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The searing nuclear near-miss during the Cuban missile crisis of
October 1962 elevated concerns about crisis management, particularly as it appeared that some combination of deft handling
crisis, chastened leaders on both sides of the Cold War divide were
interested in measures that would improve their ability to handle
any future crises that might arise by addressing issues that had
by the crisis was the inability of the two governments to commumessages were not timely, and escalatory pressures could not

channels, interaction between US President John Kennedy and
Soviet Premier Nikita Khruschev was sluggish, awkward, and

account put it, “With the two superpowers seemingly on a nuclear
collision course, President Kennedy and [Premier] Khrushchev
were forced to communicate with each other through clumsy
diplomatic channels, with messages sometimes being delayed by
1

lomatic channels were far too slow and formal for the nuclear
missile age, and during the crisis Kennedy and Khrushchev had
to improvise awkward means for bargaining more freely and
2

his advisers found themselves contending with contradictory
letters from Khrushchev and making decisions based on spec3
There may be cases when
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enormous, the pressure is intense, and decisions must be made in
haste, uncertainty and ambiguity about the motives and behavior

war and stated that the creation of a direct communications link
between Washington and Moscow could help “to avoid on each
side the dangerous delays, misunderstandings, and misreadings
8

appear to be slipping out of control, sluggish, unclear, or unreliable

The December 1962 US working paper that led to the hotline

that even during an intense confrontation the two antagonists
shared the urgent goal of preventing unwanted nuclear escalation,
but there was enormous concern on both sides that they would

how easily the behavior of others can be misconstrued, how
provocation can be seen where none was intended, how hos-

warned that especially in the midst of crisis, “erroneous assess-

-

been raised (unsuccessfully) as early as 1958, but suddenly the
proposal was both appealing and feasible—perhaps even urgent—
contain nuclear dangers had been discouraging and fruitless,
revealing that Moscow and Washington had divergent perceptions
of problems and risks, adopted different policy approaches, and
4
The hotline proved to be the initial
after the Cuban crisis, on December 12, 1962, the United States
submitted to the Eighteen-Nation Disarmament Committee a
working paper that included a proposal to create a direct emergency communications link between Washington and Moscow to

9

The frightened policymakers who survived the Cuban scare were
primarily preoccupied with improving their ability to control
escalation in order to diminish the likelihood that crisis might

possible—but limited war requires mutually understood limits that

to reach, not only because of the uncertainties and acute divergence of interests, but because negotiation is severely inhibited
both during war and before it begins and because communication
argues that oblique tacit communication might be possible and

the Soviet Union announced its immediate acceptance of the
5
Subsequent discussions led rapidly to the signing of
Keeping communication channels open seems to be one obvious
10
6
The initial incarnation of the hotline—a dedicated teletype system that connected

7
The goal was to ensure that quick, reliable, secure, accurate,
and authoritative interactions were possible between the highest

was likely to be inadvertent, to result from accident, mispercep-

11

The ability to communicate quickly and directly could be decisive

Second, in the event of war between the nuclear-armed superpowers, and particularly of inadvertent, unwanted war, it would
be an imperative of utmost priority to bring it to an end as quickly

occur, there is every likelihood that it would be initiated reluctantly or would occur unintended; getting it stopped in a manner
consistent with all that is at stake would be of an importance and a

Clear communication and the ability to consult during emergen12

the signing of the hotline agreement, Kennedy remarked that

2
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munications link between the leaders of the United States and the
Soviet Union, the hotline was thus potentially useful in prevent-

What also comes through, however, is that the hotline is simply
18

because “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
13
These were substantial payoffs for a relatively simple
-

“Your information concerning the cessation of military actions

crises, limiting war, or ending war—it seems likely that time will
be pressing, and if events are slipping out of control, there will be

-

at times appeared to be either uninformed or dissembling does

that “these actions may bring us into a clash, which will lead to
of the frictions and potentially disastrous complications that can
arise when the operational dynamics of military forces and activ-

