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A nuclear detonation in the Strait of Hormuz—regardless of attribution—would send
shockwaves through global energy markets, military alliances, and the nuclear order itself. As
the world's most vital maritime chokepoint for oil transit, any disruption in Hormuz already
generates geopolitical anxiety. But if the disruption involved a nuclear weapon, the
consequences would escalate into uncharted territory. This paper explores the likely sequence
of events, responses, and escalatory risks triggered by such a catastrophic scenario. Drawing
from strategic studies, arms control doctrine, crisis response frameworks, and historical
analogues, we dissect how governments, markets, and military actors would react in the hours,
days, and weeks after a nuclear detonation of unknown origin. The analysis assumes ambiguity
in attribution—either due to deliberate masking (e.g. false flag or covert operation) or genuine
forensic delay—and considers how major stakeholders like the United States, Iran, Israel, Russia,
China, Gulf Arab states, and non-state actors might interpret the event. Rather than focusing on
a single outcome, the paper offers a decision-tree analysis of branching pathways, showing how
various attribution scenarios (state actor, non-state actor, accident, or unknown) shape global
response. The paper concludes with lessons for nuclear governance, deterrence architecture,
and escalation control in a multipolar, mistrustful world.
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1. Introduction: The Hormuz Scenario No One Wants to Imagine

A nuclear detonation—however small or ambiguous—in the Strait of Hormuz would be one of
the most destabilizing events in modern geopolitical history. It would collapse the distinction
between conventional military friction and strategic catastrophe, placing the world at the edge
of conflict without clear adversaries or response guidelines. Unlike an overt nuclear exchange
between known belligerents, a detonation in a vital maritime chokepoint with unknown origin
invokes a much darker prospect: uncontrolled escalation in the fog of attribution, where the
search for “who did it” could spiral into reprisals, preemptive strikes, or false accusations.

This introduction unpacks why Hormuz holds such strategic weight, how recent incidents have
edged close to disaster even without nuclear triggers, and why the uncertainty surrounding
nuclear origin—and not just the explosion itself—is what makes this scenario especially
dangerous.

1.1 Strategic Importance of the Strait of Hormuz

The Strait of Hormuz is the world’s most critical oil transit chokepoint. A narrow sea lane—just
21 miles wide at its narrowest—it connects the Persian Gulf to the Gulf of Oman and the
Arabian Sea. Roughly one-fifth of the world’s daily petroleum consumption flows through this
passage, including oil exports from major producers like Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Kuwait, the UAE, and
Iran. Qatar’s liquefied natural gas exports also depend on this route.

The strategic vulnerability of Hormuz lies in its narrowness and high traffic density. The entire
region is under constant surveillance and is surrounded by heavily militarized coastal states with
active missile arsenals, drone capabilities, and naval assets. U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM),
Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy (IRGC-N), and other actors routinely conduct
operations in or near the Strait, making it one of the most surveilled yet fragile flashpoints in
the world.

The sheer volume of oil transiting the Strait makes it a linchpin of the global economy. Even
minor threats—like limpet mine attacks on tankers or drone harassment—have triggered spikes
in global oil prices. In this context, the detonation of a nuclear device, regardless of scale, would
not simply be a regional issue. It would be an immediate global energy, security, and political
crisis.



1.2 Past Incidents as Warning Signs

While there has never been a nuclear incident in the Strait, the region has experienced
repeated brushes with escalation, often under ambiguous circumstances. Several examples
serve as cautionary precedents:

e 1980s “Tanker War” during the Iran—Iraq conflict: Both sides targeted oil tankers to
cripple each other's economies, leading to U.S. naval intervention. The presence of
multiple armed actors in the strait, with limited communication, nearly triggered direct
confrontations.

e 1988: U.S. shoots down Iran Air Flight 655: Mistaken for a hostile aircraft, the
commercial Airbus was destroyed by a U.S. Navy cruiser in the Strait, killing 290 civilians.
The event underlined the dangers of decision-making under high-stakes ambiguity.

e 2019-2020 tanker attacks and drone shootdowns: In a series of attacks attributed to
Iranian actors (but denied by Tehran), multiple oil tankers were damaged by suspected
mines. The U.S. and Iran also exchanged drone strikes and missile threats in close
proximity to the Strait. Each of these incidents momentarily brought the region to the
brink of war—without a nuclear trigger.

These events share a common thread: fog of war, misinterpretation, and rapid military reaction
in a narrow, high-traffic zone. They highlight how little room exists for error, even in
conventional settings—Ilet alone in a nuclear context.

1.3 Why Nuclear Ambiguity Is Uniquely Destabilizing

The detonation of a nuclear device introduces a radically different risk profile—not simply
because of the physical damage, but because of the strategic ambiguity it generates. Nuclear
explosions can be detected by seismic and radiological sensors, but determining the weapon’s
origin, delivery mechanism, and intent may take days or weeks. In the interim, militaries and
political leaders face immense pressure to act—especially if public fear, media speculation, or
intelligence leaks bias attribution.

This delay between event and attribution creates a critical window in which miscalculation is
highly likely. A state might retaliate based on circumstantial evidence, believing it has “no time
to lose.” Alternatively, a state accused of the attack may react violently out of fear that it will be
attacked regardless of its actual role.

Moreover, ambiguity undermines the foundation of nuclear deterrence, which relies on the
assumption of rational actors and traceable responsibility. If a detonation occurs without clear



fingerprints, it could be the act of a rogue state, a terrorist group, or even a false-flag designed
to provoke war. The mere possibility that a nuclear threshold was crossed without
accountability erodes the credibility of every existing security framework, from the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) to the global nuclear taboo.

In short, ambiguity in a nuclear event is not just an epistemological problem—it is a geopolitical
accelerant, capable of transforming localized uncertainty into global catastrophe.

2. The First 24 Hours: Detection, Panic, and Information Chaos

A nuclear detonation in the Strait of Hormuz would ignite a global emergency response, even
before attribution is established. The first 24 hours would be defined by technical detection,
strategic confusion, and narrative competition—a cascade of uncertainty that tests the
resilience of intelligence agencies, the sobriety of political leadership, and the bandwidth of
international institutions. This section details the mechanisms of early warning, the limits of
nuclear forensic analysis in real-time, and the chaotic interplay between crisis management and
information warfare.

