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INTRODUCTION 
 
When Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022 and then faced a devastating loss 
around Kherson that September into October, the salience of nuclear risk rose to a level 
unknown since the Cuban Missile Crisis sixty years earlier.1 Excellent researchers at the 
German Institute for International and Security Affairs produced a 257-page index of 
Russian nuclear threat-related statements and international responses through June 
2023.2 7KH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV¶�9RLFH�RI�$PHULFD�DVVHUWHG�WKDW�5XVVLD�KDG�PDGH�����µQXFOHDU�
WKUHDWV¶�EHWZHHQ����)HEUXDU\������DQG����'HFHPEHU������3  

The menacing nuclear rhetoric is new and bewildering for people who came of age after 
the Cold War. Some commentators have bemoaned that nuclear threats have deterred 
WKH�:HVW�IURP�KHOSLQJ�8NUDLQH�µZLQ¶�WKH�ZDU ± they suggest Russian leaders have been 
µEOXIILQJ¶�4 Others have worried that inadequate caution could blunder the antagonists 
into nuclear war.5 A not dissimilar confusion occurred with the May 2025 India-

 
1�-RVHSK�5��%LGHQ��³3UHVLGHQW�%LGHQ��:KDW�$PHULFD�:LOO�DQG�:LOO�1RW�'R�LQ�8NUDLQH�´�1HZ�
<RUN�7LPHV��0D\�����������KWWSV���ZZZ�Q\WLPHV�FRP������������RSLQLRQ�ELGHQ�XNUDLQH�
VWUDWHJ\�KWPO� 
2�/LYLX�+RURYLW]�DQG�&ODUD�$UQGW��³1XFOHDU�5KHWRULF�DQG�(VFDODWLRQ�0DQDJHPHQW�LQ�5XVVLD¶V�
:DU�$JDLQVW�8NUDLQH�´�6:3���*HUPDQ�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�DQG�6HFXULW\�$IIDLUV��������
KWWSV���ZZZ�VZS�EHUOLQ�RUJ�SXEOLFDWLRQV�SURGXFWV�DUEHLWVSDSLHUH�+RURYLW]BDQGB6WRO]HB�
B1XFOHDUB&KURQRB)LQDOB�$XJXVW�����SGI��:KHQ�WKLV�SDSHU�ZDV�LQ�ILQDO�HGLWLQJ��+RURYLW]�DQG�
FR�DXWKRUV�UHOHDVHG�D�PDVVLYH�XSGDWLQJ�RI�WKLV�LQYDOXDEOH�ZRUN� 
Liviu Horovitz, Michal Smetana et al, 5XVVLD¶V�1XFOHDU�6LJQDOLQJ�LQ�WKH�:DU�$JDLQVW�8NUDLQH��
A Chronology of the Biden Era, Research Division on International Security, in Cooperation 
with Peace Research Center Prague (PRCP), Working Paper No. 03/2025, December 2025, 553 
pages,  
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/Horovitz_Smetana_et_al-
Russia_Nuclear_Signalling_Chronology_Dec25_LARGE.pdf. 
3 /HRQLG�0DUW\QXN��³3XWLQ�&ODLPV�5XVVLD�,V�1RW�(QJDJHG�LQ�1XFOHDU�6DEHU-Rattling; VOA 
&RXQWV�����1XFOHDU�7KUHDWV�LQ���<HDUV�´�9RLFH�RI�$PHULFD��'HFHPEHU�����������
https://www.voanews.com/a/putin-claims-russia-is-not-engaged-in-nuclear-saber-rattling-voa-
counts-135-nuclear-threats-in-3-years-/7908649.html.  
4�$GDP�7D\ORU��µ,V�3XWLQ�EOXIILQJ�RQ�8NUDLQH"¶�:DVKLQJWRQ�3RVW��-DQXDU\�����
�����KWWSV���ZZZ�ZDVKLQJWRQSRVW�FRP�ZRUOG������������UXVVLD�XNUDLQH�SXWLQ�EOXII���$P\�
.QLJKW��³9ODGLPLU�3XWLQ¶V�1XFOHDU�%OXII�´�:DOO�6WUHHW�-RXUQDO��'HFHPEHU����������
KWWSV���ZZZ�ZVM�FRP�RSLQLRQ�YODGLPLU�SXWLQV�QXFOHDU�EOXII�UXVVLDQ�UXOHU�ZDQWV�WR�VFDUH�WKH�
ZHVW�EXW�HVFDODWLQJ�LQ�XNUDLQH�ZRQW�VROYH�KLV�SUREOHPV����GI�����$QGUL\�<HUPDN��³:H�0XVW�
5HMHFW�5XVVLD¶V�1XFOHDU�%ODFNPDLO�´�7KH�$WODQWLF��6HSWHPEHU�����������
KWWSV���ZZZ�WKHDWODQWLF�FRP�LGHDV�DUFKLYH���������UXVVLD�SXWLQ�DQQH[�XNUDLQH�UHJLRQV�QXFOHDU�
VWULNHV����������'RY�6��=DNKHLP��³%LGHQ�ILQDOO\�VKRZV�EDFNERQH�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�3XWLQ¶V�WKUHDWV�´�
7KH�+LOO��1RYHPEHU�����������KWWSV���WKHKLOO�FRP�RSLQLRQ�QDWLRQDO�VHFXULW\���������ELGHQ�
ILQDOO\�VKRZV�EDFNERQH�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�SXWLQV�WKUHDWV���3HWHU�'LFNLQVRQ��µ7RPDKDZN�0LVVLOHV�
$UH�5XVVLD¶V�/DWHVW�5HG�/LQH�:LOO�7UXPS�&DOO�3XWLQ¶V�%OXII"��7KH�$WODQWLF�&RXQFLO��2FWREHU�����
������KWWSV���ZZZ�DWODQWLFFRXQFLO�RUJ�EORJV�XNUDLQHDOHUW�WRPDKDZN�PLVVLOHV�DUH�UXVVLDV�ODWHVW�
UHG�OLQH�ZLOO�WUXPS�FDOO�SXWLQV�EOXII��� 
5�/DXUHQ]�*HKUNH��³2ODI�6FKRO]�&LWHV�5LVN�RI�1XFOHDU�:DU�LQ�5HIXVDO�WR�6HQG�7DQNV�WR�
8NUDLQH�´�3ROLWLFR��$SULO�����������KWWSV���ZZZ�SROLWLFR�HX�DUWLFOH�JHUPDQ\�FKDQFHOORU�RODI�

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/31/opinion/biden-ukraine-strategy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/31/opinion/biden-ukraine-strategy.html
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/Horovitz_and_Stolze_-_Nuclear_Chrono_Final_2August2023.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/Horovitz_and_Stolze_-_Nuclear_Chrono_Final_2August2023.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/Horovitz_Smetana_et_al-Russia_Nuclear_Signalling_Chronology_Dec25_LARGE.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/Horovitz_Smetana_et_al-Russia_Nuclear_Signalling_Chronology_Dec25_LARGE.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/a/putin-claims-russia-is-not-engaged-in-nuclear-saber-rattling-voa-counts-135-nuclear-threats-in-3-years-/7908649.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/putin-claims-russia-is-not-engaged-in-nuclear-saber-rattling-voa-counts-135-nuclear-threats-in-3-years-/7908649.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/01/25/russia-ukraine-putin-bluff/
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/vladimir-putins-nuclear-bluff-russian-ruler-wants-to-scare-the-west-but-escalating-in-ukraine-wont-solve-his-problems-626df213?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqd3Y2YAhph3pX8QX6vFKCOI1kN6_6ln-mE-ng8GeyEOl7H6eu7S55TQW8z2cJ4%3D&gaa_ts=69448263&gaa_sig=Y1YmRQ5F3mxkK3T7POIsaVfKg-_zrJjKJ7Lgw_DeRjEFTvQeQ9lGD2BPcuqPAwGQII9ImUMOvQ95mctRzM0KJA%3D%3D
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/vladimir-putins-nuclear-bluff-russian-ruler-wants-to-scare-the-west-but-escalating-in-ukraine-wont-solve-his-problems-626df213?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqd3Y2YAhph3pX8QX6vFKCOI1kN6_6ln-mE-ng8GeyEOl7H6eu7S55TQW8z2cJ4%3D&gaa_ts=69448263&gaa_sig=Y1YmRQ5F3mxkK3T7POIsaVfKg-_zrJjKJ7Lgw_DeRjEFTvQeQ9lGD2BPcuqPAwGQII9ImUMOvQ95mctRzM0KJA%3D%3D
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2022/09/russia-putin-annex-ukraine-regions-nuclear-strikes/671614/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2022/09/russia-putin-annex-ukraine-regions-nuclear-strikes/671614/
https://thehill.com/opinion/national-security/5002338-biden-finally-shows-backbone-in-the-face-of-putins-threats/
https://thehill.com/opinion/national-security/5002338-biden-finally-shows-backbone-in-the-face-of-putins-threats/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/tomahawk-missiles-are-russias-latest-red-line-will-trump-call-putins-bluff/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/tomahawk-missiles-are-russias-latest-red-line-will-trump-call-putins-bluff/
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-chancellor-olaf-scholz-nuclear-war-tanks-heavy-weapons-ukraine-russia-invasion/
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3DNLVWDQ�FRQIOLFW��3UHVLGHQW�'RQDOG�7UXPS��DIWHU�WKH�FHDVHILUH�ZDV�DQQRXQFHG��VDLG��µ:H�
VWRSSHG�D�QXFOHDU�FRQIOLFW��,�WKLQN�LW�FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�D�EDG�QXFOHDU�ZDU¶�6 But new 
Carnegie papers by outstanding Pakistan and India analysts conclude that neither side 
made nor perceived the other to make a nuclear threat.7 

Presumably, humankind would applaud leaders who recognized when a reported 
QXFOHDU�µWKUHDW¶�ZDV�KROORZ�DQG�WKHQ�UHIXVHG�WR�GR�ZKDW�WKH�LVVXHU�ZDQWHG��&RQYHUVHO\��
when an adversary leader was really willing to use nuclear weapons to avert a big loss, 
presumably current citizens and future historians would assess whether the value of the 
territory being fought over was worth the damage and costs of nuclear war. The 
challenge, or imperative, is to judge correctly in real time whether and when a 
decisionmaker is really on the verge of ordering nuclear detonations.  

Careful analysis shows that Russian leaders between February 2022 and the end of 2024 
did not PDNH�����µQXFOHDU�WKUHDWV¶�WKDW�GHVHUYHG�WR�EH�WDNHQ�VHULRXVO\��FRQWUDU\�WR�ZKDW�
Voice of America and other media might have suggested. Most so-called nuclear threats 
ZHUH�IULJKWHQLQJ�DOOXVLRQV�WR�5XVVLD¶V�QXFOHDU�VWUHQJWK�DQG�WKH�KRUURU�RI�QXFOHDU�ZDU��Rr 
symbolic gestures unaccompanied by changes in the operational status of nuclear forces. 
But, at least once, in late September, through to early October 2022, public and secretly 
collected evidence indicated that Russian military leaders were setting the stage for 
possibly detonating non-strategic nuclear weapons to stop Ukrainian advances.  

