
Confidence in Crisis Thomas C. Schelling 

The importance of 
confidence, of reciprocated expectations of non-hostile behavior, and of mea- 
sures that may generate such confidence was exquisitely expressed 2400 years 
ago, as reported by Xenophon in his chronicles of the Persian Expedition. 
Mutual suspicion arose between the Greek army departing Persia and the 
Persian army escorting them. The Greek leader called for an interview with 
the Persian to try "to put a stop to these suspicions before they ended in 
open hostility." 

When they met, he said, 
I observe that you are watching our moves as though we were enemies, 

and we, noticing this, are watching yours, too. On looking into things, I am 
unable to find evidence that you are trying to do us any harm, and I am 
perfectly sure that, as far as we're concerned, we do not even contemplate 
such a thing; and so I decided to discuss matters with you, to see if we could 
put an end to this mutual mistrust. I know, too, of cases that have occurred 
in the past when people, sometimes as the result of slanderous information 
and sometimes merely on the strength of suspicion, have become frightened 
of each other and then, in their anxiety to strike first before anything is done 
to them, have done irreparable harm to those who neither intended nor even 
wanted to do them any harm at all. I have come then in the conviction that 
misunderstandings of this sort can best be ended by personal contact, and I 
want to make it clear to you that you have no reason to distrust us.1 

This is as perceptive and eloquent a formulation as I have come across. It 
recognizes that lack of confidence can be based on "slander" but also on 
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ordinary suspicions that are reasonable even if baseless. It identifies the 
characteristic that in modern terminology we would call "amplification by 
positive feedback," suspicion as self-aggravating and self-exaggerating 
through interaction between reciprocally suspicious parties. And it identifies 
the strategic circumstances in which suspicion can lead to "irreparable harm 
to those who neither intended nor even wanted to do them any harm at all," 
namely the anxiety to strike first. 

When military advantage goes to the party that waits and defends on 
home ground, and when offense entails exposure and vulnerability, recip- 
rocal suspicion induces only wasteful defensive preparations and reciprocal 
estrangement. In contrast, when the advantage goes to the first strike, the 
anxiety itself can lead to that "irreparable damage." 

But there is a paradox about the building of confidence. In a situation like 
that of the Greeks and the Persians, it is the other side's confidence that each 
side is primarily concerned to build. Facing a potentially hostile enemy, what 
one wants is not to be confident, but to be as confident as the true state of 
affairs justifies. What one wants is grounds for confidence, evidence that con- 
fidence is justified. And for purposes of reassuring the adversary, one wants 
to display confidence, so that the adversary appreciates that one will not, in 
haste and in fear of being preempted, in that "anxiety" of which Xenophon 
spoke, lose patience and take a dreadful initiative. 

Two Meanings of Confidence 

Confidence, of course, is exactly what one side wants to build on the other 
side when the first contemplates a surprise move. The Japanese engaged in 
some effective confidence-building measures during the last fortnight before 
Pearl Harbor. Military history is full of confidence-building measures in 
which the word "confidence" has all the connotation that in American En- 
glish it has in terms like "confidence man." Thus we need a candid and 
explicit distinction between measures that improve the fundamental grounds 
for confidence, and those that attempt merely to increase confidence itself. 

Measures that make it actually less feasible to achieve surprise, or to exploit 
surprise militarily when it is achieved, can reduce the likelihood of war. And 
they offer, as well, grounds for reduced anxiety. Measures intended only to 
demonstrate good intentions may have a ritualistic quality of some value but 
on matters as serious as the risk of nuclear war are unlikely to have a genuine 
calming effect. 
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Again the paradox: in a severe crisis, both sides may actually be safer if 
anxiety levels on both sides can be reduced, quite apart from whether the 
grounds for anxiety are any less. To each side the greatest danger is the 
other's anxiety, given the acknowledged advantage, in the event of nuclear 
war, of being the initiator. Further: if the fundamental danger of strategic 
nuclear war arises from the advantage of haste and the reciprocated fear of 
each other's anxiety in a crisis, anything that lowers anxiety on both sides 
not only reduces the danger of a war that neither wants but even has a self- 
justifying quality. Each side's reduced anxiety constitutes legitimate grounds 
for reduced anxiety on the other side. The greatest danger is the potential 
self-fulfilling prophecy that mutual suspicion has reached an intolerable level 
at which preemptive action is inevitable. 