2.1 Global Nuclear Monitoring Systems: CTBTO, Seismic, Hydroacoustic, and Radiological
Networks

The world’s first line of defense against unannounced nuclear tests or detonations is the
Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty Organization (CTBTO), headquartered in Vienna.
Although the CTBT has not formally entered into force, its International Monitoring System
(IMS) is operational and highly sensitive. It comprises more than 300 sensor stations around the
globe, including:

e Seismic detectors, which register shock waves through the Earth’s crust, enabling
detection of underground or underwater explosions.

¢ Hydroacoustic stations, which monitor sound waves traveling through the ocean; these
are crucial for detecting underwater detonations in maritime zones like Hormuz.

¢ Infrasound sensors, which pick up low-frequency atmospheric pressure waves from
surface or atmospheric explosions.

¢ Radionuclide detectors, which identify radioactive particles and gases released into the
environment, confirming that an explosion was nuclear rather than conventional.



Within minutes of a nuclear event, these systems would register the signature and disseminate
data to national governments and analytical bodies. In addition to the CTBTO, national technical
means—such as U.S. and Russian satellite-based infrared detectors (e.g., DSP, SBIRS)—would
likely pick up the initial flash and thermal bloom of the detonation, even if it occurred
underwater.

However, while detection is rapid, attribution is not. The international monitoring systems are
designed to confirm that a nuclear explosion has occurred—not who caused it.

2.2 Differentiating Nuclear from Conventional Underwater Blasts

Discerning a nuclear underwater detonation from a large conventional explosive is not always
instantaneous. While the yield (energy release) of a nuclear device is generally orders of
magnitude larger, modern fuel—air or thermobaric weapons can produce significant acoustic
and seismic signatures, especially if deliberately masked.

Key indicators used in early-stage analysis include:

¢ Seismic waveform signatures, which differ between conventional and nuclear blasts due
to pressure dynamics.

¢ Hydroacoustic waveform characteristics, such as the frequency and duration of the
bubble pulse and shockwave propagation.

o Electromagnetic and thermal anomalies, particularly if any portion of the explosion
breaches the surface.

¢ Presence of radionuclides, which is the only definitive indicator of a nuclear
detonation—but may take hours or days to confirm via atmospheric sampling or surface
plume detection.

In the case of a submerged explosion in Hormuz, data from hydroacoustic and seismic stations
in the Indian Ocean and Gulf region would provide critical first clues. However, if the device was
relatively low-yield and shielded by depth, initial interpretations could conflict, delaying global
consensus.

2.3 Initial Assumptions, Media Narratives, and Rumor Cascades

In the digital era, the spread of information—accurate or otherwise—moves far faster than
official verification. Within minutes of a suspicious explosion in Hormuz, regional observers,
maritime operators, and social media users would begin posting images, videos, and



interpretations. A visible water column, an unusual sonar ping, or disrupted radio traffic could
all spark viral claims of a nuclear attack before confirmation arrives.

Early media narratives would be shaped by:

e Preexisting geopolitical tension: If U.S.—Iran or Israel-Iran tensions were already
elevated, observers may jump to conclusions implicating one side.

¢ Information vacuums: In the absence of clear statements from CTBTO or state actors,
speculation would flourish, including false-flag theories and misattribution.

o Market movements: A spike in oil prices or tanker insurance rates may be interpreted as
corroboration of a worst-case scenario.

¢ Echo chambers and weaponized disinformation: Nation-states, militant groups, and
third-party actors may deliberately inject misleading claims to shape global response or
cover involvement.

Even if official intelligence agencies urge caution, pressure on policymakers to “do something”
would be enormous—especially if civilian shipping is affected or regional allies demand
immediate protection. The distinction between verified intelligence and public belief could begin
to collapse.

2.4 Maritime Shutdown and Regional Military Alerts

The physical consequences of the detonation would be immediate for maritime traffic. The
Strait of Hormuz, already crowded and heavily patrolled, would become an exclusion zone.
Naval commands across the region—U.S. Fifth Fleet in Bahrain, Iranian naval units in Bandar
Abbas, and Gulf state patrols—would raise alert levels, redeploy assets, and likely halt or
reroute commercial shipping.

Key expected actions include:

e Closure of sea lanes by mine-hunting and drone sweeps to rule out follow-on devices or
attacks.

o Diversion of oil tankers to avoid the Gulf entirely, rerouting via Iraq or Saudi land
terminals where possible.

¢ Activation of military crisis protocols, including missile defense posture elevation
(THAAD, Aegis, Iron Dome where applicable) and deployment of ISR (intelligence,
surveillance, reconnaissance) aircraft.



¢ Airspace restrictions and NOTAMs (Notices to Airmen), affecting commercial aviation
throughout the Gulf and Gulf of Oman.

The compounded effect of maritime paralysis and military readiness would ripple across the
global economy. Beyond oil and gas, maritime insurance markets would likely suspend
underwriting policies for the region, making it nearly impossible for non-state shippers to transit
until cause and threat level are clarified.

As this security cordon tightens, nations and actors will begin moving chess pieces based not on
what they know, but on what they fear—laying the groundwork for miscalculation in the critical
second phase of the crisis.

3. Attribution as Battlefield: Who Did It, and Who Gets Blamed?

In the aftermath of a nuclear detonation in the Strait of Hormuz, the single most consequential
variable shaping global response is attribution. Determining who caused the explosion becomes
a battlefield of its own—one that unfolds in intelligence briefings, UN Security Council sessions,
public statements, covert leaks, and psychological operations. The stakes are extreme: a wrong
attribution could trigger a regional war or global escalation; a delayed or denied attribution
could paralyze diplomacy, embolden impunity, and further destabilize nuclear norms. This
section explores the key contenders in attribution theory, the available investigative tools, the
likely cascade of political blame games, and the institutional bottlenecks that would shape the
unfolding crisis.

3.1 State Actor vs Non-State Actor vs Accident
The three dominant theories competing in the first hours and days would be:

¢ Deliberate act by a state actor: The most geopolitically volatile possibility is that a
nation-state—most likely one with nuclear ambitions or historical hostility in the
region—initiated the blast. Iran, Israel, or an external power operating covertly could be
suspected. Each scenario carries the risk of immediate retaliation or proxy war.

e Attack by a non-state actor: The prospect that a rogue organization acquired a nuclear
device—or constructed a crude radiological dispersal weapon—presents a terrifying
breakdown of global security controls. However, the technical sophistication required to
detonate an actual nuclear device (as opposed to a “dirty bomb”) makes this scenario
less likely without state complicity.



