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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.! 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 The United States’ Voice of America asserted that Russia had made 135 ‘nuclear
threats’ between 24 February 2022 and 17 December 2024.3

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
the West from helping Ukraine ‘win’ the war — they suggest Russian leaders have been
‘bluffing’.* Others have worried that inadequate caution could blunder the antagonists
into nuclear war.> A not dissimilar confusion occurred with the May 2025 India-

! Joseph R. Biden, “President Biden: What America Will and Will Not Do in Ukraine,” New
York Times, May 31, 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/31/opinion/biden-ukraine-
strategy.html.
2 Liviu Horovitz and Clara Arndt, “Nuclear Rhetoric and Escalation Management in Russia’s
War Against Ukraine,” SWP - German Institute for International and Security Affairs, 2023,
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/arbeitspapiere/Horovitz_and_Stolze -
Nuclear Chrono_Final 2August2023.pdf. When this paper was in final editing, Horovitz and
co-authors released a massive updating of this invaluable work:
Liviu Horovitz, Michal Smetana et al, Russia’s Nuclear Signaling in the War Against Ukraine:
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.
? Leonid Martynuk, “Putin Claims Russia Is Not Engaged in Nuclear Saber-Rattling; VOA
Counts 135 Nuclear Threats in 3 Years,” Voice of America, December 20, 2024,
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.
* Adam Taylor, ‘Is Putin bluffing on Ukraine?’ Washington Post, January 25,
2022, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/01/25/russia-ukraine-putin-bluff/; Amy
Knight, “Vladimir Putin’s Nuclear Bluff,” Wall Street Journal, December 5, 2024,
https://www.ws].com/opinion/vladimir-putins-nuclear-bluff-russian-ruler-wants-to-scare-the-
west-but-escalating-in-ukraine-wont-solve-his-problems-626df213; Andriy Yermak, “We Must
Reject Russia’s Nuclear Blackmail,” The Atlantic, September 30, 2022,
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2022/09/russia-putin-annex-ukraine-regions-nuclear-
strikes/671614/; Dov S. Zakheim, “Biden finally shows backbone in the face of Putin’s threats,”
The Hill, November 22, 2024, https://thehill.com/opinion/national-security/5002338-biden-
finally-shows-backbone-in-the-face-of-putins-threats/; Peter Dickinson, ‘Tomahawk Missiles
Are Russia’s Latest Red Line Will Trump Call Putin’s Bluff?, The Atlantic Council, October 14,
2025, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/tomahawk-missiles-are-russias-latest-
red-line-will-trump-call-putins-bluff/.
5> Laurenz Gehrke, “Olaf Scholz Cites Risk of Nuclear War in Refusal to Send Tanks to
Ukraine,” Politico, April 22, 2022, https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-chancellor-olaf-
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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/

Pakistan conflict. President Donald Trump, after the ceasefire was announced, said, ‘We
stopped a nuclear conflict, I think it could have been a bad nuclear war’.® But new
Carnegie papers by outstanding Pakistan and India analysts conclude that neither side
made nor perceived the other to make a nuclear threat.”

Presumably, humankind would applaud leaders who recognized when a reported
nuclear ‘threat” was hollow and then refused to do what the issuer wanted. Conversely,
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 make 135 ‘nuclear threats’ that deserved to be taken seriously, contrary to what
Voice of America and other media might have suggested. Most so-called nuclear threats
were frightening allusions to Russia’s nuclear strength and the horror of nuclear war, or
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:

e Deter or compel adversaries;
e Reassure allies, home populations, and, on occasion, adversaries;

e Qain political support, at home and in international society; and/or

scholz-nuclear-war-tanks-heavy-weapons-ukraine-russia-invasion/; Lara Jakes, “Biden
Administration Is Quietly Debating Whether to Send Ukraine ATACMS Missiles,” The New
York Times, July 11, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/07/11/world/europe/atacms-missiles-
ukraine-us.html.

¢ Shane Croucher, “Trump on India-Pakistan: We Stopped ‘a Bad Nuclear War’,” Newsweek,
May 12, 2025, https://www.newsweek.com/trump-india-pakistan-we-stopped-bad-nuclear-war-
2070976.

