most important variable enforcing caution on the Soviets will be the 
position of the United States.”32 Specifically, Fukuyama argues that the U.S. failure to signal 
its opposition to the introduction of Soviet forces in the Middle East would prove to be the 
greatest liberation from risk for Moscow. He provides as evidence the more assertive Soviet 
actions in the “peripheral areas” of less strategic importance to Washington, such as Ethiopia, 
South Yemen, and Afghanistan.33

Escalatory Actions, Behaviors, or Statements
During spring and summer 1956, Washington and Moscow began to ratchet up their rheto-
ric, each declaring a position that was contrary to the other and warning of consequences 
should hostilities in the Suez occur. On April 21, Eisenhower gave a speech in which he sin-
gled out the Middle East as a part of the world where the United States would do “all in our 
power” to prevent violence and was “determined to support and assist any nation in that 
area which might be subjected to aggression.”34 The new tensions in the region, Eisenhower 
continued, had arisen from “a sudden change in Soviet policy,” whereby Moscow had shifted 
from a reliance on threatening force to economic and political subversion while “wearing 
smiles all around the world.”35

In preparation for the first London Conference in August, Secretary of State Dulles and 
Eisenhower decided to use U.S. Ambassador Charles “Chip” Bohlen in Moscow as a conduit 
for messages designed to discourage the Soviets from sabotaging the proceedings. Dulles 
coached Bohlen to employ “a quite informal confidential approach to high Soviet officials,” 
such that he should be candid about UK and French intentions while emphasizing that 
although the United States opposed force, the Soviets should not assume that the United States 
would shy away from an intervention “if the conference method breaks down.”36 Bohlen was 
also told to remind Soviet participants that in the First and Second World Wars, the United 
States had become involved “when the chips [were] down.” Finally, Bohlen was instructed to 
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convey such messaging in “an appropriate informal way of chatting” and “without in any way 
formalizing the matter.”37

Soviet officials were also becoming gradually more assertive in their engagement with 
Western counterparts. For instance, at the first London Conference, Soviet Foreign Minister 
Dmitri Shepilov persistently defended Nasser’s right to nationalize the canal and sug-
gested that Western aggression to prevent this might lead to “a serious conflict which would 
encompass the whole of the Near and Middle East and, perhaps, go even further.”38 Then, 
on August 28, Khrushchev sent a follow-up message to the UK and French ambassadors in 
Moscow that stated, “The British and French should be careful. If Egypt is attacked, it will 
be a just war for the Arabs, and there will be volunteers.”39 “Volunteers” was becoming an 
increasingly used vehicle by the Soviets to attempt to distance themselves from the involve-
ment of ostensibly patriotic countryfolk who elected to participate in just conflicts against 
Western aggression.

The following month, the Soviets were increasingly concerned about the prospect of 
Western military intervention in Egypt. Alarmed at reports of growing concentrations of 
UK and French forces in the eastern Mediterranean, the Soviet government warned Western 
powers that such preparations to intervene in the internal affairs of Egypt represented “an 
open and intolerable challenge to the peace-loving Egyptian people, to all peoples of the 
East and to the cause of peace.”40 The Soviets also repeated the broader implications of such 
steps, stating that any military action would entail “serious international complications.”41

Then, on September 16, the Soviets issued the Declaration Concerning Peaceful 
Settlement of the Suez Question that warned against the West’s “dangerous provocations” 
and stated that Moscow would not stand aside because an “aggression in the area of the Near 
and Middle East touches on the security of the Soviet Union.”42 This appears to be the first 
intimation that Moscow could become more directly involved in the crisis. Additionally, 
Premier Bulganin sent letters to his counterparts in the United Kingdom and France warn-
ing that the Soviet Union “as a great power which is interested in the maintenance of peace 
cannot stand aside from this question.”43

Following the start of hostilities, Moscow’s initial reaction to the tripartite invasion of 
Egypt was swift and menacing, if unspecific. On November 1, Pravda published a Russian 
government statement holding London, Paris, and Jerusalem responsible for the “dangerous 
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consequences which may result from [their] aggressive actions.”44 It was not until days later, 
on November 5, that the climactic Soviet threats were delivered via a series of threatening 
letters from Bulganin and Shepilov to the leaders of the United Kingdom, France, Israel, 
and the United States, as well as to the president of the UNSC. In an additional act of saber-
rattling, the Soviets requested that the text of these notes be distributed among the UN 
General Assembly.

The language in the letters to the United Kingdom, France, and Israel was by far the most 
menacing. It insisted that each recipient abide by the UN General Assembly ceasefire reso-
lution and suggested that if they did not, the conflict in the Middle East could “spread to 
other countries and turn into a third world war.”45 The letter to Prime Minister Ben-Gurion 
threatened the outright annihilation of Israel; the letters to UK Prime Minister Eden and 
French Prime Minister Guy Mollet threatened that “stronger states, possessing all types of 
destructive modern weapons” could strike their countries without sending forces to their 
shores, instead using “rocket weapons.”46

The letter to Eisenhower, however, was written in a very different tone. In it, Bulganin 
proposed a joint U.S.-Soviet armed intervention against the tripartite aggressors should they 
not halt activities, along with a more detailed timeline for compliance and a description of the 
proposed military response (the same proposal was outlined in the letter to the president of 
the UNSC).47 Eisenhower’s staff secretary, Andrew Goodpaster, remarked that after the texts 
of the November 5 notes became available, “the President commented again how concerned 
he is over the possibility of Soviet intervention. He said that the Soviets are scared and furious 
and there is nothing more dangerous than a dictatorship in this state of mind.”48 Regardless 
of their true intentions, Eisenhower insisted that Soviet troops not be permitted to land in the 
Middle East. Although he urged thoughtfulness and precision in U.S. messaging to get this 
point across to Moscow, the President was also resolute that “if those fellows start something, 
we may have to hit them—and, if necessary, with everything in the bucket.”49

On November 6, the Joint Chiefs of Staff made plans to improve readiness for war and rec-
ommended that Eisenhower immediately return from his home in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. 
When he returned, the meeting at the White House was “nothing less than a council of war”; 
the President eventually ordered the U.S. Sixth Fleet and the Pacific and Atlantic Fleets on 
battle-ready alert; the deployment of additional ships, submarines, and tactical air resources; 
and the placement of heavy troop carrier wings on 12-hour alert.50 Additionally, rumors were 
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widespread that the Soviets were preparing to intervene, perhaps by recruiting “volunteers” 
to go fight on Egypt’s behalf armed with “special weapons” or by carrying out retaliatory 
strikes within the range of some of their jet fighters and bombers in the Black Sea region.51

Eisenhower’s eventual response was made public and without an initial personal reply 
to Bulganin. The United States found it “unthinkable” that it would join the Soviet Union in 
any intervention in Egypt, criticized this notion as a diversion from Hungary, and insisted 
that no forces from the Soviet Union or anywhere else should enter the region without a 
UN mandate.52

In addition, in its most pointed statement to Moscow yet, Washington counter-threatened 
to resort to nuclear retaliation in the event of an attack on London or Paris.53 Eisenhower 
reinforced this last point to some of his senior advisers declaring, “If the Soviets attack 
the British and French directly, we would be in war.”54 In a private moment, Eisenhower 
suggested that in another capacity, he might have been even more intimidating in his lan-
guage. Exhausted from recent events, Eisenhower conveyed to his doctor that evening, “if he 
[Eisenhower] were a dictator, he would tell Russia if they moved a finger, he would drop our 
entire stock of nuclear weapons on them.”55

The timing of the Soviet interventions during the Suez Crisis reinforces Fukuyama’s 
contention that, as a matter of risk mitigation, Moscow tended to discharge its most tersely 
worded threats after the United States made its position known or when the threat of 
escalation had been otherwise reduced. In this case, it was not until nearly six days after 
the onset of hostilities, Washington’s public denunciation of the tripartite attacks, and the 
unilateral acceptance of a ceasefire by Israel that Bulganin and Sheripov issued their most 
menacing letters. Smolansky describes Soviet messaging and engagement between Octo-
ber 30 and the issuance of the November 5 warnings as “routine moves without any material 
significance.”56 Thus, Smolansky continues, the intention of the notes “was to foster the rift 
between Washington and its allies and to reap as much benefit as possible out of a situation 
where the eventual political defeat of the aggressor could be easily foreseen.”57
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Mitigating Actions
Throughout both the diplomatic and military phases of the Suez Crisis, the Soviet Union 
adopted a handful of self-imposed mitigating actions that collectively decreased the risk of 
escalation. Prime among these was its persistent use of ambiguous language in its messaging, 
even as Moscow’s tenor grew increasingly menacing. Fukuyama describes the letters sent to 
the United Kingdom, France, and Israel on November 5 as “extremely vivid but at the same 
time quite imprecise.” 58 He also points out that, as part of their imprecise threats to the 
United Kingdom, France, and Israel, the Soviets stated only that these countries could come 
under Russian attack if they failed to obey the ceasefire, not that they would.59 This allowed 
Moscow the option of escalating its rhetoric without the added risk of having to carry out a 
specific threat by a certain date.

Another example of Soviet mitigation was its numerous references to the potential actions 
of “volunteers” in its public statements and correspondence with rivals. This was a clear 
attempt to reduce the liability for its threatening statements by insinuating that the govern-
ment had limited control over motivated patriots who decide to join a just cause. Such refer-
ences also helped dampen the tenor of the rhetoric by inserting an objective, matter-of-fact 
element into their narrative. Given how serious such threats were considered by the United 
States and its allies, however, the success of this gambit appears negligible.

At a more strategic level, another mitigating factor for the Soviets was the recognized 
imbalance between Moscow and the West when it came to the strategic importance of the 
Suez Canal and the Middle East. Citing a quote from Khrushchev, whereby he confides in 
Nasser about Eden’s seriousness to resort to fighting should the United Kingdom’s access to 
oil be threatened, Fukuyama contends that it was less of an assessment of military balance 
than a political judgment about the West’s greater strategic stakes in the region that ulti-
mately limited Soviet interventions.60

Mitigating actions pursued by the United States consisted largely of removing oppor-
tunities for the Soviets to use the attacks and the international opprobrium it inspired to 
improve its position. Needing to thread the needle between condemning the acts of tripar-
tite aggression without singling out its allies specifically, Eisenhower and his senior advisers 
agreed that the United States must act quickly to draft a ceasefire resolution to present to 
the UN General Assembly to do just that. Doing so would deprive the Soviets the oppor-
tunity of issuing a propaganda-heavy version of their own that would lay explicit blame on 
the perpetrating nations. Approval for the U.S-proposed resolution would also stave off any 
push from Moscow to gain approval for a UN-sanctioned military action. While seemingly 
a tactical maneuver, Eisenhower saw the potential strategic effect that the success (or failure) 
of the resolution could have. In a clear display of his thought process, Eisenhower wrote that 
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the Soviets “must be prevented from seizing a mantle of world leadership through a false but 
convincing exhibition of concern for smaller nations.”61

Results and Lessons

Results
The United States and the Soviet Union found themselves in a unique position in the context 
of the Cold War: one side attempting to deter the other through what amounted to strictly 
rhetorical means, while other actors schemed and ultimately carried out a military escalation 
that both Washington and Moscow had nothing to do with and were trying to prevent. A 
combination of fickle ancillary actors, parallel events taking place in Hungary, and a limited 
previous track record to inform deliberations meant that U.S. and Soviet leadership had to 
remain ever vigilant against the other’s true intentions, even as they were pursuing similar 
general outcomes. Thus, it is understandable that each side demonstrated wariness about 
ascending the escalatory ladder against the other. For Moscow, the most menacing tone was 
directed at the tripartite aggressors, while Washington’s quick and emphatic response was 
considered an in-kind measure intended to quash the threat and reassert its strategic solidar-
ity with the United Kingdom, France, and Israel.

Lessons
Although the Suez Crisis never led to direct U.S. or Russian military involvement, it dem-
onstrated that escalation is in the eye of the beholder—even the faintest perception of threat 
in the context of the Cold War could generate a great deal of consternation and prepara-
tory activity. Eisenhower and his senior advisers perceived the extensive Soviet arms deal 
with Egypt in late 1955 as escalatory. Washington initially expended considerable diplomatic 
effort to halt the deal and, when that failed, made a series of decisions that contributed to the 
eventual crisis. Evidence also suggests that the United States was both surprised and alarmed 
by the severity of the Soviet letters sent on November 5. According to the New York Times, 
“it would be difficult to exaggerate the extreme tension which gripped the United States 
Government” from late that afternoon, when the texts of Bulganin’s messages became avail-
able, until 1:00 a.m. the next morning, when the United Kingdom and France announced a 
ceasefire.62 Another account states that Eisenhower and his advisors were “terrified” at the 
possibility of “serious Soviet aggression” and that Eisenhower “even expected an attack.”63 
The repositioning of U.S. military assets in and around the region and elevating them to a 
high alert status was necessary only because of the Soviet nuclear threat.
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Yet, for all of the trepidation caused by Moscow’s expansion of influence in Egypt and the 
threatening language, by nearly all accounts those actions had little effect on the de-escalation 
and eventual conclusion of the Suez Crisis. Of the four factors listed by French Foreign 
Minister Christian Pineau as being the most influential in the decision to halt hostilities, 
he listed “American pressure” second and “Russian intervention” fourth. In his response to 
Moscow’s November 5 letter, Ben-Gurion expressed “surprise and sorrow” at the threat to 
his country’s existence but stated clearly that Israel’s foreign policy is dictated by “our essen-
tial needs” and “would not be decided by any foreign factor.”64 Finally, the selective timing 
of Moscow’s strongest rhetorical intervention was not lost on its supposed ally in Cairo. In a 
speech delivered in March 1959, Nasser was openly critical that it took the Soviet government 
nine days (even though it was actually eight) to make up its mind on where it stood. During 
that time, Nasser claimed, “we had not the slightest intimation of support from any foreign 
state, even the Soviet Union.”65

For the Soviets, however, the Suez Crisis showed that they could contest the West and pre-
sented a proof of concept of sorts for how they would continue to increase their global influ-
ence. Khrushchev’s first foray into nuclear diplomacy persuaded him of its utility even though, 
in the case of the Suez Crisis, “the effect of such threats appear to have been negligible.”66 
Fukuyama agrees, arguing that the Soviet Union came to use bluffing as a means of deterring 
opponents in the Middle East, “since it has until recently occupied the weaker position politi-
cally and militarily after its first entry into the region in 1955.”67 The Soviets also came away 
from the Suez Crisis with a broader blueprint for pursuing their international interests, often 
at the expense of the United States and the West, while minimizing the risk of military escala-
tion. As Haig attests, “the Soviets had successfully breached the upper tier of defenses . . . not 
by a conventional thrust across established borders, but by leapfrogging the nuclear tripwire 
through ambivalent psycho-political and military action.”68
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APPENDIX B

Cuban Missile Crisis

Introduction

The Cuban Missile Crisis is one case where efforts to manage the risk of escalation through 
the signaling of resolve and restraint and the cultivating of off-ramps can be rendered 
ineffective if the actors fail to perceive and act on such efforts. Failure to appreciate an off-
ramp or resolution that avoids conflict could lead to outcomes that no party desires. Even 
though escalatory risks were perceived and addressed by both sides in this case, the historical 
context between the United States and the Soviet Union made each believe that the other side 
was more likely to prefer escalation and even conflict to a resolution without conflict.

In the run-up to the crisis, concerns about escalation were secondary to each side’s policy 
objectives. Premier Nikita Khrushchev believed that nuclear weapons could be installed 
without detection, while the United States continued to carry out its destabilization cam-
paign against the communist Cuban government. Only during the crisis did both sides take 
steps to manage escalation risk, recognizing the consequences of conflict and the potential 
for nuclear war. Both sides took measured responses, seeking not to give the other cause to 
escalate further.

Each side’s understanding of the other’s intentions, complicated by the presence of nuclear 
weapons, produced two effects. First, the possibility of nuclear war and worst-case scenario 
assumptions forced the actors to consider the escalatory risks of their plans, and actions were 
taken during the crisis under the belief that the other side was more belligerent and eager to 
engage in conflict than it actually was. Second, as a result of the belief that the other side was 
belligerent, both parties underestimated the feasibility of a nonmilitary resolution. Each side 
believed that a miscalculation or an inadvertent escalation event might occur or that the other 
party truly wanted a war and was willing to risk everything. Neither party appreciated that 
the consequences of the crisis—as both sides understood it—became misaligned with each 
side’s original intentions and goals. The Soviets, by seeking to improve their strategic nuclear 
standing and to protect Cuba, unintentionally jeopardized both, while the United States, in 
its pursuit of removing communists from power in Cuba, suddenly faced an existential threat 
close to its borders. Nuclear weapons interacted with these perceptions to heighten the actors’ 
insecurity, making the consequences more dire. The United States—despite its overwhelm-
ing strategic missile superiority that it had made known to the Soviets—still felt vulnerable to 
a nuclear strike. The Soviet Union, knowing that the United States was aware of the missile 



Understanding Escalation: A Framework for Evaluating the Escalatory Risks of Policy Actions

84

disparity between the two parties, also felt vulnerable to a first strike and perceived that Cuba 
would be unlikely to withstand any combination of conventional and nuclear warfare that the 
United States could bring to bear on the island. That a nuclear exchange was an existential 
threat to both states motivated both to avoid the conflict regardless of the reputational costs 
that they might have suffered from their allies.

Summary

The Cuban Missile Crisis stemmed from a decision by the Soviet leadership and Khrushchev 
in summer 1962 to clandestinely install nuclear missiles in Cuba in an attempt to correct 
the imbalance of strategic nuclear power and to protect communist Cuba from a U.S. inva-
sion, although the latter reason seems to have arisen after the crisis emerged.1 The installa-
tion of the launch sites and Soviet activity in Cuba continued into the fall, which prompted 
the United States to raise concerns about the increased Soviet presence on the island. The 
Soviet Union’s repeated assurances to the United States that the construction and activity 
did not include offensive weapons was meant to lull Washington into inaction.2 Aware of this 
increasing Soviet activity, U.S. leadership began to consider options as early as October 2, 
1962, when Defense Secretary Robert McNamara outlined six circumstances when an attack 
on Cuba might be necessary.3 This was accompanied by efforts to increase readiness to con-
duct air strikes and follow-on invasions.4

On October 16, President John F. Kennedy was presented with intelligence collected a 
few days prior confirming the presence of Soviet MRBMs and IRBMs in Cuba. In response, 
Kennedy formed the Executive Committee of the National Security Council (ExComm) to 
deliberate and develop options to remove the missiles from Cuba.5 Initially, ExComm devel-
oped several military options that varied from single, surgical attacks on missile bases to a 
comprehensive invasion to blockades of the island.6 At the time, the United States did not 
expect that the missiles were operational and found no evidence of nuclear warheads. Over 
the next few days, ExComm continued to meet and assess the feasibility of several options. 
Throughout their deliberations, Kennedy continued to increase the preparedness of the 
armed forces in case a military action was called for—even as ExComm decided to impose 
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a limited quarantine on the island.7 On October 20, ExComm learned of a nuclear warhead 
storage bunker on Cuba and noted that greater numbers of sites were becoming operational.8 
ExComm and the President decided to implement the limited quarantine, announcing their 
plans in a public address.9

On October 22, Kennedy informed the U.S. public that missiles had been detected in Cuba. 
Notably, Kennedy cast the crisis as a test of the country’s “courage and commitment” and 
announced that there would be a quarantine of Cuba starting on October 24 at 10:00 a.m.10 
This public address coincided with increased force readiness across most services, includ-
ing strategic missile forces but excluding the Air Force in Europe.11 Khrushchev ordered all 
Soviet ships bound for Cuba to stay the course, but this decision appears to have been reversed 
after Minister of Foreign Trade Anastas Mikoyan dissuaded Khrushchev.12 At the same time, 
Khrushchev accelerated construction of the missiles sites.13 Meanwhile, diplomatic exchanges 
between Khrushchev and Kennedy seemed to be ineffective; Khrushchev continued to obfus-
cate as Kennedy pressed him about the weapons in Cuba.14 Almost presciently on October 23, 
ExComm discussed possible responses if a U-2 plane were shot down over Cuba, deciding to 
strike the responsible surface-to-air missile (SAM) site in retaliation.15

When the limited quarantine was enforced on October 24, 16 of 19 Soviet ships en route 
to Cuba changed course; the remaining three ultimately stopped a few miles from the quar-
antine line. Additionally, ExComm learned of Russian submarines operating in the area.16 
Intelligence to this point also indicated that more MRBM and IRBM launch sites were 
becoming operational.17 On October 26, in response to the continued installation of missile 
sites, Kennedy commented that the quarantine alone would not cause the Soviet government 
to remove their missiles. He believed that additional steps would be needed, using either 
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military means or diplomatic options, such as removing U.S. missiles in Turkey.18 At this 
point, the pressure within ExComm to conduct an air strike to forcibly remove the missiles 
increased.19 Also on October 26, the ExComm and Kennedy received a promising letter from 
Khrushchev, wherein he offered to remove the missiles from Cuba in exchange for a U.S. com-
mitment not to invade or otherwise attack Cuba.20 As deliberations about how best to respond 
continued, a U-2 spy plane was downed over Cuba on October 27, surprising the Soviets and 
further aggravating the situation.21 On the same day, ExComm and Kennedy received a letter 
so much harsher in tone than the others that they questioned whether Khrushchev was still 
in control or whether he felt pressured by the more hardline elements.22 The former U.S. 
ambassador to the Soviet Union, Tommy Thompson, convinced the President and ExComm 
to respond to the first, more promising letter. At this point, ExComm did not expect that 
Khrushchev would accept the offer not to invade Cuba if the Soviet Union removed the mis-
siles.23 The U.S. acceptance of the Soviet’s first offer was communicated in a meeting between 
Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy and Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobyrnin. In the meet-
ing, Attorney General Kennedy stated that if the Soviets did not commit to removing the mis-
siles from Cuba, then the United States would take action to remove the missiles.24 On hear-
ing this, Khrushchev immediately agreed and responded by broadcasting his acceptance on 
Soviet airwaves. With an agreement reached, the crisis ended on Sunday, October 28, 1962.