Technical accident or misfire: If the explosion was the result of an accident—e.g., a
naval vessel carrying nuclear material, a failed missile test, or unauthorized launch—the
attribution challenge becomes more politically sensitive. States may deny involvement
or conceal the cause to avoid liability or humiliation, deepening global suspicion.

The ambiguity among these three categories forms the nucleus of the geopolitical panic. In this

vacuum, who controls the narrative gains enormous strategic leverage.

3.2 Tools of Attribution: Forensics, Isotopic Tracing, Intelligence Intercepts

Attribution relies on a layered toolkit of technical and intelligence assets:

Nuclear forensics: Analysis of fallout debris and environmental radionuclides can
identify isotopic “signatures” that point to the origin of fissile material. Different
enrichment processes, reactor types, and storage histories leave unique markers, much
like a fingerprint. This process, however, takes days or weeks, and access to the
explosion site may be contested.

Isotopic tracing and atmospheric sampling: Radionuclide detectors—such as those used
by the CTBTO—track airborne radioactive particles. If plume trajectories are modeled
accurately, this can help reverse-engineer the likely source region of the device’s
components.

Intelligence intercepts: Signals intelligence (SIGINT), human intelligence (HUMINT), and
satellite imagery often produce crucial pre- or post-detonation clues. Intercepted
communications, unusual troop movements, or missing warhead reports may support or
contradict forensic conclusions.

Launch vector detection: If the weapon was delivered by missile or drone, early warning
systems (like SBIRS or Overhead Persistent Infrared satellites) might identify the point of
origin. But in a dense region like Hormuz—with multiple actors operating similar
platforms—this too can generate ambiguous data.

Even with these tools, attribution is rarely decisive in real time. Politics often leap ahead of

forensics, and states may act on probability, not proof—especially under public pressure or

strategic mistrust.



3.3 Competing Narratives: Iran Blames Israel, Israel Blames Iran, Others Blame Third Parties

In the initial hours after the blast, narrative warfare begins instantly. Each major actor has

powerful incentives to shape perception and assign blame to serve its own strategic agenda.

Iran’s likely position: Tehran would almost certainly deny involvement and suggest that
the detonation was a false flag operation, possibly staged by Israel or the United States
to justify aggression or sanctions. Iranian officials may claim that the attack was timed to
derail diplomatic progress or provoke war.

Israel’s likely position: Tel Aviv would interpret the event through its long-standing lens
of existential threat. If not openly blaming Iran, it would emphasize Iranian capability
and intent, using the incident to bolster calls for action against Iranian nuclear
development. If Israel suspects the device came from Hezbollah or another Iranian
proxy, retaliation scenarios multiply.

U.S. and allied positions: Depending on intelligence, the U.S. may urge restraint while
promising swift investigation. However, if early assessments implicate Iran—even
inconclusively—Washington would face pressure from domestic and regional actors to
respond forcefully.

Russia and China: Both powers would likely call for calm and resist U.S.-led retaliation.
They may suggest alternative theories, such as rogue elements or non-state sabotage,
and work to deflect pressure from Iran if they see geopolitical advantage in doing so.

Third-party framing: Other states and non-aligned organizations may circulate
competing theories—such as accidental detonation, joint-state provocations, or obscure
terrorist groups—adding noise and complexity. In a digital information ecosystem,
disinformation campaigns could intentionally muddy the waters, making consensus
nearly impossible.

3.4 The Role of the IAEA, UN Security Council, and Great-Power Vetoes

Institutional response to a nuclear incident of this nature hinges on three main bodies, each

with structural limitations.

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA): Although the IAEA oversees nuclear
compliance and safeguards, it has no enforcement powers and cannot investigate
nuclear detonations independently without state cooperation. Its response would likely
be limited to urging transparency and offering technical assistance in analysis.



¢ United Nations Security Council (UNSC): The UNSC would immediately convene an
emergency session. However, the veto powers of the five permanent members (P5)—
especially the U.S., Russia, and China—would prevent unified action if interests diverge.
Each permanent member could block condemnations, sanctions, or interventions,
effectively paralyzing the body at a critical moment.

e CTBTO (Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty Organization): Though technically capable of
detecting the event, the CTBTO cannot assign blame or compel action. It may release
data publicly, but interpretation remains politically contested.

The structural impotence of these bodies in moments of high-stakes ambiguity reflects a deeper
truth: international nuclear governance is built for deterrence and inspection—not for crisis
adjudication. When the system must suddenly assign guilt or enable punishment, it finds itself
caught between scientific caution and political urgency.

4. Market Shock: Oil, Insurance, and Trade Disruption

The detonation of a nuclear device—confirmed or even suspected—in the Strait of Hormuz
would set off an immediate and profound shock across global markets. While the physical
effects of a single explosion may be geographically constrained, the psychological and economic
aftershocks would ripple through energy prices, global supply chains, financial hedging
strategies, and maritime security policies. This section unpacks how fear, uncertainty, and
algorithmic responses would drive market behavior far faster than diplomatic clarity, and how
the perception of risk, more than actual destruction, could unravel global economic stability in
mere hours.

4.1 Immediate Effects on Global Oil Prices

Hormuz is not merely a shipping route; it is the artery of the world’s hydrocarbon lifeblood.
Approximately 17-20 million barrels of oil pass through the Strait daily, representing nearly one-
fifth of global consumption. Even minor disruptions—such as suspected attacks on tankers—
have previously triggered sharp price increases. A nuclear detonation, regardless of yield or
intent, would prompt an unprecedented spike in oil futures.

Traders would price in:
o Total suspension of shipping through the Strait, at least temporarily.

e Potential escalation into a regional or global conflict.
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Deliberate retaliatory strikes on oil infrastructure in the Gulf.

Risk of sanctions or embargoes further limiting supply.

Price models would immediately abandon supply/demand baselines and shift to geopolitical

risk premiums. In past incidents, crude prices have surged 5-10% on rumors alone. In this case,

spikes of 30-50% in the first 24 hours are conceivable—possibly breaching triple digits per

barrel, depending on attribution and military response.

4.2 Risk Perception vs Physical Damage

The paradox of Hormuz is that perceived vulnerability outweighs actual damage. A small nuclear

device, if detonated underwater and contained, may cause relatively localized disruption. But

the symbolic and psychological weight of a nuclear breach in this chokepoint is immense.