14

19

description of these events, “Suddenly Kosygin was calling again

The hotline was a mechanism that
20

communications may be vulnerable to attack or disruption, espeto stop military operations), and a potentially disastrous superpower escalation did not occur, but this was a dangerous situation
15

and was intended not for routine use but for crises and military
and public information about its role is uneven and sometimes

situations in which the interests of Washington and Moscow were

Pressuring
the other side in the midst of a tense situation is not what the
21

These illustrations make clear that the hotline is simply another
instrument in the hands of states and can be used for whatever

Time

22

put it at the time, about “
The United States and the
Soviet Union were backing opposite sides in this brief but very
intense war, and Moscow’s frustration grew rapidly as its allies
16

When North Korea’s assertive challenge of maritime boundaries with South Korea provoked a crisis in December 1973, for
23
When decision
makers in crisis feel they are being tested and determine that
toughness is required, the hotline can convey harsh messages

Carter claimed to have used the hotline to send the toughest
see in them President Lyndon Johnson’s attempts to reassure his
Soviet counterparts that the United States too sought to restrain
17

24

actor, a hotline could become the purveyor of false information,
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25

Nor is it certain that the hotline will always be helpful in defusing

lines connecting teletype machines in Washington and Moscow

–

On September 30, 1971, a revised hotline agreement was

undesirable in situations where haste is a danger or ambiguity
was accompanied by a simultaneously negotiated accidents
Use of the hotline can
overtake and leave behind other diplomatic interactions and could
26

the hotline would be used and called for the hotline to be
ities (such as missile launches) that might be misunderstood
29
The satellite link became operational in

could be useful or essential to a full understanding of the situa27

–

On July 17, 1984, it was agreed to add facsimile technology to
30

nuclear risks concludes, hotlines “only work if both sides trust the
person on the other end to have an interest in resolving the crisis

–

31

cannot be readily relied upon to resolve communication problems
28

Clearly, the hotline is not a panacea and, like any policy instru-

of the profound shared interest in avoiding mutually catastrophic
uation, the hotline may or may not be useful and may or may not
be necessary, but it is a desirable insurance policy, an emergency
mechanism that should sit astride the possible paths to nuclear

vulnerabilities of such systems in wartime, and about the ade-

the hotline might not survive “any but the most limited nuclear
32

the hotline “is not designed to survive or function in a war envitivity between Moscow and Washington throughout a strategic
33

long time ago, but echoes of his analysis are evident three decades
standably regarded as crucial to crisis management, and hotlines
can potentially play an indispensable role in helping to defuse a

even probable that elements of current NC3 [command, control,
34
That

-

situations are of debatable resilience suggests that normal means
of communication will almost surely be more unreliable in the
press of crisis or war—no matter how many cell phone numbers
35

conclusion that when possible, the hotline should be modern-

Upgrading the Hotline
remained in place and operational continuously since 1963,
through all the vicissitudes of Washington’s relations with
Moscow, despite the dramatic geopolitical changes across the
decades, and despite the changes in information technology and
telecommunications that have made it easier to communicate in

4
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to increase the likelihood that it is actually available in the dire

Spreading Hotlines
The original hotline agreement was a unique bilateral arrangement between the Cold War nuclear superpowers, with their

picked up by other states, though often with very different relationships, in different geopolitical settings, and with different

Varieties of Hotline:
Different Levels, Different Purposes

36

superpowers to facilitate communication between heads of state
–

-

–
–
–
China has been particularly active in reaching hotline agreements,
both with other nuclear-armed states and with other regional

46

–
–
–

37

foreign ministries and a link between their respective directors of

China-South Korea defense hotline, 2008
the original hotline by signing a memorandum that established
ernment and the US vice president and between the secretary of

38

–

China-Vietnam hotline, 2012

–

China-Taiwan hotline, 2015

–

China-Japan hotline, 2018

-

47

39

–

Some have rarely ever been used, whereas the North Korea-South
Korea hotline (when not interrupted in periods of tension) is used
for daily communication and a variety of routine purposes, in addition to facilitating political dialogue and negotiation between the