"Moeed Yusuf and Rizwan Zeb, “A Quarter Century of Nuclear South Asia: Nuclear Noise,
Signalling, and the Risk of Escalation in India-Pakistan Crises,” Carnegiec Endowment for
International Peace, February 2026; Rakesh Sood, “Escalation Dynamics Under the Nuclear
Shadow—India’s Approach,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, February 2026.
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e Decrease competitors’ political support, at home and in international society.

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.® 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.

Discourse that too readily labels leaders’ utterances or gestures as threats can inflate
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 declaring there was not ‘a shadow of a doubt that Russian nuclear
installations stand aimed at Chinese nuclear facilities’, and ‘the world would only learn
about [a Soviet decision to strike] afterwards’. The author, Victor Louis, closed,
however, by writing there were ‘no noticeable preparations for war’ in Moscow.’ 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
of this conflict, ‘There is no available evidence . . . that Moscow ever seriously

¥ See Yusuf and Zeb, “A Quarter Century of Nuclear South Asia”; Sood, “Escalation Dynamics
Under the Nuclear Shadow”; Monique Cormier and Anna Hood, “‘All Options are on the
Table’: Assessing the International Legality of Nuclear Threats,” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, January 2026; and George Perkovich, Nuclear Threats in the Ukraine War
(Adelphi Books, forthcoming fall 2026).

? 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,
including the probes to Washington and elsewhere, were part of Moscow’s coercive

diplomacy strategy designed to pressure Beijing into negotiations’. !0

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
audiences’ reactions to possible moves. (Audiences bring their own uncertainty and
confusion, too, as discussed below.) Leaders may feel that ambiguity maximizes
adversaries’ fear and retains their own flexibility to act.

These motivations may combine with legal considerations: according to the judge
advocate general of the United States Strategic Command (the entity responsible for
U.S. nuclear war planning), ‘U.S. policy has always been to avoid making a direct threat
to use nuclear weapons . . . because of the controversy associated with nuclear
weapons’.!! Instead, the lawyer wrote, ‘The U.S. traditional response to the possibility
of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) has been to state that we will “consider all
options available to us in response to an attack using WMD’”. Beyond this lawyer’s
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
actor B, if B does not accede to A’s demand. But intentions, capabilities, and triggering
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

19 Gerson, The Sino-Soviet Border Conflict, 44.

' In “Essential Points and Issues in Providing Legal Support to the Global Operations Center,”
USSTRATCOM, author and recipient redacted, updated April 7, 2005, USSTRATCOM
response to Nautilus Institute September 2018 FOIA request, Document 3, 1,

at https://mautilus.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/NISS-GW-09192018-1a-aka-19-006-
USSTRATCOM-JAG-Legal-manuals-rotated-REDACTED.pdf.
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nuclear weapons against an adversary, despite many reported ‘threats’ to do so. Rather
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
the adjectives and ‘threat’ remains — as in the report that Russia issued 135 ‘nuclear
threats’ between February 2022 and the end of December 2024. This is one reason why
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.!2

Thomas Schelling famously summarized nuclear strategy as a manipulation of risk!*:
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.!* 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
‘slippery slope’ of nuclear first use which is the basis of deterrence. '’

12 Throughout, “allusion” refers to a statement that invokes the damage that nuclear weapons
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 Authors from the Institute for the Study of War reflected the centrality of “manipulation”
when they wrote in 2024, “The threat of a nuclear escalation will continue to be the core asset of
Russia’s perception manipulation”. Nataliya Bugayova and Frederick W. Kagan with Kateryna
Stepanenko, “Denying Russia’s Only Strategy for Success,” March 27, 2024,
https://www.understandingwar.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/04/Denying20Russia27s200nly20Strategy20for20Success.pdf. Dima
Adamsky also uses the term “manipulations” in The Russian Way of Deterrence (Stanford
University Press, 2024). The Finnish defense analyst, Oona-Maria Hyppola, writes: “Russian
strategy or nuclear deterrence is not only about intimidation or the threat of destruction. It is
also about influencing — even manipulating — the adversary’s behavior and decision-making
with both forceful and non-forceful means by deliberating shaping the enemy’s understanding
of the risks and consequences of crossing the alleged red lines.” Oona-Maria Hyppla, “Mutually
Assured Distraction,” National Defense University, Department of Warfare, Series 3: Working
Papers no. 36 (2024): 11, https://doria.fi/handle/10024/189783. Liviu Horovitz and Anna Clara
Arndt in their excellent research use “nuclear allusions” to generally describe “statements and
actions with a nuclear dimension” in “One year of nuclear rhetoric and escalation management
in Russia’s war against Ukraine: An updated chronology,” February 2023, https://www.swp-
berlin.org/publikation/one-year-of-nuclear-rhetoric-and-escalation-management-in-russias-war-
against-ukraine-an-updated-chronology.