In cases like the Ukraine war, and in militarized crises that may arise between India and 
Pakistan and in northeast Asia, it behoves policymakers, media, scholars, and concerned 
citizens to decode and assess how leaders manipulate fear of nuclear war to pursue their 
aims. Usually, the aim is to increase fear that nuclear weapons will be used. Sometimes, 
however, leaders seek to win political support by relieving fear of nuclear war. In sum, 
the objectives of nuclear manipulations are to:  

x Deter or compel adversaries; 

x Reassure allies, home populations, and, on occasion, adversaries;  

x Gain political support, at home and in international society; and/or 

 
VFKRO]�QXFOHDU�ZDU�WDQNV�KHDY\�ZHDSRQV�XNUDLQH�UXVVLD�LQYDVLRQ���/DUD�-DNHV��³%LGHQ�
$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ�,V�4XLHWO\�'HEDWLQJ�:KHWKHU�WR�6HQG�8NUDLQH�$7$&06�0LVVLOHV�´�7KH�1HZ�
<RUN�7LPHV��-XO\�����������KWWSV���ZZZ�Q\WLPHV�FRP������������ZRUOG�HXURSH�DWDFPV�PLVVLOHV�
XNUDLQH�XV�KWPO�� 
6 6KDQH�&URXFKHU��³7UXPS�RQ�,QGLD-3DNLVWDQ��:H�6WRSSHG�µD�%DG�1XFOHDU�:DU¶�´�Newsweek, 
May 12, 2025, https://www.newsweek.com/trump-india-pakistan-we-stopped-bad-nuclear-war-
2070976. 
7 0RHHG�<XVXI�DQG�5L]ZDQ�=HE��³$�4XDUWHU�&HQWXU\�RI�1XFOHDU�6RXWK�$VLD��1XFOHDU�1RLVH��
Signalling, and the Risk of Escalation in India-3DNLVWDQ�&ULVHV�´�&DUQHJLH�(QGRZPHQW�IRU�
,QWHUQDWLRQDO�3HDFH��)HEUXDU\�������5DNHVK�6RRG��³(VFDODWLRQ�'\QDPLFV�8QGHU�WKH�1uclear 
Shadow²,QGLD¶V�$SSURDFK�´�&DUQHJLH�(QGRZPHQW�IRU�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�3HDFH��)HEUXDU\������ 

https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-chancellor-olaf-scholz-nuclear-war-tanks-heavy-weapons-ukraine-russia-invasion/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/07/11/world/europe/atacms-missiles-ukraine-us.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/07/11/world/europe/atacms-missiles-ukraine-us.html
https://www.newsweek.com/trump-india-pakistan-we-stopped-bad-nuclear-war-2070976
https://www.newsweek.com/trump-india-pakistan-we-stopped-bad-nuclear-war-2070976
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x 'HFUHDVH�FRPSHWLWRUV¶�SROLWLFDO�VXSSRUW��DW�KRPH�DQG�LQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VRFLHW\� 

This paper and other publications of this project aim to help targets of nuclear 
manipulations analyse and talk about them so that they can better decide when and how 
to respond.8 Assessing nuclear manipulations ± threats or signals ± is a subjective task 
that will not yield certain, readily codable results, for reasons explained below. But a 
more nuanced framework for such assessments can help avoid self-defeating under- or 
overestimations of so-called threats.  

'LVFRXUVH�WKDW�WRR�UHDGLO\�ODEHOV�OHDGHUV¶�XWWHUDQFHV�RU�JHVWXUHV�DV�WKUHDWV�FDQ�LQIODWH�
fear and weaken national or alliance resolve to defend against aggression. When threats 
are inflated and the feared actions do not transpire, people may become inured and stop 
preparing adequately to respond when the moment is truly dire. Conversely, dismissing, 
without careful study, menacing nuclear rhetoric and gestures as a bluff may expose 
states and alliances to grave dangers. More careful analysis can prevent a nuclear bully 
from getting a cheap win or save a brave defender from a fight it will lose 
catastrophically. 

THE CHALLENGES OF AMBIGUITY 

Clear and accurate assessments of adversary nuclear intentions are extremely difficult to 
make because governments tend to cloak their nuclear words and deeds in ambiguity.  

For example, in the first armed clashes directly involving nuclear-weapon states ± 
between the Soviet Union and China along their disputed riverine boundary on 2 and 15 
March 1969 ± Soviet leaders raised the alert status of the Strategic Rocket Forces in the 
Far East for several days. Changes in force posture are undertaken for one or more 
reasons: to prepare for intended launch; to gesture the gravity of a situation in order to 
deter or compel the adversary; and/or to make forces more survivable in anticipation of 
enemy preemptive attack. As the Sino-Soviet crisis continued for months, in September 
1969 a Soviet writer with known KGB-connections published an article in the London 
Evening News GHFODULQJ�WKHUH�ZDV�QRW�µD�VKDGRZ�RI�D�GRXEW�WKDW�5XVVLDQ�QXFOHDU�
LQVWDOODWLRQV�VWDQG�DLPHG�DW�&KLQHVH�QXFOHDU�IDFLOLWLHV¶��DQG�µWKH�ZRUOG�ZRXOG�RQO\�OHDUQ�
DERXW�>D�6RYLHW�GHFLVLRQ�WR�VWULNH@�DIWHUZDUGV¶��7KH�DXWKRU��9LFWRU�/RXLV��FORVHG��
however, by writLQJ�WKHUH�ZHUH�µQR�QRWLFHDEOH�SUHSDUDWLRQV�IRU�ZDU¶�LQ�0RVFRZ�9 This 
hinted that the Soviet alert was more diplomatic compellence than preparation for 
intended use of nuclear weapons. As Michael Gerson concluded in his admirable study 
RI�WKLV�FRQIOLFW��µ7KHUH�LV�QR�DYDLODEOH�HYLGHQFH�������WKDW�0RVFRZ�HYHU�VHULRXVO\�

 
8 6HH�<XVXI�DQG�=HE��³$�4XDUWHU�&HQWXU\�RI�1XFOHDU�6RXWK�$VLD´��6RRG��³(VFDODWLRQ�'\QDPLFV�
8QGHU�WKH�1XFOHDU�6KDGRZ´��0RQLTXH�&RUPLHU�DQG�$QQD�+RRG��³µ$OO�2SWLRQV�DUH�RQ�WKH�
7DEOH¶��$VVHVVLQJ�WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�/HJDOLW\�RI�1XFOHDU�7KUHDWV�´�&DUQHJLH�(QGRZPHQt for 
International Peace, January 2026; and George Perkovich, Nuclear Threats in the Ukraine War 
(Adelphi Books, forthcoming fall 2026). 
9 Michael Gerson, The Sino-Soviet Border Conflict: Deterrence, Escalation, and the Threat of 
Nuclear War in 1969 (Center for Naval Analyses, November 2010), 48. 
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contemplated launching a nuclear strike. Rather, it appears that the nuclear threats, 
LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�SUREHV�WR�:DVKLQJWRQ�DQG�HOVHZKHUH��ZHUH�SDUW�RI�0RVFRZ¶V�FRHUFLYH�
GLSORPDF\�VWUDWHJ\�GHVLJQHG�WR�SUHVVXUH�%HLMLQJ�LQWR�QHJRWLDWLRQV¶�10  

Ambiguity clouds nuclear manipulations for many reasons. The most authoritative 
leaders may not be clear in their own minds about what they intend to do. Top leaders 
may differ in opinion over what their government should do and want to test various 
audienFHV¶�UHDFWLRQV�WR�SRVVLEOH�PRYHV���$XGLHQFHV�EULQJ�WKHLU�RZQ�XQFHUWDLQW\�DQG�
confusion, too, as discussed below.) Leaders may feel that ambiguity maximizes 
DGYHUVDULHV¶�IHDU�DQG�UHWDLQV�WKHLU�RZQ�IOH[LELOLW\�WR�DFW�� 

These motivations may combine with legal considerations: according to the judge 
advocate general of the United States Strategic Command (the entity responsible for 
8�6��QXFOHDU�ZDU�SODQQLQJ���µ8�6��SROLF\�KDV�DOZD\V�EHHQ�WR�DYRLG�PDNLQJ�D�GLUHFW�WKUHDW�
to use nuclear weapons . . . because of the controversy associated with nuclear 
ZHDSRQV¶�11 ,QVWHDG��WKH�ODZ\HU�ZURWH��µ7KH�8�6��WUDGLWLRQDO�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�
RI�:HDSRQV�RI�0DVV�'HVWUXFWLRQ��:0'��KDV�EHHQ�WR�VWDWH�WKDW�ZH�ZLOO�³FRQVLGHU�DOO�
RSWLRQV�DYDLODEOH�WR�XV�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�DQ�DWWDFN�XVLQJ�:0'´¶��%H\RQG�WKLV�ODZ\HU¶V�
perspective, ambiguous formulations serve strategic and political interests in avoiding 
commitment traps and/or loss of reputation and deterrent credibility when a leader does 
not execute a threat.  

Ambiguity grows with the number of audiences being manipulated. In many crises or 
conflicts, each leadership is trying to manipulate adversary leaders and publics; allies; 
their own population; powerful countries not directly involved in the conflict; and 
international society. Such manifold manipulations certainly occurred in the 1969 Sino-
Soviet episode quoted above, in all India-Pakistan crises since 1998, and in the Ukraine 
war. Indeed, by definition, when a conflict involves the United States (along with 
others) defending a friend threatened by a nuclear-armed opponent, nuclear 
manipulations will target the attacked state, its supporters, and potential joiners in 
sanctions against the aggressor.  

UNDERLYING IT ALL: FEAR OF NUCLEAR WAR 

The use of the term threat to shorthand a wide range of rhetoric and behaviour involving 
nuclear weapons is problematic. Threat suggests a linear dynamic: actor A will hurt 
DFWRU�%��LI�%�GRHV�QRW�DFFHGH�WR�$¶V�GHPDQG��%XW�LQWHQWLRQV��FDSDELOLWLHV��DQG�WULJgering 
circumstances for nuclear war are rarely crystal clear for leaders let alone for their 
potential targets. This is indicated by the fact that since 1945 no one has detonated 

 
10 Gerson, The Sino-Soviet Border Conflict, 44. 
11 ,Q�³(VVHQWLDO�3RLQWV�DQG�,VVXHV�LQ�3URYLGLQJ�/HJDO�6XSSRUW�WR�WKH�*OREDO�2SHUDWLRQV�&HQWHU�´�
USSTRATCOM, author and recipient redacted, updated April 7, 2005, USSTRATCOM 
response to Nautilus Institute September 2018 FOIA request, Document 3, 1, 
at https://nautilus.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/NISS-GW-09192018-1a-aka-19-006-
USSTRATCOM-JAG-Legal-manuals-rotated-REDACTED.pdf. 

https://nautilus.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/NISS-GW-09192018-1a-aka-19-006-USSTRATCOM-JAG-Legal-manuals-rotated-REDACTED.pdf
https://nautilus.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/NISS-GW-09192018-1a-aka-19-006-USSTRATCOM-JAG-Legal-manuals-rotated-REDACTED.pdf
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QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�DJDLQVW�DQ�DGYHUVDU\��GHVSLWH�PDQ\�UHSRUWHG�µWKUHDWV¶�WR�GR�VR��5DWKHU�
than clear nuclear threats, adversaries tend to issue what could more accurately be called 
veiled or indirect threats. But less accurate discussions, including in media, tend to drop 
WKH�DGMHFWLYHV�DQG�µWKUHDW¶�UHPDLQV ± DV�LQ�WKH�UHSRUW�WKDW�5XVVLD�LVVXHG�����µQXFOHDU�
WKUHDWV¶�EHWZHHQ�)HEUXDU\������DQG�WKH�HQG�RI�'HFHPEHU�������7KLV�LV�RQH�UHDVRQ�ZK\�
I suggest a more nuanced framework and vocabulary, as elaborated below, where 
nuclear allusion is used to describe invocations of nuclear danger that do not go so far 
as declaring that state A will use nuclear weapons against B, if B does not comply.12 