This was the principle that Xenophon's general understood, appreciated, 
and articulated so eloquently. For those of you who never had the thrill of 
reading Xenophon or read it so long ago that you have forgotten details, I 
must report that the outcome of the Greek leader's proposal is not itself 
conducive to confidence. The Persians invited the top Greek generals and all 
their senior officers to a banquet to discuss the matter, and during the 
banquet had them massacred. The rest of the story is how 10,000 Greeks, 
bereft of leadership in hostile territory, survived and ultimately thrived. (We 
wouldn't have the story, in all likelihood, if that shameful Persian deceit had 
not succeeded.) It is easy to dismiss certain "confidence-building measures" 
with the observation that deceit is constructed on misplaced confidence, 
while security depends on eternal vigilance and eternal suspicion. The end 
of the episode in Xenophon's report does not give instant comfort to people 
concerned with arms control and confidence-building measures. But I take 
the moral of the story to be different. 

I read the story as a lesson that confidence-building is deadly serious 
business. It is deadly serious because nothing is more threatening to the 
nuclear fate of the world than the loss of confidence on each side in the 
other's restraint, patience, and security. 

The point is easier to mnake in reverse. Nothing is more dangerous to either 
side in a nuclear confrontation than the anxiety on the other side, the recip- 
rocated anxiety, about the breakdown of confidence in the ability to keep the 
crisis from exploding into war. The Greek general's error was in believing 
that there was no basis at all for anxiety, that it was all purely misunder- 
standing, and that by walking unarmed into the enemy's tent he could 
generate precisely the confidence that would disarm any need or intention 

This content downloaded from 86.177.8.225 on Thu, 18 Feb 2016 10:08:41 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



International Security 158 

of the Persians to initiate hostility. He offered a cheap and riskless way for 
the Persians to raise their own confidence even higher, not by reciprocating 
but by taking advantage. 

The upshot of this episode does not in my opinion discredit in the slightest 
the Greek general's diagnosis. At least, not the diagnosis that I quoted. He 
knew that there was some basis for suspicion and concern. He correctly saw 
that the feedback loop was amplifying suspicion to dangerously explosive 
levels. To damp the process he behaved as if all suspicions were utterly 
baseless, neglecting that the suspicions, though exaggerated by feedback, 
were not groundless. 

CRISIS CONFIDENCE AND CUMULATIVE CONFIDENCE 

What I wish to discuss are measures that may legitimately strengthen con- 
fidence, and reduce anxiety, in a crisis. These are in contrast to measures 
that cumulatively and progressively build confidence over time. But the two 
are not unrelated. 

The best single example of what I have in mind is the Soviet-American 
hotline. The decision to exchange teletype equipment in Roman and Cyrillic 
alphabets and to establish procedures for their exercise and occasional use 
served two distinct purposes. The main one of course was that a somewhat 
more reliable means of communication between the two governments was 
available for a crisis. The other was that both sides demonstrated to each 
other and to themselves an appreciation of the importance of prompt and 
intimate communication between heads of government for the event of an 
emergency. The background negotiations made clear the shared appreciation 
that false alarms and misunderstandings in a severe crisis could lead to events 
and actions that both sides would deplore, and that there was a joint interest 
in the prompt deflation of alarms, events, and excursions that might generate 
escalatory feedback and precipitate action. 

Thus the mere establishment of the hotline was itself to some extent a 
confidence-building step, although the main purpose was to facilitate resto- 
ration of legitimate confidence in a crisis. 