Managing Escalation

Perceptions of Escalation Risk
President Kennedy initially felt that Russia was testing him. This feeling stemmed from 
Kennedy’s earlier frustration with Khrushchev at the Vienna Summit, which left him feel-
ing like it would be necessary to demonstrate resolve when dealing with Khrushchev and 
the Soviet Union.25 Even so, Kennedy and the rest of ExComm interpreted the crisis as a test 
of their resolve in the face of the Soviet objective to assert dominance over the United States 
and alter the balance of power.26 This view aligned with their interpretation of the Berlin 
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Crisis in 1961 as a test rather than an attempt by the Soviet Union to maintain control over its 
quarter.27 ExComm members believed that Khrushchev would not agree to a deal to remove 
the missiles from Cuba because they assumed the worst about his intentions and objectives. 
Additionally, the Soviets understood that the United States sought to remove the Cuban com-
munist regime and interpreted crisis actions from the United States in that light. Thus, when 
it was determined that a U.S. attack was imminent at several points in the crisis, the Soviets 
read it as evidence of another attempt to remove President Fidel Castro from power (as was 
attempted with the Bay of Pigs incident in 1961).28

Compounding these perceptions and interpretations each party had of the other, the fact 
that nuclear weapons were an integral part of the crisis made the consequences of “blinking” 
in this crisis even greater than if Cuba had been only stockpiling conventional arms. Nuclear 
missiles in Cuba would put more U.S. cities in range of a nuclear strike, and the Soviets under-
stood that this would be intolerable for Washington. Likewise, the United States knew that 
should war escalate with the Soviet Union, conventional and nuclear war could break out.

Washington and Moscow understood that the stakes of the crisis could result in 
nuclear annihilation for both sides. Even though both parties knew that the Soviets were 
at a disadvantage with respect to strategic nuclear missiles, the seriousness of any nuclear 
exchange was still unacceptable for the United States.29 This bears highlighting because 
nuclear exchanges were viewed as fundamentally distinct from conventional war. In a con-
ventional war, it would be understandable if one side acted on its overwhelming advantage to 
exploit the other party’s disadvantage, accepting proportionately lower causalities to accom-
plish some objective. In a nuclear war, the destructive potential of even a handful of nuclear 
weapons would render any accomplishment a Pyrrhic victory. For that reason, the strategic 
nuclear missile advantage held by the United States was not enough to convince Kennedy and 
ExComm that the risk of a nuclear exchange was sufficiently low to carry out an air strike on 
Cuban missile sites. Conversely, doing nothing about the nuclear missiles in Cuba would have 
been just as unacceptable because it would have amounted to acquiescing to an existential 
threat to the United States. Given the variety of outcomes and the stakes of the crisis, plan-
ning for the worst-case scenarios on the basis of the other party’s perceived intentions and 
preferences is understandable. To have done otherwise could have led both sides to accurately 
perceive the likelihood of a resolution but at the risk of being taken advantage of by the other 
party, the consequences of which would have been dire.
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U.S. Perceptions of Escalation Risk
Although some of the members of ExComm might have estimated otherwise, the potential 
for intentional and inadvertent risk was recognized. Members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
operated with the understanding that a limited strike on missile sites would not carry sig-
nificant risk of escalation because of the rationality of the Soviets.30 Meanwhile others, such 
as Secretary McNamara, were concerned not only with deliberate Soviet counteractions that 
might escalate the crisis into to a full conflict but also with inadvertent escalation that might 
arise from miscalculation or the unauthorized use of force.31 Furthermore, the fact that 
attacks on Cuban SAM sites might harm Soviet personnel was well known to ExComm and 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff.32

However, this escalation risk was only evident to the United States during the crisis, once 
it became clear that nuclear missiles had found their way to the island. In the months and 
days prior to obtaining hard photographic proof of the missiles, the United States continued 
its wider campaign against Cuba via Operation Mongoose and prepared for military action 
against the Cuban government—during which time it would be reasonable to expect that its 
efforts at subterfuge and preparation would be unlikely to cause Cuba or the Soviet Union 
to escalate the situation further. It was only when U.S. leaders uncovered the presence of 
the nuclear missiles in Cuba and began to explore options that they recognized that their 
actions carried the risk of lateral (e.g., expansion of the crisis to Europe) or vertical (e.g., with 
military force) escalation.33

Soviet Perceptions of Escalation Risk
Meanwhile, the Soviets seemed to have felt that Cuba was relatively vulnerable; therefore, the 
risk that their efforts to install nuclear missiles on the island could escalate and materialize 
into an existential threat for Cuba was serious. Previous and ongoing efforts to destabilize 
the regime (Operation Mongoose and the Bay of Pigs) were recognized by the Soviets and 
Cuba as indications of U.S. policy objectives, and over the duration of the crisis, the Soviets 
and Cuba were aware of the risk, at times imminent, that the United States could escalate and 
attack Cuba.34 Their sensitivity to U.S. military preparations, combined with the fact that the 
presence of nuclear missiles had indeed given the United States a reason to launch a strike, 
meant that the Soviets perceived a real possibility that Cuba could be attacked and invad-
ed.35 Inadvertences, such as the downing of the U.S. U-2 spy plane, inflamed the situation 
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further.36 Additionally, if escalation did occur, the potential expansion of the crisis in Cuba 
to actions and attacks in Europe meant that the Soviet Union would have had to engage in a 
large-scale conventional war with a known strategic nuclear missile disadvantage against the 
United States and NATO.37

U.S. Actions Perceived as Escalatory
Numerous decision points before and during the crisis carried with them the potential to 
escalate to different degrees. First, in early October, prior to the discovery of nuclear missiles, 
the efforts of the United States to increase preparedness and preposition forces to conduct air 
strikes and invade the island, according to operational plans, suggest that these actions were 
likely not viewed by Washington as especially escalatory to the Soviets and Cuba. 

Second, once the missiles were detected, the three options of blockading, launching a 
military attack, or engaging in diplomacy each carried some risk: A direct and diplomatic 
approach was anticipated to be ineffective, a blockade was likely to evoke some reaction from 
the Soviets, and a military attack increased the chances that the Soviets would respond in 
kind.38 While ExComm believed that a conventional air strike could be successfully carried 
out, there was a clear difference between more hawkish and more dovish members of the 
group in their estimations of the consequences of this action. Hawkish members seemed to 
be making the point that the exchange could be kept limited in scope, which the Soviet lead-
ership preferred to avoid escalating to a high level of conflict or to nuclear war.39 Meanwhile, 
more dovish members of ExComm believed that the risk of inadvertent escalation and mis-
calculation could cause the events to spiral out of control.40 This was eventually determined 
to be even likelier with the realization that any air strike on specific missile sites would neces-
sitate attacks on other locations.41 All actions—save for those that relied exclusively on diplo-
matic efforts—were considered escalatory to varying degrees.

Third, there was uncertainty from the U.S. perspective about how to read the downing of 
the U-2 spy plane on October 27, as it was unclear whether the order came from Cuba or the 
Soviet Union.42 The options that were considered included continuing the reconnaissance 
flights with fighter escorts, striking the responsible SAM sites, or ceasing the flights. There 
was some discussion that attacking Cuba at all would represent an escalation or that con-
tinuing spy flights could be construed as intelligence gathering in preparation for an attack. 
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Ultimately, the United States decided to stop flights for the day and to continue the next day. 
At this point in the crisis, there was concern that the downed U-2 would jeopardize any pos-
sibility for resolution; the decision to not focus on the downing of the U-2 allowed ExComm 
to concentrate on resolving the crisis.43

Soviet Actions Perceived as Escalatory
Two decision points for the Soviets seemed to be relevant for the decision to send missiles 
to Cuba. The first deals with the root of the crisis: Khrushchev’s memoirs seem to place 
the origination of his idea to install nuclear missiles in Cuba as occurring at some point in 
April or May 1962, although it was likely an idea that was circulated among his advisors.44 
In the wider context, the Soviets knew that the United States had a strategic nuclear mis-
sile advantage, and the placement of U.S. missiles in a country as close to them as Turkey 
made the potential for a reverse situation attractive.45 It seems that at least some members 
of Khrushchev’s inner circle appreciated how provocative it would be to install nuclear mis-
siles so close to the United States, but the belief that it could be done undetected appeared to 
bias their estimation of the plan’s feasibility.46 Additionally, the Soviets did not expect Cuba 
to agree to the arrangement, since it would increase the danger to the island, but to their 
surprise, Castro agreed. In this case, it appears that at least a few senior Soviets realized how 
risky this escalatory action was, but those concerns were either rationalized away or deemed 
irrelevant once Khrushchev committed to the plan.

The second deals with Khrushchev’s first reaction to the blockade. Although Khrushchev 
angrily decided to tell the captains of Soviet ships not to observe the limited quarantine, 
the order eventually was reversed by Mikoyan.47 It seems possible to intuit that initially 
Khrushchev was not considering how challenging the quarantine might affect the resolu-
tion of the crisis. The fact that Mikoyan recognized that Soviet ships defying the quarantine 
might be counterproductive suggests that at least one individual recognized such an action 
as escalatory.

Additionally, it is unclear whether Khrushchev’s decision to expedite the construction 
and installation of the MRBM and IRBM launchers was viewed as especially escalatory, but 
it does appear to be the case that Khrushchev hoped to set up the launchers to improve his 
bargaining position vis-a-vis the United States.48 However, from the U.S. perspective, the 
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apparent ineffectiveness of the limited blockade to halt construction on the island fed the 
perception that more effort was necessary to remove the missiles.

Mitigating Actions
U.S. Mitigating Actions
The United States took several actions to reduce the risk of escalation. The decision to not 
retaliate for the downing of the U-2 spy plane on October 27 is one example.49 Other efforts, 
such as establishing back channels, were undertaken even though, in retrospect, the effi-
cacy of those back channels was not completely understood by either party.50 During the 
crisis, McNamara issued orders to U.S. soldiers in Turkey not to fire the missiles if they were 
under attack and to render the warheads inoperable if “angry allies” attempted to use them 
without authorization from the President.51 Similar efforts to control the escalation of con-
flict entailed intentionally limiting responses, precluding inadvertences stemming from the 
blockade, and McNamara prohibiting the use of lethal depth charge attacks on submarines.52 
Finally, Attorney General Kennedy conveyed to Khrushchev that the United States intended 
to remove the nuclear warheads from Turkey along with the acceptance of the terms sketched 
out in the October 26 message, with the understanding that the United States could not 
commit publicly to the arrangement.53

Soviet Mitigating Actions
The Soviets’ reversal of their decision to challenge the limited U.S. quarantine is evidence 
of restraint.54 Additionally, it was puzzling to Kennedy and ExComm that the limited quar-
antine had not caused any counteractions in Berlin.55 The intelligence consistently reported 
that the Soviets were not mobilizing for general war nor were they raising the alert levels of 
their nuclear forces.56 Taken together, these factors could reflect the Soviet Union’s efforts to 
keep the crisis limited to Cuba or to otherwise not trigger a U.S. response. Additionally, the 
order that no nuclear missiles based in Cuba could be launched without authorization from 
Moscow represents an effort to prevent the crisis from escalating inadvertently.57
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Within the dimensions of the crisis, it is apparent that both sides perceived substantial 
risk for escalation, had a relatively accurate sense about which actions would be considered 
especially escalatory, and took steps to prevent the crisis from spiraling out of control or 
to follow a trajectory of increasingly escalatory steps. In isolation, it is clear that the criti-
cal decisions in this crisis—such as the limited blockade or air strikes—would carry enor-
mous weight even in other circumstances with different actors. However, these decisions 
were deliberated on by individuals with working relationships with their foreign counter-
parts, and their decisions and reasons were inevitably colored by their previous experiences 
and interactions. Those experiences and interactions likely informed their estimations of the 
other party’s intentions and likely responses to decisions. In this way, the escalation risk of 
any given action was intertwined with what individuals believed about their counterparts. 
If, for example, Kennedy felt that Khrushchev would not stop short of embarrassing him, 
as he had felt after the Vienna Summit, then he would likely anticipate Khrushchev to be 
more likely to escalate or commit some counteraction to increase the pressure on Kennedy. 
For the purposes of evaluating escalation risk, this means that perceptions of intentions are 
going to inevitably affect how parties estimate reactions to their decisions. In the context of 
the Cuban Missile Crisis, the actors seemed to have interpreted the escalation risk as a func-
tion of both the circumstances and their beliefs about each other’s aims and objectives. As a 
result, they anticipated greater escalatory risks for more moderate actions, such as predict-
ing counteractions involving Berlin in response to the limited quarantine and undervaluing 
efforts at diffusing the crisis, such as offering a trade.58

The interaction between specific aspects of the parties’ responses and the history 
between Kennedy and Khrushchev was compounded by the fact that the crisis was inex-
tricably linked with nuclear weapons. However, the fact that nuclear weapons were directly 
at stake seemed to have forced both sides to avoid a war, since conflict between the United 
States and the Soviet Union could have resulted in the tactical or strategic use of nuclear 
weapons. This possibility likely affected the actors’ perceptions of the risk by making the 
consequences so dire that they had to either be assured that any military strikes would not 
escalate to the nuclear level or that other actions would be effective in preventing escalation 
while advancing their objectives.

Results and Lessons

Results
Both states opted to plan on the basis of worst-case assumptions about their counterparts as 
the crisis unfolded. For the United States, a worst-case, zero-sum approach emerged in part 
from the idea that Soviet actions were framed as tests of U.S. courage and conviction. Mean-
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while, the Soviets recognized that the discovery of the missiles could create a conflict rather 
than improve the balance of strategic nuclear power in their favor, which led them to believe 
that they had made a U.S. invasion or attack on Cuba inevitable.

Given these preconceptions, both actors were operating under worst-case scenario assump-
tions and, therefore, overestimated the bellicosity or risk-proneness of their opponent. Those 
assumptions informed U.S. decisions to continue to mobilize and prepare for an air strike and 
invasion and the Soviet decision to accelerate the construction of the nuclear missile bases.

Notably, each side’s evaluation of the other’s bellicosity or risk tolerance during the crisis 
was different from their estimation of the other’s risk tolerance before it. The United States 
was aware of the growing Soviet presence in Cuba from the increasing amounts of freight 
and, in response, continually warned Moscow not to install offensive weapons. Conversely, 
Khrushchev underestimated how willing the United States was to attack Cuba if missiles 
were discovered. If Khrushchev had had an accurate view of the lengths the United States 
would go to prevent an existential threat, he would have realized that the accelerated con-
struction of the missiles would only increase pressure on the United States to attack Cuba 
during the crisis.

Lessons
As a consequence of this overestimation of bellicosity, each side underestimated the 
possibility that the crisis could be resolved without military engagement. This was the case 
even as both sides were tailoring their responses to be deliberately flexible or to exercise 
restraint (e.g., limited blockades from the United States, the Soviets offering no counter-
action on Berlin, no U.S. retaliation for the downing of the U-2, the Soviets observing the 
limited blockade). Those steps should have signaled some flexibility to the other side, but 
in isolation, those pieces of evidence did not lead either side to conclude that the other was 
open to a negotiated resolution.

The implication is that actors can inaccurately assess their counterpart’s inclination to 
settle a crisis. Even though some actions are intended to signal restraint, the other party 
might not recognize those signals. During the Cuban Missile Crisis, U.S. efforts to blockade 
rather than directly attack Cuba were not interpreted by Khrushchev as a moderate decision 
intended to provide a flexible response. The only instance in which U.S. preferences were 
made clear was when Attorney General Kennedy delivered the ultimatum. That Ambassador 
Dobrynin interpreted the Attorney General’s message as more or less a statement of fact 
suggests that he was at least able to appreciate that the military option was not the preferred 
option for Washington. Khrushchev, obviously preferring that Cuba not be attacked, took 
President Kennedy at his word that the United States would not attack Cuba.

Nuclear weapons shaped the Cuban Missile Crisis in two ways. First, the impact of a 
potential nuclear war was sobering for any U.S. civilian who deemed the use of any nuclear 
weapon as unacceptable. In a nuclear war, even an enemy at a quantitative disadvantage 
still has the ability to inflict overwhelming losses on its foe. In addition, both sides worried 
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that an inadvertent launch or other nuclear incident would cause events to spiral out of con-
trol. Both the United States and the Soviet Union realized this as they issued orders not to 
launch missiles—even if pressed or attacked—unless they heard directly from their respec-
tive capitals.59 Both sides seemed to at least implicitly realize that inadvertences relating to 
nuclear weaponry constituted a unique danger. Although they attempted to maintain C2 of 
their conventional arms, inadvertences did occur (e.g., a U-2 straying over Siberia and the 
downing of the U-2 over Cuba) but, luckily, did not prevent the resolution of the crisis. How-
ever, an accidental launch of a nuclear weapon would be much harder—if not impossible—to 
walk back or ignore. If hostilities were to break out after an attack on Soviet or Cuban sites, 
it was clear to some members of ExComm that the crisis could have escalated to the nuclear 
level. Had the crisis concerned purely conventional weapons, it is unlikely that either side 
would have approached it with the same restraint.

Additionally, the Soviets’ nuclear vulnerability was what motivated the installation of 
nuclear missiles in Cuba to begin with. Their understanding that they were at a strategic dis-
advantage meant that they were unable to threaten the United States and the West with stra-
tegic nuclear arms and that they would be vulnerable to a first strike. Without better weapons 
or a more stable second-strike capability, the Soviets’ understanding of the crisis was colored 
by their understanding and perception of vulnerability. If the disadvantage had been purely 
conventional, without nuclear weapons as a factor, the Soviet Union might have been more 
willing to risk a conflict, recognizing that irregular or guerilla warfare and defensive advan-
tages might have mitigated some of the disadvantage they faced.

Had the Cuban Missile Crisis been resolved by military action, the consequences might 
have varied from a comprehensive air strike on installations to an expanded conflict that 
would have seen the Soviet and U.S. militaries directly fighting, likely with the use of nuclear 
weapons. However, neither side could afford to take unnecessary risks to achieve its policy 
objectives. Despite the considerable material capabilities that the United States had prepared 
to bring to bear on Soviet missile sites and Cuban air defenses, decisionmakers opted for 
a limited blockade as a more moderate option to address the crisis. Likewise, the Soviets 
seemed to realize the provocative nature of their actions, and when inadvertences did occur 
in the form of the U-2 downing, their muted reaction suggests that the resulting increase in 
tensions would have made an attack on Cuba more likely.

Both sides took efforts to reduce the likelihood of inadvertent escalation by reinforcing 
their nuclear weapon C2. The caution that was undertaken by the United States was informed 
by the perspective that the Soviets were not only testing U.S. resolve but also testing the bal-
ance of power to create an existential threat. While this would have made estimations of the 
escalatory risk of their actions higher, it also prevented the United States from accurately 
assessing Khrushchev’s willingness to reach an agreement on the basis of the restraint they 
might have shown in other areas. The implication is that states in crisis should not count on 

59	 Allyn, Blight, and Welch, 1989–1990; Welch and Blight, 1987–1988; U.S. Department of Defense, 1993.



The Cuban Missile Crisis

95

their counterparts to correctly interpret their restraint or signals—especially when precon-
ceptions will be used to fill in any gaps in understanding.
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APPENDIX C

Vietnam War

Introduction

In 1964, China and the United States debated how to support their Vietnamese proxies in 
their reignited civil war.1 However, both Washington and Beijing aimed to avoid direct con-
frontation between their military forces, and Washington tacitly accepted Beijing’s redline 
of attack against Chinese territory. Despite this restraint, both countries favored escalation 
against the other side’s Vietnamese proxy. For the United States, coercion was designed to 
drive North Vietnam to the negotiating table, dissuade China from further supporting revo-
lutionary movements abroad, and prevent a rapprochement between Beijing and Moscow.2 
For China, escalation bolstered its leaders’ domestic political stature, facilitated its challenge 
of Soviet leadership of the communist countries, and cemented Beijing’s global status as the 
most ideologically committed anti-imperialist country. By 1966, both the United States and 
China had increased their military and financial support for their Vietnamese partners, and 
Washington in particular had intensified the pace and scope of its operations.

Summary

Following France’s defeat and withdrawal from Vietnam in 1954, the North Vietnamese and 
South Vietnamese governments quickly consolidated their domestic positions to support 
renewed confrontation. Washington and Beijing increased financial and military support for 
their proxies, leading to escalating tensions and the risk of direct confrontation between U.S. 
and Chinese forces.

The United States backed the South Vietnamese government, the Republic of Vietnam, 
and both parties notably ignored the 1954 Geneva Accords’ stipulation that elections be 
held by 1956 to reunite the two Vietnams.3 Washington financed the rebuilding of South 

1	 China in this appendix refers to the PRC. References to the Republic of China (ROC) will be explicitly 
made.
2	 Mao Lin, “China and the Escalation of the Vietnam War: The First Years of the Johnson Administration,” 
Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol. 11, No. 2, Spring 2009, p. 36.
3	 Neither the Republic of Vietnam nor the United States was a signatory to the Geneva Accords.
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Vietnam’s economy and supported the influx of up to 1 million North Vietnamese migrants 
and refugees. It also increased security cooperation with South Vietnam, most notably by 
deploying military “advisors” to fight directly in combat and train the South Vietnamese 
army. Starting in 1965, the U.S. Air Force and Navy conducted sustained aerial bombard-
ment campaigns into North Vietnamese territory.