Thomas Schelling famously summarized nuclear strategy as a manipulation of risk13: 
manipulations are the things that leaders say or do with regard to nuclear weapons to 
shape how target audiences perceive the risks of the relevant situation and their options 
for raising or lowering such risks in response.14 I would amend this insight to reflect 
unique qualities of nuclear weapons. More than a rational appraisal of risk (the 
estimated probability of nuclear use multiplied by the estimated consequences), what is 
being manipulated is the fear of the horror that nuclear war would bring. Such fear may 
be exploitable in ways not captured by rational-actor risk calculations of probability-
times-consequence of nuclear escalation. Put differently, people fear (for good reason) 
even getting close to what Schelling in his 2005 Nobel Peace Prize lecture called the 
µVOLSSHU\�VORSH¶�RI�QXFOHDU�ILUVW�XVH�ZKLFK�LV�WKH�EDVLV�RI�GHWHUUHQFH�15 

 
12 7KURXJKRXW��³DOOXVLRQ´�UHIHUV�WR�D�VWDWHPHQW�WKDW�LQYRNHV�WKH�GDPDJH�WKDW�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�
could do but stops short of making a specific threat to imminently detonate a nuclear weapon.   
13 Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966), 94-
99. 
14 $XWKRUV�IURP�WKH�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�WKH�6WXG\�RI�:DU�UHIOHFWHG�WKH�FHQWUDOLW\�RI�³PDQLSXODWLRQ´�
ZKHQ�WKH\�ZURWH�LQ�������³7KH�WKUHDW�RI�D�QXFOHDU�HVFDODWLRQ�ZLOO�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�WKH�FRUH�DVVHW�RI�
5XVVLD¶V�SHUFHSWLRQ�PDQLSXODWLRQ´��1DWDOL\D�%XJD\RYD�DQG�)UHGHULFk W. Kagan with Kateryna 
6WHSDQHQNR��³'HQ\LQJ�5XVVLD¶V�2QO\�6WUDWHJ\�IRU�6XFFHVV�´�0DUFK�����������
https://www.understandingwar.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/04/Denying20Russia27s20Only20Strategy20for20Success.pdf. Dima 
$GDPVN\�DOVR�XVHV�WKH�WHUP�³PDQLSXODWLRQV´�LQ�The Russian Way of Deterrence (Stanford 
University Press, 2024). The Finnish defense analyst, Oona-0DULD�+\SSROD��ZULWHV��³5XVVLDQ�
strategy or nuclear deterrence is not only about intimidation or the threat of destruction. It is 
also about influencing ± even manipulating ± WKH�DGYHUVDU\¶V�EHKDYLRU�DQG�GHFLVLRQ-making 
with both forceful and non-IRUFHIXO�PHDQV�E\�GHOLEHUDWLQJ�VKDSLQJ�WKH�HQHP\¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�
RI�WKH�ULVNV�DQG�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�FURVVLQJ�WKH�DOOHJHG�UHG�OLQHV�´�2RQD-0DULD�+\SSOD��³0XWXDOO\�
$VVXUHG�'LVWUDFWLRQ�´�1DWLRQDO�'HIHQVH�8QLYHUVLW\��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�:DUIDre, Series 3: Working 
Papers no. 36 (2024): 11, https://doria.fi/handle/10024/189783. Liviu Horovitz and Anna Clara 
$UQGW�LQ�WKHLU�H[FHOOHQW�UHVHDUFK�XVH�³QXFOHDU�DOOXVLRQV´�WR�JHQHUDOO\�GHVFULEH�³VWDWHPHQWV�DQG�
DFWLRQV�ZLWK�D�QXFOHDU�GLPHQVLRQ´�LQ�³2QH�\HDU�RI�QXFOHDU�UKHWRULF�DQG�HVFDODWLRQ�PDQDJHPHQW�
LQ�5XVVLD¶V�ZDU�DJDLQVW�8NUDLQH��$Q XSGDWHG�FKURQRORJ\�´�)HEUXDU\�������https://www.swp-
berlin.org/publikation/one-year-of-nuclear-rhetoric-and-escalation-management-in-russias-war-
against-ukraine-an-updated-chronology.  
15  7KRPDV�6FKHOOLQJ��³$Q�$VWRQLVKLQJ�6L[W\�<HDUV��7KH�/HJDF\�RI�+LURVKLPD�´�1REHO�3UL]H�
lecture, December 8, 2005, 368, https://www.nobelprize.org/uploads/2018/06/schelling-
lecture.pdf. 

https://www.understandingwar.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Denying20Russia27s20Only20Strategy20for20Success.pdf
https://www.understandingwar.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Denying20Russia27s20Only20Strategy20for20Success.pdf
https://doria.fi/handle/10024/189783
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/one-year-of-nuclear-rhetoric-and-escalation-management-in-russias-war-against-ukraine-an-updated-chronology
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/one-year-of-nuclear-rhetoric-and-escalation-management-in-russias-war-against-ukraine-an-updated-chronology
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/one-year-of-nuclear-rhetoric-and-escalation-management-in-russias-war-against-ukraine-an-updated-chronology
https://www.nobelprize.org/uploads/2018/06/schelling-lecture.pdf
https://www.nobelprize.org/uploads/2018/06/schelling-lecture.pdf
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The slippery slope toward nuclear war makes any serious crisis among nuclear-armed 
adversaries alarming. This tempts some actors (but not all) to invoke nuclear weapons 
to turn around an unwelcome situation. The role of government and think tank analysts, 
scholars, and serious journalists is to carefully assess the level of danger indicated by 
what is being said and done, and the surrounding circumstances.    

MANIPULATIONS RUN IN MULTIPLE DIRECTIONS: THREATENING, 
COUNTERACTING, FEAR-RELIEVING 

0DQLSXODWLRQV�RI�QXFOHDU�IHDU�DUH�QRW�XQLGLUHFWLRQDO��)RU�HDFK�FRQWHVWDQW¶V�ELG�WKHUH�LV�
often a counter-manipulation by the opponent(s). Most allusions or threats pointing to 
possible nuclear use are met by counter-manipulations: warnings of some sort of 
military reprisal and/or political economic sanction, or in some cases studied silence. 
For example, two days after Russian President Vladimir Putin announced the 2022 
LQYDVLRQ�RI�8NUDLQH��ZDUQLQJ�WKDW�WKH�µFRQVHTXHQFHV¶�RI�UHVLVWLQJ�5XVVLD�µZLOO�EH�VXFK�
aV�\RX�KDYH�QHYHU�VHHQ�LQ�\RXU�HQWLUH�KLVWRU\¶��)UHQFK�)RUHLJQ�0LQLVWHU�-HDQ-Yves Le 
'ULDQ�FRXQWHUHG�µWKDW�9ODGLPLU�3XWLQ�PXVW�DOVR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�WKH�$WODQWLF�DOOLDQFH�LV�D�
QXFOHDU�DOOLDQFH��7KDW�LV�DOO�,�ZLOO�VD\�DERXW�WKLV¶�16 Whether they are categorized as 
offensive or defensive, competing states will manipulate and counter-manipulate 
nuclear fears in an attempt to achieve bargaining leverage in a crisis or conflict. 

As noted above, nuclear manipulations are not always hostile or threatening. Words and 
GHHGV�WKDW�UHOLHYH�WKH�IHDU�RI�QXFOHDU�ZDU�FDQ�VHUYH�FRQWHVWDQWV¶�LQWHUHVWV��:KHQ�D�VWDWH�
reduces the alert levels of its nuclear forces, or offers to negotiate arms control measures 
DQG�VDQFWLRQV�UHOLHI��IRU�H[DPSOH��LW�VHHNV�WR�ZLQ�DXGLHQFHV¶�IDYRXU�E\�UHOLHYLQJ�IHDU��
'RZQSOD\LQJ�DQ�DGYHUVDU\¶V�RU�RQH¶V�RZQ�WKUHDWHQLQJ�ZRUGV�RU�JHVWXUHV�LV�DQRWKHU�IRUP�
of relieving manipulation. (Offering relief can be seen as risky, too, however. Leaders 
may worry that their own population or the adversary will think they are weak if they 
offer a reciprocal way out of a crisis or conflict.)17  

When Pakistan tested several nuclear-capable missiles during a May 2002 crisis with 
India, the Indian foreign ministry de-escalated the situation ± and took the high ground 
± E\�GHFODULQJ�µ,QGLD�LV�QRW�SDUWLFXODUO\�LPSUHVVHG�E\�WKHVH�PLVVLOH�DQWLFV�FOHDUO\�
WDUJHWHG�DW�WKH�GRPHVWLF�DXGLHQFH�LQ�3DNLVWDQ¶�18 After the world reacted harshly to 
3XWLQ¶V�SHUFHLYHG����6HSWHPEHU������QXFOHDU�WKUHDW��RQH�PRQWK�ODWHU�KH�GHFODUHG�µZH�
have never said anything proactively about Russia potentially using nuclear weapons. 

 
16 ³)UDQFH�VD\V�3XWLQ�QHHGV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�1$72�KDV�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�´�5HXWHUV��)HEUXDU\�����
2022, https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/france-says-putin-needs-understand-nato-has-
nuclear-weapons-2022-02-24/. 
17 The Cuban Missile Crisis included several examples of such considerations. See Aleksandr 
Fursenko and Timothy Naftali, One Hell of A Gamble (W.W. Norton & Co, 1997). 
18 4XRWHG�LQ�6RRG��³(VFDODWLRQ�'\QDPLFV�8QGHU�WKH�1XFOHDU�6KDGRZ²,QGLD¶V�$SSURDFK´��3HWH�
%UXVK��³,QGLD�µ/RVLQJ�3DWLHQFH¶�:LWK�3DNLVWDQ�´�CBS News, May 25 2002, 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/india-losing-patience-with-pakistan/. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/france-says-putin-needs-understand-nato-has-nuclear-weapons-2022-02-24/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/france-says-putin-needs-understand-nato-has-nuclear-weapons-2022-02-24/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/india-losing-patience-with-pakistan/
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$OO�ZH�GLG�ZDV�KLQW�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�VWDWHPHQWV�PDGH�E\�:HVWHUQ�OHDGHUV¶�19 NATO 
leaders also had interests in downplaying Russian manipulations in order to reassure 
European populations that it was not too dangerous to support Ukraine militarily. 

MANY ATTEMPTED MANIPULATIONS DO NOT SUCCEED 

It is often difficult to assess whether manipulations have succeeded ± whether 
DGYHUVDULHV�KDYH�EHHQ�GHWHUUHG�RU�FRPSHOOHG�E\�DQ�RSSRQHQW¶V�ZRUGV�DQG�GHHGV��RU�
whether allies have been reassured, and global citizens won over or turned off by a 
OHDGHU¶V�DWWHPSW�WR�UDLVH�RU�UHGXFH�IHDU�RI�QXFOHDU�ZDU�20 Governments proclaim that 
their policies and arsenals deter adversaries or reassure allies, but it is very difficult to 
measure how and when these policies and arsenals achieve the desired result.21  

The perspectives of senders and recipients are important.22 Outcomes of crises or 
conflicts will depend on the words and deeds of all antagonists, not only the initiator of 
nuclear manipulations. But targets of nuclear manipulations may interpret them 
differently than the sender intended. Or, targets may not perceive them at all.  