Confidence in Crisis 

My concern in this paper is with the entire class of preparatory measures 
that, like the hotline, could be used to reduce ungrounded anxiety and to 
restore legitimate confidence in a crisis. In this exercise, it is not a hopeful 
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sign that few successor steps have been taken during the two decades since 
the hotline was originally established. There were some of us who thought 
there were many preparatory steps to be taken bilaterally or multilaterally 
and that the hotline was a first step. While the hotline did not turn out to 
be a last step, it certainly did not initiate a proliferation of preparatory 
measures for calming crises through exchange of reassuring information or 
through enhanced facilities for impromptu summit negotiations. 

There is an important technological reason why some measures that might 
have appeared valuable, even essential, twenty years ago would be of much 
reduced value now. The unilateral capacity of both the United States and the 
Soviet Union to obtain prompt reliable information through satellite recon- 
naissance and other national means of surveillance has probably made it less 
necessary, if not altogether unnecessary, to exchange mobile observers who 
could provide authentic eyewitness reports in a crisis. When I went to the 
Pugwash conference in Moscow in December 1960, I took with me a trans- 
lation of a proposal for the exchange of surveillance personnel between the 
two countries, teams that could authenticate their communications and be 
able, at the invitation of the host government, to observe certain activities 
and, especially, the absence of certain activities. The most persuasive example 
I could then think of was observing whether or not city populations were 
being evacuated in a crisis. 

Whatever its merits, the proposal did not get very far. But whatever its 
merits then, the proposal in general, and specifically that example, is appre- 
ciably obsolete. The evacuation of particular people or particular kinds of 
people might still be observable only to local eyewitnesses; but the move- 
ments and traffic of millions of people that might have been unobservable 
on short notice in 1960 would be almost instantaneously visible half way 
around the world today. 

Not everything, however, can be done remotely and unilaterally. As an 
example, it could be crucially important to know with certainty the where- 
abouts of particular individuals, civilian or military leaders of either country. 
The most tamper-proof equipment with which it would be possible to au- 
thenticate the identity of an individual in a specific location would be a 
trusted emissary in that person's presence who could engage him in conver- 
sation, someone who knew the person too well to be deceived by any 
disguise, someone who could be monitored audiovisually by his home gov- 
ernment and who could utilize codes to indicate his genuineness and the 
absence of duress. 
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I shall not try here to anticipate the exact circumstances in which it might 
be crucial to know whether or not a head of government could be produced 
on short notice in the place where he was alleged to be; but I offer the 
suggestion that reliable surveillance at the level of the individual could be 
extremely important, yet be infeasible unless it had been thought of and 
prepared for by both sides in advance. 

Similarly, it could be crucially important in certain contingencies to be able 
to transport human beings rapidly to each other's capital cities or elsewhere 
in each other's countries, safely in all weather and despite military alert or 
mobilization. Advance exchange of aircrews and even specialized equipment 
could be worthwhile. 

A related proposal that has recently received attention in the United States 
is the establishment on neutral ground of facilities for urgent negotiation in 
a crisis. This would be a location to which trusted emissaries or senior officials 
could be safely transported in an emergency. The facilities would have not 
only the required communication facilities, and of course security, but pre- 
positioned staff. I incline to believe that prepared facilities in both the United 
States and the Soviet Union might be better than in some neutral country, 
but I cannot claim to have thought through the details sufficiently to be sure; 
a decisive consideration might be the plurality of parties represented at such 
a facility, i.e., whether the negotiations would be purely bilateral or multi- 
lateral. 

I mentioned staff. Aside from the usual supporting secretariat, what kind 
of staff might be needed in support of summit or near-summit negotiations 
in a crisis? Among the functions that occur to me, an important one would 
be making technically credible the reassuring information exchanged by the 
parties, making possible the intimate transmission of detailed technical in- 
formation that could be questioned, discussed, and evaluated, within the 
room rather than at opposite ends of remote telecommunications, without 
the need for reducing everything to writing, without delays in translation, 
and with people who were practiced at this kind of technical assessment and 
cross examination. And by practice I mean joint practice involving personnel 
of the participating nations. 