15 Thomas Schelling, “An Astonishing Sixty Years: The Legacy of Hiroshima,” Nobel Prize
lecture, December 8, 2005, 368, 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

Manipulations of nuclear fear are not unidirectional. For each contestant’s bid there is
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
invasion of Ukraine, warning that the ‘consequences’ of resisting Russia ‘will be such
as you have never seen in your entire history’, French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le
Drian countered ‘that Vladimir Putin must also understand that the Atlantic alliance is a
nuclear alliance. That is all I will say about this’.!¢ 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
deeds that relieve the fear of nuclear war can serve contestants’ interests. When a state
reduces the alert levels of its nuclear forces, or offers to negotiate arms control measures
and sanctions relief, for example, it seeks to win audiences’ favour by relieving fear.
Downplaying an adversary’s or one’s own threatening words or gestures is another form
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.)!”

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
— by declaring ‘India is not particularly impressed by these missile antics clearly
targeted at the domestic audience in Pakistan’.'® After the world reacted harshly to
Putin’s perceived 21 September 2022 nuclear threat, one month later he declared ‘we
have never said anything proactively about Russia potentially using nuclear weapons.

16 “France says Putin needs to understand NATO has nuclear weapons,” Reuters, February 24,
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).

¥ Quoted in Sood, “Escalation Dynamics Under the Nuclear Shadow—India’s Approach”; Pete
Brush, “India ‘Losing Patience’ With Pakistan,” CBS News, May 25 2002,
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/india-losing-patience-with-pakistan/.
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All we did was hint in response to statements made by Western leaders’.!” 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
adversaries have been deterred or compelled by an opponent’s words and deeds, or
whether allies have been reassured, and global citizens won over or turned off by a
leader’s attempt to raise or reduce fear of nuclear war.?’ 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.?!

The perspectives of senders and recipients are important.?? 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 198687 India-Pakistan ‘Brasstacks’ crisis, a leader of Pakistan’s nuclear
program told a visiting Indian journalist that Pakistan could test an atomic bomb and

19 “Valdai International Discussion Club meeting,” President of Russia, October 27, 2022,
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).

I 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
Gross Stein, “Rational Deterrence Theory: I Think, Therefore 1 Deter,” World Politics 41, no. 2
(1989): 208-224; doi:10.2307/2010408; Paul Huth and Bruce Russett, “Testing Deterrence
Theory: Rigor Makes a Difference,” World Politics 42, no. 4 (July 1990): 466-501; Richard Ned
Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, “Deterrence and the Cold War,” Political Science Quarterly 110,
no. 2 (Summer 1995): 157—-181; James Fearon, “Selection Effects and Deterrence,”
International Interactions 28 (2002): 7-8; Richard Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear
Balance (Brookings Institution, 1987).

22 Peter Hayes aptly summarizes the complex process of perceiving and interpreting
manipulations: first, data are received and analyzed (that is, detected force preparations,
adversary communication intercepts or leadership “threat”); second, personnel in several
organizations interpret the meaning and significance of these data, often through a chain of
authority where others add information or interpretation; third, mid-tier decisionmakers of
significance discard or elevate the message and assessment to the attention of ultimate
decisionmakers, often adding analysis and/or perceptions; fourth, ultimate decisionmakers then
process that data through their own prejudices, models, experiences, interests, and training to
develop response options and decide what to do; fifth, a decision is made about how to respond
and sent back through layers of personnel and organizations to be enacted. At each step in this
information flow, some information is lost or added. Even for decrypted messages where the
received message is an exact facsimile of that sent, the meaning is interpreted contextually,
which is not the same for sender and recipient. The meaning of the message is consequently
always more or less ambiguous.
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‘shall use the bomb if our existence is threatened’ — 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
infamous ‘Madman Alert’ of U.S. nuclear forces to compel Soviet leaders to pressure
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.??

