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During  times of escalating conflicts, one is tempted both to up the level of threat 

and to blame the adversary’s behavior as the reason why this new level is necessary. 
Typically, each new level of threat or act of aggression is described as a moral outrage 
requiring retaliation against an incorrigible and dangerous opponent. Civilian 
populations are bombarded with images of the enemy and the need for increasing military 
build-up.  Opposition to intervention is viewed as weak and giving in to a tyrant. Increasing 
the ante is presented as the needed path to create an enemy backdown.  This theory of 
escalation dominance was articulated at the height of the cold war by strategist Herman 
Kahn. Kahn described an escalation ladder in which 44 gradually increasing moves would 
be prepared for and enacted until the enemy got the message and gave up.   
  

A report by the Rand Corporation reviewed Soviet, Western, and other national 
concepts of escalation (Concepts and Models of Escalation, 1984). Their generalized 
model is purportedly related to gaming or decision theory. Game theory is a mathematical 
theory of rational choice.  The theory classifies situations according to specified 
properties: e.g., Are the payoffs a constant sum in which the winnings of one side add 
exactly to the losses of the other? Is full information available, as in chess, or is chance, or 
probability, involved, as in poker? Some controversial applications of game theory 
culminated in Kahn's 44-Step Escalation Ladder. Steps ranged from modest critical notices 
to embassies through threatening military provocation, and on to the actual use of nuclear 
weapons targeting cities of the adversary (Kahn, 1965).  
  

During times of active military conflict, we typically witness countering narratives as 
to who are the responsible parties. In the current Ukraine crisis, Russia claims support for 
its military actions by previously Russian occupied portions of Ukraine and blames the 
war on a threat to Russia posed by the US and other NATO nations. The provision by 
NATO of extensive military and economic aid to Ukraine  is used to argue that this is 
a proxy war following a model in which the US and Soviet Union empires fought wars by 
assisting factions of other nations in order to buy influence and allegiance.   
 

The clearly illegal Russian incursion in Ukraine does not preclude aspects of the 
conflict that justify the designation of it as a proxy war that is part of a long- term strategic 
and economic conflict. The two empires appear embarked upon steps in the escalation 
model. Russian steps have included armed action, bombing of infrastructures and threats 
of military action against NATO members. US steps have included announcements that 
Putin is guilty of genocide and must be replaced, providing weapons to Ukraine authorities. 
enacting economic sanctions against Russia, and providing logistic information used to 
target high ranking Russian military officers and Soviet warships. The escalation playbook 
is in operation.  Where will it lead?  
  



The escalation model has been subject to serious criticism. It can be played by both 
parties in `a conflict. It holds no assurances that opposing parties will back down despite 
the severity of the costs. In fact, the pain inflicted can become a rallying cry to seek 
retribution in the form of new steps.  
 

Actual application of the escalation model would require a formal quantitative 
evaluation to measure the pain associated with the particular move. Such measures, 
however, are highly subjective. Moreover, such assessments during time of war are likely 
to be wrong. Robert McNamara, US Secretary of Defense during the Vietnam war, 
described the “Fog of War,” -- the propensity to misjudge the true effects of tactics and 
strategies amidst a blinding array of life and death details. This fog hid the failure of the 
escalation model and the need for deception when a failing model of military escalation in 
Vietnam was pursued (Blight and Lang 2005). That deception was detailed by an 
examination of The Pentagon Papers (Pentagon Papers National Archive, 1967.) revealed 
by whistle blower Dan Ellsberg (Pentagon Papers and Watergate Trials, 1971). A similar 
documentation of deception sustaining war-time escalation occurred over twenty years 
reported in the Afghanistan Papers (Whitlock, 2021).  
  

The escalation model is not the only one applicable to the conflict in Ukraine or 
elsewhere.  An alternative, Graduated Reciprocation in Tension Reduction, (GRIT), An 
Alternative to War or Surrender was proposed by Charles Osgood (Osgood, 1962). The 
model called for one party to initiate small conciliatory moves on a unilateral basis. The 
moves would be pre-announced. If reciprocated the magnitude of the conciliatory moves 
would increase, leading, if successful to a détente (Lindskold, S. (1978)).  
  

A controlled laboratory test affirmed some efficacy for the GRIT model. A partial 
test was made of the hypothesis that a renewed strategy of small conciliatory moves, 
preceded by honest prior announcements, will induce reciprocation from an adversary, 
even after a deadlock of distrust. The task was a version of the prisoner's dilemma 
extended to permit gradations in cooperative response and cast in the simulated settings 
of an arms race. False-feedback conditions permitted the experimenter to contrast the 
effects of the conciliatory strategy with another group who played against a foe with a tit 
for tat strategy. A control group of natural pairs was left to make their moves without 
experimenter intervention.  The effects showed the efficacy of conciliatory moves and 
honest communication of intentions against both matching strategies and natural 
sequences of play (Pilisuk, M., & Skolnick, P. (1968)).  
  
