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Key Judgments

 Escalation becomes system-driven under high coupling conditions. After
approximately Day 30, cross-domain coupling reduced the ability of any single actor to
control escalation trajectories.

* The conflict stabilized near a loss-of-control threshold. High escalation levels persisted
without transitioning into full regional war, indicating a structurally constrained high-
pressure equilibrium.

* Transmission, rather than force, became the primary escalation mechanism. Maritime
disruption, proxy activity, and information amplification drove system-wide effects.

* Observability emerged as a strategic domain. By the later phase, evidence, attribution,
and narrative control became central to leverage and signaling.

Why This Matters

This brief reframes the first 50 days of the U.S.—Israel-Iran conflict as a case of escalation
without collapse, in which sustained escalation did not lead to systemic breakdown but instead
stabilized into a high-pressure equilibrium. Rather than following a linear path toward resolution
or collapse, the conflict evolved as a coupled, threshold-constrained system, highlighting the
limits of conventional escalation models and the need to understand modern conflict as a form of
persistent, system-driven instability.

Executive Summary

The first 50 days of the U.S.—Israel-Iran conflict reveal a shift from conventional escalation
toward a highly coupled, system-driven conflict environment. This analysis applies the MCCM
v2.3+ framework, a 26-layer model designed to capture cross-domain escalation dynamics 1n
networked conflict systems.

The findings suggest that escalation did not proceed linearly, nor did it culminate in full
regional war. Instead, the system entered a sustained high-pressure equilibrium (HPSE)
characterized by cross-domain coupling, proximity to escalation thresholds, and increasing
reliance on observability dynamics.
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Policy Brief Three conclusions follow. First, escalation became structurally embedded rather than actor-
controlled once cross-domain coupling intensified around Day 30. Second, the system
approached—but did not cross—a loss-of-control threshold, producing a condition of persistent
instability without collapse. This suggests that coupling intensity alone 1s msufficient to produce
systemic collapse in the absence of simultaneous threshold breach and structural breakdown.
Third, by the final phase, strategic competition increasingly shifted toward observability, where
evidence generation, attribution, and narrative leverage shaped outcomes alongside kinetic
actions.

The central policy challenge is not escalation itself, but managing a system in which escalation
propagates across interconnected domains faster than 1t can be politically or militarily contained.

1. The Evolution of the Conflict System

The evolution can be understood 1n six distinct phases. Figure 1 illustrates the temporal
evolution of systemic escalation across 26 analytical layers under the MCCM v2.3+ framework.

Each layer captures a distinct dimension of conflict dynamics, organized into nine systems:
Situation & Perception, Escalation Dynamics, Transmission, Capability & Mobilization,
Structural Resilience, Threshold & Control, Rule & Institutional Order, Uncertainty, and Bio-
Observability.

Color mtensity (0—1 scale) reflects the relative level of systemic activation, with darker tones
indicating low intensity and brighter tones indicating elevated escalation pressure.

Several structural transitions are evident. Around Day 18, transmission effects begin to
accelerate across domains. By Day 30, cross-domain coupling intensifies, marking a shift from
localized escalation to system-wide interaction. Between Day 38 and Day 40, the system
approaches a loss-of-control threshold, reflected in rising decision friction and instability. After
Day 44, observability-related dynamics become increasingly prominent, indicating a transition
toward evidence-driven and attribution-sensitive forms of competition.

Taken together, the figure suggests that escalation evolves through layered system interactions
rather than discrete events, with later stages increasingly shaped by coupling effects, threshold
proximity, and observability dynamics.

1.1 Phase I (Days 1-10): Localized Kinetic Escalation

The early phase was dominated by direct military actions with limited spillover. Escalation
remained largely actor-driven, and cross-domain coupling was minimal. While indicators of
strategic stress increased, transmission mechanisms had not yet fully activated.