Markets do not wait for forensic certainty; they move on signals, fear, and precedent.

The scale of disruption would be driven less by physical loss and more by:

Uncertainty about future detonations or hidden devices.
Military closures and rising insurance premiums.
Anticipated counterstrikes on energy facilities in Saudi Arabia, the UAE, or Iran itself.

Fear of prolonged geopolitical instability in the region.

Risk pricing becomes path-dependent: once futures and logistics planners assume worst-case

scenarios, logistics chains rewire themselves—not necessarily because of what has happened,

but because of what might happen.

4.3 Reactions of Insurers, Shippers, and Hedge Markets

Insurance and reinsurance companies would respond in lockstep:

Withdrawal of maritime war risk coverage for vessels transiting the Strait.
Premium surges for any cargo routing through Gulf states.

Port and passage restrictions issued to prevent crew exposure to radiation or military
entanglement.

Most shippers would halt passage entirely in the short term. Maritime firms remember how

quickly attacks on tankers in 2019 paralyzed confidence, even when physical damage was
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minimal. A confirmed nuclear detonation would trigger universal force majeure declarations in

Gulf-related energy contracts.

Hedge funds, commodity traders, and algorithmic trading platforms would amplify volatility:

Futures trading would spike across Brent, WTI, LNG, and refined product indices.

Sovereign wealth funds and energy-dependent states would scramble for short-term
supply guarantees, buying up capacity from non-Gulf sources.

Stock indices sensitive to shipping, energy, insurance, and defense would swing wildly as

n u

algorithmic trades react to keyword surges like “Hormuz,” “nuclear,” and “closure.”

In parallel, currency markets might experience tremors as petro-states realign positions and oil

importers face ballooning energy bills. The macroeconomic implications would begin within

hours, well before any tanker is physically destroyed.

4.4 Strategic Petroleum Reserves and Emergency Releases

Governments, recognizing the fragility of energy markets under duress, would turn to strategic
petroleum reserves (SPRs). The United States, China, Japan, and members of the International

Energy Agency (IEA) maintain emergency stockpiles specifically for supply disruptions.

Within the first 24—72 hours, expect:

IEA-coordinated release announcements, signaling calm and attempting to stabilize
futures markets.

U.S. SPR deployment orders, possibly combined with waivers for domestic production

constraints.

China and India’s strategic reserve deployments, particularly to buffer state-owned
enterprises reliant on Gulf oil.

Political negotiations for redirected flows from West Africa, Brazil, and Venezuela, if
sanctions are suspended in exchange for emergency supply.

However, SPRs are a finite psychological buffer. If conflict persists or maritime transit remains

unsafe, reserves will only delay the onset of actual supply shortages. This would reinforce the

feedback loop between market volatility, political urgency, and military escalation.
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5. The U.S. Playbook: Posture, Signaling, and Deterrence

The United States would face intense strategic pressure in the immediate aftermath of a nuclear
detonation in the Strait of Hormuz, regardless of attribution. As the world’s preeminent military
and maritime power in the region, and as a central guarantor of Gulf energy flows and allied
security, the U.S. must respond rapidly—but with caution. This section examines the likely
operational and political trajectory of U.S. action: a swift activation of established CENTCOM
protocols, a calibrated mix of conventional force projection and nuclear signaling, alliance
coordination under duress, and the critical challenge of avoiding escalation in the absence of
clear attribution.

5.1 Central Command (CENTCOM) Protocols for Hormuz Events

U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM), headquartered in Tampa, Florida, and forward-operating
from bases in Bahrain, Qatar, and elsewhere in the Gulf, has detailed contingency plans for a
range of Hormuz scenarios. These protocols include:

o Immediate regional force protection for U.S. military installations, including Al Udeid Air
Base (Qatar), Naval Support Activity Bahrain, and air/missile defenses across the UAE
and Kuwait.

¢ Deployment of ISR assets—including Global Hawk drones, Rivet Joint surveillance
aircraft, and space-based systems—to assess blast effects, monitor Iranian movements,
and track maritime activity.

¢ Naval repositioning of Carrier Strike Groups and Aegis-equipped destroyers to establish
area dominance, secure sea lanes, and enforce a temporary exclusion zone.

¢ Standby launch posture for strike aircraft and cruise missiles, ready for punitive strikes if
attribution implicates a hostile actor.

CENTCOM'’s mandate includes both defensive readiness and strategic deterrence, but this event
would force a pivot from routine posturing to wartime footing, even if no immediate adversary
is identified.

5.2 Conventional Force Surge vs Nuclear Signaling

U.S. response doctrine hinges on a graduated escalation ladder. In this case, the first tier would
be conventional show-of-force, but the shadow of the nuclear incident would inevitably activate
layers of strategic signaling:
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Conventional surge: Rapid deployment of additional air wings, surge of Patriot and
THAAD batteries, and the forward positioning of B-52 or B-2 bombers to Diego Garcia or
Al Dhafra would signal readiness without inviting immediate engagement.

Strategic ambiguity: The U.S. might raise DEFCON levels discreetly, reposition ballistic
missile submarines (SSBNs), or issue statements about "all options on the table" to
convey deterrence without full escalation.

Nuclear signaling: Public declarations of strategic consultation with NATO or explicit
references to the nuclear taboo would serve a dual purpose: deterring further nuclear
use and underscoring that crossing this threshold demands consequences, even if not
immediate nuclear reprisal.

The challenge lies in balancing deterrence with discipline—projecting overwhelming capability

while preserving maneuvering space for investigation and diplomacy.

5.3 Internal Political Pressure and Alliance Coordination

Domestically, the administration would face intense pressure from both parties, military

officials, and the public. Likely demands include:

Clear attribution and immediate consequences for the perpetrator, if known.
Enhanced protection for regional allies including Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE.

Strengthened homeland defenses, especially on the West Coast and key infrastructure
hubs.

Meanwhile, coordination with allies would be urgent. Key vectors include:

Consultation with NATO, even though the Middle East is outside Article 5 territory, to
align on collective deterrence language.

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) partners demanding protection and reassurance, despite
diverging threat perceptions and political interests.

Israel pressing for retaliation or preemptive strikes if it suspects Iranian involvement,
which could drag the U.S. into a broader regional war.