        The escalation model may impose great danger if applied in the conflict involving the 
two countries most capable of using nuclear laden ballistic missiles. It calls for a time to 
step back and consider policies that might lead the world in a safer direction.  Small 
moves such as  lessening the hostile language, arranging  for safe passage of 
civilians, and wounded soldiers promising reductions in nuclear weapons in Europe could 
become steps toward building a world with better outcomes for all parties.     
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 



 
REFERENCES  

  
Blight, James G. and Lang, Janet: The Fog of War: Lessons from the Life of Robert 
MacNamara. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers; First Edition (March 25, 2005)  
  
Davis, Paul K. and Stan, Peter: Concepts and Models of Escalation. RAND Corporation, May 1984. 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/reports/R3235.html and 
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reports/2007/R3235.pdf.  
  
Kahn, Herman (1965). On Escalation Metaphors and Scenarios. Prager. 
  
Lindskold, S. (1978). Trust development, the GRIT proposal, and the effects of conciliatory acts 
on conflict and cooperation. Psychological Bulletin, 85, 772-793.  
 
Osgood, C. E. (1962). An Alternative to War or Surrender. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.  
 
Pentagon Papers National Archive https://www.archives.gov/research/pentagon-papers    
 
Pentagon Papers and Watergate Trials. The Ellsberg Archive Project. University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst.   
 https://www.umass.edu/ellsberg/featured-documents/pentagon-papers-watergate-and-trials/  
  
Pilisuk, M., & Skolnick, P. (1968). Inducing trust: A test of the Osgood proposal. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 8(2, Pt.1), pp 121–133. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0025322 (psyc 
info database record (c) 2017 apa, all rights res)  
  
Whitlock, Craig and the Washington Post. The Afghanistan Papers: A Secret History of the War.   
Simon & Schuster, 2021  

  
 
ADDITIONAL PUBLICATIONS BY THE AUTHOR 
 
The Hidden Structure of Violence: Who Benefits From Global Violence and War by Marc Pilisuk and 
Jennifer Achord Rountree. New York, NY: New York Monthly Review, 2015. Released July 
2015. Order the book here. 
 
Peace Movements Worldwide (3 Volumes) by Marc Pilisuk and Michael Nagler (Eds). Santa 
Barbara, CA: Praeger/ABC-Clio, 2011.  
 
 
 
*Marc Pilisuk, Ph.D.  
Professor Emeritus, The University of California  
Faculty, Saybrook University  
494 Cragmont Ave, Berkeley, CA 94708, USA 
Ph 510-526-1788  
http://marcpilisuk.com/bio.html 
 
Appreciation to Lana Egan for help with manuscript preparation.  

https://www.rand.org/pubs/reports/R3235.html
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reports/2007/R3235.pdf
https://www.archives.gov/research/pentagon-papers
https://www.umass.edu/ellsberg/featured-documents/pentagon-papers-watergate-and-trials/
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpsycnet.apa.org%2Fdoi%2F10.1037%2Fh0025322&data=05%7C01%7Cmpilisuk%40saybrook.edu%7C190d886d8faa45c233f308da350bd340%7C20fa72c11106495daa1f92cbab989606%7C1%7C0%7C637880622174013599%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=petyydzVfEh3D1mdmQJVSyoPf%2B8K%2FX5ShIxK6jHMlNI%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fmonthlyreview.org%2Fbooks%2Fpb5427%2F&data=05%7C01%7Cmpilisuk%40saybrook.edu%7C190d886d8faa45c233f308da350bd340%7C20fa72c11106495daa1f92cbab989606%7C1%7C0%7C637880622174013599%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=SckT1N9pFifqK7G5DdipYpgY9gPQK86qsJ%2BrgmUPtIk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.com%2FThe-Hidden-Structure-Violence-Benefits%2Fdp%2F1583675434&data=05%7C01%7Cmpilisuk%40saybrook.edu%7C190d886d8faa45c233f308da350bd340%7C20fa72c11106495daa1f92cbab989606%7C1%7C0%7C637880622174013599%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ZN1Zc5yVsoWWUivfVyskeyzckoGh3%2BG9vuXfrpxThH0%3D&reserved=0
http://marcpilisuk.com/bio.html