Either separately or in connection with arrangements like that, facilities 
could be provided for the joint readout of satellite reconnaissance. Again my 
preference is that the facilities be in both the United States and the Soviet 
Union, but as before there are arguments for allocating such facilities in third 
countries, perhaps countries expected to be neutral toward the crisis or at 
least not directly involved. 
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And by "facilities" I mean not only the electronic facilities necessary to 
produce the imagery and the computer print-outs, but the expertise for 
interpreting the data, querying and responding. That would include such 
things as knowledge about military mobilization procedures, alert proce- 
dures, civil defense preparations, and significant events that are not neces- 
sarily under effective government control. 

IDENTIFYING THE CONTINGENCIES 

What kinds of crises, or untoward events, should any such joint preparations 
be oriented towards? This is a delicate matter, and if I were an American 
government official I should probably be inhibited from offering any but the 
most innocuous suggestion. The greatest value of a mutual reassurance 
facility, in being able credibly and authentically to demonstrate what one 
was not doing or about to do, would be in circumstances in which military 
action were in progress or some attack had just occurred. These would not 
be simple reassurance that nothing was afoot, but instead that much was 
occurring that might be exaggerated; it would be a noisy and dangerous 
environment in which some demonstration of limits on what was happening 
might be salutary. A few examples can suggest the importance of being able 
to provide credible reassurance, but these examples tend to show at the same 
time why the two governments could probably never acknowledge such 
possibilities in setting up the arrangements. 

I shall try to be impartially symmetrical in suggesting examples like a Soviet 
preemptive attack on the nuclear forces of some country other than the 
United States, a U.S. invasion of Cuba, an airlift of Soviet troops to the 
Middle East, use of nuclear weapons in a third area like Vietnam, or unde- 
clared hostilities at sea between NATO and the Warsaw Pact or undersea 
warfare between the United States and the Soviet Union. Any advance 
arrangements that might facilitate reassurance in circumstances like these, 
holding the line against uncontrolled escalation and perhaps facilitating set- 
tlement, would probably have to be nominally oriented, when set up, 
towards more innocent and neutral events. 

Indeed the ultimate value of any arrangements designed to cope with the 
more discussible contingencies may turn out to be the versatility of such 
arrangements for coping with the unmentionable crisis, and the base they 
provide for improvising new arrangements when it occurs. 

Are there events so innocent that the United States and the Soviet Union, 
or NATO and the Warsaw Pact, would acknowledge their possibility and 
agree that when they did occur we would be motivated to cooperate in 
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damping the reactions? Perhaps only if we tacitly agree not to be too explicit 
about what we have in mind. The hotline itself might have been impossible 
to consummate if Soviet and American officials had had to agree on a list of 
specific contingencies in which the danger of war would be significant and 
the hotline would make a difference. Fortunately that was unnecessary, and 
telecommunications are so universally helpful that neither side was admitting 
anything embarrassing by receiving teletype equipment in the other's alpha- 
bet. Surely nothing close to the examples I gave would be allowed to go into 
the preamble of any agreement on mutual reassurance procedures. 

We might begin by picking some wholly extraneous events, contingencies 
not related to military affairs, like earthquakes, electrical blackouts, LNG 
explosions, meteorite impacts, and various electromagnetic phenomena. And 
as long as each side recognized that the other was not becoming hypochon- 
driac but was seeking an innocuous excuse to anticipate some unspeakable 
but genuine contingencies, it might be possible to concur. It should not be 
difficult to have an explicit understanding that the procedures and facilities 
should be primarily designed for coping with more serious but unmention- 
able contingencies. 