China provided extensive financial assistance and military equipment to the North 
Vietnamese army, trained North Vietnamese military commanders, helped reorganize North 
Vietnam’s defense and financial systems, and developed contingency plans in case of U.S. 
attack on North Vietnam.4 During a visit to Hanoi, Liu Shaoqi—the First Vice Chairman of 
the CCP and China’s second most important political leader—affirmed that “we are standing 
by your side, and if war breaks out, you can regard Chinas as your rear.”5 The United States 
threatened increased, direct intervention following the Gulf of Tonkin incident. In response, 
China put its southern air force and naval units bordering the DRV at combat readiness, 
transferred additional aircraft to the region, and started building new airfields there.6

North Vietnam supported the Viet Cong communist insurgency in South Vietnam by 
funneling supplies through Cambodia along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Battles between the 
Viet Cong and South Vietnamese forces steadily increased in number and in violence from 
1957 to 1963.

In contrast to China’s enthusiastic support for the DRV, the Soviet Union was much more 
cautious. Following the Cuban Missile Crisis, Khrushchev adopted a less confrontational 
policy toward the United States, focusing the Soviet Union’s foreign policy on Central and 
Eastern Europe rather than on Asia. Moscow provided material and political support to the 
DRV, but this support was limited by two factors.

First, the U.S. Navy controlled maritime access to North Vietnam, preventing Russia from 
sending substantial supplies. Second, the Sino-Soviet relationship had ruptured, which left 
Moscow and Beijing competing for leadership among communist countries by supporting 
national liberation movements.7 China controlled land-based access to Vietnam, and Beijing 
denied the transit of Russian equipment and supplies through its territory, citing ideological 
differences.8 Chinese officials regularly accused Russia of “revisionism” and betraying the 
Vietnamese cause, claiming that “the Soviet side stubbornly insists on its mistaken policy of 
Soviet-American cooperation for the solution of international problems, and tries to bargain 

4	 Chen Jian, “China’s Involvement in the Vietnam War, 1964–69,” China Quarterly, No. 142, June 1995, 
p. 359.
5	 Qiang Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950–1975, University of North Carolina Press, 2000, p. 117.
6	 Zhai, 2000, p. 132.
7	 Humphrey, Sampson, and Patterson, 2001.
8	 East German Embassy in Hanoi, 1965; Winzer, 1966.
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with the US on the Vietnam question.”9 In fact, U.S. officials thought that Chairman Mao 
Zedong and other Chinese leaders were expressing fear of a Russian attack, whether directly 
or via proxies, in multiple domestic and international venues.10

The Sino-Soviet split made escalation versus de-escalation decisions much more complex, 
and the United States sought to avoid policies that would repair the split. The administration 
of President Lyndon B. Johnson feared that the successful DRV conquest of South Vietnam 
would validate China’s aggressive “national liberation” strategy and undermine Moscow’s 
“peaceful coexistence” strategy that had reduced Atlantic tensions.11

The split similarly constrained the DRV, and by 1966, U.S. coercion might have partially 
succeeded. DRV Minister Counselor Hoan Muoi told the Cuban ambassador that Hanoi was 
open to peace negotiations. However, Muoi stressed that North Vietnam could not engage 
in talks without unified communist support and that the DRV could not pick a side in the 
Sino-Soviet split.12

Consequently, by 1964, both China and the United States were intent on escalating the 
conflict to support their partners. Furthermore, the Sino-Soviet split served as a complicat-
ing restraint on de-escalation efforts.

Managing Escalation

Perceptions of Escalation Risk
Both China and the United States saw escalation as necessary to achieving their political and 
strategic objectives, not just in Vietnam but also within the broader great-power competi-
tion. Both Beijing and Washington blamed the other for escalating the conflict, and each side 
expressed greater concern about not escalating. According to Secretary of State Dean Rusk, 
“Unless other things demonstrate to the Chinese that they are not on the right track we will 

9	 Zhan Yu, “Oral Statement by the Head of the Department for the Soviet Union and for the Countries of 
Eastern Europe of MFA PRC, Yu Zhan, Transmitted to the Embassy on 8 June 1965,” History and Public 
Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, June 8, 1965. See also Chinese Embassy in the Soviet 
Union, “Cable from the Chinese Embassy in the Soviet Union, ‘Some Practices of the Soviet Revisionists on 
the Vietnam Issue,’” History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, May 30, 1965.
10	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “125. Telegram from the Consulate General at Hong Kong to the Department 
of State”; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “160. Memorandum from the Executive Secretary of the National 
Security Council (Smith) to President Johnson.”
11	 Lin, 2009, p. 42; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “99. Memorandum of Conversation.”
12	 “Note on Two Conversations with the Minister Counselor of the North Vietnamese Embassy, Comrade 
Hoan Muoi, on 26 January 1966, in the Cuban Embassy, and on 27 January 1966, on the Occasion of a 
Farewell Visit to Our Embassy [Excerpts],” History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson 
Center, January 27, 1966; “Note by East German Ambassador on the Current Policy of the Chinese 
Leadership [Excerpts],” History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, December 11, 
1965.
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be faced with much greater danger in the future, not to mention that which we face today.”13 
The 1965 National Intelligence Estimate concluded that China’s principal aim was to eject the 
United States from Asia, extend its own regional influence, and supplant the Soviet Union as 
the leader of the international communist movement.14

Despite these goals, Washington generally thought that China would be restrained in its 
military response to U.S. operations, believing that Beijing would be unlikely to use “direct 
military force unless their own immediate lines of defense are threatened.”15 The Johnson 
administration was further deterred from attacking China directly out of concern for the 
Soviet Union’s response. Despite the Sino-Soviet split, Washington expected Moscow to 
intervene against any existential threat to China by providing advanced aircraft and SAMs to 
cover the DRV and southern China.16

However, Washington had to balance these de-escalatory incentives against domino 
theory concerns.17 President Eisenhower had coined the phrase more than a decade before, 
and Defense Secretary McNamara still worried that a loss in South Vietnam would cause 
a cascade of U.S.-aligned governments to fall. Chinese statements calling for national lib-
eration and world revolution fed this concern.18 The Johnson administration feared the 

13	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “99. Memorandum of Conversation”; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, 
“84. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State”; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, 
“91. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State”; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, 
“114. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State.”
14	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “85. National Intelligence Estimate.”
15	 Note, however, that the U.S. Consulate General in Hong Kong repeatedly questioned the rationality 
of China’s leadership, while the ROC consulate thought that the PRC was responding rationally to U.S. 
provocation. Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “123. Telegram from the Consulate General at Hong Kong to the 
Department of State”; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “125. Telegram from the Consulate General at Hong 
Kong to the Department of State”; Schwar and Patterson, 1998; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “94. Information 
Memorandum from the Acting Deputy Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs (Thompson) to 
Secretary of State Rusk.”
16	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “94. Information Memorandum from the Acting Deputy Under Secretary of 
State for Political Affairs (Thompson) to Secretary of State Rusk.”
17	 Edward C. Keefer, Charles S. Sampson, and John P. Glennon, Foreign Relations of the United States, 
1964–1968, Volume I, Vietnam, 1964, U.S. Department of State, 1992, “84. Memorandum from the Secretary 
of Defense (McNamara) to the President.”
18	 Robert S. McNamara, In Retrospect, Vintage, 1996, p. 215. McNamara specifically refers to a speech by 
Chinese Defense Minister Lin Biao on September 2, 1965, as “a clear expression of the basis for the domino 
theory.” To be sure, not every Asian partner of the United States shared this concern. Japan doubted that 
China had the resources to dominate Southeast Asia, while the ROC and South Korea worried that U.S. 
entanglement in Vietnam would divert needed resources from their own defense (Schwar and Patterson, 
1998, “116. Telegram from the White House Situation Room to President Johnson in Texas”; Schwar and 
Patterson, 1998, “138. Telegram from the Embassy in the Republic of China to the Department of State”; 
Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “92. Memorandum for the Record”; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “174. Telegram 
from the Embassy in Japan to the Department of State”).

Even European and Middle Eastern partners worried about U.S. capacity. See Raymond C. Kuo, Fol-
lowing the Leader: International Order, Alliance Strategies, and Emulation, Stanford University Press, 2021; 



Vietnam

101

domestic political repercussions of “losing South Vietnam” in the same way the Truman and 
Eisenhower administrations had “lost China” through the convulsions of the Korean War.19

The National Intelligence Estimate accurately assessed Beijing’s goals. Whereas Russia 
sought to contain conflicts from escalating to a superpower confrontation, Beijing was seem-
ingly less concerned about direct conflict with Washington.20 U.S. Ambassador to Poland 
John Cabot and Chinese Ambassador to Poland Wang Kuochuan met throughout this 
period, their meetings serving as one of the few regular official channels of communication 
between Washington and Beijing. During a meeting on April 21, 1965, Ambassador Wang 
stated that U.S. operations in South Vietnam were a direct threat to Chinese security. In a 
subsequent June meeting, Wang declared that China was “not afraid to fight a war. We shall 
resolutely strike back to end. Should anyone dare to extend his tentacles to China we will cut 
them off.”21 Moreover, in a speech to the Central Military Commission, Premier Zhou Enlai 
contemplated fighting even in the face of a nuclear attack:

The United States may employ tactical nuclear weapons in Vietnam. It may use such 
weapons against China later. As Chinese we must be confident that no matter how many 
people will die in a nuclear war in the future, we will win world peace eventually.22

Despite this bravado, Beijing carefully considered its responses to U.S. operations. Speak-
ing with Romanian Communist Party General Secretary Nicolae Ceausescu, Zhou delin-
eated China’s responses to the escalating steps of the United States. If Washington expanded 
the bombing campaign throughout North Vietnam or blockaded the coast, Beijing would 
provide the DRV with military aid and equipment and possibly allow volunteers to fight. If 
U.S. planes were to bomb Chinese air bases, China would “resist,” although Zhou did not 

and Ronald R. Krebs and Jennifer Spindel, “Divided Priorities: Why and When Allies Differ over Military 
Intervention,” Security Studies, Vol. 27, No. 4, 2018.
19	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “129. Memorandum from James C. Thomson, Jr., of the National Security 
Council Staff to the President’s Special Assistant (Valenti).”
20	 “Record of the Second Meeting Between Premier Zhou and President Ben Bella,” History and Public 
Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, March 31, 1965.
21	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “84. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State”; 
Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “91. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State.”
22	 Enlai Zhou, “Zhou Enlai’s Speech at the War Planning Meeting of the Central Military Commission,” 
History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, May 21, 1965. This comment mirrored 
Mao’s statement a year earlier: “‘I’m not afraid of nuclear war. There are 2.7 billion people in the world; 
it doesn’t matter if some are killed. China has a population of 600 million; even if half of them are killed, 
there are still 300 million people left’” (Jon B. Wolfsthal, “How to Reason with a Nuclear Rogue,” Foreign 
Policy, July 12, 2017; “Mao’s Theory on Atomic Bomb: They Can’t Kill Us All,” United Press International, 
October 17, 1964).

Notably, Secretary Rusk explicitly held open the option of the use of nuclear weapons against China 
(Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “99. Memorandum of Conversation”).
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detail what that resistance would look like. Finally, Zhou hinted that total war against China 
would be met symmetrically, just as China fought the United States in Korea.23

Critically, Chinese leaders thought that the United States was unlikely to directly attack 
their territory.24 Their forces were largely safe within the borders of China, and as of 1965, 
Beijing only offered Chinese “volunteers” to directly fight South Vietnamese and U.S. troops. 
However, even as the United States stepped up its bombing campaign, Mao dismissed send-
ing those volunteers, claiming that

it is too early to grumble and to demand volunteers. The Vietnamese nation is 30 mil-
lion [strong], it has not yet unleashed its [full] strength, and its sacrifices from military 
action and bombardments are low. It might grumble in case it has lost at least half of its 
population.25

In essence, Beijing was shielded from many escalation costs. Moreover, so long as 
Washington did not attack China directly, China’s leadership benefited politically from U.S. 
escalation and its own intensified response in three ways. First, although Mao had purged 
many of his detractors within the CCP during the Great Leap Forward, he still sought ways 
to restore his political stature. Mao leveraged Chinese leadership against U.S. imperialism 
and Russian revisionism to justify continuous revolution and to defeat political challenges 
at home.26

Second, resistance to intensified U.S. operations bolstered China’s status as the most 
ideologically committed anti-imperialist, communist country. Interestingly, Zhou seemed 
to agree with the domino theory, claiming that the loss of U.S. prestige would cause other 
countries to “break their shackles.” However, he claimed that the effects would be even wider 
than Washington anticipated. Withdrawal would demonstrate to many countries—even 
those without active communist movements—that U.S. support was hollow.27 Importantly, 

23	 “Minutes of a Conversation Between the RCP [Romanian Communist Pary] Leadership Led by Nico-
lae Ceausescu and the CCP Leadership Led by Zhou Enlai,” History and Public Policy Program, Digital 
Archive, Wilson Center, March 26, 1965; “Discussion Between Zhou Enlai, Nguyen Van Hieu and Nguyen 
Thi Binh,” History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, May 16, 1965.
24	 “Record of Conversation Between Premier Zhou Enlai and the President of Pakistan Ayub Khan,” 
History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, April 2, 1965; “Telegram from East 
German Deputy Foreign Minister Hegen to Ulbricht, Stoph, Honecker, and Axen,” History and Public 
Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, July 8, 1966.
25	 Ivan Dimitrov, “Report by the Adviser to the Bulgarian Embassy in Beijing, Ivan Dimitrov, to the 
Bulgarian Ambassador, Khr. Stoichev,” History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, 
December 14, 1965.
26	 Chen Jian, Mao’s China and the Cold War, University of North Carolina Press, 2001, Chapter 3; Schwar 
and Patterson, 1998, “171. Memorandum from the President’s Special Assistant (Rostow) to President 
Johnson.”
27	 “Minutes of a Conversation Between the RCP Leadership Led by Nicolae Ceausescu and the CCP 
Leadership Led by Zhou Enlai,” 1965.
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and coupled with this thought, China’s leadership believed that Washington had blundered 
into a quagmire. The United States would have to commit increasing resources and personnel 
to support South Vietnam, efforts that were bound to fail.28

Third, Vietnam was a locus of competition for international communist leadership. 
China isolated Vietnam from Russian support, leveraging that dependency to push Hanoi 
into denouncing Soviet revisionism. Zhou demanded that Vietnam not mention Russian and 
Chinese aid at the same time because that would be “‘an insult to us.’” Mao went so far as to 
say that “Chinese volunteers [to fight the United States] will never agree to be together with 
volunteers from the Soviet Union or from other revisionist countries.”29

North Vietnam could do little to change its dependency on China’s support. The DRV 
sought additional Russian assistance, but Moscow blamed Beijing’s insistence that supplies 
be brought by sea—and therefore subject to U.S. naval interdiction—for its relatively limited 
support.30 China might have punished the DRV for these overtures to Moscow. During a 
conversation with the Soviet First Secretary to North Vietnam, DRV representatives “hinted 
. . . that they consider the Chinese attitude as reprisal for their political flirtation with the 
SU [Soviet Union].”31 After a conversation challenging their North Vietnamese hosts about 
China’s defensive and logistics strategy toward the war, a Czechoslovak delegation observed 
that “the Vietnamese comrades cannot adopt officially any other attitude, because otherwise 
effects will occur which they will experience negatively. But in personal talks, some Viet-
namese comrades expressed that they don’t agree with Chinese positions.”32 Importantly, 
this dependency, coupled with the Chinese leadership’s belief that the United States had blun-
dered into a quagmire, allowed Beijing to successfully veto the DRV’s interest in responding 
to U.S. negotiation offers.33

28	 “Note by East German Ambassador on the Current Policy of the Chinese Leadership [Excerpts],” 1965; 
“Minutes of a Conversation Between the RCP Leadership Led by Nicolae Ceausescu and the CCP Leadership 
Led by Zhou Enlai,” 1965; “Note of Conversation on Occasion of the Reception of the Ambassador of the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam in Bucharest, Hoang Tu,” History and Public Policy Program, Digital 
Archive, Wilson Center, May 28, 1965.
29	 Dimitrov, 1965.
30	 Winzer, 1966.
31	 “Note on a Conversation with the First Secretary of the Soviet Embassy, Comrade Sverev, on 8 July 1966 
from 11:00 a.m. to 12:40 p.m. at the Soviet Embassy in Hanoi,” History and Public Policy Program, Digital 
Archive, Wilson Center, July 9, 1966.
32	 “Information on the Visit of a Czechoslovak Party and Government Delegation Headed by [Czechoslovak 
Prime Minister] Comrade Lenart in North Vietnam, 24–28 September 1966,” History and Public Policy 
Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, September 1966.
33	 Dimitrov, 1965; “Note by East German Ambassador on the Current Policy of the Chinese Leadership 
[Excerpts],” 1965.
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Actions, Behaviors, and Statements
China and the United States blamed each other or their proxies for escalation. Both countries 
also couched their positions as fundamentally defensive and responsive to the other’s steps. 
Throughout the Cabot-Wang talks, Ambassador Wang accused the United States of expand-
ing the conflict through increased troop presence in South Vietnam, the use of chemical 
weapons and poison gas, intensified bombing campaigns, and the intent to spread the con-
flict into neighboring Southeast Asian countries, such as Cambodia and Laos.34

However, the Chinese response to these actions was measured and in line with Zhou’s 
escalation response ladder, as described earlier.35 China’s final redline was clear: A direct 
attack against Chinese territory would trigger conventional retaliation against U.S. forces. 
Below that, Beijing primarily provided financial and technical support and arms and other 
military equipment, as seen in Table C.1. China did dispatch a large number of engineering 
and air defense forces.36 However, these forces were generally employed in constructing and 
defending the DRV’s transport system in the northern part of the country to facilitate logis-
tics between North Vietnam and China. This arrangement allowed Hanoi to devote more 
troops to combat and other operations further south and into South Vietnam.

Mitigating Actions
Although the United States prepared plans for limited incursions into Laos and Cambo-
dia, it does not appear to have done the same for China. During the May 1966 Cabot-Wang 
talk, Ambassador Cabot stated that U.S. pilots have explicit instructions to avoid flying into 
Chinese airspace: “I said that if evidence concerning [the] May 12 plane incident available 
to US should have been in error, we would of course have regretted [the] incident.”37 China 
mostly kept its forces in the northern DRV and largely in support roles. The escalation on 
both sides was targeted against their proxies, not each other.

These steps were taken unilaterally. However, the political dynamics favoring escalation 
overwhelmed coordinated mitigation efforts. The United States repeatedly proposed talks 
to settle the war, and the U.S. Department of State drafted a proposal for Foreign Minister–
level meetings to reduce regional tensions.38 Washington believed that it could make these 

34	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “137. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State”; 
Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “155. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State.”
35	 “Minutes of a Conversation Between the RCP Leadership Led by Nicolae Ceausescu and the CCP 
Leadership Led by Zhou Enlai,” 1965; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “155. Telegram from the Embassy in 
Poland to the Department of State.”
36	 Jian claims as many as 170,000 forces at the war’s peak in 1967 (Jian, 1995, p. 378). See also “Discussion 
Between Zhou Enlai, Pham Van Dong and Hoang Tung,” 1965.
37	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “155. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State.”
38	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “148. Memorandum from the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern 
Affairs (Bundy) to Secretary of State Rusk.”
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TABLE C.1

China’s Military Supply to North Vietnam, 1964–1975

1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975

Guns 80,500 220,767 141,531 146,600 216,899 139,900 101,800 143,100 189,000 233,500 164,500 141,800

Artillery 1,205 4,439 3,362 3,984 7,087 3,906 2,212 7,898 9,238 9,912 6,406 4,880

Bullets 
(thousands)

25,240 114,010 178,120 147,000 247,920 119,170 29,010 57,190 40,000 40,000 30,000 20,060

Artillery shells 
(thousands)

335 1,800 1,066 1,363 2,082 1,357 397 1,899 2,210 2,210 1,390 965

Radio 
transmitters

426 2,779 1,568 2,464 1,854 2,210 950 2,464 4,370 4,335 5,148 2,240

Telephones 2,941 9,502 2,235 2,289 3,313 3,453 1,600 4,424 5,905 6,447 4,633 2,150

Tanks 16 — — 26 18 — — 80 220 120 80 —

Military vessels — 7 14 25 — — — 24 71 5 6 —

Planes 18 2 — 70 — — — 4 14 36 — 20

Automobiles 25 114 96 435 454 162 — 4,011 8,758 1,210 506 —

Uniforms
(thousand sets)

— — 400 800 1,000 1,200 1,200 1,200 1,400 1,400 1,400 —

SOURCE: Reproduced from Jian, 1995, p. 379.
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conciliatory steps because the United States’ “power position in the Far East [was] steadily 
growing,” and it could negotiate from a position of strength.39

As mentioned, the DRV was open to talking, although it often wanted to wait for better 
battlefield results or political opportunities, such as better coordination between China and 
Russia.40 The Soviet Union supported this endeavor, if nothing else than to assess U.S. seri-
ousness.41 China even recognized the link between U.S. escalation and negotiation offers, 
despite protests to the contrary. “The goal of the US in the first or second stage [i.e., expansion 
of U.S. operations into North Vietnam] is to [encourage] the population of North and South 
Vietnam to accept negotiations.”42

However, Beijing rejected negotiations and prevented North Vietnam from participating 
and Russia from supporting these efforts. As discussed, China’s leadership benefited from 
some U.S. escalation, and they sought to isolate both Moscow and Hanoi from each other. 
China distrusted U.S. negotiation offers, and Mao encouraged the DRV to escalate instead.43 
Beijing’s leaders felt that the Vietnam quagmire meant that time was on their side and, there-
fore, agreeing to talks would be a mistake.44 The United States gradually softened its position, 
proposing confidence-building measures, direct people-to-people exchanges with China, 
and even “unconditional discussions” over the Vietnam War.45 Beijing responded with a non-
starter, demanding full U.S. withdrawal as a precondition for talks.46