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.?* 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
to avoid ‘the boy who cried wolf” hazard, on one hand, and the Pearl Harbor or
Operation Barbarossa hazards on the other.? If everything is a threat and nothing

2 George Perkovich, India’s Nuclear Bomb (University of California Press, 1999), 281;
William Burr and Jeffrey Kimball, Nixon’s Nuclear Specter: The Secret Alert of 1969, Madman
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 The “boy who cried wolf” was a false positive assessment. The failure of the U.S. military
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
Barbarossa was the codename for Adolf Hitler’s invasion of the USSR in June 1941, which
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-front war. See Ben B. Fischer, “A Cold War
Conundrum: the 1983 Soviet War Scare,” Center for the Study of Intelligence, CIA, September
1997, 28-29.
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happens, people become ill-prepared to notice and act when the danger is real.
Conversely, if it is assumed that one wouldn’t dare attack, then people may become less
likely to discern when adversaries have become desperate enough to take the risk. And,
if one’s own state or alliance may need to make a genuine threat against an adversary,
it’s credibility will be higher if the term (threat) has not been devalued by applying it to
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.?® 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.?’

Other effects of basic peacetime nuclear postures include the shaping of adversaries’
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
Rafsanjani, who had been Iran’s president from 1989 to 1997, did this at a conference in
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,
he said, “all our neighbors will draw the proper conclusion’.?

26 Patrick Morgan, Deterrence Now (Cambridge University Press, 2003).

27 Glenn Snyder, The Balance of Power and the Balance of Terror (Chandler, 1965); Robert
Rauchhaus, “Evaluating the Nuclear Peace Hypothesis - A Quantitative Approach,” Journal of
Conflict Resolution 53, no. 2 (January 2009): 258—

277, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002708330387.

28 Author’s notes from the International Conference on Nuclear Technologies and Sustainable
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
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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.?® 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.

This essay focuses on leaders’ 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.?’
International crises and conflicts involving nuclear-armed states (directly or via alliance
or partnership) are scenarios of ‘immediate deterrence’, as Patrick Morgan coined it.
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

laudable investigation of nuclear “latency,” see Matthew Fuhrmann, Influence without Arms:
The New Logic of Nuclear Deterrence (Cambridge University Press, 2024).

2 In the powerful 2025 film directed by Kathryn Bigelow, A House of Dynamite, a nuclear-
armed missile is launched without immediate attribution—a 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 Patrick Morgan, Deterrence Now. Manipulation(s) may occur at two levels: state actors may
refer to and manipulate the nuclear capabilities in their possession in order to manipulate the
perceptions and ensuing actions of targeted audiences.
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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 has been much lower than leaders’ allusions and gestures suggest.

Actors’ intentions are largely what drives movement along the spectrum. But, to repeat,
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 personalities affect the frequency and characteristics of leaders’
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.

Specifying leaders’ intentions is perhaps the most difficult challenge for intelligence
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.3!

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?

The more specifically that the answers to these questions are ‘yes’, the graver the verbal
manipulations should be judged. Because available information and/or the reality of a

31 For discussions of the definitional challenge, see Samuel Black, “The Changing Political
Utility of Nuclear Weapons: Nuclear Threats from 1970 to 2010,” The Henry L. Stimson Center,
2010, https://www.stimson.org/wp-content/files/file-attachments/Nuclear Final 1.pdf; Todd S.
Sechser and Matthew Fuhrmann, Nuclear Weapons and Coercive Diplomacy.
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situation is unlikely to allow binary ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers, colour-coding could convey
assessors’ assessments. A scale of shading represents from white (unquestioned ‘no’) to
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. TIs the manipulation secret (unannounced)?

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

(O]

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?

If the answers to these questions are ‘yes’, the manipulation would be assessed as very
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
that must be met to result in an ‘urgent’ threat. The comparison highlights that rigorous
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.

The second case study applies this framework to Putin’s nuclear threats in September-
October 2022 and concludes that indeed, these threats were urgent.
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Ideal Type of Decision Tree for Nuclear Threat Assessment
Most evidence is ambiguous and should be coded along a spectrum.