In the 1986±87 India-3DNLVWDQ�µ%UDVVWDFNV¶�FULVLV��D�OHDGHU�RI�3DNLVWDQ¶V�QXFOHDU�
program told a visiting Indian journalist that Pakistan could test an atomic bomb and 

 
19 ³9DOGDL�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�'LVFXVVLRQ�&OXE�PHHWLQJ�´�3UHVLGHQW�RI�5XVVLD��2FWREHU�����������
http://www.en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/69695.  
20  For an outstanding assessment of major attempts at coercive manipulation see, Todd S. 
Sechser and Mathew Fuhrmann, Nuclear Weapons and Coercive Diplomacy (Cambridge 
University Press, 2017). 
21 The contending positions in the following excellent texts indicate the difficulty of coding and 
assessing nuclear signals, threats, or, as I prefer, manipulations: Richard Ned Lebow and Janice 
*URVV�6WHLQ��³5DWLRQDO�'HWHUUHQFH�7KHRU\��,�7KLQN��7KHUHIRUH�, 'HWHU�´ World Politics 41, no. 2 
(1989): 208±�����GRL������������������3DXO�+XWK�DQG�%UXFH�5XVVHWW��³7HVWLQJ�'HWHUUHQFH�
7KHRU\��5LJRU�0DNHV�D�'LIIHUHQFH�´�World Politics 42, no. 4 (July 1990): 466-501; Richard Ned 
/HERZ�DQG�-DQLFH�*URVV�6WHLQ��³'HWHUUHQFH�DQG�WKH�&ROG�:DU�´�Political Science Quarterly 110, 
no. 2 (Summer 1995): 157±�����-DPHV�)HDURQ��³6HOHFWLRQ�(IIHFWV�DQG�'HWHUUHQFH�´�
International Interactions 28 (2002): 7±8; Richard Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear 
Balance (Brookings Institution, 1987).  
22�3HWHU�+D\HV�DSWO\�VXPPDUL]HV�WKH�FRPSOH[�SURFHVV�RI�SHUFHLYLQJ�DQG�LQWHUSUHWLQJ�
PDQLSXODWLRQV��ILUVW��GDWD�DUH�UHFHLYHG�DQG�DQDO\]HG��WKDW�LV��GHWHFWHG�IRUFH�SUHSDUDWLRQV��
DGYHUVDU\�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�LQWHUFHSWV�RU�OHDGHUVKLS�³WKUHDW´���VHFRQG��SHUVRQQHO�LQ�VHYHUDO�
RUJDQL]DWLRQV�LQWHUSUHW�WKH�PHDQLQJ�DQG�VLJQLILFDQFH�RI�WKHVH�GDWD��RIWHQ�WKURXJK�D�FKDLQ�RI�
DXWKRULW\�ZKHUH�RWKHUV�DGG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RU�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��WKLUG��PLG�WLHU�GHFLVLRQPDNHUV�RI�
VLJQLILFDQFH�GLVFDUG�RU�HOHYDWH�WKH�PHVVDJH�DQG�DVVHVVPHQW�WR�WKH�DWWHQWLRQ�RI�XOWLPDWH�
GHFLVLRQPDNHUV��RIWHQ�DGGLQJ�DQDO\VLV�DQG�RU�SHUFHSWLRQV��IRXUWK��XOWLPDWH�GHFLVLRQPDNHUV�WKHQ�
SURFHVV�WKDW�GDWD�WKURXJK�WKHLU�RZQ�SUHMXGLFHV��PRGHOV��H[SHULHQFHV��LQWHUHVWV��DQG�WUDLQLQJ�WR�
GHYHORS�UHVSRQVH�RSWLRQV�DQG�GHFLGH�ZKDW�WR�GR��ILIWK��D�GHFLVLRQ�LV�PDGH�DERXW�KRZ�WR�UHVSRQG�
DQG�VHQW�EDFN�WKURXJK�OD\HUV�RI�SHUVRQQHO�DQG�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�WR�EH�HQDFWHG��$W�HDFK�VWHS�LQ�WKLV�
LQIRUPDWLRQ�IORZ��VRPH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�LV�ORVW�RU�DGGHG��(YHQ�IRU�GHFU\SWHG�PHVVDJHV�ZKHUH�WKH�
UHFHLYHG�PHVVDJH�LV�DQ�H[DFW�IDFVLPLOH�RI�WKDW�VHQW��WKH�PHDQLQJ�LV�LQWHUSUHWHG�FRQWH[WXDOO\��
ZKLFK�LV�QRW�WKH�VDPH�IRU�VHQGHU�DQG�UHFLSLHQW���7KH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKH�PHVVDJH�LV�FRQVHTXHQWO\�
DOZD\V�PRUH�RU�OHVV�DPELJXRXV�� 

http://www.en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/69695
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µVKDOO�XVH�WKH�ERPE�LI�RXU�H[LVWHQFH�LV�WKUHDWHQHG¶ ± an allusory warning for New Delhi. 
However, the enterprising journalist spent several weeks seeking a higher bid for 
publication of this interview, long delaying the intended warning. In 1969, then 
president Richard Nixon and national security advisor Henry Kissinger orchestrated the 
LQIDPRXV�µ0DGPDQ�$OHUW¶�RI�8�6��QXFOHDU�IRUFHV�WR�FRPSHO�6RYLHW�OHDGHUV�WR�SUHVVXUH�
Vietnamese leaders to make concessions in Paris talks with South Vietnam and the 
United States. Neither the Soviet nor Vietnamese governments appeared affected by the 
U.S. gesture.23  

It is much more difficult to code responses to manipulations of nuclear fear than it is to 
refine how we categorize and understand manipulations themselves. The definitions of 
manipulations offered here are from the perspective of senders. I do not assess how and 
when allusions or gestures toward nuclear use have deterred, or are likely to deter, 
targeted governments, or have reassured the citizens of the state whose leader is making 
the allusion or gesture.24 The premise here is that we can gain useful insights from 
studying the intentions and forms of nuclear manipulations without examining in depth 
how they were perceived and acted upon. More debatably, regardless how targeted 
audiences perceived and responded to manipulations, we can assess their gravity, as 
sketched in the next section below.   

DEFINING MORE USEFUL TERMS 

Setting the Context of Imminence 

An alternate vocabulary could give officials, journalists, scholars, and citizens a better 
framework for interpreting how contestants in crises or conflicts are trying to 
manipulate audiences. If the aim is to avert nuclear war without thereby emboldening 
future aggressors, how should we think and talk about all this? The objective should be 
WR�DYRLG�µWKH�ER\�ZKR�FULHG�ZROI¶�KD]DUG��RQ�RQH�KDQG��DQG�WKH�3HDUO�+DUERU�RU�
Operation Barbarossa hazards on the other.25 If everything is a threat and nothing 

 
23 George Perkovich, ,QGLD¶V�1XFOHDU�%RPE (University of California Press, 1999), 281; 
William Burr and Jeffrey Kimball, 1L[RQ¶V�1XFOHDU�6SHFWHU��7KH�6HFUHW�$OHUW�RI�������0DGPDQ�
Diplomacy, and the Vietnam War (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2015). 
24 The effectiveness of Russian nuclear manipulations in the Ukraine war is a central subject of 
my forthcoming book, Nuclear Weapons in the Ukraine War (International Institute for 
Strategic Studies, 2026).  
25 7KH�³ER\�ZKR�FULHG�ZROI´�ZDV�D�IDOVH�SRVLWLYH�DVVHVVPHQW��7KH�IDLOXUH�RI�WKH�8�6��PLOLWDU\�
and political leaders to take seriously intelligence reports that Japan was readying to attack the 
U.S. Pacific fleet based in Pearl Harbor was failed decisionmaking analysis. See Roberta 
Wohlstetter, Pearl Harbor Warning and Decision (Stanford University Press, 1962). Operation 
%DUEDURVVD�ZDV�WKH�FRGHQDPH�IRU�$GROI�+LWOHU¶V�LQYDVLRQ�RI�WKH�8665�LQ�-XQH�������ZKLFK�
Soviet analysts and Joseph Stalin himself discounted, notwithstanding the collection of evidence 
that should have alarmed them. Stalin assumed Hitler would not attack without first issuing an 
ultimatum, and that Hitler would not wage a two-IURQW�ZDU��6HH�%HQ�%��)LVFKHU��³$�&ROG�:DU�
&RQXQGUXP��WKH������6RYLHW�:DU�6FDUH�´�&HQWHU�IRU�WKH�6WXG\�RI�,QWHOOLJHQFH��&,$��6HSWHPEHU�
1997, 28±29.   
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happens, people become ill-prepared to notice and act when the danger is real. 
&RQYHUVHO\��LI�LW�LV�DVVXPHG�WKDW�RQH�ZRXOGQ¶W�GDUH�DWWDFN��WKHQ�SHRSOH�PD\�EHFRPH�OHVV�
likely to discern when adversaries have become desperate enough to take the risk. And, 
if RQH¶V�RZQ�VWDWH�RU�DOOLDQFH�PD\�QHHG�WR�PDNH�D�JHQXLQH�WKUHDW�DJDLQVW�DQ�DGYHUVDU\��
LW¶V�FUHGLELOLW\�ZLOO�EH�KLJKHU�LI�WKH�WHUP��WKUHDW��KDV�QRW�EHHQ�GHYDOXHG�E\�DSSO\LQJ�LW�WR�
lesser manipulations. 

We will start with frightening manipulations (as distinct from fear-relieving ones). First, 
we need to distinguish the context; the topic here centres on crises and conflict, not 
more general competitions among nuclear-armed states. 

Each nuclear-armed state has standard operating procedures for its nuclear forces in 
non-crisis peacetime. These procedures and capacities provide a background general 
deterrent of potential adversaries.26 Anyone contemplating major aggression against a 
nuclear-armed state needs to consider that they could trigger a nuclear response ± if not 
immediately, then after a series actions and reactions.  

General deterrence is also meant to reassure allied governments and populations that 
because they are members of a nuclear-armed alliance no one will dare commit large-
scale aggression against them. This sharing of a nuclear umbrella can help reduce 
pressures for states to acquire nuclear weapons of their own. Yet, these salutary effects 
of general deterrence can have unintended negative consequences as conveyed by the 
stability-instability paradox: nuclear deterrence of large-scale war may encourage 
competitors to undertake lower-intensity aggression in the belief that the opponent will 
not escalate violence in response, for fear of inviting nuclear exchanges.27 

2WKHU�HIIHFWV�RI�EDVLF�SHDFHWLPH�QXFOHDU�SRVWXUHV�LQFOXGH�WKH�VKDSLQJ�RI�DGYHUVDULHV¶�
nuclear force structures and postures (possibly arms racing) and political-economic-
environmental effects of nuclear arsenal production and testing.  

More rarely, states may manipulate their potential (latent) possession of nuclear 
weapons to deter or compel competitors and/or reassure their own populations. Hashemi 
5DIVDQMDQL��ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�,UDQ¶V�SUHVLGHQW�IURP������WR�������GLG�WKLV�DW�D�FRQIHUHQFH�LQ�
Tehran in 2005. Standing on an auditorium stage, he declared that Iran did not seek to 
build nuclear weapons but instead to master the nuclear fuel-cycle. With this capability, 
KH�VDLG��µDOO�RXU�QHLJKERUV�ZLOO�GUDZ�WKH�SURSHU�FRQFOXVLRQ¶�28   

 
26�3DWULFN�0RUJDQ��'HWHUUHQFH�1RZ��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�������� 
27  Glenn Snyder, The Balance of Power and the Balance of Terror (Chandler, 1965); Robert 
5DXFKKDXV��³(YDOXDWLQJ�WKH�1XFOHDU�3HDFH�+\SRWKHVLV�- $�4XDQWLWDWLYH�$SSURDFK�´ Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 53, no. 2 (January 2009): 258±
277, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002708330387.  
28 $XWKRU¶V�QRWHV�IURP�WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&RQIHUHQFH�RQ�1XFOHDU�7HFKQRORJLHV�DQG�6XVWDLQDEOH�
Development, which he attended in Tehran, March 5-6, 2005. See 
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-
03/07/content_422428.htm#:~:text=%22True.,by%20the%20U.S.%20and%20Europe. For a 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002708330387
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-03/07/content_422428.htm#:~:text=%22True.,by%20the%20U.S.%20and%20Europe
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-03/07/content_422428.htm#:~:text=%22True.,by%20the%20U.S.%20and%20Europe
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As a physical matter, general deterrent forces like those of Russia and the United States, 
with submarines and land-based missiles operationally deployed, could be launched 
within minutes without preceding threatening statements or indications. The risk of 
technical failure or warning-system errors by machines or humans makes such 
operationally deployed arsenals inherently dangerous.29 But, it is more likely that the 
transition from background deterrence toward an imminent threat of nuclear use would 
involve purposeful changes in the physical disposition of delivery systems and 
warheads ± a raising of alert levels to the highest level ± and some demand that must be 
met to avoid nuclear consequences. The pace of conflictual events likely would be 
accelerating and the slippery slope steepening.  