Japan, South Korea, and India—major oil importers—calling for U.S. leadership in
stabilizing energy flows.
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Any sign of hesitation or equivocation from Washington could invite unilateral moves by allies or
adversaries, undermining deterrence and fracturing coalitions. Yet moving too fast risks
committing to war based on incomplete information.

5.4 Preventing Preemptive Retaliation Based on Weak Attribution

Perhaps the most delicate task for U.S. leadership is buying time—resisting calls for immediate
retaliation until attribution is confirmed. The historical risk of acting on circumstantial
evidence—as in the Irag WMD case—would weigh heavily. However, pressure from allies,
domestic voices, and military commanders may demand action before intelligence reaches a
high-confidence threshold.

To manage this tension, Washington would likely:

o Emphasize transparency: Releasing partial intelligence assessments (without revealing
sources and methods) to justify restraint while maintaining credibility.

¢ Publicly call for multilateral investigation, involving the IAEA and CTBTO, to delay
unilateral action while giving the appearance of decisive leadership.

e Privately warn suspected actors through backchannels, combining threat messaging
with de-escalatory options.

o Deploy visible but reversible military actions—such as overflights or naval maneuvers—
to show readiness without crossing into offensive operations.

This requires enormous diplomatic finesse. One false step—one misread radar return or
retaliatory impulse—could catapult the U.S. into an irreversible escalatory spiral, especially if
another actor interprets U.S. movements as preparation for strike.

6. Regional State Reactions

The nuclear detonation in the Strait of Hormuz—regardless of size or attribution—would
immediately place regional states in a reactive posture, each calibrating its response to a
complex matrix of internal pressures, external alliances, and existential fears. The reactions of
Iran, Israel, the Gulf monarchies, and key regional powers like Turkey, Egypt, and Pakistan would
be neither unified nor coordinated. Instead, each would pivot based on its perceived proximity
to the blast, geopolitical alignments, and strategic objectives. This section examines how each
might respond in the critical hours and days following the event.
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6.1 Iran: Internal Mobilization, Deflection, or Denial

Iran’s reaction would depend entirely on whether it is accused of involvement, directly

impacted by the detonation, or perceives an opportunity to shift global pressure.

If blamed, Tehran would go into full denial mode, invoking sovereignty, condemning
what it would call “Western hysteria,” and possibly suggesting a false-flag operation by
Israel or U.S. intelligence services. Iran would also likely mobilize conventional and
irregular assets, including the IRGC Navy in the Gulf and proxy forces across the region.

If not blamed, Iran might feign cooperation, offering to assist with an international
investigation while quietly moving to harden its defenses. This could include dispersing
strategic assets, reinforcing coastal missile batteries, and increasing air defense alertness
around nuclear facilities.

Domestically, the regime would face pressure to appear resolute. It might use the event
to rally nationalist sentiment, repress dissent, and portray itself as a target of Western
manipulation. However, if evidence implicates Iran in any form, it risks global isolation,
further sanctions, or military reprisal from multiple states.

6.2 Israel: Nuclear Red Lines, Conventional Readiness, Global Messaging

For Israel, any nuclear incident in its strategic neighborhood—especially if attributed to Iran or

its proxies—would trigger a multi-domain readiness posture.

Nuclear red lines: While Israel maintains deliberate ambiguity about its nuclear arsenal,
a confirmed Iranian role in a nuclear detonation could prompt nuclear signaling—
perhaps through deployment of Dolphin-class submarines or strategic air alerts. Though
full retaliation with nuclear weapons is unlikely, the red line would be considered
crossed, and Israel’s nuclear posture would move from latent to visible.

Conventional readiness: The Israeli Air Force would prepare for rapid strikes on Iranian
or Hezbollah targets. Iron Dome and David’s Sling systems would be activated
nationwide, and civil defense drills could be ordered. Military coordination with the U.S.
would intensify, especially around intelligence sharing and missile defense.

Global messaging: Tel Aviv would immediately launch a media and diplomatic blitz,
pressing the case for Iran’s culpability and the need for “global resolve.” Israel may
bypass the UN if vetoes stall progress and instead appeal directly to Western publics and
legislatures.
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Israel would view this incident not just as a military event, but as confirmation of the existential
threat narrative that has guided its Iran policy for decades.

6.3 Gulf States: Airspace Closure, Diplomatic Hedging, Refugee Fear

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states—Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, and
Oman—are geographically closest to the Strait and would face immediate spillover risks,
regardless of their neutrality or alliances.

e Airspace closure and flight suspensions would be immediate, particularly in UAE and
Oman. Commercial flights would be diverted or grounded, and military airbases would
raise alert levels. Saudi Arabia might impose a no-fly buffer zone in its Eastern Province.

o Diplomatic hedging: While traditionally aligned with the U.S., GCC states would balance
rhetoric carefully. The UAE and Qatar, in particular, might avoid inflammatory language
until attribution is confirmed. Saudi Arabia may push for Arab League involvement to
manage the political framing and avoid being seen as blindly aligned with Western
retaliation.

o Refugee and panic dynamics: Fears of radiation or further strikes could prompt mass
civilian movements, particularly from southern Iran into Oman or from the Gulf littoral
into urban centers. GCC governments would brace for panic buying, food hoarding, and
civil unrest, even if physical damage is minimal.

The Gulf states’ response would center on containment: of military escalation, of economic
instability, and of internal unrest. Yet their deep dependence on maritime security forces them
into a delicate posture between cooperation and caution.

6.4 Turkey, Egypt, Pakistan: Tiered Response Strategies

These three regional powers lie outside the immediate blast zone but wield considerable
influence—and each would respond based on unique threat perceptions and strategic calculus.

o Turkey would likely push for diplomatic de-escalation through NATO while warning
against Western overreach. Ankara might call for a UN investigation and offer to
mediate, positioning itself as a stabilizing force. However, it would quietly raise readiness
along its southern borders and possibly activate surveillance near Iranian airspace.

e Egypt, facing no direct threat but concerned with Red Sea and Suez Canal implications,
would adopt a watch-and-wait posture. Cairo may emphasize Arab unity and restraint,
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using the incident to reassert its leadership in the Arab world. Military-wise, it would
secure the canal and boost naval patrols near Bab-el-Mandeb.

e Pakistan, a nuclear state with historical ties to Iran and a Sunni-majority population
suspicious of Tehran’s ambitions, would tread carefully. While denying any involvement
or defense obligation, Islamabad would elevate nuclear force alertness for deterrence
and secure its western border. If Iran is blamed, Pakistan would likely issue neutral
statements calling for investigation, but privately seek reassurances from both China and
the U.S. to avoid being pulled into a broader conflict.