39	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “112. Action Memorandum from the Assistant Secretary of State for Far 
Eastern Affairs (Bundy) to the Under Secretary of State (Ball).” See also Schwar and Patterson, 1998, 
“174. Telegram from the Embassy in Japan to the Department of State.”
40	 “Note on Two Conversations with the Minister Counselor of the North Vietnamese Embassy, Comrade 
Hoan Muoi, on 26 January 1966, in the Cuban Embassy, and on 27 January 1966, on the Occasion of a 
Farewell Visit to Our Embassy [Excerpts],” 1966; East German Embassy in Hanoi, 1965.
41	 Winzer, 1966.
42	 “Minutes of a Conversation Between the RCP Leadership Led by Nicolae Ceausescu and the CCP 
Leadership Led by Zhou Enlai,” 1965. Note, the bracketed “encourage” was added by the archive. During 
the Cabot-Wang talks, Ambassador Wang pointed to U.S. escalation as the reason for China not allowing 
talks (Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “137. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State”).
43	 “Discussion Between Mao Zedong and Hoang Van Hoan,” History and Public Policy Program, Digital 
Archive, Wilson Center, July 16, 1965; “Telegram from East German Deputy Foreign Minister Hegen to 
Ulbricht, Stoph, Honecker, and Axen,” 1966.
44	 “Minutes of a Conversation Between the RCP Leadership Led by Nicolae Ceausescu and the CCP 
Leadership Led by Zhou Enlai,” 1965.
45	 “Summary of Zhou Enlai’s Talk with E. H. K. Mudenda, Agricultural Minister of Zambia,” History 
and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, August 20, 1965; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, 
“112. Action Memorandum from the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs (Bundy) to the 
Under Secretary of State (Ball)”; “Chinese Foreign Ministry Circular, ‘Vietnam “Peace Talk” Activities,’” 
History and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, August 19, 1965; Schwar and Patterson, 
1998, “155. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State.”
46	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “158. Telegram from the Department of State to the Consulate General 
at Hong Kong”; Gabrielle S. Mallon, Louis J. Smith, and David S. Patterson, eds., Foreign Relations of the 
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Finally, the issue of the ROC stymied negotiations. During the Cabot-Wang talks, the PRC 
implicitly linked Vietnam and the ROC, giving the latter much greater priority but viewing 
both through the prism of a concerted U.S. foreign policy shift away from Europe and toward 
Asia. As Cabot recollected,

Wang responded by repeating the charge that the focus of U.S. strategy had shifted to 
the East Asia, stating that “aggression against our fraternal neighbor [i.e., Vietnam] is 
also a threat to our country so we can by no means sit idly by. . . . These are facts and you 
cannot deceive others by lies . . . so long as you refuse to change your policy it is impos-
sible to improve relations.” Wang said the US has no right to demand renunciation of 
force in Taiwan Straits. “As everyone knows, it is an internal affair and US has no right 
to interfere. . . . The only means to improve relations is for US to withdraw forces from 
Taiwan and Taiwan Straits.”47

Cabot concluded that “it appears unlikely that the Chinese will abandon their position 
that major matters, such as Taiwan, must be settled before minor problems can be resolved.”48 
For his part, Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek worried that the United States would indeed 
seek better ties with Beijing to advance a Vietnamese settlement at his expense.49

Results and Lessons

China and the United States intensified their military and financial support for their proxies. 
Ceasefire and settlement negotiations did not occur during this increase in support, and the 
chief communication channel between Beijing and Washington (the Cabot-Wang talks) failed 
to prevent escalation.50 However, both countries avoided direct military confrontation with 

United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXV, South Asia, U.S. Department of State, 2000, “96. Telegram from the 
Embassy in Pakistan to the Department of State”; “Discussion Between Zhou Enlai and Chen Yi,” History 
and Public Policy Program, Digital Archive, Wilson Center, December 19, 1965.
47	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “137. Telegram from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State.”
48	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “102. Letter from the Ambassador to Poland (Cabot) to the Assistant 
Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs (Bundy).” See also Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “114. Telegram 
from the Embassy in Poland to the Department of State.”
49	 Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “116. Telegram from the White House Situation Room to President Johnson 
in Texas”; Schwar and Patterson, 1998, “169. Telegram from the Embassy in the Republic of China to the 
Department of State.”
50	 The United States suspected that Poland and Russia might have been listening in on the Cabot-Wang 
talks, so this communication channel could have cemented communist European sentiment against China, 
as revealed in later interactions. The U.S. Department of State considered this a useful development and 
instructed Cabot to “gear [his] presentations to the Poles and Russians” (Schwar and Patterson, 1998, 
“130. Letter from Secretary of State Rusk to the Ambassador to Poland”).
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each other. The United States did not cross the Chinese redline of attack on its territory, and 
Beijing kept its forces in the DRV close to the northern border and generally in support roles.

Escalation occurred because the two countries had fundamentally different objectives 
and targets for their military and political coercion. The literature on coercion and deter-
rence often assumes unilateral or bilateral relations between adversaries: One state is trying to 
coerce another or both are trying to coerce each other. Adding additional targets in this case 
prevented de-escalation and restraint because both sides—but perhaps especially China—
found that escalation advanced multiple interests simultaneously.

These third-party objectives reduced the benefits of de-escalation and incentivized inten-
sifying military support and operations. This situation raised China’s price for agreeing to 
conciliation. Beijing, for example, demanded full and unconditional U.S. withdrawal as a 
precondition for talks on Vietnam and linked its participation to a change in U.S. support 
for the ROC. Countries whose third-party objectives generated fewer benefits—such as the 
United States, the DRV, and the Soviet Union—asked for fewer negotiation conditions and, in 
the case of the United States, gradually reduced those demands.

Moreover, there was little that the United States could have done to affect China’s other 
goals and increase the benefits of cooperation and negotiation. Mao in particular gained 
domestically from confrontation with both the United States and the Soviet Union and bol-
stered his stature among parts of the communist world and with revolutionary and indepen-
dence movements. Washington had to balance the benefits of de-escalation (e.g., reduced 
financial and military outlays, greater support for other security partners) with the costs (e.g., 
domino theory, potentially driving the Soviet Union and China back together under a more 
belligerent foreign policy). Escalation in Vietnam was in some sense the price for better rela-
tions with Moscow and greater stability in Europe.

Also, Washington and Beijing were largely shielded from escalation costs. Intensified U.S. 
bombing and Chinese logistics support freed more of their South Vietnam and DRV prox-
ies’ forces for direct and more costly combat operations. The costs imposed on the major 
belligerents were largely financial. As seen in Figure C.1., U.S. combat deaths in Southeast 
Asia occurred at lower rates from 1962 to 1965, but causalities climbed after Washington 
increased troops and combat operations before peaking in 1968, when protests in the United 
States were escalating. In the early period, casualties were largely borne by the DRV and 
South Vietnam, which contributed to escalation by Washington and Beijing.

Finally, North Vietnam’s geographic and network position undermined de-escalation 
efforts. U.S. coercion appeared to work on Hanoi: The DRV at least expressed interest in 
talks, but it was highly dependent on Chinese control of access to North Vietnam. Beijing 
punished the DRV leadership even for seeking Russian support. Washington was aware of 
this dynamic, but short of allowing Soviet resupply of the DRV by sea, there was little it could 
have done to break Hanoi’s dependence and encourage talks.

This case study provides several important insights on conflict escalation. First, the 
United States and China avoided direct escalation against one another. What limited commu-
nication channels existed successfully conveyed each side’s redlines and offers, although the 
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latter were rejected. Second, escalation against proxies nonetheless occurred because the two 
countries had fundamentally different objectives and targets for their military and political 
coercion. This limited the negotiation space and left intensified operations as the only viable 
option to change adversaries’ behaviors. Third, U.S. coercion partly worked. North Vietnam 
and Russia were inclined toward ceasefire talks, but China controlled physical access to the 
DRV, preventing possible de-escalation by vetoing negotiation efforts.
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FIGURE C.1

Monthly U.S. Casualties in Southeast Asia, 1962–1975

SOURCE: Features information from the Center for Data and Visualization Sciences, “Combat Area Casualties Dataset,” Duke University, August 6, 1956 to January 21, 1998.

1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975
0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

N
um

b
er

 o
f U

.S
. c

as
ua

lti
es



111

APPENDIX D

Israeli-Arab War of October 1973: The Fourth 
Arab-Israeli War and Escalation Dynamics 
Between the United States and the Soviet 
Union

Introduction

The 1973 October War (also known as the Yom Kippur War or the Ramadan War) started on 
October 6, 1973, when both Syria and Egypt attacked Israeli positions in the Sinai Peninsula 
and on the Golan Heights. This conflict posed the risk of superpower conflict between the 
United States, allied with Israel, and the Soviet Union, allied with Egypt and Syria. Each 
superpower took steps to avert the conflict and to end it once it began. Both the Soviet Union 
and the United States worked to establish a ceasefire through diplomatic efforts that included 
engagement with their allies and three UNSCRs calling for a ceasefire.

Throughout the crisis, key issues drove the continuation of the war. The Soviet Union 
wanted to avoid the perception that it did not support its allies enough (there was some worry 
that this perception could allow China to make inroads and supplant Soviet influence in 
the Arab world) and to end the war quickly.1 The United States hoped that the crisis could 
be resolved in a manner that would allow Egypt to save face and avoid future conflict and 
perhaps allow Washington to gain influence with Arab states and change the regional status 
quo. Furthermore, the United States believed that if Israel were unexpectedly near defeat, it 
“would have to do what was necessary to save it,” as Washington could “not permit Soviet 
clients to beat a traditional friend.”2

U.S. and Soviet officials tried to bring the conflict to an end before any escalation between 
the two superpowers occurred but struggled to contain the escalatory pressures of the crisis. 
The failure of the superpowers to get the warring parties to cease fighting on October 23 

1	 The Soviet Union was worried that China might seek to take advantage of any perception that the Soviets 
were not fully supportive of the Arab states to make inroads in the Middle East and North Africa. For more, 
see Israelyan, 1995, p. 97; Quandt, 1976.
2	 Kissinger, 1982, p. 468.
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following the passage of UNSCRs 338 and 339 caused significant escalation and elevated the 
risk of direct confrontation between the two states. Specifically, on October 24, the Soviet 
Union threatened to unilaterally intervene if Israel did not cease its operations. The United 
States responded by placing its forces on DEFCON 3. This moment near the end of the crisis 
brought with it the conflict’s highest risk of war between the two superpowers. However, it 
was also at this moment that the Soviet Union and the United States sought to de-escalate, 
and the Soviets chose to de-escalate after the United States implemented DEFCON 3 status 
and pressured Israel into abiding by the ceasefire.

Summary

Early in the morning on October 6, 1973, Israel informed the United States that Egypt and 
Syria planned to attack Israeli positions later that day, and Israel requested U.S. assistance to 
avert the war.3 The United States told Israel that it should not preempt the Egyptian or Syrian 
military operations, and Israel stated that it would not.4 The United States made efforts to 
end the conflict before it began by contacting Soviet, Jordanian, Egyptian, and Saudi Arabian 
officials, but Washington was unable to prevent the outbreak of war.5

In the early afternoon on October 6, Egypt and Syria attacked Israeli positions on the east-
ern banks of the Suez Canal and in the Golan Heights.6 From October 6 through October 10, 
Egypt made advances until Israeli counterattacks forced a halt to its initial offensive. Cairo 
would go on to retain control of much of the territory it captured during the first four days 
of the war.7

On the Syrian front, Damascus made some advances in the first two days but failed to 
press its initial advantage, and Syrian forces were soon routed by Israeli forces. By October 10, 
Israeli forces had pushed Syrian forces past the 1967 ceasefire line.8 The next day, Israel 
invaded Syria, where it made quick advances toward Damascus.9 Israeli forces reached the 
area around Sa’sa’ by late October 11 or early October 12.10 It is likely that Israeli forces would 

3	 William B. Quandt, Decade of Decisions: American Policy Toward the Arab-Israeli Conflict 1967–1976, 
University of California Press, 1977, p. 166.
4	 Henry Kissinger, “Flash Report from Henry Kissinger to the White House Situation Room, October 6, 
1973,” National Security Archive, George Washington University, October 6, 1973; David Rodman, Israel in 
the 1973 Yom Kippur War: Diplomacy, Battle, and Lessons, Sussex Academic Press, 2017, p. 16.
5	 Quandt, 1977, p. 166.
6	 Quandt, 1977, p. 166; William L. Cleveland and Martin Bunton, A History of the Modern Middle East, 
Routledge, 2016, p. 380.
7	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 111–114; Kissinger, 1982, p. 492.
8	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 491–494.
9	 Rodman, 2017, p. 48.
10	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 494–497.
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have pushed past Syria’s fortifications in that area had it not been for the timely arrival of 
Iraqi and Jordanian forces to bolster the Syrian position and stabilize the front.11

Following Israel’s advances into Syria, Damascus appealed to Cairo to launch another 
offensive against Israel. On October 14, Egypt obliged and initiated a disastrous offensive 
that resulted in significant losses.12 In the early hours of that same day, Israeli forces crossed 
the Suez and “destroyed most of the sophisticated signals-intercept equipment the Egyptians 
had been using to monitor Israeli reporting,” leaving Egypt without a significant source of 
intelligence. This eroded the capacity of Egypt’s military leadership to understand the situa-
tion on the ground.13

Also on October 14, Israel ceased its offensive toward Damascus and began to transfer 
forces to fight in Egypt.14 This did not end combat on the Syrian front, but for the most part, 
the lines of control held.15 Arab forces in the area attempted offensives on October 16 and 19 
but both failed.16

On October 15, Israel initiated an offensive against Egypt aimed at territory on the west-
ern bank of the Suez, and by October 16, had established positions on the western bank.17 On 
October 17, attempting to limit the success of Israel’s offensive, Egypt counterattacked on the 
west bank of the Suez, but Israel beat back those forces and inflicted significant casualties.18 
By October 20, seeking to preserve Egyptian gains east of the Suez and to end Israeli opera-
tions on the western bank, Egypt’s president, Anwar Sadat, began pursuing a ceasefire.19

On October 22, at the UN, the United States and the Soviet Union led efforts to establish a 
ceasefire between the warring parties. These efforts culminated in the passage of UNSCR 338 
to establish a ceasefire that same day.20 However, this effort failed and the fighting continued. 
21 Israel made further territorial gains against Egypt and encircled the Egyptian Third Army.22

11	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 168–169, 345–350, 494–497.
12	 Kissinger, 1982, p. 522; Pollack, 2002, pp. 115–116; Quandt, 1976, p. 24.
13	 Pollack, 2002, p. 116.
14	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 494–497.
15	 Rodman, 2017, pp. 47–49.
16	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 168–173.
17	 Rodman, 2017, p. 52; Pollack, 2002, pp. 118–119; Cleveland and Bunton, 2016, p. 380.
18	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 118–119.
19	 Pollack, 2002, p. 120.
20	 Quandt, 1977, p. 193; Hussein A. Hassouna, The League of Arab States and Regional Disputes: A Study of 
Middle East Conflicts, Oceana Publications, 1975, p. 249; Kissinger, 1982, pp. 558, 565.
21	 Kissinger, 1982, pp. 568–569.
22	 Pollack, 2002, p. 122.
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On October 23, the UNSC passed UNSCR 339, which intended to drive the warring sides 
to return to the lines held on October 22 and establish a ceasefire.23 That same day, Israel, 
Egypt, and Syria each announced that they would observe the ceasefire.24 However, on the 
Egyptian front, the ceasefire did not take hold, as Egypt and Israel kept fighting.25

On October 24, Israel attempted to take Suez City but was repulsed.26 That same day, 
the Egyptian Third Army, encircled by Israeli forces, attempted to break free.27 The United 
States and the Soviet Union again sought to establish and maintain a ceasefire between 
Egypt and Israel. On October 25, the UNSC passed UNSCR 340, reiterating the call for a 
ceasefire and for the parties to return to the lines held on October 22.28 On October 26, the 
Egyptian Third Army again “attempted to break through surrounding Israeli forces” but 
was repulsed.29 On October 27, Egyptian and Israeli representatives met for direct talks.30 
A ceasefire was established the next day on October 28, after the United States placed sig-
nificant pressure on Israel to end the fighting and to allow nonmilitary supplies to reach 
the Egyptian Third Army.31 Despite the ceasefire, there remained instances of attacks and 
shelling between the two sides from November 1973 through March 1974, although major 
hostilities did not break out again.32

Managing Escalation

Perception of Escalation Risks
Both the United States and the Soviet Union saw the war as possessing a significant risk of 
escalation. The Soviet Union viewed the war as both a threat to its improved relationship with 
the United States during the détente period and as a potential catalyst for direct war between 

23	 Quandt, 1977, p. 195.
24	 Kissinger, 1982, p. 575.
25	 Kissinger, 1982, pp. 575–577.
26	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 122–123; Abraham Rabinovich, The Yom Kippur War: The Epic Encounter That 
Transformed the Middle East, Schocken Books, 2005, pp. 466–475.
27	 Kissinger, 1982, pp. 575–576.
28	 Quandt, 1977, p. 200; Kissinger, 1982, pp. 598–599.
29	 Middle East Task Force, “Situation Report #66: Situation Report in the Middle East as of 1200,” 
Operations Center, U.S. Department of State, October 26, 1973.
30	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 206–207; Brent Scowcroft to Simcha Dinitz, including a message from Hafiz Ismail 
to Henry Kissinger (Brent Scowcroft, “Memorandum for Ambassador Dinitz,” White House, October 28, 
1973).
31	 Kenneth M. Pollack, Armies of Sand: The Past, Present, and Future of Arab Military Effectiveness, Oxford 
University Press, 2019, p. 140; Kissinger, 1982, pp. 608–609.
32	 Edgar O’Ballance, No Victor, No Vanquished: The Arab-Israeli War, 1973, Presidio Press, 1996, 
pp. 268–269.



Israeli-Arab War of October 1973

115

the superpowers.33 In an account of the Soviet perception of the war, Victor Israelyan, a Soviet 
diplomat, states that Soviet “leaders believed that direct Soviet military involvement in the 
conflict would lead to a world war.”34

Like the Soviet Union’s leaders, U.S. leaders viewed the war as posing a significant risk of 
escalation. Referring to U.S. sentiment at the outset of the conflict, Henry Kissinger wrote 
that he believed “everything that had been achieved in [Soviet-U.S.] relations might be at risk 
if the Middle East went out of control.”35 The United States also saw the conflict as having the 
significant potential of escalating if not managed properly and took steps to avoid confronta-
tion with the Soviet Union.36

Escalatory Actions, Behaviors, and Statements
Both the Soviet Union and the United States spent much of the 1973 October War on efforts 
to end the conflict without escalation that might draw intervention by either superpower 
(details on these efforts will be discussed in the section on “Mitigating Actions”). However, 
while both sides were interested in ending the conflict, they were not passive actors. Both 
countries were actively engaged in supplying their respective allies with the military aid 
that was used throughout the short war.37 Furthermore, their involvement on behalf of their 
respective allies at times led to heightened tensions that contributed to the actions, behaviors, 
and statements the two sides made and escalated the conflict. This section will outline Soviet 
and U.S. perceptions of escalations during the war.