1.2 Phase II (Days 10-20): Transmission Activation

Disruptions began to extend beyond immediate battlefields. Early signs of maritime risk,
proxy engagement, and information amplification emerged, increasing system connectivity
without yet producing synchronized escalation across domains.




EPINOVA-2026-PB-35

Policy Brief 1.3 Phase I1I (Days 20-30): Cross-Domain Coupling

By approximately Day 30, escalation entered a structurally distinct phase in which military
operations, maritime disruption, financial responses, and information dynamics became
increasingly interdependent. Localized shocks began to generate system-wide effects, while
proxy and maritime systems amplified escalation dynamics across domains. At the same time,
accelerated information flows compressed response cycles, reinforcing the emergence of a
coupled escalation system in which developments were no longer contained within individual
domains.

This marked the emergence of a coupled escalation system, in which escalation was no longer
contained within individual domains. At this stage, escalation became increasingly endogenous to
the system, rather than externally driven by discrete actions.

1.4 Phase IV (Days 30-38): System Synchronization

Following the onset of coupling, escalation dynamics across domains became increasingly
synchronized. Military posture, logistical strain, and economic signals moved 1n parallel, with
feedback loops reinforcing escalation pressures.

This synchronization reflects a transition from interaction to system-level behavior, in which
escalation dynamics are sustained through reinforcing feedback rather than isolated triggering
events. Despite this intensification, structural resilience, particularly in logistics capacity and
energy throughput, remained sufficient to prevent immediate system breakdown.

1.5 Phase V (Days 38—44): Threshold Approach

Indicators associated with decision friction and systemic instability increased sharply during
this phase, indicating that the system was approaching a loss-of-control threshold. This condition
was characterized by reduced decision efficiency, increased signaling ambiguity, and a heightened
risk of miscalculation, collectively constraining the ability of actors to effectively manage
escalation dynamics.

Escalation, however, did not transition into uncontrollable expansion, suggesting the presence
of structural and strategic constraints limiting further escalation.

1.6 Phase VI (Days 44-50): Observability Shift

In the final phase, the character of the conflict began to shift. The relative importance of
kinetic actions declined, while dynamics related to evidence production, attribution clarity, and
narrative competition became increasingly central, reshaping how escalation was generated,
interpreted, and strategically leveraged.

This shift reflects the emergence of observability as a domain of competition, where the ability
to shape interpretation and legitimacy increasingly influences strategic outcomes. Observability
thus functions not only as a byproduct of conflict, but as an active domain shaping strategic
interaction.
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Figure 1. MCCM v2.3+ Systemic Escalation Heatmap (Days 1-50)

Source: Author’s analysis based on the MCCM v2.3+ framework.
Visualization: EPINOVA | Global AI Governance & Policy Research Center.

2. Why the System Did Not Collapse

Despite sustained high levels of escalation, the system did not transition into collapse.
Instead, 1t remained within a condition of high-pressure stability, characterized by persistent stress
without systemic breakdown. This outcome can be explained by the interaction of three structural
factors.

2.1 Structural Resilience

Core system functions, particularly logistical networks and energy flows, remained

operational, albeit under strain.

This residual functionality preserved system throughput capacity, preventing escalation
pressures from translating into systemic paralysis. Rather than failing under stress, the system
absorbed and redistributed pressure across interconnected domains, maintaining baseline
operational continuity.

2.2 Threshold Management

Actors operated persistently near—but below—-critical escalation thresholds. This reflects the
presence of implicit constraint mechanisms, including strategic calculation, signaling practices,
and risk awareness, which collectively limited escalation beyond irreversible tipping points.
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which pressures accumulated without triggering threshold crossing.

2.3 Controlled Coupling

Although cross-domain interdependence intensified, coupling did not become fully
uncontrolled.

Feedback loops amplified escalation pressures, but remained partially regulated, preventing
the propagation of shocks into cascading system-wide failure. This indicates that increased
connectivity does not automatically produce instability; rather, instability depends on whether
coupling exceeds the system’s capacity for regulation.