L
Somewhat Concerning Concerning Very Concerning Unknown
C What type of coercive manipulation is it? )
Physical
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FIGURE 1: ASSESSING NUCLEAR THREATS
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SAMPLE CASE
February 27, 2022: Russian ‘deterrent forces put on high alert’
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SAMPLE CASE

September-October 2022, Viadimir Putin: “this is not a bluff’; intercept of
Russian military leaders discussing nuclear use
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*There are no pubicly avallable cetals on what sort of physical actions Russian miitary personnel were taking to prepare for possible reciear Gse in Ukraine ot this tme. For
thustrative purpodes, if relevant 3ctions were being taken, the 33sesiment would have resombled this chart,
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The following four terms are used to shorthand definitions of verbal and physical
manipulations.

Allusion: A reference to one’s possession of nuclear weapons and the damage they
could do which does not convey a specific or imminent threat to initiate their use.?> 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
manipulation is noise rather than serious threat. (This is akin to ‘taking the offensive
through firing empty canons’, as Chinese Communist Party Chairman Mao once
described his effort to ‘scare’ Soviet leader Khruschev ‘for a moment’.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 and then trying to take Crimea back. ‘Of course’, he said, ‘NATO’s
united potential and that of Russia are incomparable. We understand that, but we also
understand that Russia is one of the world’s leading nuclear powers, and is superior to

many’ .3

Another example of allusion was when Trump tweeted to North Korean leader Kim
Jung Un in January 2018, ‘I too have a Nuclear Button, but it is a much bigger & more
powerful one than his, and my Button works!’3*> Trump’s taunt that his nuclear button
works, unlike Kim’s button, could have unintentionally indicated U.S. capabilities to
covertly cause North Korean missile launches to fail.*® Trump also could have intended
North Korean leaders to infer a U.S. capability to make Kim’s button fail and thereby
lose confidence in their capacity to deter or coerce the United States. Or Trump’s
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 Richard Betts, in his classic study, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance (Brookings
Institution, 1987), 67, refers to “rhetorical allusions” that Soviet leaders sometimes made
during the Cold War, which Betts said were “more often seen only as bluster.”

33 Yang Kuisong, “The Sino-Soviet Border Clash of 1969: From Zhenbao Island to Sino-
American Rapprochement,” 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.

3% Vladimir Putin, “New Conference Following Russian-French Talks,” President of Russia,
February 8, 2022, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67735/.

3% Donald J. Trump (@realDonaldTrump), ‘North Korean Leader Kim Jong Un just stated that
the “Nuclear Button is on his desk at all times.” Will someone from his depleted and food
starved regime please inform him that I too have a Nuclear Button, but it is a much bigger &
more powerful one than his, and my Button works!’, Twitter, January 2, 2018,
https://x.com/realDonald Trump/status/948355557022420992.

36 Jon Lindsay, “Cyber Operations and Nuclear Weapons,” NAPSNet Special Reports, June 20,
2019, https:/mautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/cyber-operations-and-nuclear-

weapons/.

& APLN | George Perkovich 20


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/

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.3” 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.3®

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.>* 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.*’ 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.
This unprecedented move to have three of France’s four nuclear-armed submarines at
sea was not announced, but Macron intended for it to be detected by Russian officials.
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

41

37 Dima Adamsky, “Quo Vadis, Russian Deterrence? Strategic Culture and Coercion
Innovations,” International Security 49, no. 3 (2025): 50-83,
https://direct.mit.edu/isec/article/49/3/50/128035/Quo- Vadis-Russian-Deterrence-Strategic-
Culture-and; In Peter Schroeder, “The Real Russian Nuclear Threat The West Is Worried About
the Wrong Escalation Risks,” Foreign Affairs, December 20, 2025, ukraine/real-russian-nuclear-
threat, he writes: “From the moment the country launched its invasion, Moscow has tried to
intimidate the world by gesturing at its weapons”.

3% As Janice Gross Stein writes, “Nuclear signaling, through choreographed chatter or veiled
threats, is distinct from an alert or the movement of weapons” in “Escalation Management In
Ukraine: ‘Learning by Doing’ in Response to the ‘Threat that Leaves Something to Chance’,”
Texas National Security Review 6, no. 3 (Summer 2023): 40, https://tnsr.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/06/TNSR-Journal-Vol-6-Issue-3-Stein.pdf. I classify choreographed
chatter or veiled threats as “noise” to reflect their verbal character, distinct from physical
actions.

3% Robert Jervis, The Logic of Images in International Relations (Princeton University Press,
1970).