Soviet Perceptions of Escalation
The Soviet Union’s leadership, even before Egypt and Syria initiated the conflict, saw the 
war as an escalatory risk that threatened its interests in maintaining détente with the United 
States.38 Furthermore, it envisioned any potential Soviet intervention as an escalatory move 
that could cause a third world war.39 Despite this (and a general desire to quickly end the war), 
the Soviet Union actively supplied its Arab allies with weapons from the start of the con-
flict.40 While it pressured its allies to accept ceasefires on multiple occasions throughout the 
war, it refrained from applying direct pressure or calling for a ceasefire (on its own or with the 
United States), which could have been perceived as deviating from or not fully supporting the 

33	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 32–33.
34	 Israelyan, 1995, p. 97.
35	 Kissinger, 1982, p. 459.
36	 Quandt, 1977, p. 171; Rodman, 2017, pp. 20, 198–199, 201.
37	 Anthony H. Cordesman and Abraham R. Wagner, The Lessons of Modern War: Volume I: The Arab-
Israeli Conflicts, 1973–1989, Westview Press, 1991, pp. 102–103; Lorenz M. Lüthi, Cold Wars: Asia, the 
Middle East, Europe, Cambridge University Press, 2020, p. 236.
38	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 32–33; Quandt, 1976, p. 7.
39	 Israelyan, 1995, p. 97.
40	 Pollack, 2002, pp. 105–106, 480–481; Quandt, 1976.
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Arab states, giving China the opportunity to bolster its influence among the Arab states.41 A 
Soviet account of discussions within the country’s leadership makes it seem as if the Soviets 
saw themselves as tied to providing support to their Arab allies no matter the course of action 
that was pursued, while at the same time interpreting U.S. military support for Israel as a 
choice that the United States should unilaterally reverse.42

The war exposed Soviet assets to the direct risk of being destroyed or damaged as the 
war progressed. On at least two occasions, Israeli forces struck Soviet targets in Syria. 
On October 9, the Israeli Air Force hit the Soviet Cultural Center in Damascus, and on 
October 12, an Israeli raid sunk a Soviet merchant ship, Ilya Mechnikov, in Tartus.43 Israel 
stated that it had struck the vessel by accident and regretted that the Ilya Mechnikov had 
sunk.44 Some Soviet leaders believed that these actions required retaliation, but General 
Secretary of the Communist Party Brezhnev did not agree. Instead, Brezhnev engaged in 
direct dialogue with the United States to warn that the Soviet Union “would not tolerate 
‘such criminal acts’ by Israel and would take appropriate measures to defend its ships and 
other means of transportation,” showing that the Soviets perceived the United States as 
having the influence over Israel to pressure it into being more careful with its targeting.45 
Additionally, the Soviet Union put three airborne divisions on alert, stepped up the readi-
ness of its forces, deployed air defense systems to Syria, positioned a destroyer near Syria’s 
coast on October 13, and, on October 14, “authorized captains of individual warships in the 
Mediterranean to open fire as necessary on Israeli and other planes and naval combatants 
should they threaten Soviet convoys and transports.”46

However, for much of the war, the Soviet Union does not appear to have interpreted 
U.S. actions as escalatory. It was frustrated by U.S. arms deliveries but otherwise does not 
appear to have seen any action by the United States as potentially escalatory until around 
October 21, when the United States and the Soviet Union were working on a UNSCR for a 
ceasefire. Brezhnev wanted the ceasefire to take hold the moment UNSCR 338 was passed, 
while Kissinger wanted some delay. Israelyan interpreted Kissinger’s motive for advocating 
for the delay as a desire to “buy more time for Israel to continue its offensive.”47 When the 
ceasefire was supposed to take hold on October 22, the fighting continued. When UNSCR 
339 was passed on October 23, Israel continued making advances and surrounded the Egyp-

41	 Israelyan, 1995, p. 97.
42	 Israelyan, 1995, p. 93.
43	 “Casualties Placed at 100 in Raid on Syrian Capital,” New York Times, October 10, 1973; Abraham 
Rabinovich, “The War That Nearly Was,” Jerusalem Post, October 2, 2012; Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004.
44	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004.
45	 Israelyan, 1995, p. 68.
46	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 38; Israelyan, 1995, pp. 70–71; Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 48.
47	 Israelyan, 1995, p. 136.
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tian Third Army on October 24.48 The Soviet Union saw this as an overt threat to its interests 
and as a sign that its ally was at risk of a catastrophic defeat, as well as a failure by the United 
States to apply pressure on Israel, its ally, to abide by the ceasefire.49

The Soviets decided that they would try to resolve the situation by sending a threatening 
message, in which they said that they would intervene unilaterally to secure a ceasefire if the 
United States would not participate in a joint intervention or if the United States did not pres-
sure Israel into abiding by a ceasefire. This message was sent to the United States via a direct 
message from Brezhnev to President Richard Nixon on October 24.50 However, according to 
Israeli sources, the Soviets did not intend to intervene and did not believe that their message 
would be taken seriously by their U.S. counterparts. If this is accurate, the Soviets miscal-
culated because Washington took the threat quite seriously (this is further discussed in the 
“U.S. Perceptions of Escalation” section).51

The U.S. reaction to the Soviet threat was perceived as an overreaction by the Soviets. 
The United States went to DEFCON 3 status late October 24.52 In a meeting on October 25, 
Soviet leaders believed that there was real potential for a war between the United States and 
the Soviet Union, and discussions went over whether the Soviet Union was prepared for such 
a conflict (reportedly, the answer to this question was “no”). Some perceived the DEFCON 
status as a violation of the 1973 Agreement Between the United States of America and the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on the Prevention of Nuclear War.53 Further discussion 
went over whether the Soviet Union should send troops to the Middle East, but there was 
opposition to this because of the clear danger of this action leading to a direct war with the 
United States. In the end, the Soviet Union chose to respond to the U.S. elevation of status 
with restraint.54

U.S. Perceptions of Escalation
The moment the United States believed that the Soviet Union was most engaged in escalatory 
behavior was when Moscow sent a message to Washington stating that it might unilaterally 

48	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 151, 159–166.
49	 Quandt, 1976; Israelyan, 1995, pp. 152–154.
50	 Leonid Brezhnev, letter to Richard Nixon, National Security Archive, George Washington University, 
October 24, 1973.
51	 Israelyan states that, in general, Brezhnev believed that the United States would not engage in confronta-
tion with the Soviet Union because of the ongoing Watergate scandal. This might have driven Soviet mis-
calculations on the U.S. response. For more, see Israelyan, 1995, pp. 132, 136.
52	 Israelyan, 1995, pp.173–175; James R. Chiles, “Go to DEFCON 3,” Air & Space Magazine, March 2014.
53	 Israelyan, 1995, p. 180. Israelyan refers to this treaty as a product of 1972, but it was signed in June 1973. 
For more, see Agreement Between the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
on the Prevention of Nuclear War, June 22, 1973.
54	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 178–183.
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intervene in the war to enforce a ceasefire.55 On October 24, following Israel’s continued 
operations against Egypt despite the passing of a second UNSCR resolution, Brezhnev wrote 
to Nixon to request that the United States and the Soviet Union send a joint peacekeeping 
force to observe the ceasefire. In this letter, Brezhnev warned that if the United States refused 
to be part of such a force, the Soviet Union might act unilaterally.56 The Soviet Union fol-
lowed up on its note by putting some of its airborne divisions on alert and sending a surface 
group to northern Egypt that included the Admiral Ushakov, three destroyers, a frigate, a 
tank landing ship, and two medium landing ships.57 Despite the threat and mobilization, 
both U.S. and Soviet policymakers at the time doubted that the Soviet Union intended to 
unilaterally intervene but instead was bluffing to get the United States to apply pressure on 
Israel to end the fighting.58

However, Brezhnev’s letter to Nixon was taken deeply seriously in Washington. Israelyan 
insists that no one in Moscow believed that the United States would view the Soviet state-
ment as anything beyond posturing, but the message was received in Washington as a threat 
of Soviet unilateral intervention in the conflict.59 By extension, U.S. policymakers believed 
that they had to respond, and late on October 24, the United States sent a worldwide alert 
placing the country on DEFCON 3 status. Additionally, it deployed the USS John F. Kennedy 
and the USS Franklin D. Roosevelt to the eastern Mediterranean to join other U.S. assets.60 
The United States also informed the Israeli government of the Soviet threat and placed pres-
sure on Israel to cease its military operations against Egypt. Israel ceased its operations, and 
the Soviets canceled their plans for intervention. Later, on October 25, the United States and 
the Soviet Union agreed to a UN peacekeeping force to maintain the ceasefire lines, which 
did not include personnel from either country.61 On October 26, the United States ended its 
DEFCON 3 status.62

Although the threat of intervention in Egypt had subsided, tensions remained high in the 
eastern Mediterranean. On October 26, Soviet naval assets “initiated intensive anticarrier 
exercises against the carrier and amphibious task groups in the eastern Mediterranean, using 
the actual U.S. ships as targets of simulated attacks.”63 The level to which U.S. policymakers 
saw these actions as escalatory is unclear: U.S. ships were being targeted by the Soviet navy 

55	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 169–170.
56	 Brezhnev, 1973.
57	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 51; Kissinger, 1982, p. 584.
58	 Israelyan, 1995, p.168; Quandt, 1976.
59	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 173–174; Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 52; Kissinger, 1982, pp. 585–587.
60	 Kissinger, 1982, pp. 588–589.
61	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 52.
62	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 52.
63	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 52.
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for the potential use of Soviet cruise missiles “directed at five objects—three aircraft carri-
ers and two helicopter carriers.”64 Moreover, it is unclear whether Washington was aware of 
this targeting.

Mitigating Actions
The United States and the Soviet Union did not seek direct confrontation. While there were 
clear instances in which the two countries perceived the other as escalating the conflict, both 
appeared sincerely to have little to no desire for confrontation.

Soviet Mitigations
The Soviet Union made various efforts to reduce the likelihood of direct confrontation with 
the United States and to preserve the status of détente between the two countries. In June 
1973, months before the outbreak of the war, Brezhnev directly warned Nixon that war was 
likely between Israel and regional Arab states if a serious effort was not made to find a politi-
cal solution to the Arab–Israeli conflict. Brezhnev’s warning was likely meant to encourage 
the United States to apply pressure on Israel to enter into negotiations with the Arab states or 
to unilaterally withdraw from the territories that it occupied during the 1967 war to avert the 
impending conflict.65

On October 3, Egypt informed the Soviet Union of its intent to launch a war against 
Israel in the coming days. The following day, the Soviet Union sought to make it clear to 
the Egyptian government that it did not support the war but that the decision to launch one 
remained in the hands of Egypt and Syria. Brezhnev informed Sadat that Moscow’s position 
was that the Arab–Israeli conflict should be resolved by “political means.”66 Furthermore, the 
Soviet Union either requested permission for or informed Sadat of Soviet plans to evacuate its 
civilians from Egypt.67 Quandt speculates that the Soviet movement of civilians out of Egypt 
might have been an attempt to indirectly warn the international community of the impend-
ing conflict and to signal to the United States that the Soviet Union was not involved in the 
decision to initiate the war.68 Kissinger, too, later wondered if this had been an attempt by the 
Soviets to warn the United States “without betraying their allies”; however, it is not clear that 
this warning or signaling was part of Brezhnev’s intent.69

64	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 54.
65	 Quandt, 1976. p. 8.
66	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 10–11.
67	 Some sources (such as Quandt, 1976, pp. 11–12) state that this was the Soviets asking permission. Israelyan 
states that the Soviets did not request permission but instead informed Sadat (Israelyan, 1995, p. 11).
68	 Quandt, 1976, pp. 11–12.
69	 Kissinger, 1982, p. 469.
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Once the war began, the Soviet Union was intent on establishing a ceasefire.70 Moscow 
attempted to get its allies in Damascus and Cairo to accept a ceasefire within hours of the 
start of their operations against Israel.71 Some attribute this to the Soviets’ belief that Israel 
would defeat the Arab states quickly.72 Moscow engaged in discussions for a potential cease-
fire through direct discussions with the United States, with its allies that were engaged in 
the conflict, and with other nations, such as Yugoslavia, from the early days of the conflict 
through its completion.73 These efforts, alongside those of the United States, culminated in 
three separate UNSCRs that pushed for a ceasefire.74 Furthermore, to ensure that these cease-
fires were successful, Moscow made it clear that it did not support another Syrian offensive, 
which likely drove the Syrian government to call off its planned October 23 counterattack 
once UNSCR 338, which called for the imposition of a ceasefire, passed on October 22.75 
However, this UNSCR failed to bring an end to the fighting, as did UNSCR 339 (passed on 
October 23).

When UNSCRs 338 and 339 did not end the conflict, both Moscow and Washington per-
ceived the other as engaging in escalatory behavior. Following the United States’ implementa-
tion of DEFCON 3 in response to Soviet behavior and statements, Soviet leadership discussed 
a variety of options—some that were escalatory and others that were restrained. In the end, 
Soviet leaders chose restraint and engagement with the United States to bring about an end 
to the conflict.76 On October 25, Brezhnev sent a letter to Nixon stating that the Soviet Union 
intended to send Soviet representatives to Egypt rather than troops to monitor the ceasefire. 
This statement reduced tensions and made it clear that the Soviet Union was unwilling to 
escalate further.77

In a key mitigating action, the Soviet Union sought to stay in dialogue with the United 
States throughout the war, which likely assisted in deconflicting the situation and lowering 
tensions between the two states.78 Additionally, the Soviet Union spent the early part of the 
war working to avoid any situation that might force it to become directly involved in the 
fighting. It might have been active in providing arms to the participants, but it refused to 
become directly involved despite Syrian, Egyptian, Algerian, and other states’ pressure for 

70	 Quandt, 1976, pp. 13–15.
71	 Quandt, 1976, p. 35.
72	 O’Ballance, 1997, p. 170.
73	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 37–40, 78–83, 87–88, 95–99, 106, 116–119, 127–135.
74	 Hassouna, 1975, pp. 249; Kissinger, 1982, p. 558; Pollack, 2002, pp. 122–123; Israelyan, 1995, pp. 136–138, 
141, 165.
75	 Quandt, 1976, pp. 37–38; Israelyan, 1995, pp. 154–156.
76	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 181–184.
77	 Kissinger, 1982, p. 597.
78	 Quandt, 1976, p. 39; Kissinger, 1982, pp. 596–597.
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direct involvement.79 Moscow believed that any Soviet intervention, particularly the station-
ing or deploying of Soviet troops in Egypt, would harm détente and cause direct confronta-
tion with Washington.80 Similarly, Soviet naval ships escorted Soviet merchant ships to Syria 
but would cease their escorts near Cyprus to avoid confrontation with U.S. or Israeli forces 
(although confrontation in the eastern Mediterranean did occur in other areas).81

U.S. Mitigations
U.S. policymakers do not appear to have taken Brezhnev’s June 1973 warning about a 
future war in the Middle East to heart. Prior to the day of the conflict, it does not seem like 
Washington believed a war was imminent.82 However, once it was clear that the war was 
about to begin, the United States sought to avert it by engaging with Israeli, Soviet, Jordanian, 
Egyptian, and Saudi officials, but it was unable to prevent the conflict.83 Furthermore, in an 
effort to prevent the war from occurring, the United States advised Israel not to carry out 
preemptive strikes and Israel agreed.84 Throughout the conflict, U.S. officials continued to 
engage with the Soviet Union, sought to make clear that the United States wanted a ceasefire, 
and worked with the Soviet Union on resolving the crisis.85

Once the conflict began, the United States offered some assistance to Israel but limited aid 
while efforts to establish a ceasefire continued. However, on October 13, after the continued 
rejections of ceasefire offers by the Arab states, Nixon ended the restrained weapons supply 
policy and authorized the transfer of significant military aid to Israel.86 On October 14, a 
major airlifted supply of weapons arrived in Israel.87

However, the United States does not appear to have wanted Israel to be too successful in 
the conflict—specifically, it did not want Israel to clearly defeat Egypt and Syria. Kissinger 
believed that if Egypt suffered significant setbacks, the Soviet Union would be forced to inter-
vene and the U.S. military should operate in a restrained manner to avoid giving “the wrong 
impressions to the Soviet Union.”88 After Israel surrounded the Egyptian Third Army on 
October 24, the United States told Israel it would not allow it to eliminate Egypt’s forces—the 
United States saw the elimination of the Third Army as potentially driving the Soviets to 

79	 Quandt, 1976, pp. 15–17.
80	 Scott D. Sagan, “Lessons of the Yom Kippur Alert,” Foreign Policy, No. 36, Autumn 1979, p. 170.
81	 Rabinovich, 2012.
82	 Kissinger, 1982, pp. 450–459.
83	 Quandt, 1977, p. 166.
84	 Kissinger, 1973.
85	 Israelyan, 1995, pp. 83, 120, 124–128; Quandt, 1977, pp. 171–172; Kissinger, 1982, p. 471.
86	 Quandt, 1977, pp. 178–187.
87	 Rodman, 2017, p. 17.
88	 Quandt, 1977, p. 171.
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directly intervene in the conflict.89 Furthermore, to alleviate the pressure felt by the encir-
cled Third Army and to forestall it from attempting to break out, the United States pres-
sured Israel to allow nonmilitary supplies to reach Egyptian forces. Washington informed 
the Israeli government that, if Israel would not support the delivery of nonmilitary supplies to 
the Egyptian army, Washington would support a UN resolution that would enforce a cease-
fire and the language of UNSCRs 338 and 339.90 This pressure likely brought Israel to cease 
operations and allow aid to reach the Third Army. On October 26, the United States began 
taking forces off DEFCON 3 status to limit tensions with the Soviet Union because it became 
clear that Moscow would not deploy ground forces to Egypt.91 This led to the end of the war 
and to the first direct talks between Israeli and Egyptian military officials since the first 
Arab–Israeli conflict in 1948 on October 28.92

It is unclear whether the United States knew of the Soviets’ escalatory naval behavior in 
the eastern Mediterranean beginning October 26, when Soviet assets conducted exercises 
that involved the tailing and targeting of U.S. naval vessels in simulated attacks.93 If the 
United States were aware of the Soviet targeting, it appears to have chosen de-escalation and 
restraint as a strategy to avoid re-escalating the conflict and placing the ceasefire it and the 
Soviet Union had secured at risk. On October 30, U.S. naval assets dispersed from the area, 
reducing tensions between U.S. and Soviet naval forces.94

Results and Lessons

Results
The potential escalation between the United States and the Soviet Union during the 1973 
October War was well managed. For most of the conflict, neither side viewed the other as 
behaving irresponsibly or acting in a manner to cause escalation. Not until the final days of 
the war, after the two sides had already worked to establish two UNSCR-supported ceasefires, 
did serious escalation occur, when Brezhnev’s October 24 letter to Nixon threatened uni-
lateral action and the United States responded by elevating its readiness status to DEFCON 
3. When this occurred, both sides worked to continue their dialogue, de-escalate tensions, 
and end the war. In fact, the escalation might have motivated the United States to rapidly 
apply pressure on Israel to end its offensive operations and abide by the ceasefire because 
Washington did not want a direct confrontation with Moscow.

89	 Quandt, 1977, pp. 196–198; Kissinger, 1982, p. 608.
90	 Kissinger, 1982, pp. 608–609.
91	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 26.
92	 Kissinger, 1982, pp. 610–611.
93	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, pp. 52–55.
94	 Goldstein and Zhukov, 2004, p. 20.
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At the same time, Moscow worked to limit the impact of the letter and to de-escalate ten-
sions. Whether Brezhnev’s threat was a bluff or a miscalculation does not matter—in either 
case, it heightened tensions with the United States because Washington perceived it as a 
major escalation. Furthermore, it does not matter that Moscow saw Washington’s reaction 
as an overreaction, as the U.S. response made clear to the Soviets that it would be danger-
ous to escalate further. Brezhnev’s October 24 letter was likely an effort to make it clear to 
officials in Washington that the Soviet Union did not wish to escalate further and was ready 
to de-escalate.

Although the Soviet Union achieved its goal of a ceasefire and avoided catastrophic defeats 
for its allies, Washington emerged from the war on better footing in the region. It reestab-
lished relations with Egypt and, within years, pulled Cairo away from the Soviet sphere of 
influence by providing a huge aid program that supplied Egypt with both military and eco-
nomic aid.95 By 1976, Egypt, looking for more U.S. aid, was actively disassociating itself from 
the Soviet Union.96 In 1979, Washington helped facilitate bilateral relations between Egypt 
and Israel that established peace, full recognition between the two countries, and the return 
of the Sinai Peninsula to Egypt.97

Although the Soviet Union saw a shift in its relationship with Egypt, it sustained relations 
with many of its Arab allies for the next decade. Moscow continued to provide weapons to 
various Arab states and engaged in serious partnerships with states in the Middle East and 
North Africa despite the loss of its close relationship with Egypt.98

Lessons
This case offers important lessons about the management of escalation in such crises. 
Specifically, it exposes how states are limited in their ability to convince allies to undertake 
actions they do not wish to take; how escalation can be used to achieve a desired outcome; 
how a threat, serious or not, can motivate a serious reaction by an opponent; and how con-
stant engagement throughout a conflict can allow for de-escalation and cooperation between 
adversaries, so long as they each seriously engage in such dialogue.99

First, even if superpowers apply pressure on their allies to end a conflict, that pressure is 
unlikely to be effective until the right amount of threat or reward is applied to the partici-
pating parties. Despite the United States and the Soviet Union working to get their allies to 

95	 Jason Brownlee, Democracy Prevention: The Politics of the U.S.-Egyptian Alliance, Cambridge University 
Press, 2012, pp. 22–23, 41–42.
96	 Brownlee, 2012, p. 24.
97	 Brownlee, 2012, pp. 33–37.
98	 For more on Soviet relations in the Middle East and North Africa from 1973–1982, see Alexander J. 
Bennett, “Arms Transfer as an Instrument of Soviet Policy in the Middle East,” Middle East Journal, Vol. 39, 
No. 4, Autumn 1985.
99	 Quandt, 1977, p. 201.
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end hostilities, they struggled to get the belligerents to agree at any given time, which was 
dependent on how the war was going for their respective allies. When Egypt was doing well, 
Moscow struggled to get it to seriously consider a ceasefire without Cairo supplying a list of 
demands it was unlikely to get. Furthermore, Moscow was unwilling to apply the amount 
of pressure required to get Egypt to accept a termination of the conflict because Moscow 
did not want to appear as if it was not fully supportive of its allies during the war. Similarly, 
when Israel was doing well in the war, it was uninterested in ending the fighting until the 
United States informed it that, if it did not, Washington would support UN action to enact 
and enforce the ceasefire. Neither state was especially interested in a potential ceasefire when 
each believed that it was winning.

Second, in this case, escalation as a tactic worked for the Soviet Union. It actively sought 
to end the war before its ally was defeated. While the United States also sought to end the 
conflict, it was not as immediately pressed to find a solution. The October 24 letter changed 
this, making it clear to the United States that the Soviets might be willing to directly inter-
vene. While the United States escalated its posture by placing its armed forces on DEFCON 3 
status, it also successfully pressured Israel into accepting and abiding by the ceasefire. This 
pressure and Israeli acquiescence allowed the conflict to end (as did Egyptian desires to avert 
further losses).

Third, a threat made as a bluff can easily be seen by an adversary as a reality and could cause 
an undesired response. In this case, it appears that Moscow did not believe that its threat would 
cause the United States to undertake a serious reaction. This miscalculation caused a height-
ened threat environment—if the Soviet leaders who wanted to further escalate got their way, 
they could have continued driving escalations to potential war between the two superpowers.

Fourth, actively pursuing lower tensions during a crisis is possible but requires regular 
dialogue between superpowers. In this case, the United States and the Soviet Union remained 
engaged throughout the war. This dialogue likely improved the ability of the two states to 
avoid unnecessary risks and to better understand each other when tensions arose. Once 
tensions became elevated, the two powers were able to lower them by engaging in regular 
dialogue.
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APPENDIX E

U.S. Support to the Afghan Mujahideen 
During the Soviet-Afghan War, 1979–1989

Introduction

On December 25, 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan to uphold a frac-
tious communist government that was facing an insurgency from largely pro-Islamic, 
anticommunist groups known collectively as the mujahideen. The invasion escalated into 
the Soviet-Afghan War, which lasted for ten years until February 15, 1989, and resulted in 
the deaths of more than 1 million Afghans with 3 to 5 million more fleeing the country.1

Throughout the Soviet-Afghan War, the United States covertly supported the mujahideen 
with increasingly lethal military assistance via the Pakistani ISI.2 Toward the end of the war, 
the United States crossed a threshold that it perceived might elicit an escalatory response 
from the Soviet Union. Luckily, events within the Soviet Union had rendered counterescala-
tion undesirable. This case offers two important lessons about the management of escala-
tion in such crises: (1) an actor might be more likely to escalate an initial conflict to prevent 
a perceived future loss if its leadership is confined to groupthink, i.e., when a small cohesive 
group comes to a decision on the basis of a consensus of what is perceived to be correct; and 
(2) lethal military assistance runs less of an escalatory risk if administered covertly and is not 
traceable to the United States, but it should not be viewed as the only means to achieve politi-
cal ends in an escalating crisis.