Each of these actors would implement tiered response strategies: defensive at home, cautious
abroad, and rhetorical in global forums. Their primary aim would be survival, neutrality, and
preservation of influence in a reshuffled regional order.

7. Global Nuclear Powers and the Risk of Escalation

A nuclear detonation in the Strait of Hormuz would not only jolt regional powers into crisis
mode—it would reverberate across every nuclear-armed state, triggering recalibrations of
posture, doctrine, and signaling. For global nuclear powers, such an event crosses a previously
untested threshold: the use of a nuclear weapon, in any form, outside of declared war and
without clear attribution. The resulting uncertainty would drive policy makers to walk a razor’s
edge between restraint and readiness. This section examines how the major nuclear powers
might respond, both publicly and behind closed doors, and explores how the nuclear
architecture that has shaped the post-Cold War world could begin to fracture under pressure.

7.1 Russia and China: Calls for Restraint vs Opportunity for Influence

Russia and China would immediately seize the rhetorical high ground, calling for restraint,
investigation, and condemnation of unilateral military responses. However, beneath these
public appeals lie more strategic calculations aimed at reshaping the global order in their favor.

e Russia would likely exploit the ambiguity of attribution to challenge U.S. global
leadership and NATO credibility. Moscow might suggest that the incident was triggered
by Western provocation or intelligence failure, positioning itself as a voice of “stability”
while maneuvering for diplomatic influence in the Middle East. At the same time, it
would quietly elevate strategic alert levels, ensuring its forces are not caught off guard if
escalation spreads unpredictably.
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¢ China would respond similarly—urging calm and multilateral investigation through the
UN—but with a stronger focus on energy security. As the largest importer of Gulf oil,
Beijing would likely issue urgent calls for uninterrupted energy flows while using the
crisis to push for a reordering of maritime security architecture in the region, potentially
under the Shanghai Cooperation Organization or BRICS frameworks. Militarily, China
might increase readiness of its nuclear forces without overt signals, preferring ambiguity
and leverage over visibility.

Both powers would interpret the event as a failure of U.S. crisis management and a moment to
accelerate their alternative models of global governance—though neither would support
retaliatory nuclear use, regardless of attribution.

7.2 India and Pakistan: Watching for Doctrinal Spillover

Though geographically distant from the Strait of Hormuz, India and Pakistan—both nuclear
powers with volatile borders—would view the incident through the lens of nuclear precedent
and doctrinal containment.

e India, with growing regional influence and strong energy dependencies on the Gulf,
would monitor both the physical and normative implications. New Delhi would likely
urge restraint publicly but privately absorb the event into its doctrine of “massive
retaliation.” If a non-state actor or Iranian proxy were blamed for the detonation, India
might review its own threshold assumptions, especially in the context of terrorism-linked
nuclear escalation.

e Pakistan, facing potential internal unrest and religious polarization, would respond
cautiously. While denying any role, Islamabad would worry that the event redefines the
usability of tactical nuclear weapons or normalizes “plausibly deniable” nuclear actions.
Its military would discreetly enhance readiness, especially around key nuclear assets,
fearing regional doctrine shifts that lower the bar for use.

Both countries would also worry that international tolerance for limited nuclear use could open
doors to cross-border miscalculations in South Asia—particularly under false-flag or ambiguous
attribution conditions.

7.3 North Korea: Rhetorical Opportunism and Testing Responses

For North Korea, the Hormuz incident would be treated as a gift—a validation of its own
nuclear-first strategy and a window for geopolitical theater.

19



e Pyongyang would quickly issue statements mocking U.S. deterrence, declaring that the
“imperialist powers” have lost control of their own nuclear order.

¢ It might seize the moment to conduct a missile test, showcase new delivery platforms, or
threaten nuclear retaliation under ambiguous pretexts, all designed to remind the world
of its relevance and perceived strength.

e Internally, North Korean leadership would use the crisis to justify continued
militarization and national hardship, framing it as proof that only nuclear power
prevents foreign attack.

Strategically, North Korea would watch for global tolerance thresholds—gauging how quickly
the world condemns or rationalizes the Hormuz detonation, and whether any actor gets away
with it. That lesson would be absorbed directly into its own playbook.

7.4 NATO’s Nuclear Posture: Thresholds and Restraint

The detonation would pose a severe doctrinal and political challenge to NATO. Although the
Strait of Hormuz lies outside NATO’s geographic mandate, the involvement of member states—
especially the U.S., U.K., and potentially France—would force a review of alliance-level posture
and messaging.

e Article 5 would almost certainly not be invoked, but the crisis would reignite debate over
tactical nuclear weapons in Europe, the need for forward deployment, and readiness of
dual-capable aircraft.

¢ The NATO Nuclear Planning Group would meet urgently to assess escalation risk and
determine whether messaging should be unified, discreet, or deliberately ambiguous.

e France and the U.K.,, each with independent nuclear deterrents, would calibrate their
signaling carefully—seeking to reassure allies without entangling themselves in an
escalation path driven by U.S. pressure or Israeli retaliation.

At a structural level, NATO would face a profound question: If a nuclear threshold has been
crossed outside formal war, with no clear author, how does the alliance respond without
dissolving its own deterrence clarity?

Restraint would likely dominate, at least initially—but pressure from eastern flank members,
Gulf-partnered allies, and U.S. domestic voices could destabilize this posture quickly.
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8. False Flag and Strategic Manipulation Scenarios

A nuclear detonation in the Strait of Hormuz—if ambiguously attributed—would immediately
invite speculation about false flag operations, deliberate misattribution, or covert manipulation
by state and non-state actors. In such a high-stakes environment, the power to define who is
blamed may matter more than the physical damage of the explosion itself. History is replete
with cases where strategic deceit altered the course of wars or manipulated global perception.
This section explores the potential for false flag scenarios in a nuclear context, identifying likely
beneficiaries of chaos, the role of disinformation, and the intelligence community’s dilemma in
choosing between secrecy and trust.

