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85-06-D What Is a Cascade? 
When Stability Sinks Become Instability Sources 

 
 
 
The Word Everyone Uses 
The word cascade appears everywhere. 
We hear about: 

• cascading power failures, 
• cascading bank collapses, 
• cascading software outages, 
• cascading supply-chain failures, 
• cascading AI failures. 

The word feels intuitive. 
 
Yet when asked: What exactly is a cascade? 
most explanations are surprisingly shallow. 
Typically the answer is: 

A failed 
↓ 

B failed 
↓ 

C failed 
↓ 

D failed 
 
While not wrong, this description merely observes the outcome. It does not explain the mechanism. 
Stability Engineering requires a deeper answer. 
 
The Traditional View 
Traditionally a cascade is viewed as: A sequence of failures. 
Examples: 
Electrical Grid 

Substation Failure 
↓ 

Grid Overload 
↓ 

Neighbor Failure 
↓ 

Regional Blackout 
Financial System 

Bank Failure 
↓ 

Loss of Confidence 
↓ 

Withdrawals 
↓ 

Additional Bank Failures 
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Supply Chain 
Supplier Failure 

↓ 
Production Disruption 

↓ 
Downstream Disruption 

 
In each case we observe: Failure propagation. 
But this leaves an important question unanswered. 
 
What Happened Before the Failure? 
Long before failures occur: 

• instability exists, 
• drift exists, 
• margin is being consumed. 

 
The failure is merely the visible endpoint. Something deeper is occurring. 
 
Stability Flow Theory Perspective 
Stability Flow Theory proposes: 

• Cascades are not fundamentally about failures. 
• They are about the propagation of instability. 
• Failure is simply one possible outcome. 

 
Instability Flows 
A key insight of Stability Flow Theory is: Instability behaves like a flow. 
Just as: 

• water flows through pipes, 
• electricity flows through wires, 
• heat flows through materials, 

instability flows through couplings. 
 
Coupling as a Flow Pathway 
Every coupling creates a pathway. 

Actant A 
     ↔ 
Actant B 

The coupling may carry: 
• information, 
• decisions, 
• trust, 
• synchronization, 

 
and also instability. 
 
The Stability Sink 
Suppose Actant A generates instability. Instability(A). Actant B receives some portion of it. If B possesses 
sufficient: TESM (Total Effective Stabilizing Mass) then B absorbs the instability. 
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Imported Instability 
↓ 

TESM Absorption 
↓ 

No Drift 
 
B acts as a Stability Sink. The instability dies. The propagation ends. No cascade occurs. 
 
The Instability Source 
Now consider a different situation. 
Actant B receives more instability than its TESM can absorb. 

Imported Instability 
          > 
TESM 

• Residual instability remains. 
• Drift begins accumulating. 
• Eventually Actant B begins exporting instability to neighboring actants. 
• B has changed role. 

 
The Critical Transition 
This role change is the key insight. 
Originally:  B = Stability Sink 
After saturation: B = Instability Source 
 
This is the moment a cascade truly begins. 
 
A New Definition 
We therefore define: Cascade 

A cascade is the progressive conversion of ‘stability sinks’ into ‘instability sources’ through the 
propagation of instability across coupling pathways. This definition focuses on mechanism. 

 
Not outcome. 
 
Cascades Begin Before Failure 
This is one of the most important implications. A cascade does not begin when Node Failure occurs. 
A cascade begins when: 

Sink 
↓ 

Source 
transition occurs. 
Failure may come much later. 
 
The Forest Fire Analogy 
Consider a forest. 
A single burning tree does not create a forest fire. 
The fire becomes a cascade when: 

Tree A Burns 
↓ 

Tree B Ignites 
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↓ 
Tree B Ignites Tree C 

 
The critical event is A receiver becoming a transmitter. Exactly the same principle appears in Stability 
Engineering. 
 
Topology-Level Cascades 
Now consider two topologies. 
 
Topology X  100 Actants 
Topology Y  200 Actants 
 
Each possesses: 

• local instability, 
• TESM, 
• coupling relationships. 

 
Suppose Y becomes highly unstable. Through coupling, instability begins flowing into X. 
 
Instability DiJerential 
A useful concept emerges. Effective Instability Potential (EIP) 
 

EIP = Current Instability ÷ TESM 
 
This measures how "loaded" a topology is relative to its stabilizing capacity. 
 
If: 

EIP(X) = 0.20 
and 
EIP(Y) = 0.92 

 
then a large instability differential exists. The two topologies are no longer in equilibrium. 
 
The Gradient Hypothesis 
Physical systems exhibit: 

• pressure gradients, 
• voltage gradients, 
• temperature gradients. 

 
These gradients drive flow. 
Stability Flow Theory proposes: Instability gradients drive instability flow. 
The larger the differential: ΔEIP, the greater the tendency for instability to propagate across coupling 
boundaries. 
 
Cascade Formation 
The progression becomes: 
Topology Y 

Highly Loaded 
↓ 
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Exports Instability 
↓ 

Topology X 
Receives Instability 

↓ 
TESM Saturation 

↓ 
Becomes Source 

↓ 
Exports Further 

 
The instability front expands. A cascade is born. 
 
Law of Cascade Formation 
We may therefore state: 

A cascade begins when imported instability exceeds the available absorption capacity of a 
receiving topology, causing the receiver to transition from a stability sink into a secondary 
instability source. 
This may become one of the foundational laws of Stability Engineering. 

 
Cascade Threshold 
A new quantity naturally emerges. Cascade Threshold (CT) 
Definition: 

The minimum imported instability required to convert a topology from a net absorber into a net 
exporter of instability. 

Every topology possesses its own threshold. 
 
Why Cascades Accelerate 
Once a topology becomes a source: 

One Source 
↓ 

Two Sources 
↓ 

Four Sources 
↓ 

Eight Sources 
 
The number of instability emitters grows. 
This creates Positive feedback. The cascade accelerates. 
 
Stability Shock Capacity 
This also explains why some ecosystems survive shocks and others do not. 
Every topology possesses: Stability Shock Capacity (SSC) 
The maximum instability pulse that can be absorbed while remaining inside the S3 Stability Envelope. 
If the pulse exceeds this capacity: Sink-to-source transitions begin. The cascade unfolds. 
 
The Role of GUDIYA 
Within this framework, GUDIYA's purpose becomes clearer. 
The Grid seeks to: 
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• increase TESM, 
• strengthen stability sinks, 
• reduce instability transmission, 
• reshape coupling pathways, 
• prevent sink-to-source transitions. 

 
In other words, GUDIYA's primary objective is cascade prevention. 
 
The Deepest Insight 
The traditional view says, Cascades are chains of failures. 
Stability Flow Theory suggests something deeper. Cascades are chains of stability reversals. 
The failure is merely the visible symptom.  
The true event is: 

Absorber 
↓ 

Emitter 
 
Final Insight 
A cascade is not born when something fails. 
A cascade is born when something that once absorbed instability begins generating and exporting 
instability itself. 
 
This leads to a new Stability Engineering definition: 

A cascade is the self-reinforcing propagation of instability through a coupled topology, driven by 
the progressive conversion of stability sinks into instability sources. 

 
Once this conversion begins, instability ceases to remain local. It becomes systemic. 
And at that moment, a collection of individual actants transforms into something far more dangerous: 
A topology that is teaching itself how to become unstable. That is the true beginning of a cascade.  
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Book Series Coming Soon.. 

 

 

 

       

            

            