Summary

On December 25, 1979, Soviet forces invaded the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan 
(DRA). Two motorized rifle battalions of the Soviet 40th Army based in the Turkestan 
Military District crossed the Soviet-Afghan border and moved to secure key cities and 

1	 Roy, 1991.
2	 Roy, 1991, p. 35.
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military installations from Kunduz south to Kabul and from Herat south to Kandahar.3 
Troops from the Soviet 103rd Airborne Division and 345th Parachute Regiment landed at 
the Kabul and Bagram airfields and, from there, seized significant portions of the capi-
tal.4 Soviet troops were not ordered to conduct military operations against insurgents but 
to guard cities, infrastructure, and government objects and to dissuade insurgents from 
action.5 However, the Soviet invasion and the installation of Babrak Karmal as president of 
the DRA was unpopular and led to the defection of thousands of soldiers and officers to 
the mujahideen.6 This pulled the Soviets into large-scale armored offensives in the Kunar 
Valley east of Kabul, in the Panjshir Valley north of Kabul, and in Lowgar Province south of 
Kabul.7 In response to the invasion, President Jimmy Carter authorized the covert supply of 
weapons through Pakistan to assist Afghan insurgents.8

In 1981, the Soviet 40th Army was reorganized into six or seven motorized rif le divi-
sions with one airborne division, reaching a total strength of 115,000 men, approximately 
the maximum number the Soviets would deploy during the invasion.9 In 1982, the Soviets 
increased the number of deployed Mi-24 helicopters from 60 to 300 and began to use new 
tactics, such as aerial and artillery bombardments against insurgents, followed by heli-
borne troops.

Battles for control of the Panjshir Valley, Paktia Province, Lowgar Province, Kabul, 
Herat, and Kandahar would continue throughout the war.10A bloody campaign in May 1982 
for the Panjshir Valley lasted for six weeks and resulted in the deaths of nearly 3,000 Soviet 
and DRA soldiers combined.11 The new operational tactics increased casualties on both 
sides but did little to deprive the mujahideen of supplies from Pakistan or allow the DRA to 
hold territory.12

In 1983, the Soviets signed a 12-month ceasefire with Ahmad Shah Masoud, a powerful 
mujahideen commander who controlled the Panjshir Valley; no major offensives occurred 
that year, opening the door to further de-escalation and/or a negotiated ceasefire.13 That 

3	 Robert F. Baumann, Russian-Soviet Unconventional Wars in the Caucuses, Central Asia, and Afghani-
stan, Leavenworth Papers, No. 20, Combat Studies Institute, April 1993.
4	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 44.
5	 V. S. Khristoforov, “The Afghan Events of 1979–1989: From Knowledge to Understanding and Recogni-
tion,” Herald of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Vol. 92, Suppl. 1, 2022, p. 8.
6	 Roy, 1991, p. 17.
7	 Roy, 1991, pp. 17–18.
8	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 221.
9	 Roy, 1991, p. 17.
10	 Roy, 1991, pp. 17–18.
11	 Baumann, 1993, p. 141.
12	 Roy, 1991, p. 18.
13	 Roy, 1991, p. 18.
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same year, President Ronald Reagan signed National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) 
75 to keep pressure on Moscow to withdraw and to ensure that the costs to the Soviet Union 
remained high during the occupation. This directive stated that “the U.S. objective is to keep 
maximum pressure on Moscow for withdrawal and to ensure that the Soviets’ political, mili-
tary, and other costs remain high while the occupation continues as a response to the contin-
ued Soviet occupation of the country.”14

By 1984, the Soviets had invested resources in public works projects and continued to put 
military pressure on the insurgency, but approximately 80 percent of the country remained 
outside DRA control.15 A seventh attempt to take the Panjshir Valley occurred in April using 
an entire motorized rifle division (250 tanks and 150 armored personnel carriers with air 
support) against nearly 10,000 insurgents.16 Soviets forces took control of two-thirds of the 
valley but would once again pull back and lose ground to the mujahideen.17 Soviet casualties 
in 1984 were higher than in any other year at more than 2,000 deaths (see Figure E.2).18

14 Kuperman, 1999, p. 243.
15 Baumann, 1993, p. 143.
16 Baumann, 1993, pp. 144–145.
17 Baumann, 1993, pp. 144–145.
18 Baumann, 1993, p. 148.

FIGURE E.2

Soviet Casualties in the Soviet-Afghan War

SOURCE: Features information from Baumann, 1993.
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In 1985, the Soviet military increased tactical pressure on the insurgents to force them 
into a ceasefire while remaining below a cap of 120,000 troops.19 As a result of this escala-
tion, Reagan signed NSDD 166 to increase support for the mujahideen, providing more and 
better weaponry, such as AK-47s and rockets.20 In that year, the mujahideen first captured 
government forces at Peshgor.21

In May 1986, Soviet-installed DRA leader Babrak Kamal was replaced by Najibullah 
Admadzi to earn more support for the war within the DRA.22 Additionally, the Soviets shifted 
focus to the provinces bordering Pakistan to stop the flow of insurgents and supplies.23 One 
offensive in the spring included nearly 15,000 DRA soldiers with the support of 2,000 Soviet 
soldiers to capture a resistance stronghold in Zhawar and demonstrate the DRA’s willingness 
to fight and be effective in battle.24 By fall 1986, the United States had begun to supply the 
mujahideen with U.S.-made Stingers.25

By spring 1987, the Soviets and the DRA had incurred heavy aircraft losses from U.S. 
Stingers.26 Later that year, Soviet and DRA forces conducted Operation Magistral, the larg-
est combined operation of the war and one of the last successful missions. The joint forces 
secured the Satekundae Pass for the delivery of supplies and troops from Gardez to Khowst.27

In March 1988, Afghanistan and Pakistan signed the Geneva Accords with the United 
States and the Soviet Union as guarantors. The accords set the timetable for a Soviet with-
drawal beginning in August, and the United States stopped supplying the mujahideen with 
weapons in December.28 The last Soviet troops left Afghanistan in February 1989.

19	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 227.
20	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 227.
21	 Baumann, 1993, p. 145.
22	 Baumann, 1993, p. 145.
23	 Baumann, 1993, p. 145.
24	 Baumann, 1993, p. 147.
25	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 234.
26	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 246. A U.S. Army analysis conducted in 1989 attributed 269 kills out of 340 engage-
ments from the Stinger for a success rate of 79 percent from 1986 to 1989 (William McManaway, “Stinger in 
Afghanistan,” Air Defense Artillery, January–February 1990, pp. 3–8; William McManaway, “The Dragon 
Is Dead!” Air Defense Artillery, July–August 1989; David B. Ottaway, “Stingers Were Key Weapon in Afghan 
War, Army Finds,” Washington Post, July 5, 1989).
27	 Baumann, 1993, pp. 147–148.
28	 Roy, 1991, pp. 23–24.
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Managing Escalation

Perceptions of Escalatory Risk
The Soviet Union
On December 6, 1978, Moscow and Kabul signed the Soviet-Afghan Treaty of Friendship, 
Good Neighborliness, and Cooperation, which contained language about an effective security 
system in Asia.29 By March 1979, DRA repression and unpopular land reforms to traditional 
cultural practices resulted in a military insurgency in Afghanistan that took control of two-
thirds of the country.30 Soviet leadership declined numerous calls from DRA President Nur 
Mahammad Taraki to deploy Soviet troops to quell the growing insurgency, believing the 
action would be unpopular among the local population and be seen as a significant escalation 
by the West, harming the policy of détente—specifically, the trade and technology aspects of 
trade that the Soviet Union had come to value and negotiations on the reduction of nuclear 
arms (i.e., the Strategic Arms Limitations Talks [SALT] II).31 Not until September 1979, when 
Taraki was overthrown by his second-in-command and former coconspirator, Hafizullah 
Amin, did the Soviet Union begin to consider deploying troops.32 Amin’s brief tenure was 
marked by an ineffective government bureaucracy and dereliction in the Afghan military, 
further divisions within the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan, and purges and terror 
meted out on behalf of Amin (with one estimate of nearly 50,000 executed).33 The Soviets 
feared that Amin would either strengthen ties with tribal insurgents and the West, adopt-
ing a more neutral policy toward the Soviet Union, or that he would be overthrown and the 
communist government toppled, similar to the events that had occurred in Egypt, Chile, and 
Somalia.34 Thus, the decision was made by a few high-ranking Soviet Politburo members to 
send troops into Afghanistan to remove Amin, end divisions within the People’s Democratic 
Party of Afghanistan, and restore stability to the government.

Other factors also influenced the Soviet decision to intervene. The Soviet Union was 
increasingly concerned about its strategic standing in the Middle East in the late 1970s after 
such events as the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel, a military coup in Iraq, and the 
Islamic Revolution in Iran took place.35 Additionally, the United States was making diplo-
matic overtures to China—perceived by the Soviet Union as a potential adversary—in such 

29	 Roy, 1991, p. 12.
30	 Roy, 1991, p. 12.
31	 Susanne Schattenberg, Brezhnev: The Making of a Statesmen, I. B. Tauris, 2021, p. 323.
32	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 3.
33	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 3.
34	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 5.
35	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 13.
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areas as trade and military relations.36 Finally, the Soviets believed that they had evidence 
that Amin was collaborating with the CIA, which has not been proven.37 According to a 
narrow segment of the Soviet leadership, if Amin were not removed and pro-Soviet leader-
ship installed, a cascade of Western escalations would be likely, including the United States 
placing Pershing missiles or signals intelligence assets in Afghanistan that would threaten 
strategic installations, such as the Baikonur Cosmodrome in the Soviet Union; Pakistan and 
Iran accessing Afghan uranium deposits and developing a nuclear weapon; Afghanistan 
being absorbed into Pakistan; and the spreading of pro-Islamic, anti-Soviet movements 
throughout Central Asia.38

Historians attest that the decision to send Soviet troops into Afghanistan was not made 
quickly. However, the decision was made within a prevailing environment of groupthink. 
Chief of the General Staff Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov, for example, warned the Politburo that 
75,000–80,000 Soviet troops would not be enough to stabilize the situation in Afghanistan 
and expressed grave concern that the situation should be resolved politically because the 
Afghans had a tradition of resistance against foreigners.39 Attempts were also made by the 
intelligence services (Committee for State Security [KGB] and Chief Intelligence Office 
[GRU]) to assess removing Amin from power with assets that were already in the country, but 
early reconnaissance and the idea of relying on the domestic opposition to take control of the 
government seemed unworkable.40 The decision to introduce troops was likely shepherded 
by KGB head Yuri Andropov with the support of Soviet Politburo members Andrei Gromyko 
and Dmitry Ustinov.41 Brezhnev’s rumored stroke and substance abuse meant that he had 
delegated much of the foreign policy decisionmaking to Andropov, Gromyko, and Ustinov 
by the 1970s, according to some historians.42 Although Brezhnev participated in delibera-
tions on the invasion on December 10, Andropov, Gromyko, Ustinov, and likely Konstantin 
Chernenko drafted the authorization to use force on December 12, after which Brezhnev 
and other Politburo members signed the authorization.43 Once Brezhnev and key Politburo 
members agreed to the use of force, all other members signed on because of powerlessness or 
fear of going against a consensus that was already perceived as correct. Of note is that Pre-
mier Aleksey Kosygin, who viewed the use of force negatively and was not involved in the 

36	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 26.
37	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, pp. 5–6.
38	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 17.
39	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, pp. 17–18.
40	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, pp. 30–33.
41	 Schattenberg, 2021, pp. 321–322.
42	 Schattenberg, 2021, pp. 321–322; Lawrence K. Altman, “4 Serious Ailments Plagued Brezhnev,” New York 
Times, November 13, 1982.
43	 Schattenberg, 2021, pp. 321–322.
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events between December 10 and 13, did not sign the authorization and went, or was sent, 
into retirement and died in 1980.44

The United States
The United States perceived the Soviet invasion as escalation. President Carter responded 
in less than two weeks by signing an authorization for the United States to supply lethal aid 
covertly to Afghan insurgents via the CIA through the Pakistani ISI.45 Initially, expectations 
for the Afghan insurgents were low; many in the Carter administration thought that the best 
the insurgents could do with the weapons was “harass” Soviet forces.46 However, several U.S. 
government agencies, including the CIA and the Department of Defense, were concerned 
that U.S. support could cause the Soviets to escalate further.

One specific concern was that the Soviets might begin cross-border operations into 
Pakistan to stem the flow of weapons and supplies to the mujahideen if they discovered U.S. 
weapons.47 Such raids could result in the loss of public support in Pakistan for the insur-
gents or worse, escalate into a full-scale invasion of Pakistan.48 Additionally, because the 
mujahideen was seeking antiaircraft weaponry to counter Soviet air power, the United States 
was concerned that supplying the insurgents with such technology would result in Soviet 
tit-for-tat retaliation in Central America.49 Specifically, the United States did not exclude 
the possibility that the Soviets could provide antiaircraft weaponry to insurgents fighting 
a U.S.-supported government in El Salvador.50 At the Department of State, diplomats were 
worried that if U.S. weapons were discovered to have been used to kill Soviet soldiers, an 
Afghan peace deal would be out of reach in Geneva, and, most crucially, the department was 
concerned about the viability of future arms control negotiations.51

Escalatory Actions, Behaviors, or Statements
The Soviet Union
The Soviet Union viewed several U.S. and Western actions and behaviors leading up the inva-
sion of Afghanistan as escalatory. The Soviets interpreted the slowing of détente and the foot-
dragging during negotiations of the SALT II nuclear treaty as signs that the United States was 

44	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007, p. 22.
45	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 221.
46	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 221.
47	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 223.
48	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 224.
49	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 224.
50	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 224.
51	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 224.
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indeed shifting its foreign policy toward China on an anti-Soviet basis.52 The United States 
and China had agreed to exchanges at the ministerial level; trade delegations and technol-
ogy sharing; a reduction in U.S. troops in Taiwan; the development of U.S.-Sino-Israeli ties, 
U.S.-Sino-Arab ties, and U.S.-Sino-African ties; and, crucially, cooperation in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan.53 Militarily, the United States had also increased its naval presence in the 
Persian Gulf in response to the Islamic Revolution in Iran and the subsequent Iran Hostage 
Crisis, which the Soviets perceived as a threat to the DRA and the southern Soviet Union.54

The most escalatory behavior in the view of the Soviet Union, however, was the decision 
by NATO foreign affairs and defense ministers to augment the Alliance’s nuclear posture in 
Europe. The decision made in Brussels on December 12, 1979, was to deploy between 500 and 
600 U.S. missiles (cruise and Pershing II) into Western Europe that could hit Soviet territo-
ry.55 Unsurprisingly, the authorization drafted by Andropov, Ustinov, and Gromyko to use 
Soviet force in Afghanistan coincided with the December 12 date.56

The United States
President Carter viewed the Soviet invasion as an escalation that was detrimental to the 
following U.S. interests: the containment of the Soviet Union, the defense of sea lanes in the 
Indian Ocean, and the safeguarding of the global flow of oil.57 The invasion led to the Carter 
Doctrine in 1980, which stated that any threat against the Persian Gulf would be considered 
a threat against the vital interests of the United States.58 Additionally, a U.S. grain embargo 
against the Soviet Union was implemented, the United States boycotted the 1980 Summer 
Olympic Games in Moscow, and the SALT II treaty was not ratified.59

Sources now reveal that Carter clearly had some concerns about the Soviet escalation 
in Afghanistan early in 1979 because the United States sent nonlethal military aid, such as 
radios, clothes, and medical equipment, to Afghan insurgents over a period of six weeks prior 
to the invasion.60 It does seem, however, that Washington miscalculated Soviet influence in 
the country and that events that should have caused greater consternation, such as the coup 

52	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007 p. 26.
53	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007 p. 26.
54	 Lyakhovskiy, 2007 p. 27.
55	 Schattenberg, 2021, p. 324.
56	 Schattenberg, 2021, p. 325.
57	 Roy, 1991 p. 15.
58	 Roy, 1991 p. 15.
59	 Roy, 1991 p. 15.
60	 Robert M. Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insider’s Story of Five Presidents and How They Won 
the Cold War, Simon & Schuster, 1996, pp. 142–149.
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and the assassination of the U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan Adolph Dubs, were not subject 
to greater analysis.61

President Reagan and his administration went further than Carter. They adopted the “roll-
back” policy, which posited that communist regimes in the developing world could be over-
thrown with U.S. support to insurgents or “freedom fighters.”62 Given congressional pres-
sure, the Reagan administration applied this policy to Afghanistan in 1983 via NSDD 75.63 In 
1985, Mikhail Gorbachev, whose views on the occupation of Afghanistan were not yet known, 
came to power. Under Gorbachev, the Soviets increased tactical pressure on the mujahideen, 
while still staying below 120,000 troops, to force the mujahideen into a ceasefire that would 
allow for Soviet withdrawal and the handover of power to the DRA.64 However, the United 
States responded in 1986 by supplying the mujahideen with even larger quantities of weap-
ons, including rockets and mortars, mine clearers, helicopter detectors, and U.S. Stingers.65 
The Reagan administration policy was to escalate assistance gradually, inflicting costs on the 
Soviets to convince them that the war was unwinnable. Prior to 1984, U.S. military aid to the 
mujahideen was approximately $50 million a year; it rose to $122 million in 1984, $470 mil-
lion in 1986, and $630 million in 1987.66

Mitigating Actions
The Soviet Union
It now seems that Brezhnev and key members of the Soviet Politburo thought that the invasion 
of Afghanistan would be a quick intervention. Brezhnev called Carter on December 28, 1979, 
to tell him that the invasion was temporary and then wrote him that Amin had requested 
assistance.67 As time went on, the Soviet Union wanted the conflict in Afghanistan to remain 
at a low level of intensity so that there would be no escalation into bordering countries or 
the broader region.68 To accomplish this, Moscow capped the number of Soviet soldiers 
in the country at 120,000, did not allow raids or pursuits across the Pakistan-Afghanistan 
border, and provided political and military support to the DRA to increase its standing at 
the UN and reduce the involvement of Soviet soldiers, respectively.69 Toward the end of the 
war, from 1985 to 1986, the Soviets escalated tactical pressure on the insurgents, especially 
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near the Pakistani border, to disrupt supply lines, but this has not been viewed by historians 
as a response to U.S. escalation.70 Rather, it was likely aimed at pushing the mujahideen to 
accept a negotiated settlement with a Soviet-friendly government in Kabul.71 Additionally, 
Gorbachev in June 1985 restarted security talks with the United States after a three-year 
pause in an attempt to deepen crisis communications.72 In his memoirs, Gorbachev wrote 
that he told Reagan in Geneva that the Soviets did not intend to remain in Afghanistan and 
would support a political solution.73 This, however, like Brezhnev’s call to Carter, seems to 
have done little to change U.S. perceptions.

There was also a degree of surprise among the Soviets regarding the U.S. decision to 
intervene by supporting the mujahideen. Historians and analysts contend that Soviet lead-
ership believed that the United States was tied up with events in Iran after the overthrow of 
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi and the subsequent Iran Hostage Crisis and that a lack of 
U.S. condemnation of Taraki and Amin’s actions confirmed that Afghanistan was too far 
entrenched in the Soviet sphere of influence.74

Insurgent use of U.S. Stingers has been rightfully credited for significant Soviet and 
DRA aircraft losses, but it was likely not the catalyst for a Soviet withdrawal.75 The Soviets 
responded in several ways to reduce causalities from the Stingers that were not escalatory: 
They shifted dangerous missions to DRA pilots; they retrofitted aircraft with improved 
flares, beacons, and exhaust baffles; they flew fixed-wing aircraft at higher altitudes and 
helicopters at lower altitudes; and they ran air operations at night.76 By the end of the war, 
Soviet countermeasures had made Stingers much less effective.77

The United States
From the very beginning of the conflict, the United States insisted that it would provide 
lethal assistance to the mujahideen only via the Pakistani ISI to maintain plausible deni-
ability should such weapons fall into Soviet hands. Even though support to the mujahideen 
became the CIA’s largest covert program at the time, only a few officers in the field were per-
mitted to engage directly with the ISI.78 This arrangement also meant that the ISI controlled 
much of the decisionmaking regarding which insurgents received the weaponry—not always 
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the best fighters, but the fighters with greater loyalty to Pakistan.79 Moreover, the weapons 
were not to be made in the United States because of traceability. The CIA bought the major-
ity of early shipments from China, which included 1930s vintage rifles, antiaircraft machine 
guns, and Soviet-designed 82-mm mortars.80

U.S. policy eventually shifted from supporting insurgent efforts to harassing the Soviets 
to pressuring the Soviets to withdraw from Afghanistan. This shift was driven by multiple 
stakeholders over a period of six years, including representatives and staffers in Congress, 
the Reagan administration, Pakistani President Zia-ul-Haq, U.S. Secretary of State George 
Shultz, and others in the intelligence community.81 The insurgents could not conduct effec-
tive counterair strikes or capture Soviet SA-7 SAMs with only heavy machine guns.82 To 
prompt a Soviet withdrawal, it was thought that the insurgents needed more effective surface-
to-air defenses, which ultimately pushed U.S. officials to cross one of their key escalation 
thresholds—sending U.S.-made weapons. Officials first considered a variety of nontraceable 
options: the Blowpipe, a UK-designed SAM; the Oerlikon, a Swiss-made antiaircraft cannon; 
and the U.S. Redeye, an obsolete missile already widely in global circulation.83 However, all 
of these weapons had logistical encumbrances or were not effective against Soviet helicopters, 
so officials defaulted to the U.S.-made Stingers.84

CIA and Department of Defense officials’ concerns about escalation were compounded 
by concerns about the insurgents’ ability to use the Stingers, the proliferation of the weapons 
in the region, and whether Soviet countermeasures in Afghanistan were already too effec-
tive (the technology was thought to have been compromised from an intelligence leak in 
Greece).85 These concerns were not overcome lightly, but the decision to send Stingers to the 
mujahideen on the basis of the policy of instigating withdrawal was finally authorized by 
Reagan in March 1986.86 The United States would continue to abide by its covert methods 
of not dealing directly with the mujahideen, instead distributing the Stingers going through 
the ISI.87
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Results and Lessons

Results
For the Soviet Union, escalation began with the deployment of troops to Afghanistan, and 
where it could, Moscow managed the ensuing escalation (e.g., prohibiting cross-border 
raids into Pakistan). However, the invasion, the installation of an unpopular leader, and the 
occupation—presided over by the same leadership who supported the initial fateful decision 
(Brezhnev, Andropov, and then Chernenko)—escalated into a war that would last for ten 
years. The lesson on managing escalation from the Soviet side can be found in examining the 
decision itself.