40 Schroeder, “The Real Russian Nuclear Threat.”

! Polina Sinovets and Adérito Vicente, “‘Nuclear spring is coming’: Examining French Nuclear
Deterrence in Response to Russia’s Actions in Ukraine,” Foundation pour la recherche
stratégique, March 11, 2024, https://www.frstrategie.org/en/publications/notes/nuclear-spring-
coming-examining-french-nuclear-deterrence-response-russia-s-actions-ukraine-2024; Author
interviews with two French officials, Paris, April 26, 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
counter Putin’s manipulations of nuclear fear.

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
protect one side’s nuclear capabilities from possible preemptive strike by the other (and
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.*?

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.®? 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.** 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
Kissinger explained in 1985 that the shift of global U.S. military forces’ readiness in the
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
Nixon were clearly gesturing with nuclear weapons. Yet, Kissinger’s 1985 telling seems

2 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.

4 George Perkovich, Nuclear Weapons in the Ukraine War: Manipulating Ambiguity,
forthcoming book from Adelphi.

# 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.*

Kissinger’s famous book Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy (1957) fixated on his
perceived need to make nuclear threats credible as a tool of statecraft. Yet, he declared
in the 1985 interview that the Nixon administration was ‘Never even close [to nuclear
war]’. The same would or could be said about every U.S. administration since then.*¢

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«40 Years with The Bomb, an Interview with Henry Kissinger,” Washington Post, August 11,
1985.

4 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
potential Russian counterstrike. “I Had A Funny Feeling in My Gut,” David Hoffman interview
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.
See Ben B. Fischer, “A Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare,” Central
Intelligence Agency, Center for the Study of Intelligence, September 1997,
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.*’

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
the motive for a nuclear attack. Much as ‘actions speak louder than words’, military
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
some military actions are to prepare for conducting a nuclear attack or to protect one’s
assets from the adversary’s possible preemptive attack on them.)

Imminence is important because, presumably, the immediate context will matter a lot in
a leader’s decision to authorize nuclear attack. He or she may feel differently about the
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

It is reasonable to say that the term ‘threats’ has been much overused. Former U.S.
national security advisor McGeorge Bundy wrote that the United States made no
nuclear threats between 1962 and 1984.*® This position is seemingly corroborated by
Henry Kissinger in the 1985 Washington Post interview, though several episodes from
Kissinger’s time in office with Nixon are frequently cited as nuclear threats. Other
scholars, such as Richard Betts, define nuclear threat more loosely as ‘any official
suggestion that nuclear weapons may be used if the dispute is not settled on acceptable
terms’, and posit that threats were made by the United States to deter and/or compel
adversaries in at least five cases, including in 1973 and 1980.#° Betts went on to write
that, compared to the United States, Soviet threats were ‘less frequent, restricted to
rhetorical allusions, and more often seen only as bluster because the threats were usually

47 For example, Khrushchev’s secret movement of nuclear weapons and delivery systems to
Cuba in 1962 would not be deemed an expressed threat unless and until he made a demand in
reference to these weapons. Nixon and Kissinger’s 1969 “Madman” alert of U.S. nuclear
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, Nixon’s Nuclear Specter: The Secret Alert of 1969,
Madman Diplomacy, and the Vietnam War (2015).

* McGeorge Bundy, “The unimpressive record of atomic diplomacy,” in Gwyn Prins ed., The
Choice: Nuclear Weapons Versus Security (Chatto & Windus — The Hogarth Press, 1984), 50.
# Richard Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance (Brookings Institution, 1987), 6.
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issued after the peak of the crisis had passed’.>® 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
Kherson, Putin declared: ‘In the event of a threat to the territorial integrity of our
country and to defend Russia and our people, we will certainly make use of all weapon
systems available to us. This is not a bluff’.>! 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.>? 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 2025.3

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-relieving words and deeds under the rubric of ‘nuclear manipulations’, the aim
is to correct overuse and emphasis on ‘threat’, ‘deterrence’, and ‘compellence’ that may
exacerbate or at least obscure security dilemmas.>*

30 Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, 6—7.

St “Cornered by war, Putin makes another nuclear threat,” Associated Press, September 21,
2022, https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-putin-moscow-nuclear-weapons-
d5ad053f4el13cSebafe26ca37fdb672.