What about arrangements to investigate a mysterious nuclear explosion, 
or several explosions, known to have occurred somewhere on land or sea or 
in the air? The actual event would almost certainly be politically biased to 
the embarrassment or disadvantage of one side or the other. Still, it could 
be important, for example, for the Soviet government to know whether U.S. 
officials could state with certainty, or how promptly they could state with 
certainty, that an exploded weapon was not American, or that it was, and 
whether the Americans could know which weapon it was that had been lost 
or stolen or captured, or inadvertently or willfully detonated without au- 
thority. And important for the Americans, and others, to know how promptly 
and how reliably the Soviet Union could reach a similar judgment on the 
event. 

The Americans are unlikely, however, to want to chat with Soviet officials 
about the likelihood that custodial arrangements, including those on the high 
seas and in foreign countries, are so unreliable that joint safeguards are 
needed. But certainly they can talk about the likely characteristics of nuclear 
weapons of third countries they have in mind. A circumspect inexplicitness 
might be required in any courtship leading up to such a joint enterprise. 

My conclusion is that the original U.S.-U.S.S.R. collaboration on the Non- 
Proliferation Treaty is a sufficient tradition for pursuing joint contingency 
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plans for nuclear events, including exchange of information about unilateral 
measures to gather and analyze data promptly, and especially to use our 
knowledge of our own weapons as well as knowledge about and likely 
construction of weapons elsewhere, to be ready at least to identify events by 
likely source, and presumably to consult each other on any indicated re- 
sponse. And if that demonstrates that Soviet and American officials recip- 
rocate a larger interest in getting jointly prepared for more serious contin- 
gencies, it may be possible to feel our way diplomatically toward consultative 
procedures, exchange of understanding, and perhaps more tangible institu- 
tions. 

Danger of Misuse 

Is there any way to guard against the use of any such procedures or facilities 
for purposes other than legitimate reciprocal reassurance? I think not, al- 
though I believe a case can be made that such preparatory arrangements 
have a comparative advantage towards authentic reassurance in contrast to 
alternative uses. Let us identify some of the alternative uses. 

First, facilities that could credibly provide correct information to the effect 
that certain actions were not being taken could probably just as well be used 
to provide credibly correct information that those reactions were being taken. 
For a vivid illustration, let me use my earlier example. It could be exceedingly 
important to know, in a crisis, whether the adversary's urban populations 
were being evacuated. Evacuation would be an alarming event. To demon- 
strate the absence of evacuation would be to demonstrate that some obvious 
major steps that might be taken to prepare for nuclear attack were not being 
taken. Reports from suspect sources that major cities were being evacuated 
could dramatically aggravate a crisis; reliable eyewitness accounts (probably 
no longer necessary in the era of satellite reconnaissance) could damp the 
escalation of anxieties and actions. But if a government desired to demon- 
strate its resolve, its readiness if necessary to initiate nuclear attack, for 
purposes of deterrence or intimidation, and wished to demonstrate that it 
was indeed evacuating major cities, the same facilities would probably lend 
themselves to the transmission of that non-reassuring information. There are 
times when it is important to demonstrate that nuclear forces have not been 
put on extraordinary alert, but also times when forces may be put on extraor- 
dinary alert as a demonstration to the adversary, and the same facilities and 
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procedures that would demonstrate and authenticate the absence of alert can 
be used for exactly the contrary purpose. 

Notice that this is not exactly "misuse." While it would not be the use that 
was in mind when the arrangements were decided on, at least it would be 
using the facilities to authenticate truth. Any assets in place that lend them- 
selves to legitimate reassurance might not be able to absent themselves when 
the motivation is to transmit credible threats. It is not always the case that 
the recipient of authenticated information welcomes the information and its 
authenticity. There are times when it is an embarrassment to be unable not 
to witness a demonstration that an adversary has prepared. 

Could the facilities be used for deceit as well as for legitimate communi- 
cation? As in the transmission of correct information, deceit can take either 
of two forms. These might be attempts to use the facilities to produce decep- 
tively reassuring information, to keep an adversary unwarned, unalert, un- 
mobilized. Or there could be a false demonstration of actions not taken for 
purposes of bluffing-non-reassuring misinformation. 