The Soviet Union continued to rely on one-man rule in 1979, and that man was Leonid 
Brezhnev.88 Despite his declining health and addictions, Brezhnev participated in the deci-
sion to invade Afghanistan and did not want to be perceived as neutral to Taraki’s death; in 
fact, accounts say that Brezhnev liked Taraki and was very upset by his assassination.89 How-
ever, Brezhnev had delegated much of the foreign policy decisionmaking to an insular group 
of Politburo members. Other members had resigned themselves to a culture of consensus on 
what they perceived Brezhnev would want. Andropov, Gromyko, and Ustinov had made up 
their minds on the introduction of Soviet troops to prevent what they perceived would be a 
major loss to the Soviet Union. Even prior to Taraki’s death, Gromyko had stated that “under 
no circumstances can we lose Afghanistan.”90 Their confidence in their decision was because 
of an overestimation of Soviet military formidability predicated on past experiences, such as 
Czechoslovakia in 1968, and an attitude of elitism that Politburo members knew better than 
the General Staff.91 Had the environment within the Politburo been more open to dissent 
and had its members been less condescending to experts, perhaps a different course of action 
would have been possible. Gorbachev was aware of these faults, and his reforms to the politi-
cal system and democratization within government organs were intended to prevent crises 
made by narrow groups.92

As for the United States, escalation was smartly managed in the beginning of the con-
flict but only luckily avoided in the end. What was considered a tactical success—covertly 
supplying the insurgents with weapons—did not change the situation politically. Key stake-
holders believed that the mujahideen could force a Soviet withdrawal if it could counter-
act Soviet airpower, and Washington crossed one of its escalatory thresholds by providing 
weapons that were traceable to the United States. Luckily, Gorbachev had been planning a 
withdrawal to restore relations with the West and the risk of escalation subsided. Gorbachev 
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correctly assessed that the Reagan administration would not renew détente without the end 
of the Soviet occupation.93

Lessons
The lesson for the United States is twofold: In an escalating crisis, military assistance should 
be covert and nontraceable; however, it is also best if assistance is provided in tandem with 
an overt policy, such as reinstating diplomatic relations, conducting trade, or removing 
sanctions, to achieve desired ends.

93	 Kuperman, 1999, p. 236.
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APPENDIX F

Operation Burnt Frost

Introduction

In 2008, a U.S. Navy guided missile cruiser destroyed a defunct U.S. spy satellite in LEO 
in an operation code named Burnt Frost. The satellite and the toxic fuel that was onboard 
posed a unique threat because the spacecraft was on track to reenter the earth’s atmosphere. 
According to one expert, “the risks were by far the highest ever associated with a spacecraft 
or rocket body reentry.”1

The event prompted Russian and Chinese accusations that the United States was actually 
developing and demonstrating an ASAT capability, which U.S. officials vehemently denied. 
The U.S. information campaign surrounding the event, however, did little to assuage adver-
sary concerns. In the years that followed, Russian and Chinese ASAT testing ramped up as 
both countries expanded their development and fielding of counterspace weapons.

Operation Burnt Frost raised various questions that have still not been fully answered:

•  Was Operation Burnt Frost the impetus for an arms race in space with Russia and China 
or an isolated event in the continued advancement of related technologies?

•  Was the U.S. decision to make the operation public and to address expected criticism 
ahead of time useful in slowing adversaries from seeking similar capabilities?

•  Or did U.S. rhetoric fail to distinguish between ASAT and missile defense technologies 
and simply provide Moscow and Beijing with new justifications for their own research 
and development?

The following case study addresses these questions. It describes the events and messag-
ing that occurred before, during, and after Operation Burnt Frost; makes an assessment 
using our conflict escalation framework; and draws implications for such future complex 
events as this one.

1	 Day, 2021.
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Summary

Important context for Operation Burnt Frost begins in 2007, when China shot down a non-
working meteorological satellite named FY-1C. Between 1985 and 2007, no tests of ASAT 
capabilities were performed by any country in space, but in 2007, China destroyed one of its 
own weather satellites, creating thousands of pieces of debris that threatened space assets 
and human spaceflight. China used a ground-launched missile, believed to be a modified 
version of the DF-21 ballistic missile and labeled SC-19 by the United States, launched from 
the Xichang Satellite Launch Center with a kinetic kill vehicle (KKV). The mission was 
successful in destroying the weather satellite at an altitude of 863 km (534 mi), which created 
a cloud of thousands of pieces of space debris in LEO.2 The secretive Chinese mission was a 
demonstration of a DA-ASAT weapon, although it was also assessed as furthering China’s 
BMD capabilities.

Immediately afterward, observers noted multiple concerns. For one, U.S. spy satellites and 
space-based missile defense systems in LEO could now plausibly be targeted from ground-
based missiles. They and other satellites in LEO would also be subject to the dangers caused 
by the space debris. The concerns about space debris from the destruction of FY-1C were well 
founded because it became the largest orbital debris event in LEO history.3 Analysis of the 
tracked debris predicted that 79 percent of the debris would remain in orbit until about 2108.4 
The international community considered the PRC’s strike “reckless behavior.”5 As recently as 
2020, the International Space Station (ISS) was forced to conduct debris-avoidance maneuvers 
to avoid colliding with space debris caused by China’s 2007 ASAT mission.6

The United States was quick to publicly criticize the PRC and its military, which had not 
announced the strike. Although many sensitive communications satellites orbit much higher 
above earth than FY-1C did, U.S. intelligence officers and administration officials were also 
concerned about China’s potential ability to disrupt those higher systems, as well as those in 
LEO.7 The U.S. Air Force chief of staff at the time, General T. Michael Moseley, called the 

2	 Brian Weeden, “2007 Chinese Anti-Satellite Test Fact Sheet,” Secure World Foundation, November 23, 
2010.
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4	 Weeden, 2010.
5	 Petrucci, 2017. Technically, China had not acted illegally because the Outer Space Treaty only banned 
weapons of mass destruction in space, although many thought that the mission would make space more 
dangerous for everyone.
6	 Nivedita Raju, “Russia’s Anti-Satellite Test Should Lead to a Multilateral Ban,” Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute, December 7, 2021.
7	 A spokesperson for the U.S. National Security Council at the time stated, “The U.S. believes China’s 
development and testing of such weapons is inconsistent with the spirit of cooperation that both countries 
aspire to in the civil space area” (Marc Kaufman and Dafna Linzer, “China Criticized for Anti-Satellite Mis-
sile Test Destruction of an Aging Satellite Illustrates Vulnerability of U.S. Space Assets,“ Washington Post, 
January 19, 2007).
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event “strategically dislocating,” akin to the Russian launch of Sputnik in 1957. He added that 
the U.S. Air Force had been forced to evaluate its defensive options in space as a result and 
noted the escalation concern that arose from China’s strike, which originated from a land-
based mobile system. Those types of systems are more difficult to locate and target by entities 
trying to protect their own satellites and are much easier to deploy out of country, export, and 
sell to other countries.8

Additionally, the possibility of an arms race in space became much more of a concern 
than it had been since the end of the Cold War.9 From Beijing’s perspective, the mission to 
destroy its own weather satellite likely held some deterrent value messaging toward U.S. lead-
ers, particularly in the cases of future missile defense paradigms and in defending Taiwan 
from a Chinese invasion. By shooting down its own satellite, China was thought to be 
demonstrating its capability and willingness to conduct DA-ASAT operations.10

China’s demonstration left many sounding the alarm of a forthcoming space arms race.11 
Experts believed that China’s message to the United States was that China “can hold [U.S.] 
space-based, war-fighting capability at risk, and are putting into doubt [the U.S.] ability to 
challenge them.”12

Managing Escalation

In 2008, the United States determined that a U.S. spy satellite (USA-193) that had been 
unresponsive since its launch posed a unique risk. The satellite was on a trajectory to reenter 
the earth’s atmosphere at an unknown location and time. The plunge of a bus-sized satel-
lite posed a risk of substantial damage or injury if the spacecraft, with a full hydrazine fuel 
tank that could expose animal and plant life to toxic gases, were allowed to fall unimpeded 
back to Earth.13 U.S. officials decided that the best course of action would be to destroy the 
satellite using a modified version of the Navy’s Aegis BMD system. The United States initi-
ated a proactive media campaign that announced the goals and anticipated actions for the 
operation. This operation was named Burnt Frost.

The U.S. destruction of the USA-193 satellite in Operation Burnt Frost was perceived 
as provocative by the Russian and Chinese governments. Officials in those countries were 
quick and consistent in criticizing the operation, which they publicly decried as an obvious 

8	 Caitlin Harrington, “Chinese ASAT Test Prompts US Strategic Rethink,” Janes Defence Weekly, April 25, 
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10	 Mastalir, 2009.
11	 Mastalir, 2009.
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13	 “Endangered Birds,” 2018.
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response to China’s 2007 ASAT test.14 They also criticized Washington for not providing 
other countries with more detailed information about the mission.

In years following Operation Burnt Frost, Russia and China continued to develop a vari-
ety of ASAT capabilities. Distinctions between some forms of BMD and DA-ASAT weap-
ons became more difficult to discern because the technical requirements largely overlapped. 
Observers worried that an opportunity to agree on international norms regarding space 
weapons had been missed with the advancement of ASAT testing, some of which continued 
to litter important orbits with additional space debris.

Perception of Escalatory Risks
Following Operation Burnt Frost, Russian news outlets discussed how the United States con-
tinued to rebuff Chinese and Russian efforts toward a UN treaty banning weapons in outer 
space. In one such article at the end of February 2008, a senior researcher at Russia’s Institute 
of World Economy and International Relations at the Russian Academy of Sciences is quoted 
discussing how Russia and China would hold “very serious discussions about banning the 
launch of weapons into space.” This researcher also implied that the United States would not 
participate in such a ban and that from now on “the United States can always declare that it 
may be necessary to defeat objects in space in the interests of human security on earth.”15

Perceptions of risk in U.S. policy circles centered on China’s demonstration of its DA-ASAT 
capability, which left many sounding the alarm of a forthcoming space arms race.16 Observ-
ers critiqued the George W. Bush administration for not being proactive about space arms 
control; the administration’s position was that there was no space arms race.

Additional theories about the true U.S. intentions for the operation emerged from Russia. 
One theory claimed that the operation was intended to justify taxpayer investments in the 
U.S. missile defense system, which would be modified for the mission. Another was that 
the United States would use the situation to justify expanding its missile defense systems. 
Displaying space dominance was another supposed objective.17 Russian sources also sug-
gested that the United States wanted to protect sensitive equipment aboard the satellite that 
could be captured by adversarial nations. The vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
General James E. Cartwright, denied such claims, saying that any confidential components 

14	 Tirpak, 2021.
15	 Victor Myasnikov [Виктор Мясников], “Space Intercept Successful” [“Космический Перехват 
Удался”], Independent Military Review [Независимое военное обозрение], No. 7, February 29, 2008. Not 
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example, Russian and Chinese proposals failed to mention weapons launched from the ground to inter-
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generated the greatest threat to space systems at the time (Pat Host, “Russia Tests Ground-Launched Anti-
Satellite Missile,” Janes Missiles & Rockets, December 21, 2020).
16	 Mastalir, 2009.
17	 Myasnikov, 2008.
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would be burned up on reentry if the satellite were left to fall into the atmosphere on its own.18 
Later reports that revealed that the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) was against the 
strike mission also suggested that protecting sensitive materials was an unlikely factor. 19

The official newspaper of the Russian Ministry of Defense (MoD) noted that the United 
States had made the operation public and tried to distance itself from comparisons with the 
2007 Chinese ASAT test, emphasizing that the U.S. mission was an isolated and unique situ-
ation. Again, that report cited U.S. experts who claimed that the operation was simply “plan-
ning a test of anti-satellite weapons.”20

An Unresponsive U.S. Satellite Poses Unique Risks
In December 2006, on behalf of the NRO, the United States launched the USA-193 (also known 
as NRO L-21) optical and radar reconnaissance spacecraft from Vandenberg Spaceport. 
Almost immediately, contact with the satellite was lost. U.S. officials denied its existence 
until a UK amateur astronomer posted USA-193’s orbital parameters on the internet.21 Soon 
after, U.S. agencies began examining why the satellite had lost contact, and concerns about 
the satellite’s eventual reentry into the atmosphere were raised.22 At 5,000 lbs and the size of 
a bus, previous experience and modeling suggested that more than half of the spacecraft’s 
mass would survive reentry and about 2,600 lbs or more could reach the Earth’s surface.23 
Because USA-193 never became operational, the toxic hydrazine rocket fuel on board that 
was supposed to be used to maneuver the satellite in space went unexpended. The U.S. mili-
tary stated that if the approximately 1,100 lbs of hydrazine survived reentry, it would pose a 
health hazard to humans and animals if it crashed on land.24

The United States had not attempted to shoot down a satellite since the 1980s, and even 
as late as January 2008, officials were suggesting that a kinetic strike to shoot down USA-193 
was unlikely because of the international outcry that had resulted from China’s mission the 

18	 “US Spy Satellite Plan ‘A Cover,’” BBC, February 17, 2008.
19	 Noah Shachtman, “Experts Scoff at Sat Shoot-Down Rationale,” Wired, February 15, 2008.
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previous year.25 However, if the satellite were allowed to reenter on its own its trajectory, 
it would become highly unpredictable as it tumbled into the atmosphere. Thus, engaging 
the satellite just outside the atmosphere was considered to have multiple advantages. At an 
engagement height of about 240 km (149 mi), a kinetic strike would cause the least amount 
of space debris, with half of the debris reentering the atmosphere soon after the strike and 
the rest falling to earth within weeks. Additionally, by choosing when and where to slow the 
satellite, U.S. officials thought that they could more accurately predict where it would deorbit, 
reducing risks to populated areas. Finally, a strike could rupture the hydrazine fuel tank 
minimizing the return of hazardous material to earth.26

It was this risk of casualties that was emphasized during President Bush’s briefing on the 
situation and potential options on January 8, 2008. Timing was another factor presented to 
the President. A space shuttle launch to the ISS was scheduled for February 7, and the poten-
tial for space debris to affect the ISS and that launch suggested that it would not be safe to 
conduct Operation Burnt Frost until after February 18 but before the satellite started reentry 
on its own in early March. This created a relatively narrow window in which the operation 
could be conducted. Bush and his national security team were well aware of how the opera-
tion could be misconstrued geopolitically and that the United States could be accused of mili-
tary testing. However, the decision was made to proceed with the mission to destroy USA-193. 
Because of Bush’s insistence on transparency about the operation, Congress was briefed, and 
on February 14, 2008, and the U.S. government officially announced that it would inter-
cept USA-193 with a missile.27 The Department of Defense announced that three modified 
Aegis-equipped Navy vessels with three upgraded SM-3 BMD interceptors were in the Pacific 
Ocean preparing for the operation.28 The National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA) director also provided statements about the speed and altitude of the planned strike 
and explained that the launch window to minimize space debris would be open a few days 
from the announcement and last only seven or eight days after that.

In the abstract, critics pointed to the thousands of artificial objects already in orbit around 
the earth, including thousands of dead satellites that had not caused a need for kinetic ASAT 
strikes. A couple of hundred objects fall into the atmosphere each year—most burning up on 
reentry and historically causing very little damage to humans.

In the specific case of USA-193, U.S. decisionmakers likely underestimated the strong 
reactions from Russian and Chinese officials. The United States argued that it was address-
ing the human and environmental safety risks from the hydrazine fuel still onboard, but 
this rationale did not persuade Russian and Chinese critics. Some suggested that although 
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the hydrazine vapors can be dangerous to humans and pose danger to some plant life, the 
situation did not present the unique case that U.S. officials were trying to make. Some U.S. 
observers also considered the official U.S. rationale as highly unlikely, claiming that even if 
the hydrazine fuel tank were to survive reentry and crash on land, it would affect a relatively 
small area and be no more damaging than chlorine gas poisoning, which could be treated 
by a regular doctor. In this scenario, the odds of injury or death were said to be minuscule.29

Foreign officials made much of critiques put forward by U.S. experts and commentators. 
Russia’s MoD claimed that the United States had planned to test its “anti-missile defense 
system’s capability to destroy other countries’ satellites” and that “such testing essentially 
means the creation of a new type of strategic weapons.”30 Additionally, Moscow believed that 
this deliberate ASAT test was one reason why the United States had previously avoided nego-
tiations to limit an arms race in space. The Russian MoD also cited critiques levied by U.S. 
observers regarding the commonplace reentry of manmade space systems and the relatively 
low risk they posed to earth.31 Generally, those that questioned the U.S. government’s offi-
cial rationale considered the mission to be a direct reaction to China’s 2007 ASAT test and 
a public display of its own ASAT capabilities. Critics said that this explanation was in synch 
with rumors that the United States was seeking more capabilities that could be used against 
China, including in space.

Escalatory Behaviors
In the years following the interception of USA-193, Russia and China continued testing 
ASAT weapons. Attributing these decisions solely to Operation Burnt Frost would be dif-
ficult, and BMD-related technological progress would have continued regardless. However, 
particularly in the few years after the operation, the U.S. mission was often referenced and 
provided rhetoric to accuse the United States of refusing to cooperate on the banning of 
weapons in space.

One year after Operation Burnt Frost, the official Russian MoD newspaper published jus-
tifications for Russia’s development of ASAT weapons. The argument was that if agreements 
to prevent an arms race in space could not be reached, Russia maintained the right to develop 
a variety of ASAT capabilities to defend its national security interests. Without an interna-
tional agreement, Russia, along with other countries, would continue moving toward techno-
logical capabilities that could be used as ASAT weapons.32

29	 Shachtman, 2008.
30	 “US Spy Satellite Plan ‘A Cover,’” 2008.
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In January 2010, China conducted another intercept flight test with an SC-19 missile, 
the same type of missile that was used to intercept the FY-1C weather satellite in 2007. The 
purpose of the test was believed to be the development of Chinese ASAT and BMD capabili-
ties. Chinese experts dismissed accusations of ASAT testing, saying that the missile tests were 
solely for Chinese air defense purposes.33 According to a U.S. government official, space-
based sensors had “‘detected two geographically separated missile launch events with an exo-
atmospheric collision also being observed.’” 34 The U.S. government believed that China’s 
2010 test was in fact another use of the SC-19 for ASAT purposes.35

The United States accused China of conducting ASAT tests with a new ballistic missile in 
May 2013. China claimed that the rocket was merely a civilian high-altitude mission. How-
ever, evidence suggested that China was testing a new DA-ASAT weapon with a KKV capable 
of reaching satellites much further than LEO. The U.S. government’s official response was 
reportedly that “‘the launch appeared to be on a ballistic trajectory nearly to [geostationary 
earth orbit]. We tracked several objects during the flight . . . and no objects associated with 
this launch remain in space.’” Chinese press releases rebuffed U.S. claims, reporting that the 
rocket only reached an altitude of 10,000 km, much lower than geostationary earth orbit.36

In 2015, the Russian media reported the successful test of a new missile, PL-19 Nudol, that 
could be used as an ASAT weapon. Additionally, the A-135 Samolet-M missile defense system 
that protected Moscow from ballistic missile attacks was being upgraded and redesignated as  
A-235. According to the Russian press, the former system was unable to target satellites. The 
new missiles that were being test for the updated A-235 system, however, would be ground-
based and mobile, making them more difficult to be targeted, and they were created with the 
ability to intercept satellites at long ranges.37 In 2017, Russia demonstrated the use of a co-
orbital ASAT weapon, essentially a space-based system capable of striking other satellites in 
orbit. The following year, President Vladimir Putin reportedly announced that Russian space 
forces were also developing a ground-based “combat laser system.”38

When U.S. Director of National Intelligence Dan Coats spoke to the Senate Intelligence 
Committee in early 2018, he reported that “‘both Russia and China continue to pursue anti-

33	 “SC-19 Anti-Ballistic Missile Interceptor,” GlobalSecurity.org, undated.
34	 Weeden, 2014, p. 2.
35	 Weeden, 2014.
36	 Weeden, 2014, p. 2. Other Chinese satellite launches in 2013 raised additional questions about China’s 
ASAT program. At least one satellite launched in July was known to be carrying a “prototype manipulator 
arm to capture other satellites” (Leonard David, “Mysterious Actions of Chinese Satellites Have Experts 
Guessing,” Space.com, September 9, 2013). Overall, the CCP maintained secrecy with respect to these kinds 
of tests.
37	 Vladimir Gundarov [Владимир Гундаров], “Anti-Satellite Missile Tested” [“Испытана 
Противоспутниковая Ракета”], Independent Military Review [Независимое военное обозрение], No. 45, 
December 11, 2015.
38	 Host, 2020.
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satellite (ASAT) weapons as a means to reduce US and allied military effectiveness.’”39 In 
December 2018, the National Air and Space Intelligence Center determined that “‘China has 
military units that have begun training with anti-satellite missiles.’” Speaking to the Senate 
again in January 2019, Director Coats reported that China “‘has an operational ground-based 
ASAT missile intended to target low Earth orbit satellites.’” Similar findings that China’s 
Strategic Support Force was training specialized units with DA-ASAT weapons were pub-
lished by the Center for Strategic and International Studies.40