52 Bob Woodward, War (Simon & Schuster, 2024), p. 151.

53 Yusuf and Zeb; Sood, op. cit.

>4 Robert Jervis, “Was the Cold War a Security Dilemma?,” Journal of Cold War Studies 3, no.
1 (2001): 36—60, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26925099; Henrik Stdlhane Hiim, M. Taylor
Fravel, Magnus Langset Trean, “The Dynamics of an Entangled Security Dilemma: China’s
Changing Nuclear Posture,” International Security 47, no. 4 (2023): 147-187,
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00457; Evan Braden Montgomery, “Breaking Out of the Security
Dilemma: Realism, Reassurance, and the Problem of Uncertainty,” International Security 31,
no. 2 (2006): 151-185, 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).>> As with
coercive manipulations, leaders often have multiple audiences in mind: specific political
factions within adversary states’ populations; the leaderships and populations of states
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
the two sides of allies’ experience of extended nuclear deterrence: fear of abandonment
and fear of entrapment.>® 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
someone else’s making, 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.>” (It
must be noted, however, that the paranoia and self-absorption of the Cultural
Revolution prompted Chinese leaders to fear that the Soviet peace gesture was a ‘smoke

53 Paul Huth and Bruce Russett importantly noted that “Inclusion of positive inducements as a
means to deter is not standard practice in academic writings or policy debates, but the lack of
theoretical or practical attention cannot be justified on grounds of strict logic. Rewards and
inducements are logically within the scope of deterrence theory.” See “Testing Deterrence
Theory, Rigor Makes a Difference,” World Politics 42, no. 4 (July 1990): 471.

Positive or reassuring words and deeds are also important for nuclear bargaining or politicking
on objectives beyond deterrence, as our project emphasizes. See Richard Ned Lebow and Janice
Gross Stein, “Deterrence: The Elusive Dependent Variable,” World Politics 42 (April 1990).

3¢ Glenn H. Snyder, “The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics,” World Politics 36, no. 4
(1984): 461-95. https://doi.org/10.2307/2010183.

37 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, People’s Republic of China, “Meeting Between Zhou Enlai and
Kosygin At the Beijing Airport,”

https://www.fmpre.gov.cn/eng/zy/wijls/3604 665547/202405/t20240531 11367549.html; Yang
Kuisong, “The Sino-Soviet Border Clash of 1969.”
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shell” intended to ‘camouflage Moscow’s intention to start a sudden large-scale invasion
of China’, in the assessment of a leading Chinese scholar.>®)

Many people’s fears about nuclear proliferation and war were relieved at least
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.%°
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
attack each other’s nuclear facilities has been updated annually and upheld without
challenge.

More recently, Putin’s long statement on 27 October 2022 denying any need for Russia
to use nuclear weapons in the Ukraine war, or Putin’s call to continue following the
limitations in the New START Treaty past their February 2026 expiration date could be
considered relieving manipulations.® States may also offer pleasing risk reduction or
arms control gestures like Japan’s 2018 commitment to reduce its stockpile of separated
plutonium and to conduct further reprocessing only when a credible plan to use the
separated plutonium existed.!

5% Yang Kuisong, “The Sino-Soviet Border Clash of 1969,” 39-40.

39 Office of the Secretary of Defense, “Nuclear Matters Handbook,” Chapter 12: Nuclear
Treaties and Agreements, 2020,
https://www.acq.osd.mil/ncbdp/nm/NMHB2020rev/chapters/chapter12.html; David Winkler,
“The Evolution and Significance of the 1972 Incidents at Sea Agreement,” Journal of Strategic
Studies 28, no. 2 (2005): 361-377,
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01402390500088395.

80 Associated Press, “Putin says ‘no need’ for using nuclear weapons in Ukraine,” PBS News,
October 27, 2022, https://www.pbs.org/mewshour/world/vladimir-putin-rules-out-using-nuclear-
weapons-in-ukraine; Xiaodon Liang, “Russia Proposes One-Year New START Extension,”
Arms Control Association, October 2025, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2025-
10/news/russia-proposes-one-year-new-start-extension.

61 Suzuki, Tatsujiro, “Japan’s never ending reprocessing saga,” International Panel on Fissile
Materials Blog, November 23, 2023,
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
Chinese leaders’ nuclear manipulations since 1962, it becomes clearer that the interests
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
an opponent’s military campaign or cause an alliance or partnership to fracture. 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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