7KLV�HVVD\�IRFXVHV�RQ�OHDGHUV¶�intentional manipulations of nuclear risk in crises or 
conflicts where the threatened or alluded-to nuclear use might be imminent. It does not 
address the challenges of accidental nuclear use or nuclear use by suicidal non-state 
actors who somehow took control of nuclear weapons.  

I use the term nuclear manipulation as shorthand to describe changes in speech and 
action in the lead-up to or during crises or conflicts when authorities in one state 
foreground nuclear weapons in order to deter, compel, or reassure targeted audiences.30 
International crises and conflicts involving nuclear-armed states (directly or via alliance 
RU�SDUWQHUVKLS��DUH�VFHQDULRV�RI�µLPPHGLDWH�GHWHUUHQFH¶��DV�3DWULFN�0RUJDQ�FRLQHG�LW��
The transition from general to immediate deterrence creates and reflects the impetus to 
manipulate targets without actually slipping over the edge of a waterfall and plunging 
into nuclear war. Manipulations and counter-manipulations drive the crisis or conflict 
up or down the escalation ladder depending on the intentions, perceptions, and decisions 
of the actors. 

Assessing Intentions 

This paper focuses primarily on four distinct types of frightening manipulations which 
are categorized as follows in order of their frequency: words that are 1) allusions or 2) 
expressed threats, and actions that are 3) gestures or 4) preparations for imminent use of 
nuclear weapons. All of these manipulations may occur on a spectrum of less-to-more 

 
ODXGDEOH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RI�QXFOHDU�³ODWHQF\�´�VHH�0DWWKHZ�)XKUPDQQ��Influence without Arms: 
The New Logic of Nuclear Deterrence (Cambridge University Press, 2024).  
29 In the powerful 2025 film directed by Kathryn Bigelow, A House of Dynamite, a nuclear-
armed missile is launched without immediate attribution²a nuclear attack with no preceding 
threat and no known author, though North Korea is suspected. A scenario of one incoming 
missile is relatively easier to deal with than a larger attack, even if, as in the film, missile 
defenses fail. There would be less perceived need to respond immediately with a nuclear 
counterattack which would risk massive escalation. And, if the initial attack involved more than 
one missile, the likelihood of confidently attributing the government that launched it would be 
higher. 
30�3DWULFN�0RUJDQ��'HWHUUHQFH�1RZ��0DQLSXODWLRQ�V��PD\�RFFXU�DW�WZR�OHYHOV��VWDWH�DFWRUV�PD\�
UHIHU�WR�DQG�PDQLSXODWH�WKH�QXFOHDU�FDSDELOLWLHV�LQ�WKHLU�SRVVHVVLRQ�LQ�RUGHU�WR�PDQLSXODWH�WKH�
SHUFHSWLRQV�DQG�HQVXLQJ�DFWLRQV�RI�WDUJHWHG�DXGLHQFHV� 
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ominous. The combination of words and actions that nuclear-armed leaders project, and 
the circumstances surrounding them, leads to what I call the assessed threat. As 
discussed below, assessment shows that the number of credible nuclear threats since 
1962 KDV�EHHQ�PXFK�ORZHU�WKDQ�OHDGHUV¶�DOOXVLRQV�DQG�JHVWXUHV�VXJJHVW��� 

$FWRUV¶�LQWHQWLRQV�DUH�ODUJHO\�ZKDW�GULYHV�PRYHPHQW�DORQJ�WKH�VSHFWUXP��%XW��WR�UHSHDW��
leaders may not clearly know what they intend if and when their initial aims are 
thwarted ± that is, they may not know or share how hard they are willing to push 
through resistance.  

Personalities matter too. Some leaders tend to play their cards very close to the vest and 
be understated. Barack Obama, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, and Manmohan Singh come 
immediately to mind. Some, like Nikita Khrushchev and Donald Trump, are impulsive 
and blustery, not careful about seeming to make threats. Vladimir Putin often hints 
calmly at menacing possibilities while lawyerly preserving a basis to deny having made 
threats. If varying persRQDOLWLHV�DIIHFW�WKH�IUHTXHQF\�DQG�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�OHDGHUV¶�
nuclear rhetoric and gestures, it is difficult to say whether and how personalities have 
affected the gravity of actual nuclear threats. After all, no leader has ever detonated a 
nuclear weapon in a conflict where an opposing side could respond in kind.    

6SHFLI\LQJ�OHDGHUV¶�LQWHQWLRQV�LV�SHUKDSV�WKH�PRVW�GLIILFXOW�FKDOOHQJH�IRU�LQWHOOLJHQFH�
agencies and other observers to meet. For all these reasons, most statements cannot be 
objectively assessed and coded as threat or allusion in ways that would be indisputable 
in politics or statistical analysis.31   

Assessment Questions 

I suggest four questions for assessing the gravity of verbal manipulations: 

1. Did the leader with nuclear launch authority make or associate themselves with 
the statement? 

2. Is there a clear demand made of adversary targets? 

3. Do the losses experienced by the state in question meet criteria for nuclear use as 
defined by its doctrine or leaders? 

4. Is imminent action necessary to relieve the perceived threat to the state/leader, 
and/or to preempt an adversary from initiating nuclear use against the state or its 
allies? 

7KH�PRUH�VSHFLILFDOO\�WKDW�WKH�DQVZHUV�WR�WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV�DUH�µ\HV¶��WKH�JUDYHU�WKH�YHUEDO�
manipulations should be judged. Because available information and/or the reality of a 

 
31�)RU�GLVFXVVLRQV�RI�WKH�GHILQLWLRQDO�FKDOOHQJH��VHH�6DPXHO�%ODFN��³7KH�&KDQJLQJ�3ROLWLFDO�
8WLOLW\�RI�1XFOHDU�:HDSRQV��1XFOHDU�7KUHDWV�IURP������WR������´�7KH�+HQU\�/��6WLPVRQ�&HQWHU��
������KWWSV���ZZZ�VWLPVRQ�RUJ�ZS�FRQWHQW�ILOHV�ILOH�DWWDFKPHQWV�1XFOHDUB)LQDOB��SGI��7RGG�6��
6HFKVHU�DQG�0DWWKHZ�)XKUPDQQ��1XFOHDU�:HDSRQV�DQG�&RHUFLYH�'LSORPDF\�� 

https://www.stimson.org/wp-content/files/file-attachments/Nuclear_Final_1.pdf


 

|    George Perkovich 16 

VLWXDWLRQ�LV�XQOLNHO\�WR�DOORZ�ELQDU\�µ\HV¶�RU�µQR¶�DQVZHUV��FRORXU-coding could convey 
DVVHVVRUV¶�DVVHVVPHQWV��$�VFDOH�RI�VKDGLQJ�UHSUHVHQWV�IURP�ZKLWH��XQTXHVWLRQHG�µQR¶��WR�
a yellow-to-red spectrum, with dark red representing the most dangerous assessment. 
Gray can represent lack of adequate information on which to make an assessment. 

I suggest five questions for assessing the gravity of physical manipulations: 

1. Is the manipulation secret (unannounced)? 

2. Is it exceptionally difficult for advanced technologies to detect? 

3. Is the action rare? 

4. Does it involve nuclear weapons? 

5. Is it more consistent with nuclear attack than with ensuring survivability of 
forces and personnel? 

,I�WKH�DQVZHUV�WR�WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV�DUH�µ\HV¶��WKH�PDQLSXODWLRQ�ZRXOG�EH�DVVHVVHG�DV�YHU\�
grave. Again, colour-coding could convey assessments. Figure 1 shows the ideal logical 
flow required to assess a given nuclear threat, identifying the many necessary conditions 
WKDW�PXVW�EH�PHW�WR�UHVXOW�LQ�DQ�µXUJHQW¶�WKUHDW��7KH�FRPSDULVRQ�KLJKOLJKWV�WKDW�ULJRURXV�
assessment of nuclear threats can distinguish serious, urgent nuclear threats from those 
that do not pose an immediate threat of nuclear attack.  

The first case study applies this framework to the 27 February 2022 incident involving 
Russian nuclear forces. The framework assesses it to be an example of an allusory 
nuclear threat accompanied by a gesture involving nuclear forces ± but not an urgent 
threat.  

7KH�VHFRQG�FDVH�VWXG\�DSSOLHV�WKLV�IUDPHZRUN�WR�3XWLQ¶V�QXFOHDU�WKUHDWV�LQ�6HSWHPEHU-
October 2022 and concludes that indeed, these threats were urgent. 
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FIGURE 1: ASSESSING NUCLEAR THREATS 
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The following four terms are used to shorthand definitions of verbal and physical 
manipulations. 

Allusion: $�UHIHUHQFH�WR�RQH¶V�SRVVHVVLRQ�RI�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�DQG�WKH�GDPDJH�WKH\�
could do which does not convey a specific or imminent threat to initiate their use.32 The 
manipulator here has not decided whether they would use nuclear weapons nor ordered 
their nuclear forces to advance preparation for use. The lower the national authority of 
the person speaking, and the farther from an armed conflict, the more likely the 
PDQLSXODWLRQ�LV�QRLVH�UDWKHU�WKDQ�VHULRXV�WKUHDW���7KLV�LV�DNLQ�WR�µWDNLQJ�WKH�RIIHQVLYH�
WKURXJK�ILULQJ�HPSW\�FDQRQV¶��DV�&KLQHVH�&RPPXQLVW�3DUW\�&KDLUPDQ�0DR�RQFH�
GHVFULEHG�KLV�HIIRUW�WR�µVFDUH¶�6RYLHW�OHDGHU�.KUXVFKHY�µIRU�D�PRPHQW¶�33) 

More recent examples of allusion include when Putin, in a joint press briefing with 
French President Emmanuel Macron on 8 February 2022 (sixteen days before the 
Russian invasion), denied any plans to invade but expressed concern about Ukraine 
joining NATO DQG�WKHQ�WU\LQJ�WR�WDNH�&ULPHD�EDFN��µ2I�FRXUVH¶��KH�VDLG��µ1$72¶V�
united potential and that of Russia are incomparable. We understand that, but we also 
XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�5XVVLD�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�OHDGLQJ�QXFOHDU�SRZHUV��DQG�LV�VXSHULRU�WR�
PDQ\¶�34  

Another example of allusion was when Trump tweeted to North Korean leader Kim 
-XQJ�8Q�LQ�-DQXDU\�������µ,�WRR�KDYH�D�1XFOHDU�%XWWRQ��EXW�LW�LV�D�PXFK�ELJJHU�	�PRUH�
SRZHUIXO�RQH�WKDQ�KLV��DQG�P\�%XWWRQ�ZRUNV�¶35 7UXPS¶V�WDXQW�WKDW�KLV�QXFOHDU�EXWWRQ�
ZRUNV��XQOLNH�.LP¶V�EXWWRQ��FRXOG�KDYH�XQLQWHQWLRQDOO\�LQGLFDWHG�8�6��FDSDELOLWLHV�WR�
covertly cause North Korean missile launches to fail.36 Trump also could have intended 
1RUWK�.RUHDQ�OHDGHUV�WR�LQIHU�D�8�6��FDSDELOLW\�WR�PDNH�.LP¶V�EXWWRQ�IDLO�DQG�WKHUHE\�
ORVH�FRQILGHQFH�LQ�WKHLU�FDSDFLW\�WR�GHWHU�RU�FRHUFH�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��2U�7UXPS¶V�
utterance was meaningless. This range of possibilities suggests that if and when a leader 
seeks to make a serious threat, he or she should speak clearly. Otherwise, vague or 