However, publicly reporting and criticizing ASAT technology development and con-
tinued handwringing about an arms race in space did little to slow down testing. In 2019, 
India entered the picture by destroying one of its own satellites, making it the fourth coun-
try to carry out ASAT tests. U.S. Department of Defense officials reacted with concern 
about the space debris created after this and similar ASAT operations. From an escalatory 
perspective, it was expected that India’s development of ASAT capabilities would worsen 
the growing rivalry between India and China, if India could now threaten China’s satellites 
during a conflict.41

U.S. missile defense testing also continued to prove worrying and at times was conflated 
with ASAT capabilities by Russian and Chinese observers. In November 2020, a U.S.-guided 
missile destroyer in the Pacific Ocean fired an updated variant of the SM-3 missile at a sim-
ulated ICBM target, destroying it in space. This represented more than 30 successful U.S. 
intercepts against simulated missile targets in space.42 The Missile Defense Agency (MDA) 
presented the successful test as demonstrating the potential to get the Navy’s Aegis system to 
work in conjunction with ground-based interceptors based in Alaska as part of the broader 
missile defense of Hawaii.43

The MDA was careful to describe the event as a developmental test as opposed to an oper-
ational one. Still, some observers worried that the tests could destabilize the nuclear balance 
between Washington, Moscow, and Beijing. By adding a mobile component to the MDA’s 
existing, but easier to target and plan against, static ground-based missile-interceptors, 
Russia and China might come to believe that the mutual deterrence of their strategic retal-
iatory capabilities had been notably weakened. Observers worried that a “likely result is a 

39	 Dominguez, 2018.
40	 Dan Coates quoted in Jen DiMascio, “China May Have Operational ASAT Program, Reports Say,” 
Aviation Week Network, March 31, 2020.
41	 New Delhi insisted that Mission Shakti had been designed to strike the satellite at an altitude of 300 km, 
with the lower atmosphere interception ensuring that no debris would remain in space past a few weeks, a 
claim that other experts doubted was possible for the operation (“Mission Shakti: Space Debris Warning 
After India Destroys Satellite,” BBC, March 28, 2019).
42	 Richard Scott, “Upping the Game: SM-3 Interceptor Takes Aegis to New Heights,“ Janes Navy Interna-
tional,  March 4, 2021.
43	 David B. Larter, “US Navy Destroyer Shoots Down an ICBM in Milestone Test,“ Defense News, 
November 17, 2020.
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fast-escalating arms race as newly vulnerable countries scramble to overcome each other’s 
atomic defenses.”44 The dynamics surrounding this 2020 test highlighted the complexity of 
the broader situation. Protecting people and land by intercepting ICBMs at high altitudes, 
particularly with ground- or sea-based mobile systems, not only applies similar capabilities 
as those required for disabling foreign satellites but also affects nuclear war decisionmaking 
and other strategic considerations.

The following month in December 2020, Russia conducted another DA-ASAT test. 
The Department of Defense claimed that Russia had conducted numerous such tests for a 
DA-ASAT missile, which is able to destroy satellites in LEO, along with further co-orbital 
ASAT tests. During one of the co-orbital ASAT tests, it was believed that a Russian satel-
lite fired a smaller, high-speed object at another target satellite. Again, concerns about large 
debris fields created by the testing or operational use of such technologies were raised. It 
was hypothesized that one possible motivation for that particular test was that Moscow was 
trying to send a message to President-elect Joseph R. Biden, Jr., who had won the presidential 
election the previous month.45

By 2020, China was believed to have up to three different DA-ASAT programs. One of 
which, likely the SC-19 system used in the 2007 ASAT test, appeared to have been declared 
operational. As one report noted, “‘Chinese DA-ASAT capability against [low Earth orbit] 
targets is likely mature and may be operationally fielded on mobile launchers,’” while 
capabilities to attack deeper space targets in medium earth orbit and geostationary earth 
orbit were thought to still be in experimental or developmental phases.46 China also had 
been developing co-orbital and other counterspace weapons. In 2021, Lieutenant General 
Stephen N. Whiting, commander of U.S. Space Operations Command, testified to Congress 
that China’s Shijian-17 co-orbital satellite included a robotic arm “‘that could be used to 
grapple U.S. or allied satellites.’” Additionally, Whiting reported that China had developed 
nonkinetic counterspace capabilities, such as “‘ground laser systems which could blind or 
damage our satellite systems.’”47

Russia conducted another, even more controversial, DA-ASAT test in November 2021. 
The test involved the PL-19 Nudol system again, but it was the first time the system had 
destroyed a target in orbit. The target was a Russian satellite, previously part of a Soviet elec-

44	 David Axe, “A U.S. Navy Destroyer Just Shot Down an ICBM Target—Expect Trouble in Moscow and 
Beijing,” Forbes, November 18, 2020.
45	 A senior fellow at the American Foreign Policy Council remarked that Russia and China used these 
demonstrations to complicate U.S. decisionmaking about whether to come to an ally’s aid in the face of 
Russian or Chinese aggression. The fellow suggested that both adversaries were seeking ways to threaten 
a significant cost imposition on Washington by demonstrating the vulnerability of the United States’ vital 
and expensive space assets (Host, 2020).
46	 As quoted in DiMascio, 2020.
47	 As quoted in Zhanna Malekos Smith, “Putin and Xi’s Pact for Outer Space,” Lieber Institute for Law & 
Land Warfare, United States Military Academy West Point, April 18, 2022.
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tronic intelligence system, at an altitude of 480 km, a level of space at which numerous space 
activities take place.48 The stream of debris created from the test posed direct threats to the 
equipment and personnel aboard the ISS and China’s Tiangong Space Station. Consequently, 
international condemnation generated quickly, with NASA calling the test “irresponsible and 
destabilizing.”49 Although China and India were slow to make any public announcement 
regarding the incident, Russia’s Foreign Ministry claimed that the test had conformed with 
international law, although this was questionable; Moscow had “failed to consult with others 
in advance of the test.”50 Following the test, which would leave hazardous space debris in 
orbit for years, 163 members of the UN General Assembly voted to promote a discussion of 
behavior in space. A working group on reducing space threats was established, although its 
first meeting scheduled for February 2022 was delayed because of Russian objections and the 
escalating crisis in Ukraine.51

Since 2008, the U.S. government has maintained that Burnt Frost was not an ASAT test 
and that the situation was indeed uniquely hazardous. The satellite had been continually 
monitored and additional risk mitigation strategies had been considered. In response to 
comparisons made with China’s 2007 ASAT test, the U.S. position was that there was no 
equivalence—China’s test was conducted in secret and a satellite in a healthy orbit was shot 
down to test an active ASAT capability. In contrast, the United States was not conducting an 
ASAT test because it publicly announced its intentions and conducted the operation to pre-
vent potential harm on earth.52

Early Reactions
The U.S. intelligence community’s February 2022 annual threat assessment found that China 
and Russia both consider space to be a warfighting domain. In short summaries provided of 
the two countries’ ASAT progress, the unclassified assessment determined that “counterspace 
operations will be integral to potential military campaigns by the PLA,” which was actively 
“fielding new destructive and nondestructive ground- and space-based antisatellite (ASAT) 
weapons.”53 Russia was thought to be focusing on integrating multiple space capabilities to 
more accurately “target U.S. satellites during a conflict.”54 The authors of the assessment 
determined that Moscow was also in the process of fielding new ASAT weapons, “includ-

48	 Raju, 2021.
49	 Melissa de Zwart, “Why the Russian Anti-Satellite Missile Test Threatened Both the International Space 
Station and the Peaceful Use of Outer Space,” The Conversation, November 16, 2021.
50	 Raju, 2021.
51	 Smith, 2022.
52	 Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense, 2008.
53	 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, 2022, p. 8.
54	 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, 2022, p. 12.
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ing jamming and cyberspace capabilities, directed energy weapons, on-orbit capabilities, and 
ground-based ASAT capabilities—to target U.S. and allied satellites.”55

Mitigating Actions
By publicly announcing the mission beforehand, the U.S. government was attempting to 
allay fears about the satellite interception, reassure the public that the mission was needed 
for public safety, and ensure that the space debris burned up on reentry soon after the strike 
mission was conducted.56 U.S. diplomatic posts were prepared to answer questions posed 
by host governments, and direct notifications were provided to U.S. allies and other space-
faring nations.57 Despite these efforts to explain the details of this unique situation, describe 
the potential harms posed by inaction, and provide reassurances that this was not an ASAT 
capability test, the U.S. notifications were met with multiple critiques.

Continued ASAT testing by Russia and China in the following years included tests that 
left even more space debris in important orbits. Burnt Frost apparently also provided Moscow 
and Beijing with a case that suggested that any U.S.-developed Aegis BMD system around the 
world could be used as a mobile ASAT weapon. The operation was also touted as proof that 
the United States refused to cooperate on the banning of weapons in space and would use 
human security as a pretext or excuse to destroy objects in space in the future. Under these 
conditions, it was only prudent for Russia and China to develop their own ASAT capabilities 
or so went their public-facing arguments. Both countries have also attempted to raise space 
weapons bans or other treaties regulating space weapons in the following years, even as they 
pursued their own counterspace programs.

Results and Lessons

Results
The sole publicly announced intent of Operation Burnt Frost was to minimize the risk of 
human casualties from USA-193’s impending and uncontrolled reentry into Earth’s atmo-
sphere. Large components of the satellite, including its unexpended hydrazine fuel, were 
successfully prevented from hitting the ground and endangering people. A second objective 
of the mission, to limit space debris that could endanger other space assets and future space 
flights, was also accomplished.

55	 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, 2022, p. 13.
56	 Weeden, 2014.
57	 Additional notifications were sent to governments on the UN Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer 
Space, the Conference on Disarmament, and members of the UNSC (Office of the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense, 2008).



Operation Burnt Frost

151

Despite this successful operation, the deliberate and preplanned messaging campaign 
proved less efficacious. Assurances that the interception of USA-193 was an exceptional, one-
time only situation and that the U.S. policy of not pursuing ASAT technologies was still in 
effect were eschewed in public by U.S. adversaries.

However, attributing subsequent advances in Russian and Chinese ASAT capabilities 
solely to Operation Burnt Frost is difficult for multiple reasons. For one, the time frames 
associated with advanced space research and development play out over years and decades, 
periods in which numerous other geopolitical and technological changes occurred. Thus, 
assigning full responsibility to any individual event is at best simplistic and fails to account for 
the actual decisionmaking processes in Moscow and Beijing. Relatedly, although the Russian 
media and MoD press releases announced successful ASAT tests in subsequent years, China 
continued to deny that its testing was related to ASAT weapons, and neither country has been 
transparent about its space program’s long-term goals and intended use for such capabilities. 
Operation Burnt Frost might have been useful for Russian and Chinese public justifications 
of their continued ASAT development, but whether the operation had any direct causal link 
to the decisions to actively pursue ASAT weapons to a greater degree than before 2008 cannot 
be discerned using open-source data.

Furthermore, space is a vital domain and will only grow in importance. It should not be 
surprising that spacefaring countries are investing heavily in a variety of space-based capa-
bilities, some of which could be used or adapted to defeat other space-based assets.

An argument that Operation Burnt Frost was responsible for setting off, or at least 
accelerating, an escalation of ASAT weapons development must maintain that the techno-
logical advancements in this area in the 16 years since would not have occurred (at least not 
at the current pace) had the operation not been conducted. This is a counterfactual that is 
difficult, if not impossible, to validate, particularly considering the other complexities of the 
scenario. However, some escalation-related lessons can still be drawn.

Lessons
Expect Deliberate Misinterpretations of U.S. Intentions and Disingenuous 
Messaging from Adversaries
The U.S. government’s deliberate attempt to inform the international community of Operation 
Burnt Frost and assuage concerns of U.S. ASAT development appeared to be ineffective at 
shaping Russian and Chinese perceptions. However, had the United States kept the mission 
secret like the Chinese had, the international reaction might have been worse. Regardless, 
Russia and China took advantage of the situation to misconstrue the United States’ intentions 
for the operation and portray the United States as purposely escalating space weapons devel-
opment. The Bush administration was undoubtedly aware of this possibility and might have 
even assumed that such misperceptions were inevitable but still worth the risk to safely and 
responsibly bringing down USA-193. Thus, Washington orchestrated a preplanned informa-
tion campaign, coordinated among and executed by multiple arms of the U.S. government 
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and every diplomatic outpost around the world, to respond to expected Russian and Chinese 
claims. Had the United States been less prepared, had not equipped its ambassadors with 
talking points, or failed to take the initiative in the information domain, Russian and Chinese 
criticisms might have been even more effective.

There also seemed to be an inherent contradiction in many of Moscow’s and Beijing’s 
claims. If initial Russian and Chinese claims that the operation was simply a response to 
China’s 2007 ASAT test were true, then China’s FY-1C test—the first since the Cold War—
would have been the initial instigator in this escalatory chain. That would place more respon-
sibility on China for the course change in ASAT development. However, in this scenario, it 
was difficult or undesirable for the United States to point out such flaws in logic because it 
could be construed as acknowledging that Operation Burnt Frost was indeed part of this 
ASAT escalation dynamic. As the United States publicly clarified the differences between the 
two operations, Washington was careful to not portray the mission to protect human life as 
having any role in ASAT development. Again, this decision to not highlight the contradictions 
in Russian and Chinese claims appeared to be deliberate and preplanned to not invite further 
critiques and justifications for other countries to possess ASAT capabilities.

Expect That U.S. Adversaries Will Seize on U.S.-Generated Criticism
Critiques of Operation Burnt Frost arose immediately after the U.S. announcements were 
made, with many coming from U.S. space experts and observers. The critiques pointed out 
that thousands of dead satellites safely reenter the atmosphere without needing to be shot 
down, seriously questioned the potential risk from hydrazine fuel, and suggested that the 
mission was about justifying or expanding missile defense investments or protecting sensi-
tive equipment on the NRO satellite. Overall, U.S. commentators argued that official U.S. 
statements were nothing more than a pretext for ASAT testing, and Russian MoD media out-
lets made substantial use of such statements.

Thus, an information campaign of the sort rolled out for Operation Burnt Frost should 
also have included nonofficial observers in the United States and other nonadversarial pub-
lics. This scenario was made more complicated by the fact that some U.S. government offi-
cials had previously called for direct investments in ASAT technologies following China’s 
2007 test. Although it is impossible to preempt every potential critique of such complex mis-
sions, it should be expected that Moscow and Beijing will seize on public statements that sup-
port their own information operations while ignoring or denying official U.S. claims. Addi-
tionally, if the variety of public commentary originating from the United States suggests the 
possible development of capabilities that could pose future threats to Russian and Chinese 
interests, it is natural, if not prudent, for Moscow and Beijing to assume the worst. Whether 
such assumptions are the impetus for offensive and defensive weapons development or simply 
a convenient post hoc excuse for continuing advances is difficult to parse.
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Carefully Consider the Application of Dual-Use Capabilities
The risks associated with dual-use technologies have been well understood for decades. The 
deployment of nuclear-capable platforms inherently raises adversary concerns, surveillance 
measures, and warning levels. The United States has attempted to distinguish between 
improvements to midcourse BMD capabilities for the protection of the country and U.S. allies 
and the DA-ASAT capabilities developed by Russia and China, which put all satellites at risk 
and endanger future spaceflights. The technical similarities, however, invited criticism that 
the United States was trying to “create artificial difference between the two capabilities.”58

In the absence of Operation Burnt Frost, observers might have been slower to emphasize 
that U.S. BMD systems could be easily adapted for ASAT purposes. Furthermore, satellites 
are generally easier to track than incoming ballistic missiles and have fewer countermeasures, 
suggesting that minor modifications to existing systems make it easier to destroy a satellite 
in LEO than an enemy missile. The dual-use problem in this scenario was exacerbated by 
Russian and Chinese concerns that their nuclear weapons deterrence was also degraded by 
more advanced BMD capabilities.59

Future uses of novel dual-use technologies should be expected to involve similar dynam-
ics. As previously stated, it might be prudent for adversaries to assume the worst if any such 
misperception could be introduced. In some cases, it could be wise to avoid provocative dual-
use capabilities when possible. In the case of USA-193, other technologies that have been 
developed since might have been preferred if they had been available at the time. China has 
demonstrated the use of what is termed a noncooperative rendezvous between co-orbital 
satellites, with one satellite bumping another out of orbit, for example.60 Other ASAT 
approaches, such as blinding onboard sensors with lasers or jamming satellite communica-
tions signals, might not have been useful for the unresponsive USA-193 but would similarly 
be alternate options to DA-ASAT systems with a KKV.61

Each of these capabilities and future ASAT capabilities have their own escalation dynamics. 
However, they do not invite the same comparisons with or concerns over advancing BMD. 
If a strategic capability, such as midcourse BMD, is considered vital to U.S. defense, it might 
be sensible to avoid events in which advancing that capability can be interpreted as creating 
new perceived threats to which U.S. adversaries can be expected to respond. Conversely, it 
becomes more challenging to disparage adversaries’ clandestine advancements in a particular 
field when their denials can take the shape of declarations of progress in a similar, but more 

58	 Weeden, 2014, p. 35.
59	 Mastalir, 2009.
60	 In recent years, governments and private companies have suggested a variety approaches to “cleaning 
up the space debris” in orbits that threaten space assets and manned spaceflights. Many schemes include 
capabilities that could be turned against operational satellites. Thus, another dual-use dynamic at play is the 
desire to use ASAT or ASAT-adjacent technologies as a solution to the space debris problem, but those same 
technologies could also be used against an adversary’s space systems.
61	 “Endangered Birds,” 2018.
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accepted and less provocative, area. This will continue to be a significant challenge as more 
and more dual-use technologies are developed and fielded. The best executed information 
campaigns will not be sufficient to assuage Russian and Chinese concerns or to overcome 
denials of their own progress and intentions. Thus, avoiding the use of easy to misconstrue 
dual-use capabilities in ways that invite worst-case inferences should always be considered.

Pursue Negotiated Stability Before Escalation Begins
For 22 years, no ASAT tests in space were conducted. China’s 2007 test brought an abrupt 
and unexpected end to this period. Amid concerns about China’s advances in provocative 
counterspace capabilities, some U.S. experts argued that the United States should have taken 
advantage of more than two decades in which an international ban on space weapons could 
have been established, preempting a renewed escalation of ASAT development.

Efforts were made to draft UN resolutions on weapons in space, particularly after 2007. 
However, a major problem delaying such efforts was—and is—that the context of the chal-
lenge has become increasingly complex and the stakeholders share fewer common interests. 
When the previous ASAT competition ended in 1985, ASAT capabilities were relatively lim-
ited and resided solely within the United States and the Soviet Union. A few decades later, 
the variety of applications and degree of dependence on space grew significantly greater and 
involved many more stakeholders. Technological advancements that improved strategic mid-
course BMD capabilities became conflated with LEO DA-ASAT weapons; now there are four 
countries with the demonstrated ability to destroy satellites in orbit. Geopolitical factors and 
international trust continue to shift, making any treaty more or less likely at various times.

Specific policies, technological advancements, and the use of space during the decades 
following the end of the Cold War were impossible to predict precisely. However, it is no sur-
prise that the general context became increasingly complex with more actors, interests, and 
technological potential.62 This has made the prospect of putting the ASAT genie back in the 
bottle uncertain at best. Attaining an internationally recognized ban on ASAT technologies 
was always going to be difficult but has predictably become more so as the environment has 
become more complex. Applying foresight to other areas of potential competition and con-
flict in the future, particularly areas that promise to increase in complexity, and pursuing 
mechanisms to control escalation early would be prudent.

62	 As an example, a recent roadblock to an international agreement has been Moscow’s opposition to a UN 
draft resolution to prevent an arms race in outer space. Of course, this comes amid Russia’s war in Ukraine 
and subsequent falling out with much of the international community, along with Moscow’s decision to 
leave the ISS, all conditions that did not have to be factored in before China’s 2007 test.
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Abbreviations

AI artificial intelligence
ASAT antisatellite
BMD ballistic missile defense
C2 command and control
C3I command, control, communications, and intelligence
CCP Chinese Communist Party
CIA Central Intelligence Agency
COVID-19 coronavirus disease 2019
DA-ASAT direct-ascent antisatellite

DEFCON defense readiness condition

DRA Democratic Republic of Afghanistan
DRV Democratic Republic of Vietnam

ExComm Executive Committee of the National Security Council

ICBM intercontinental ballistic missile
IO information operation
IRBM intermediate-range ballistic missile 
ISI Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate
ISR intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
ISS International Space Station
KKV kinetic kill vehicle
LEO low earth orbit
MANPADS man-portable air-defense system
MDA Missile Defense Agency
MoD Ministry of Defense
MRBM medium-range ballistic missile 
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NC3 nuclear command, control, and communications
NRO National Reconnaissance Office
NSDD National Security Decision Directive
NSNW nonstrategic nuclear weapons
PLA People’s Liberation Army
PRC People’s Republic of China
ROC Republic of China



Understanding Escalation: A Framework for Evaluating the Escalatory Risks of Policy Actions

156

SALT Strategic Arms Limitations Talks
SAM surface-to-air missile
SM-3 Standard Missile 3
SNW strategic nuclear weapons
SoMS The Science of Military Strategy
UN United Nations
UNSC United Nations Security Council
UNSCR United Nations Security Council Resolution
USS United States Ship
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