With reasonable skill it ought to be possible to design arrangements that 
are primarily good at ascertaining and authenticating facts. If the President 
of the United States wants to prove that he is still in the White House, we 
can certainly design ways that he can convince a trusted Soviet emissary that 
he is indeed the President and indeed in the White House, and ways that 
the emissary can authenticate his own identity to his government and that 
he is not under duress. Similarly, if the President is not in the White House, 
it is probably easy for him to demonstrate where he is to that emissary by 
inviting the emissary to join him. In contrast, if the President were not in 
the White House but wished to deceive the Soviet government into believing 
that he was, existence of facilities for prompt reliable recognition would make 
deceit especially difficult, because failure to use the facilities would be some 
evidence that what was being alleged could not be proven. 

Thus the procedures should be designed with a view to their effectiveness 
in permitting both governments to provide authenticating evidence or access. 
The question arises whether such procedures and facilities should entail an 
automatic right to observe, to visit, to gain access, or instead should be 
thought of as a capability to be utilized at the invitation of the host govern- 
ment when it wishes to establish credibility. I believe the more lenient prin- 
ciple is as effective as the stronger one, and less troublesome. There are two 
quite different criteria for judging arrangements designed for the provision 
of genuine reassuring information. One criterion is how well the system gets 
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at the truth in spite of the subject's best efforts to conceal the truth. The 
other criterion is how well the system helps the subject to display the truth 
credibly when it is in the subject's interest to do so. (The difference is a little 
like that between a scheme for discovering the guilty and a scheme for letting 
the innocent establish their innocence.) To some extent, the difference will 
be between a verification scheme for discovering what a country is doing 
and a scheme to facilitate a country's demonstrating what it is not doing. 

In general, the kinds of procedures and facilities that have been proposed 
are those that can be invoked to check the veracity of statements, and are 
unlikely to lend themselves to deceit. 

That does not mean that they would never lend themselves to political 
use, in providing information that might be divisive among allies or within 
a government or within a population. But sufficient facilities for those pur- 
poses already exist, and what we are talking about here would merely add 
redundancy where mischief is concerned. 

Conclusion 

In closing, let me return to the underlying premise. That is that the worst 
characteristic of today's strategic nuclear weapons is that they provide an 
advantage, in the event that war occurs, to the side that initiates it. The 
greater the urgency with which any decision on war must be made in the 
event of alarm, the greater the likelihood of converting a false or indecisive 
alarm into war itself. And these dangers compound themselves; each side 
must be alert not only to the other's premeditated attack but to the other's 
incentive to reach quick decisions in an emergency. 

Hardly any other characteristic of weapons dramatizes so well that some 
of the danger of war resides in the very character of modern weapons. Hardly 
anything would be as tragically ironic as a war that both sides started, each 
in the belief that the other was about to, each compelled by its expectation 
to confirm the other's belief that attack was imminent. 

It is this danger of reciprocally compounding anxious expectations that 
underlies that entire genus of possible arrangements that are typified by the 
hotline and the negotiations that led up to it. 

It goes without saying, therefore, but deserves to be reiterated neverthe- 
less, that even more important than arrangements to facilitate reassurance 
in a crisis in which decisions have to be made in haste, is designing the 
weaponry itself so that the decisions are less preoccupied with the need for 
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haste, and with the fear of the adversary's shared awareness that anxiety 
itself about each other's intentions and each other's anxiety can be the pre- 
cipitant. Thus, designing weapons that are least vulnerable to preemptive 
attack is the fundamental way to build confidence. 

What I have been talking about-what Xenophon's Greek general was 
talking about-is arrangements for last-minute reassurance when confidence 
doesn't exist. Improvising confidence in a crisis is no substitute for preventing 
the crises by structuring the nuclear forces so that neither side has cause for 
anxiety about the likelihood of the other side's desperation. 
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