8.1 Historical Analogues of Staged or Misattributed Attacks

False flag operations—acts committed with the intent of blaming another actor—are not
speculative fictions; they are embedded in the historical record of warfare and geopolitics:

e Gleiwitz Incident (1939): Nazi Germany staged a Polish attack on a radio station to
justify its invasion of Poland. This classic false flag helped trigger World War II.

e USS Maine Explosion (1898): Though never conclusively proven to be a false flag, the
sinking of the USS Maine in Havana harbor was used by the U.S. to justify war with
Spain, despite conflicting theories about its true cause.

¢ Gulf of Tonkin Incident (1964): Misrepresented naval skirmishes were used by the U.S.
to justify escalation in Vietnam, even though evidence of the second attack remains
highly disputed.

e Syrian chemical weapon attacks: Competing claims have emerged in recent years over
whether chemical attacks in Syria were conducted by the regime, rebel groups, or staged
by third-party actors to manipulate international response.

These precedents show that the strategic utility of confusion—especially in high-emotion
environments—is enormous. A nuclear detonation offers even more leverage because it triggers
existential fear, making publics and politicians more susceptible to simplistic or misleading
narratives.

8.2 Who Benefits from Chaos?
When attribution is unclear, analysts often turn to the question: Cui bono?—Who benefits?

Several types of actors might gain from a nuclear crisis of ambiguous origin:

21



¢ Rogue state actors may seek to derail negotiations, provoke regime change, or trigger
Western overreaction that erodes credibility.

e Non-state groups or proxies could benefit by sparking chaos between adversaries—
especially if they operate on behalf of a third party with plausible deniability.

o Hardliners within governments may see such a crisis as an opportunity to consolidate
power, suspend dissent, or justify pre-planned military action.

o External powers (Russia, China) might gain geopolitical advantage if U.S. alliances
fracture over blame or if global confidence in Western crisis leadership is undermined.

Importantly, chaos has asymmetric value: those with less to lose (or nothing to lose) have more
to gain from setting the world aflame.

8.3 Forensic Fog and Psychological Operations

False flag scenarios depend on timing the disinformation window—the gap between the event
and definitive attribution.

During this window:
¢ Competing intelligence leaks may be released to media outlets with selective evidence.

¢ Social media campaigns, including botnets and Al-generated content, could flood the
public space with doctored images, contradictory testimonies, and “expert” speculation
designed to drown truth in a sea of noise.

¢ Psychological operations (PSYOP) may be deployed to provoke civilian panic, discredit
leadership, or create internal dissent in targeted nations.

States may even pre-position blame by planting “evidence” or engineering a trackable trail
(missile fragments, intercepted messages, radioactive materials) that can be conveniently

discovered and misinterpreted. In such cases, even the presence of forensic markers—like
isotopic fingerprints—may not resolve the issue, especially if the accused actor claims the

evidence was planted.

Once a narrative takes hold in the public mind, especially under fear, dislodging it becomes
nearly impossible.
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8.4 The Intelligence Dilemma: Secrecy vs Transparency

For intelligence agencies, responding to a nuclear false flag scenario presents a structural
dilemma:

e Secrecy protects sources and methods: Releasing high-confidence assessments might
compromise surveillance programs, human informants, or technical capabilities. But
withholding evidence invites doubt and undermines credibility.

e Transparency builds public and international trust, but risks exposing partial or

|II

misinterpreted data. In a rapidly moving crisis, the line between “careful” and

“paralyzed” becomes thin.
This dilemma is intensified by:

¢ The speed of modern media: Governments no longer control the timeline of public
reaction.

e Allied asymmetry: Some partners may act on lower standards of proof, forcing a
coalition into action before consensus is reached.

o Domestic political pressure: Democracies may face intense calls for retaliation, making it
harder to pause for verification.

Ultimately, intelligence agencies must strike a balance: disclose enough to prevent
miscalculation, but retain enough to protect future capacity. Yet in the fog of nuclear ambiguity,
even good faith efforts at transparency may be too slow to prevent irreversible moves.

9. Strategic Consequences of Ambiguity

When a nuclear detonation occurs without clear attribution, it generates more than a tactical
crisis—it introduces strategic ambiguity into the very foundation of global stability. Unlike
conventional attacks, which can often be traced and responded to with proportionate force, a
nuclear explosion cloaked in uncertainty tests the credibility of deterrence, the resilience of
treaties, and the reflexes of governments. The long-term consequence is a more unstable and
paranoid world, where the line between credible threat and manipulated illusion becomes
dangerously blurred. This section explores four structural shifts triggered by such ambiguity: the
erosion of deterrence, strain on the nonproliferation regime, the rise of attribution as a new
battlefield, and renewed interest in demilitarizing critical chokepoints like the Strait of Hormuz.
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9.1 The Erosion of Deterrence Credibility

Nuclear deterrence is built on two pillars: clarity of responsibility and certainty of retaliation.
Ambiguity erodes both.

If a nuclear device is used and no actor can be conclusively blamed—or worse, if multiple actors
deny involvement and present competing narratives—then deterrence loses its anchor. The
message becomes: a state or proxy can deploy a nuclear weapon and potentially get away with
it if attribution is sufficiently murky.

This weakens both general deterrence (the expectation that use will bring overwhelming
response) and extended deterrence (alliances relying on nuclear umbrellas). U.S. commitments
to Gulf allies, for example, rest on the belief that any nuclear use in the region would trigger a
proportionate and unified response. Ambiguity undercuts that belief, making both friends and
adversaries doubt the reliability of existing security guarantees.

Worse still, it invites risk-tolerant actors to test the boundary, incentivizing future strikes just
below the threshold of identifiability. The traditional stability of mutually assured destruction
(MAD) gives way to a new doctrine of strategic obfuscation.

9.2 Pressure on the Nonproliferation Regime

The global nonproliferation regime—centered on the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT)—assumes that nuclear use is extraordinary, identifiable, and punishable. A
detonation of unknown origin in a critical maritime corridor undermines all three assumptions.

e Extraordinary becomes normalized if states believe limited nuclear use can occur
without triggering global war.

o Identifiable is shattered when forensic capabilities lag behind the pace of strategic
narratives.

¢ Punishable becomes politically impossible if no actor can be held accountable without
provoking further conflict.