40

–

North Korea-South Korea hotline, earliest incarnation 1971

–

Greece-Turkey hotline, 202041

sis-management mechanism and intended to be used by heads
hotline arrangements fall into the crisis-prevention category,
aiming to contain incidents at lower levels and prevent escala-

–
–

42

43

–
–

44

US-China cyberhotline, 2016 45

with by the militaries themselves, avoiding the need to draw in

the kinds of misunderstanding, misperception, or miscommuni-

One relatively recent hotline was established to cement a
of communication can allow potentially dangerous developments
–

reducing the risks of nuclear escalation, most of these hotline

-

enlargements of the hotline concept should be viewed as supplements to the crisis-management purpose, and they do not obviate
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it involves two states that have cordial relations and no real history
48
Established during President
to reinforce the positive relationship between these two large
powers—the only hotline created during Obama’s presidency, as
49

The hotline concept
quences of inadequate communications be more disastrous than
55

Beyond the Hotline

secure line between two very close partners so that they can

The core insight undergirding the establishment of the hotline is
that dangerous crises might be contained and abated by clarity
in communication that provides accurate mutual understanding and that dampens reciprocal fears that might spiral out of

Viewed in this
-

of a family of crisis-management measures based on the same

of some crisis management phone or system that was used during

50

One idea, offered by Ury and others, was
to supplement the hotline, which though valuable was simply a
direct communications link, with an institution devoted to preventing nuclear war; writing in 1985, Ury proposed the creation of
56

management and is consistent with the fundamental logic undereffect, a new model, involving not two rivals who in a crisis with
rather the United States as a third party in the rivalry of two other
nuclear armed and in the habit of engaging in recurrent alarming crises—but the United States (in part because it is the global
superpower) tends to get drawn into these crises, serving as a
sort of referee but also seeking to prevent dangerous escalation

what has been described as “frantic diplomatic intervention by the
51
Similarly,
in the war scare of early 2002, triggered by a terrorist attack on
-

the possibility that nuclear weapons would be used seemed all

52

53

circumstances, it is not hard to imagine that a hotline could be
a useful instrument, facilitating a mediating role and bringing

need to create a separate channel of communication and autonomous institutional arrangements dedicated to reducing the risk of
57

Washington that communicated regularly, monitored developments continuously (around the clock, 365 days per year), shared
information routinely, created connections that allowed crisis
interaction below the level of heads of state, and that enabled
-

on the hotline concept, a variation aimed at creating an institution
rather than a mechanism and at working levels of the bureaucracy
rather than heads of state, but with the same underlying logic of
derstandings and miscommunications that might lead to nuclear
munication at the level of military operations in order to contain
the implications of incidents, whether intentional or accidental,

mishaps or confrontations sorted out between the navies than to
58

of government, have evolved to cover different scenarios, and
have spilled beyond the domain of nuclear-crisis management to
observed, “the hotline is now the indispensable indicator of inter-

steps to be taken bilaterally or multilaterally and that the hotline

-

it certainly did not initiate a proliferation of preparatory measures

54

6
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or through enhanced facilities for impromptu summit negotia-

Once upon a time, this set of issues was a core strategic concern

59

cumscribing the risks of nuclear crises were the heart of the matter
61
No matter
effective and robust to provide a meaningful buffer against disas-

how complacent the public discourse has become about nuclear
erences and priorities, these issues retain both their relevance and

60

in acute crisis and even more in war, we will be very glad to have
made preparations that improve the likelihood that we will survive

Conclusion

62

The hotline concept has evolved to a variety of forms and settings,

that the most important, most heavily armed nuclear rivals can
communicate directly and effectively at the highest levels in all
lation, retain control of dangerous situations, and inoculate against

father of this idea and its most persistent and outspoken advocate,
Thomas Schelling, argues that it may be the most important step
Arms and
measure more critical to the process of arms control than assuring
that if war should break out the adversaries are not precluded from
63
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