2.4 From Escalation to High-Pressure Equilibrium

Taken together, these dynamics suggest that coupling intensity alone 1s msufficient to produce
systemic collapse. Collapse requires the simultaneous convergence of threshold breach, and
structural breakdown.

In the absence of these conditions, the system may stabilize under sustained stress. This
condition can be conceptualized as High-Pressure Systemic Equilibrium (HPSE), a regime in
which escalation persists near critical thresholds while systemic integrity is preserved.

HPSE emerges from the interaction of three necessary conditions high coupling, near-
threshold operation, and preserved structural integrity

As shown 1n Figure 2, systemic stability under high escalation pressure depends not on
coupling alone, but on the joint condition that thresholds remain unbreached and structural
integrity 1s maintained.

High-Pressure Systemic Equilibrium (HPSE)

Conditions for Escalation Without Collapse

High Near-Threshold
Coupling Operation

Cross-Domain Escalation Below
Interconnectivi Critical Limits

HPSE

Persistent Escalation
Without Collapse

Structural
Integrity

Functional System Capacity

HPSE = High Coupling + Near-Threshold Operation + Structural Integrity > Stability Boundary

Figure 2. High-Pressure Systemic Equilibrium (HPSE):
Conditions for Persistent Escalation Without Systemic Collapse
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3.1 Escalation Is Increasingly Systemic

Modern conflicts should be understood as systems rather than sequences of events. Escalation
propagates through networks: military, economic, and informational, rather than remaining
confined to direct confrontation.

3.2 The Most Dangerous Condition Is Near-Threshold Stability

The conflict demonstrates that the highest risk lies not in full-scale war, but in sustained
proximity to escalation thresholds. In such conditions, small shocks can produce disproportionate
effects.

3.3 Transmission Mechanisms Are Strategic Levers

Maritime routes, proxy networks, and information systems are not secondary theaters; they are
central to how escalation spreads and intensifies.

3.4 Observability Is an Emerging Domain of Power

The 1increasing importance of evidence and attribution suggests that strategic competition now
includes the ability to make actions visible, credible, and politically effective.

4. Policy Considerations

* States should prioritize the management of transmission pathways, particularly
maritime and proxy systems. Reducing escalation requires limiting how shocks propagate
across interconnected domains, not only deterring initial actions.

* States should maintain threshold buffers under high-coupling conditions. Avoiding
escalation requires preserving distance from loss-of-control thresholds, especially where
cross-domain interactions accelerate risk accumulation.

* States should strengthen resilience in logistics and energy systems. System stability
depends on maintaining throughput under stress, particularly in critical nodes such as
chokepoints, supply routes, and energy infrastructure.

 States should develop governance mechanisms for observability. As evidence,
attribution, and narrative contestation become central, the absence of shared frameworks
increases the risk of misinterpretation, signaling failure, and unintended escalation.
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This analysis has several limitations. The MCCM framework provides a structured
interpretation of escalation rather than precise measurement, relying on proxy variables and open-
source information that may not capture covert activities or real-time decision processes. The
identification of escalation phases and threshold proximity is approximate, with the loss-of-
control threshold best understood as a risk zone rather than a fixed tipping point. In addition, the
findings are context-specific and may not fully generalize beyond this conflict. Accordingly, the
framework should be viewed as an analytical tool for interpreting systemic escalation dynamics
rather than predicting precise outcomes.

Conclusion

The first 50 days of the conflict suggest that escalation 1s no longer best understood as a linear
or fully controllable process. Rather than producing collapse or resolution, the system has entered
a sustained high-pressure equilibrium (HPSE) shaped by cross-domain coupling, proximity to
escalation thresholds, and expanding observability dynamics.

The policy challenge 1s therefore not simply to deter escalation, but to manage a system 1n
which escalation propagates across interconnected domains beyond the pace at which individual
actors can effectively contain it.

In this context, the central challenge 1s no longer preventing escalation, but managing a system
that increasingly escalates on 1ts own.
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