 
32�5LFKDUG�%HWWV��LQ�KLV�FODVVLF�VWXG\��1XFOHDU�%ODFNPDLO�DQG�1XFOHDU�%DODQFH��%URRNLQJV�
,QVWLWXWLRQ����������±���UHIHUV�WR�³UKHWRULFDO�DOOXVLRQV´�WKDW�6RYLHW�OHDGHUV�VRPHWLPHV�PDGH�
GXULQJ�WKH�&ROG�:DU��ZKLFK�%HWWV�VDLG�ZHUH�³PRUH�RIWHQ�VHHQ�RQO\�DV�EOXVWHU�´ 
33 <DQJ�.XLVRQJ��³7KH�6LQR-Soviet Border Clash of 1969: From Zhenbao Island to Sino-
$PHULFDQ�5DSSURFKHPHQW�´�Cold War History 1, no. 1 (August 2000), 23 
https://doi.org/10.1080/713999906. I thank Austin Long for pointing me to the source. 
34 9ODGLPLU�3XWLQ��³1HZ�&RQIHUHQFH�)ROORZLQJ�5XVVLDQ-)UHQFK�7DONV�´�3UHVLGHQW�RI�5XVVLD��
February 8, 2022, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67735/. 
35 'RQDOG�-��7UXPS��#UHDO'RQDOG7UXPS���µ1RUWK�.RUHDQ�/HDGHU�.LP�-RQJ�8Q�MXVW�VWDWHG�WKDW�
WKH�³1XFOHDU�%XWWRQ�LV�RQ�KLV�GHVN�DW�DOO�WLPHV�´�:LOO�VRPHRQH�IURP�KLV�GHSOHWHG�DQG�IRRG�
starved regime please inform him that I too have a Nuclear Button, but it is a much bigger & 
PRUH�SRZHUIXO�RQH�WKDQ�KLV��DQG�P\�%XWWRQ�ZRUNV�¶��7ZLWWHU��-DQXDU\����������
https://x.com/realDonaldTrump/status/948355557022420992.  
36 -RQ�/LQGVD\��³&\EHU�2SHUDWLRQV�DQG�1XFOHDU�:HDSRQV�´�1$361HW�6SHFLDO�5HSRUWV��-XQH�����
2019, https://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/cyber-operations-and-nuclear-
weapons/. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/713999906
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67735/
https://x.com/realDonaldTrump/status/948355557022420992?
https://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/cyber-operations-and-nuclear-weapons/
https://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/cyber-operations-and-nuclear-weapons/
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ambiguous utterances can prompt dangerous overreaction just as easily as they prompt 
desired accommodation.  

Gesture: An action related to the posture of nuclear forces which the state wants 
adversaries and potential third parties to detect.37 To be noticeable such gestures often 
depart from routine practices regarding the posture of nuclear forces. Such action could 
be hollow, meaning it is not an actual preparation to enact a threat.38  

The word signal is often used to describe such actions, but, following Robert Jervis, a 
signal is also often used to indicate any message that a state projects to influence how 
others perceive it.39 To avoid confusion, we use the term manipulation to convey the 
general signalling of nuclear risk, and gesture to convey the physical manipulation of 
capabilities which audiences are meant to detect.  

For example, on 19 February 2022 ± days before the invasion of Ukraine ± Putin and 
Belarussian President Aleksandr Lukashenko attended an exercise of Russian strategic 
forces. Exercises are not necessarily manipulative gestures. But this one was 
videorecorded from many camera angles and shown widely through European media, 
indicating it was primarily meant to manipulate European opinion.40 More subtly, in 
March 2022, weeks after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Macron ordered two 
additional nuclear-armed submarines to sea, to join the one already routinely deployed. 
7KLV�XQSUHFHGHQWHG�PRYH�WR�KDYH�WKUHH�RI�)UDQFH¶V�IRXU�QXFOHDU-armed submarines at 
sea was not announced, but Macron intended for it to be detected by Russian officials.41 
This gesture was not an actual preparation or threat to launch nuclear weapons as 
French officials made no threatening statement; neither France nor a NATO ally had 

 
37�'LPD�$GDPVN\��³4XR�9DGLV��5XVVLDQ�'HWHUUHQFH"�6WUDWHJLF�&XOWXUH�DQG�&RHUFLRQ�
,QQRYDWLRQV�´�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�6HFXULW\�����QR��������������±����
KWWSV���GLUHFW�PLW�HGX�LVHF�DUWLFOH����������������4XR�9DGLV�5XVVLDQ�'HWHUUHQFH�6WUDWHJLF�
&XOWXUH�DQG��,Q�3HWHU�6FKURHGHU��³7KH�5HDO�5XVVLDQ�1XFOHDU�7KUHDW�7KH�:HVW�,V�:RUULHG�$ERXW�
WKH�:URQJ�(VFDODWLRQ�5LVNV�´�)RUHLJQ�$IIDLUV��'HFHPEHU�����������XNUDLQH�UHDO�UXVVLDQ�QXFOHDU�
WKUHDW��KH�ZULWHV��³)URP�WKH�PRPHQW�WKH�FRXQWU\�ODXQFKHG�LWV�LQYDVLRQ��0RVFRZ�KDV�WULHG�WR�
LQWLPLGDWH�WKH�ZRUOG�E\�JHVWXULQJ�DW�LWV�ZHDSRQV´�� 
38�$V�-DQLFH�*URVV�6WHLQ�ZULWHV��³1XFOHDU�VLJQDOLQJ��WKURXJK�FKRUHRJUDSKHG�FKDWWHU�RU�YHLOHG�
WKUHDWV��LV�GLVWLQFW�IURP�DQ�DOHUW�RU�WKH�PRYHPHQW�RI�ZHDSRQV´�LQ�³(VFDODWLRQ�0DQDJHPHQW�,Q�
8NUDLQH��µ/HDUQLQJ�E\�'RLQJ¶�LQ�5HVSRQVH�WR�WKH�µ7KUHDW�WKDW�/HDYHV�6RPHWKLQJ�WR�&KDQFH¶�´�
7H[DV�1DWLRQDO�6HFXULW\�5HYLHZ����QR�����6XPPHU������������KWWSV���WQVU�RUJ�ZS�
FRQWHQW�XSORDGV���������7165�-RXUQDO�9RO���,VVXH���6WHLQ�SGI��,�FODVVLI\�FKRUHRJUDSKHG�
FKDWWHU�RU�YHLOHG�WKUHDWV�DV�³QRLVH´�WR�UHIOHFW�WKHLU�YHUEDO�FKDUDFWHU��GLVWLQFW�IURP�SK\VLFDO�
DFWLRQV� 
39 Robert Jervis, The Logic of Images in International Relations (Princeton University Press, 
1970). 
40�6FKURHGHU��³7KH�5HDO�5XVVLDQ�1XFOHDU�7KUHDW�´ 
41�3ROLQD�6LQRYHWV�DQG�$GpULWR�9LFHQWH��³µ1XFOHDU�VSULQJ�LV�FRPLQJ¶��([DPLQLQJ�)UHQFK�1XFOHDU�
'HWHUUHQFH�LQ�5HVSRQVH�WR�5XVVLD¶V�$FWLRQV�LQ�8NUDLQH�´�)RXQGDWLRQ�SRXU�OD�UHFKHUFKH�
VWUDWpJLTXH��0DUFK�����������KWWSV���ZZZ�IUVWUDWHJLH�RUJ�HQ�SXEOLFDWLRQV�QRWHV�QXFOHDU�VSULQJ�
FRPLQJ�H[DPLQLQJ�IUHQFK�QXFOHDU�GHWHUUHQFH�UHVSRQVH�UXVVLD�V�DFWLRQV�XNUDLQH�������$XWKRU�
LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�WZR�)UHQFK�RIILFLDOV��3DULV��$SULO���������� 

https://direct.mit.edu/isec/article/49/3/50/128035/Quo-Vadis-Russian-Deterrence-Strategic-Culture-and
https://direct.mit.edu/isec/article/49/3/50/128035/Quo-Vadis-Russian-Deterrence-Strategic-Culture-and
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/real-russian-nuclear-threat
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/real-russian-nuclear-threat
https://tnsr.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/TNSR-Journal-Vol-6-Issue-3-Stein.pdf
https://tnsr.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/TNSR-Journal-Vol-6-Issue-3-Stein.pdf
https://www.frstrategie.org/en/publications/notes/nuclear-spring-coming-examining-french-nuclear-deterrence-response-russia-s-actions-ukraine-2024
https://www.frstrategie.org/en/publications/notes/nuclear-spring-coming-examining-french-nuclear-deterrence-response-russia-s-actions-ukraine-2024
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been attacked; Russia had no interest in attacking France or its vital interests and 
displayed no preparation to do so; and Macron at the time was positioning himself to be 
a diplomatic intermediary with Putin. It was apparently a gesture of French resolve to 
FRXQWHU�3XWLQ¶V�PDQLSXODWLRQV�RI�QXFOHDU�IHDU� 

Preparation: Steps undertaken by a state to prepare for the deployment and potential 
imminent use of nuclear weapons.  

When a state detects another actor taking the extremely rare steps necessary to target 
and launch nuclear warheads, it would prudently judge the nuclear threat to be credible 
and urgent. (Conversely, verbal allusions or even threats of nuclear use that are not 
accompanied by physical preparations are less urgent, though still alarming.) 

Ambiguity of actions and, often, accompanying speech make it very difficult to assess 
whether detected actions are: 1) true preparations to imminently conduct nuclear attack; 
2) mere gestures meant to deter or compel the opponent; or 3) defensive measures to 
SURWHFW�RQH�VLGH¶V�QXFOHDU�FDSDELOLWLHV�IURP�SRVVLEOH�SUHHPSWLYH�VWULNH�E\�WKH�RWKHU��DQG�
therefore intended to be stabilizing and avoidant of nuclear war rather than aggressive). 
Again, historically, most actions that could have been perceived as preparations for 
nuclear use were in fact manipulative gestures and/or defensive asset-protection 
measures.42    

During the Ukraine war it has been very telling that in nearly all instances where media 
have reported Russian nuclear threats, officials from the United States, United 
Kingdom, France, and NATO have announced that they have detected no preparations 
to use nuclear weapons.43 In the one episode (September into October 2022) when 
officials assessed a credible threat of Russian nuclear use, that assessment was based on 
so-called exquisite intelligence, the details of which have not been described.44 I have 
heard vague allusions that this intelligence included indications of some activity 
possibly to prepare non-strategic nuclear weapons for use. 