This incentivizes hedging behavior. Non-nuclear states may begin reconsidering their
nonproliferation commitments, not to wage war, but to deter ambiguity. Regional powers could
seek latent capabilities—technological or material—to avoid being coerced by nuclear-armed
neighbors or non-state threats.
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Meanwhile, confidence in institutions like the IAEA and CTBTO may erode if they are seen as
politically constrained or operationally toothless in high-stakes scenarios. The net result is not
just erosion of treaty credibility—it is the unraveling of the taboo.

9.3 Militarization of Attribution Technologies

In a world where nuclear detonation attribution determines war or peace, attribution becomes
a weapon system in itself.

Expect major states to pour resources into:

o Advanced radiological forensics: faster, miniaturized sensors capable of detecting
isotopic signatures in near real-time.

¢ Atmospheric and oceanic sampling drones: persistent surveillance platforms deployed
in conflict zones.

¢ Al-driven data fusion: integrating satellite, seismic, communications, and sensor data to
produce near-instant threat assessments.

But this arms race in attribution also invites politicization. If attribution becomes both
technically complex and publicly contested, then governments may feel pressured to cherry-pick
or suppress findings based on strategic needs. This could deepen mistrust between intelligence
services and elected officials, and between allies in multilateral coalitions.

Furthermore, smaller or less technologically advanced nations may lose the ability to
independently verify claims, making them hostages to the narratives of great powers—a
dynamic that recalls the most asymmetrical days of the Cold War.

9.4 Renewed Calls for a Hormuz Demilitarization Regime

The Strait of Hormuz has long been treated as a militarized zone by default, with heavy naval
presence, armed drones, and missile systems crowding a narrow corridor of international water.
A nuclear detonation—whether accidental, intentional, or unclaimed—would reopen the
guestion of whether military deconfliction or demilitarization is possible in high-risk
chokepoints.

Such a regime could include:
e Permanent multinational maritime patrols under neutral banners (e.g., the UN or a

coalition of energy-dependent states).
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e Zone-specific arms control agreements, banning nuclear-capable delivery systems or
radiological materials from transiting without verification.

¢ Deconfliction hotlines and emergency notification protocols among all littoral states and
naval powers operating in the Gulf.

Though politically difficult—especially in an era of great power rivalry—the argument for
preemptive cooperation grows stronger with every demonstration of what ambiguity in a
nuclear context can do.

Ultimately, the Hormuz incident could become the impetus for a new class of nuclear-adjacent
treaties: ones not aimed at banning the bomb outright, but at containing its ripple effects in
shared maritime and trade domains.

10. Conclusion: Governance in a Post-Threshold World

The detonation of a nuclear device in the Strait of Hormuz—especially without confirmed
attribution—would not simply mark a moment of regional crisis. It would symbolize the
entrance into a new, more volatile phase of global security governance: a post-threshold world
where nuclear use, once seen as unthinkable, becomes strategically usable, forensically
ambiguous, and politically manipulable. The very foundations of deterrence, nonproliferation,
and crisis management would need recalibration. This conclusion draws together the paper’s
central threads and presents a framework for confronting the next nuclear-adjacent emergency
with sobriety, foresight, and resilience.

10.1 The Deterrence—-Attribution—Escalation Triangle

Every nuclear posture rests upon a triangular relationship: deterrence (the threat of response),
attribution (the ability to identify the actor), and escalation (the calibrated or chaotic pathway
to conflict).

When one leg of the triangle fails—especially attribution—the triangle collapses. Without
knowing who detonated the weapon, states cannot retaliate with confidence, and deterrence
loses its bite. But paradoxically, this same uncertainty may encourage premature escalation, as
actors move quickly to punish likely suspects, preempt perceived threats, or manipulate public
outrage.

In a world of real-time media, Al-driven disinformation, and algorithmic market reactions, delay
may be seen as weakness, but hastiness may be fatal. The key challenge is preserving strategic
stability in an environment where clarity is elusive, and trust is thin.
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10.2 Navigating the Unknown Without Triggering the Unthinkable

The most dangerous nuclear scenarios in the 21st century may not be massive strikes between
major powers. They may be small, ambiguous, symbolic detonations in contested zones—events
that are shocking but not immediately devastating, and whose meaning is contested before
their material effects are fully understood.

In such moments, governments will need to develop new modes of response:

e Multi-path decision trees that anticipate not just retaliation and restraint, but also
informational warfare and alliance fragmentation.

e Public communication strategies that build trust without oversimplifying the unknown.

¢ Red lines that are flexible but not invisible—a language of strategic firmness that does

not pre-commit to escalation.

Avoiding the unthinkable means mastering the liminal space between event and response,
where fear, pressure, and uncertainty collide.

10.3 What Preparedness Looks Like for the Next Crisis

Traditional nuclear preparedness focused on force survivability, early warning systems, and
secure second-strike capabilities. But the next generation of nuclear risk management must
incorporate:

e Rapid forensic attribution capabilities: Not just the science, but the legal and political
mechanisms for disseminating credible findings under time pressure.

e Pre-negotiated response frameworks among major powers, especially through
backchannel diplomacy, to prevent misunderstanding during ambiguous events.

e Scenario-driven drills involving not just militaries, but finance ministries, energy
regulators, and media platforms—sectors that will feel the first impacts of nuclear
ambiguity.

e Protection of information integrity, including counter-disinformation strategies and
attribution transparency protocols within and between intelligence alliances.

Preparedness now requires not only missile defenses and command bunkers, but also epistemic
resilience—the ability to remain rational when facts are few and fear is high.
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10.4 Final Warning: The Thin Line Between Accident, Ambiguity, and Apocalypse

The Strait of Hormuz scenario is not just theoretical. The ingredients already exist: overlapping
military patrols, proxy networks, fragile alliances, and a region saturated with tension. All it
takes is one device—detonated accidentally, intentionally, or by manipulation—to cross the
nuclear threshold under a shroud of uncertainty.

The danger is not merely the bomb itself. It is the interpretation of the bomb. If multiple actors
can use nuclear ambiguity to their advantage—either to provoke war or avoid responsibility—
then the taboo against nuclear use will not be broken by force, but eroded by exploitation.

Governance in a post-threshold world must recognize that the next nuclear crisis will not look
like Hiroshima or Armageddon. It will look like a sudden silence in a crowded sea lane, followed
by a plume, a market collapse, a dozen accusations, and a race against miscalculation.

We may not be able to stop that first moment. But we can prepare for what follows—if we
choose to govern not just weapons, but uncertainty itself.
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