More historically, former secretary of state and national security advisor Henry 
.LVVLQJHU�H[SODLQHG�LQ������WKDW�WKH�VKLIW�RI�JOREDO�8�6��PLOLWDU\�IRUFHV¶�UHDGLQHVV�LQ�WKH�
1973 Arab-Israeli war from defence condition (DEFCON) 4 to 3 was not preparation for 
possibly using nuclear weapons. Kissinger was often duplicitous, and in 1973 he and 
1L[RQ�ZHUH�FOHDUO\�JHVWXULQJ�ZLWK�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV��<HW��.LVVLQJHU¶V������WHOOLQJ�VHHPV�

 
42 This is my reading, based on unclassified sources, of the eleven cases of attempted nuclear 
coercion since the Cuban missile crisis that Sechser and Fuhrmann adeptly analyzed plus four 
India-Pakistan crises since 2002 and the Ukraine war from 2022 through 2025. Sechser and 
Fuhrmann, Nuclear Weapons and Coercive Diplomacy, 128. 
43�*HRUJH�3HUNRYLFK��1XFOHDU�:HDSRQV�LQ�WKH�8NUDLQH�:DU��0DQLSXODWLQJ�$PELJXLW\��
IRUWKFRPLQJ�ERRN�IURP�$GHOSKL� 
44  Interview with former U.S. official, December 2023. 
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to be a more accurate reflection of U.S. nuclear intentions, and closer to what Moscow 
perceived:   

We were attempting to convey to the Soviets that we would oppose their move into 
Egypt. And we wanted to take certain actions that they would pick up through their 
intelligence. . . . It was a general alert that also alerted some nuclear forces. . . . Some 
people on leave get called back to their bases and some more bombers are put on alert 
and similar measures. . . . We were far from a decision to go to nuclear war.45 

.LVVLQJHU¶V�IDPRXV�ERRN�Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy (1957) fixated on his 
perceived need to make nuclear threats credible as a tool of statecraft. Yet, he declared 
LQ�WKH������LQWHUYLHZ�WKDW�WKH�1L[RQ�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�ZDV�µ1HYHU�HYHQ�FORVH�>WR�QXFOHDU�
ZDU@¶��7KH�VDPH�ZRXOG�RU�FRXOG�EH�VDLG�DERXW�HYHU\�8�6��Ddministration since then.46  

If nuclear use were actually intended, nuclear weaponeers and decisionmakers would 
probably try to conceal preparations to make it harder for adversaries to preempt or 
otherwise defend against an attack. Preparations could include a situation like Russian 
personnel taking nuclear warheads from secure storage in Belarus and mounting them 
on Iskander missiles and moving the missiles (with deception) to possible launch points 
to avoid their preemptive destruction. Or U.S. personnel taking nuclear-armed AGM-
86B air-launched cruise missiles and loading them onto B-52 bombers and keeping 
them on airborne alert for possible use against targets on the periphery of Russia.  

Expressed threat: Again, the subject here is intentional threat in a crisis or conflict, not 
the inherent threat or danger that nuclear weapons could be launched and detonated 
through technical malfunction, accident, or inadvertence. An intentional threat entails an 
official statement, verbal or written, backed by preparation and/or gestures that 
altogether convey that nuclear weapons may be used imminently if adversaries do not 
refrain from certain actions (deterrence) or change behaviour (compellence).  

Expressed threats may or may not be credible, however. For an expressed nuclear threat 
to be assessed as credible it must be attributable to the leader(s) empowered to authorize 
nuclear use and would combine an explicit demand with physical preparations to 

 
45 ³���<HDUV�ZLWK�7KH�%RPE��DQ�,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�+HQU\�.LVVLQJHU�´�Washington Post, August 11, 
1985.  
46  A partial exception can be made for two incidents in 1983 in which accidental nuclear war 
became a real possibility. In September, a Russian early warning center mistakenly detected 
launches of several missiles on trajectories that threatened Russia, but the operator, Stanislaw 
Petrov, violated standard protocol by not informing superiors of an attack, and thereby averted a 
SRWHQWLDO�5XVVLDQ�FRXQWHUVWULNH��³,�+DG�$�)XQQ\�)HHOLQJ�LQ�0\�*XW�´�'DYLG�+RIIPDQ�LQWHUYLHZ�
with Stanislov Petrov, Washington Post, February 10, 1999, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/inatl/longterm/coldwar/shatter021099b.htm. In 
November 1983, Russian intelligence perceived that the U.S. Able Archer military exercise, 
which would include a simulated nuclear attack on Russia, was possibly cover for a real attack. 
6HH�%HQ�%��)LVFKHU��³$�&ROG�:DU�&RQXQGUXP��7KH������6RYLHW�:DU�6FDUH�´�&HQWUDO�
Intelligence Agency, Center for the Study of Intelligence, September 1997, 
https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB426/docs/19970901.pdf. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/inatl/longterm/coldwar/shatter021099b.htm
https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB426/docs/19970901.pdf
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imminently release nuclear weapons, and circumstances dire enough that the leader has 
taken steps to prepare his or her people and the world for the risks of nuclear war that he 
or she is undertaking.47  

Such threats seek to exploit fear of possible nuclear first use for a variety of political 
and military benefits; they derive much of their power from the accompanying physical 
preparations and worsening situation of the threat-maker that highlight the means and 
WKH�PRWLYH�IRU�D�QXFOHDU�DWWDFN��0XFK�DV�µDFWLRQV�VSHDN�ORXGHU�WKDQ�ZRUGV¶��PLOLWDU\�
preparations to arm and launch nuclear weapons speak louder than any but the most 
explicit words of heads of state. (Recall, though, the difficulty of distinguishing whether 
VRPH�PLOLWDU\�DFWLRQV�DUH�WR�SUHSDUH�IRU�FRQGXFWLQJ�D�QXFOHDU�DWWDFN�RU�WR�SURWHFW�RQH¶V�
DVVHWV�IURP�WKH�DGYHUVDU\¶V�SRVVLEOH�SUHHPSWLYH�DWWDFN�RQ�WKHP�� 

Imminence is important because, presumably, the immediate context will matter a lot in 
D�OHDGHU¶V�GHFLVLRQ�WR�DXWKRUL]H�QXFOHDU�DWWDFN��+H�RU�VKH�PD\�IHHO�GLIIHUHQWO\�DERXW�WKH�
situation today than four months ago and may assess his or her interests one month 
hence differently than today. As a general principle, the narrower the timeframe and the 
more specific the demand, the more serious the threat. 

The Great Rarity of Imminent Nuclear Threats 

,W�LV�UHDVRQDEOH�WR�VD\�WKDW�WKH�WHUP�µWKUHDWV¶�KDV�EHHQ�PXFK�RYHUXVHG��)RUPHU�8�6��
national security advisor McGeorge Bundy wrote that the United States made no 
nuclear threats between 1962 and 1984.48 This position is seemingly corroborated by 
Henry Kissinger in the 1985 Washington Post interview, though several episodes from 
.LVVLQJHU¶V�WLPH�LQ�RIILFH�ZLWK�1L[RQ�DUH�IUHTXHQWO\�FLWHG�DV�QXFOHDU�WKUHDWV��2WKHU�
VFKRODUV��VXFK�DV�5LFKDUG�%HWWV��GHILQH�QXFOHDU�WKUHDW�PRUH�ORRVHO\�DV�µDQ\�RIILFLDO�
suggestion that nuclear weapons may be used if the dispute is not settled on acceptable 
WHUPV¶��DQG�SRVLW�WKDW�WKUHDWV�ZHUH�PDGH�E\�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�WR�GHWHU�DQG�RU�FRPSHO�
adversaries in at least five cases, including in 1973 and 1980.49 Betts went on to write 
WKDW��FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��6RYLHW�WKUHDWV�ZHUH�µOHVV�IUHTXHQW��UHVWULFWHG�WR�
rhetorical allusions, and more often seen only as bluster because the threats were usually 

 
47 )RU�H[DPSOH��.KUXVKFKHY¶V�VHFUHW�PRYHPHQW�RI�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�DQG�GHOLYHU\�V\VWHPV�WR�
Cuba in 1962 would not be deemed an expressed threat unless and until he made a demand in 
UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKHVH�ZHDSRQV��1L[RQ�DQG�.LVVLQJHU¶V������³0DGPDQ´�DOHUW�RI�8�6��QXclear 
weapons also would not be considered a threat because it, too, was secret, not paired with a 
demand to the Soviets, and hidden from the U.S. Congress and American people who likely 
would have been shocked and disapproving. It was a gesture meant to manipulate Soviet leaders 
who, embroiled at the time with the Sino-Soviet border dispute, appear not to have reacted to it. 
Geoffrey Kimball and William Burr, 1L[RQ¶V�1XFOHDU�6SHFWHU��7KH�6HFUHW�$OHUW�RI�������
Madman Diplomacy, and the Vietnam War (2015). 
48�0F*HRUJH�%XQG\��³7KH�XQLPSUHVVLYH�UHFRUG�RI�DWRPLF�GLSORPDF\�´�LQ�*Z\Q�3ULQV�HG���7KH�
&KRLFH��1XFOHDU�:HDSRQV�9HUVXV�6HFXULW\��&KDWWR�	�:LQGXV�±�7KH�+RJDUWK�3UHVV������������ 
49�5LFKDUG�%HWWV��1XFOHDU�%ODFNPDLO�DQG�1XFOHDU�%DODQFH��%URRNLQJV�,QVWLWXWLRQ������������ 



 

|    George Perkovich 25 

LVVXHG�DIWHU�WKH�SHDN�RI�WKH�FULVLV�KDG�SDVVHG¶�50 This raises the question, why call such 
manipulations, or allusions, threats? 

Acknowledging the rarity of threats of imminent nuclear use, for illustrative purposes 
here we assess that Russia posed one serious nuclear threat in the current Ukraine war. 
On 21 September 2022, when Russian forces were being routed in Kharkiv and 
KhersoQ��3XWLQ�GHFODUHG��µ,Q�WKH�HYHQW�RI�D�WKUHDW�WR�WKH�WHUULWRULDO�LQWHJULW\�RI�RXU�
country and to defend Russia and our people, we will certainly make use of all weapon 
V\VWHPV�DYDLODEOH�WR�XV��7KLV�LV�QRW�D�EOXII¶�51 This statement and the circumstances 
surrounding it, plus intercepted Russian military communications, prompted the U.S. 
intelligence community to secretly inform then president Joe Biden that there was up to 
a 50 percent chance Russia would use nuclear weapons against Ukrainian targets if 
Russian lines failed dramatically and its control of Crimea was in doubt.52 That is, 
rather than Russia making 135 nuclear threats since its invasion of Ukraine in 2023, it 
actually made only one such threat that was not allusory ± one that materially changed 
the risk of nuclear war and did not solely exploit widespread fear of nuclear war. For 
their part, authoritative leaders of India and Pakistan made no credible nuclear threats of 
nuclear use in the Kargil War of 1999 and the five subsequent violent crises of 2002, 
2008, 2016, 2019, and 2025.53  

RELIEVING MANIPULATIONS  

Not all forms of nuclear manipulation are threatening or fear-invoking. There can also 
be relieving manipulations: words or deeds that reduce (or appear) to reduce risk or 
threat. Discourse on nuclear weapons is often so preoccupied with coercion that it 
underplays the importance (and difficulty) of reassurance. Yet, this is what leaders often 
are trying to do: reassure their citizens, allied countries, and sometimes even 
adversaries, that nuclear war is not going to happen. By encompassing both fear-raising 
and fear-UHOLHYLQJ�ZRUGV�DQG�GHHGV�XQGHU�WKH�UXEULF�RI�µQXFOHDU�PDQLSXODWLRQV¶��WKH�DLP�
LV�WR�FRUUHFW�RYHUXVH�DQG�HPSKDVLV�RQ�µWKUHDW¶��µGHWHUUHQFH¶��DQG�µFRPSHOOHQFH¶�WKDW�PD\�
exacerbate or at least obscure security dilemmas.54 

 
50 Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, 6±7. 
51 ³&RUQHUHG�E\�ZDU��3XWLQ�PDNHV�DQRWKHU�QXFOHDU�WKUHDW�´�$VVRFLDWHG�3UHVV��6HSWHPEHU�����
2022, https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-moscow-nuclear-weapons-
d5ad053f4e113c5ebafe26ca37fdb672.  
52 Bob Woodward, War (Simon & Schuster, 2024), p. 151. 
53 Yusuf and Zeb; Sood, op. cit.  
54 5REHUW�-HUYLV��³:DV�WKH�&ROG�:DU�D�6HFXULW\�'LOHPPD"�´�Journal of Cold War Studies 3, no. 
1 (2001): 36±60, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26925099; Henrik Stålhane Hiim, M. Taylor 
Fravel, 0DJQXV�/DQJVHW�7U¡DQ��³7KH�'\QDPLFV�RI�DQ�(QWDQJOHG�6HFXULW\�'LOHPPD��&KLQD¶V�
&KDQJLQJ�1XFOHDU�3RVWXUH�´ International Security 47, no. 4 (2023): 147±187, 
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00457��(YDQ�%UDGHQ�0RQWJRPHU\��³%UHDNLQJ�2XW�RI�WKH�6HFXULW\�
'LOHPPD��5HDOLVP��5HDVVXUDQFH��DQG�WKH�3UREOHP�RI�8QFHUWDLQW\�´ International Security 31, 
no. 2 (2006): 151±185, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2006.31.2.151.  

https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-moscow-nuclear-weapons-d5ad053f4e113c5ebafe26ca37fdb672
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-moscow-nuclear-weapons-d5ad053f4e113c5ebafe26ca37fdb672
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26925099
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00457
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2006.31.2.151
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Relieving manipulations may include allusions or gestures toward conflict resolution, 
military restraints, arms control, and disarmament. Such manipulations are usually 
intended to produce positive feelings toward the issuing government(s).55 As with 
coercive manipulations, leaders often have multiple audiences in mind: specific political 
IDFWLRQV�ZLWKLQ�DGYHUVDU\�VWDWHV¶�SRSXODWLRQV��WKH�OHDGHUVKLSV�DQG�SRSXODWLRQV�RI�VWDWHV�
allied with the issuing state; the leaderships and populations of states allied with 
targeted states; and the influential third-party leaders that could intervene in a dispute 
via sanctions, and so on. 

Sustained implementation of agreements to resolve conflicts, restrain forces, and limit 
and reduce arms would be the highest form of relief from nuclear fear. Such relief was 
briefly achieved in U.S.-Soviet relations in the mid-1970s and U.S.-Russian relations in 
the early 1990s.   

For allies to whom a nuclear power extends deterrence, reassurance can be pursued 
through either or both threatening and fear-relieving manipulations. This duality reflects 
WKH�WZR�VLGHV�RI�DOOLHV¶�H[SHULHQFH�RI�H[WHQGHG�QXFOHDU�GHWHUUHQFH��IHDU�RI�DEDQGRQment 
and fear of entrapment.56 When allies fear being abandoned, an allusion, gesture, or 
threat suggesting resolve to use nuclear weapons can reassure them that their patron will 
do all it can to defend them. When allies fear being entrapped in a nuclear war of 
VRPHRQH�HOVH¶V�PDNLQJ��allusions or gestures that retract threats and invoke risk 
reduction or disarmament can be reassuring.  

Examples of relieving manipulations include the meeting between then Chinese premier 
Zhou Enlai and Soviet chairman of the Council of Ministers Alexei Kosygin at the 
Beijing airport on 11 September 1969 to clear the air from the recent conflict and launch 
negotiations to disengage the armed forces along the disputed areas of the border.57 (It 
must be noted, however, that the paranoia and self-absorption of the Cultural 
5HYROXWLRQ�SURPSWHG�&KLQHVH�OHDGHUV�WR�IHDU�WKDW�WKH�6RYLHW�SHDFH�JHVWXUH�ZDV�D�µVPRNH�

 
55�3DXO�+XWK�DQG�%UXFH�5XVVHWW�LPSRUWDQWO\�QRWHG�WKDW�³,QFOXVLRQ�RI�SRVLWLYH�LQGXFHPHQWV�DV�D�
PHDQV�WR�GHWHU�LV�QRW�VWDQGDUG�SUDFWLFH�LQ�DFDGHPLF�ZULWLQJV�RU�SROLF\�GHEDWHV��EXW�WKH�ODFN�RI�
WKHRUHWLFDO�RU�SUDFWLFDO�DWWHQWLRQ�FDQQRW�EH�MXVWLILHG�RQ�JURXQGV�RI�VWULFW�ORJLF��5HZDUGV�DQG�
LQGXFHPHQWV�DUH�ORJLFDOO\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VFRSH�RI�GHWHUUHQFH�WKHRU\�´�6HH�³7HVWLQJ�'HWHUUHQFH�
7KHRU\��5LJRU�0DNHV�D�'LIIHUHQFH�´�:RUOG�3ROLWLFV�����QR�����-XO\������������� 
3RVLWLYH�RU�UHDVVXULQJ�ZRUGV�DQG�GHHGV�DUH�DOVR�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�QXFOHDU�EDUJDLQLQJ�RU�SROLWLFNLQJ�
RQ�REMHFWLYHV�EH\RQG�GHWHUUHQFH��DV�RXU�SURMHFW�HPSKDVL]HV��6HH�5LFKDUG�1HG�/HERZ�DQG�-DQLFH�
*URVV�6WHLQ��³'HWHUUHQFH��7KH�(OXVLYH�'HSHQGHQW�9DULDEOH�´�:RUOG�3ROLWLFV�����$SULO������� 
56 *OHQQ�+��6Q\GHU��³7KH�6HFXULW\�'LOHPPD�LQ�$OOLDQFH�3ROLWLFV�´�World Politics 36, no. 4 
(1984): 461±95. https://doi.org/10.2307/2010183. 
57 0LQLVWU\�RI�)RUHLJQ�$IIDLUV��3HRSOH¶V�5HSXEOLF�RI�&KLQD��³0HHWLQJ�%HWZHHQ�=KRX�(QODL�DQG�
.RV\JLQ�$W�WKH�%HLMLQJ�$LUSRUW�´�
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/zy/wjls/3604_665547/202405/t20240531_11367549.html; Yang 
.XLVRQJ��³7KH�6LQR-6RYLHW�%RUGHU�&ODVK�RI������´� 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2010183
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/zy/wjls/3604_665547/202405/t20240531_11367549.html
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VKHOO¶�LQWHQGHG�WR�µFDPRXIODJH�0RVFRZ¶V�LQWHQWLRQ�WR�VWDUW�D�VXGGHQ�ODUJH-scale invasion 
RI�&KLQD¶��LQ�WKH�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�D�OHDGLQJ�&KLQHVH�VFKRODU�58)  

0DQ\�SHRSOH¶V�IHDUV�DERXW�QXFOHDU�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�DQG�ZDU�ZHUH�UHOLHYHG�DW�OHDVW�
somewhat by the Partial Test Ban Treaty of 1963, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
in 1968, and the Incidents at Sea, Anti-Ballistic Missile, and SALT I treaties of 1972.59 
In 1991, the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives and the START Treaty, building on the 
1987 Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty that eliminated intermediate-range missiles 
from Europe, formalized and manifested the effort to relieve the nuclear dangers and 
fears that were so central to the Cold War. The India-Pakistan agreement of 1988 not to 
DWWDFN�HDFK�RWKHU¶V�QXFOHDU�IDFLOLWLHV�KDV�EHHQ�XSGDWHG�DQQXDOO\�DQG�XSKHOG�ZLWKRXW�
challenge.  

0RUH�UHFHQWO\��3XWLQ¶V�ORQJ�VWDWHPHQW�RQ����2FWREHU������GHQ\LQJ�DQ\�QHHG�IRU�5XVVLD�
WR�XVH�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�LQ�WKH�8NUDLQH�ZDU��RU�3XWLQ¶V�FDOO�WR�FRQWLQXH�IROORZLQJ�WKH�
limitations in the New START Treaty past their February 2026 expiration date could be 
considered relieving manipulations.60 States may also offer pleasing risk reduction or 
DUPV�FRQWURO�JHVWXUHV�OLNH�-DSDQ¶V������FRPPLWPHQW�WR�UHGXFH�LWV�VWRFNSLOH�RI�VHSDUDWHG�
plutonium and to conduct further reprocessing only when a credible plan to use the 
separated plutonium existed.61  

  

 
58 <DQJ�.XLVRQJ��³7KH�6LQR-6RYLHW�%RUGHU�&ODVK�RI������´���±40. 
59 2IILFH�RI�WKH�6HFUHWDU\�RI�'HIHQVH��³1XFOHDU�0DWWHUV�+DQGERRN�´�&KDSWHU�����1XFOHDU�
Treaties and Agreements, 2020, 
https://www.acq.osd.mil/ncbdp/nm/NMHB2020rev/chapters/chapter12.html; David Winkler, 
³7KH�(YROXWLRQ�DQG�6LJQLILFDQFH�RI�WKH������,QFLGHQWV�DW�6HD�$JUHHPHQW�´�Journal of Strategic 
Studies 28, no. 2 (2005): 361±377, 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01402390500088395. 
60 $VVRFLDWHG�3UHVV��³3XWLQ�VD\V�µQR�QHHG¶�IRU�XVLQJ�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�LQ�8NUDLQH�´�PBS News, 
October 27, 2022, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/vladimir-putin-rules-out-using-nuclear-
weapons-in-ukraine��;LDRGRQ�/LDQJ��³5XVVLD�3URSRVHV�2QH-<HDU�1HZ�67$57�([WHQVLRQ�´�
Arms Control Association, October 2025, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2025-
10/news/russia-proposes-one-year-new-start-extension. 
61�6X]XNL��7DWVXMLUR��³-DSDQ¶V�QHYHU�HQGLQJ�UHSURFHVVLQJ�VDJD�´�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�3DQHO�RQ�)LVVLOH�
0DWHULDOV�%ORJ��1RYHPEHU�����������
KWWSV���ILVVLOHPDWHULDOV�RUJ�EORJ���������MDSDQVBUHSURFHVVLQJBVDJDB�KWPO� 

https://www.acq.osd.mil/ncbdp/nm/NMHB2020rev/chapters/chapter12.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01402390500088395
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/vladimir-putin-rules-out-using-nuclear-weapons-in-ukraine
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/vladimir-putin-rules-out-using-nuclear-weapons-in-ukraine
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2025-10/news/russia-proposes-one-year-new-start-extension
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2025-10/news/russia-proposes-one-year-new-start-extension
https://fissilematerials.org/blog/2023/11/japans_reprocessing_saga_.html
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CONCLUSION 

Thankfully, serious intentional threats to use nuclear weapons have been rare. New 
papers by Moeed Yusuf and Rizwan Zeb, and Rakesh Sood, document the 
underappreciated decades of restraint by Pakistani and Indian leaders, respectively, in 
not making nuclear threats. Paired with careful assessments of U.S., Russian, and 
&KLQHVH�OHDGHUV¶�QXFOHDU�PDQLSXODWLRQV�VLQFH�������LW�EHFRPHV�FOHDUHU�WKDW�WKH�LQWHUHVWV�
which have kept all leaders from initiating nuclear war since August 1945 have also 
restrained them from speaking and acting in ways that would cause their opponent to 
strike first. Acting and speaking as if you will initiate nuclear use is too dangerous to do 
unless it appears you have no alternative to prevent your nation from being massively 
destroyed.  

Despite national and global interests in nuclear restraint, some officials make allusions 
and gestures that are portrayed as threats. Manipulators may seek to end or de-escalate 
DQ�RSSRQHQW¶V�PLOLWDU\�FDPSDLJQ�RU�FDXVH�DQ�DOOLDQFH�RU�SDUWQHUVKLS�WR�IUDFWXUe. They 
may invoke the awesome power of nuclear weapons to reassure their population that 
they cannot lose the war that is proving more difficult than anticipated or, conversely, to 
justify seeking a ceasefire.  

The wider and less precise our nuclear discourse is, the more fear nuclear manipulators 
can elicit, and the less precisely governments and citizenries will know when and how 
to counter them. If ambiguity is a preferred tactic of nuclear bullies, clarity can be a tool 
of resistance. The need for more precision and clarity will grow as social media, with its 
brevity and zeal, becomes a conduit of manipulation. The vocabulary suggested here 
distinguishing allusions from threats, and gestures from preparations, along with the 
flow chart, provide one way to improve the quality of public assessments and discussion 
of nuclear manipulations.   

Ultimately, heads of state and leaders of militaries must be willing and able to ask each 
other direct questions about intentions and thresholds for the use of nuclear weapons, 
and the consequences they would or should expect will follow. Leaders nearing the 
apocalyptic verge of detonating nuclear weapons against adversaries that could respond 
in kind owe their citizens and the world the courage to communicate directly about the 
alternatives before giving the fateful order to launch. 
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